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Historically, modesty of dress has had important symbolic mean-
ing for leaders and members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Lat-
ter-day Saints. Brigham Young, second president of the Church,
often warned women against following the “indecent” fashions of
the world, challenging them to separate themselves from women
of the world and dress accordingly. Almost thirty years after
Young’s death, President Joseph F. Smith and his counselors issued
“A Call to the Women of the Church,” expressing concern that
“our women are prone to follow the demoralizing fashions of the
world [including] exhibitions of immodesty and of actual inde-
cency in their attire . . . seemingly oblivious in this respect to the
promptings and duties of true womanhood.”1 In response, the
general boards of the Relief Society, Young Ladies Mutual Im-
provement Association (YLMIA), and Primary, led by Relief Soci-
ety general president Amy Brown Lyman, issued dress guidelines
for all Mormon women.2 Although Church leaders made short-
term efforts to define Churchwide dress standards in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, these attempts did not result
in either a widely recognized definition of modesty or a set of offi-
cial instructions regarding women’s dress. Instead, despite the at-
tempts of Young, Lyman, and others, modesty of dress was almost
a non-issue during this time.

On February 13, 1951, Elder Spencer W. Kimball delivered a
speech to students at a Brigham Young University Devotional enti-
tled “A Style of Our Own: Modesty in Dress and Its Relationship
to the Church.”3 Kimball’s talk defined standards of modesty for



LDS women in the twentieth century and also articulated endur-
ing rationales for proper dress. Generally regarded as the “first”
modesty talk of the twentieth century, it caused a stir at BYU and
elsewhere. This address and the phrase “a style of our own” be-
came classics; many talks, articles, and LDS publications on mod-
esty, beginning in the 1960s, reference either the phrase or the ac-
tual text of Kimball’s devotional.4

Clothing has been the subject of scriptural injunctions and a
perennial topic of Church leaders’ concern. Subtle changes in
both dress standards and rationales for modest dress in the latter
half of the twentieth century ref lect the LDS Church’s teachings
and attitudes toward chastity and women, the feminine ideal, and
changing women’s roles. Definitions of modest and appropriate
dress have symbolic importance as well, and have served as a
mechanism to both maintain and blur boundaries between LDS
women and the broader culture.

In his address, Elder Kimball warned his student audience
against falling into temptation. Asserting that “unchastity is the
great demon of the day!” he instructed young men and women that
sexual sin is an abomination and admonished his listeners to hold
chastity and virtue as “most dear and precious above all things”
(Moro. 9:9). Elder Kimball specifically denounced “immodest
dresses that are worn by our young women, and their mothers” as
contributors to the breakdown of moral values in America and de-
clared that “immodest clothes lead to sin.” He categorized strap
and strapless evening gowns, low-necked dresses, form-fitting
sweaters, shorts in general, backless attire, and “general immodest
clothing” as inappropriate for the daughters of Zion and argued
that “a woman is most beautiful when her body is clothed. . . . She
needs no more attractions . . . and men will not love her more be-
cause her neck or back is bare.” Elder Kimball strongly encouraged
all in attendance to seek “clean hands and a pure heart” and coun-
teract the evil of modern styles by developing a “style of our own,”
by which he meant a fashion sense unique to Latter-day Saint girls
and women that would set them apart from the world.5

Although Elder Kimball’s talk only brief ly discussed and pro-
moted “a style of our own,” his remarks apparently made an im-
pact on those who were in attendance.6 Perhaps because the last



official statement on women’s dress had been issued in 1917,
Kimball’s disapproval of strapless gowns and other “inappropri-
ate dress” surprised many young women. Although today
Brigham Young University has a formal dress and grooming stan-
dard, the student-initiated Code of Honor, adopted in 1949, men-
tioned only the importance of honesty, integrity, and moral clean-
liness.7 Bertha Clark, a BYU sophomore in 1951, remembered
that, prior to attending Elder Kimball’s devotional, she had pur-
chased a strapless dress to wear to an upcoming BYU formal
dance. She recalled, “My dress was beautiful, but it wasn’t
‘kimballized,’ so I bought a little jacket I could wear with it. Most
of my friends ‘kimballized’ their wardrobes. In fact, we called
modest clothing ‘kimballized’ until one of the brethren told us we
shouldn’t single [Kimball] out.”8 An editorial in BYU’s Daily Uni-
verse a week after Kimball’s speech applauded “the noticeable
change in attire at the Friday night Banyan Ball” among women
students. The article continued: While “no order will be imposed
to enforce modesty, we expect to see a very definite effect on
coed’s [sic] clothing.”9

Significantly, at that point no link was made between modest
dress and sexual chastity, despite the immediate press coverage of
the talk, including publication in the Church News and in a series
called “An Apostle Speaks to Youth,” subsequent general confer-
ence talks, Church News editorials, and other LDS publications.
During the 1950s, few General Authorities besides Elder Kimball
cited immodesty as a leading cause of sexual sin. Instead, ad-
dresses and publications, including BYU’s Code of Honor, fo-
cused on modesty only as one of many virtues, along with hon-
esty, loyalty, honor, and propriety.10

A 1957 version of BYU’s Your Passport to Honor reminded stu-
dents to observe “integrity, honesty, [and] the principles of the
gospel in all you do.”11 Students at BYU had ample opportunity to
listen to lectures, including a series by President Ernest L.
Wilkinson, watch films, and study pamphlets on the Code of
Honor.12 In contrast to the later emphasis on dress standards,
BYU students at that time were encouraged to exhibit a more
comprehensive sort of modesty—a genuine modesty of person. A
1957 Mutual Improvement Association (MIA) pamphlet series en-
titled “Be Honest with Yourself” included a pamphlet called



“Modesty Is the Best Policy,” which emphasized the importance
of modesty in conduct, manner, and dress. It argued that fashion-
able clothing and modesty could coexist, but that “f launt[ing]
one’s figure,” especially in order to impress a young man, was
“more likely to bring a ‘whistle call’ of dubious compliment than a
sincere proposal of honorable friendship.”13 The pamphlet em-
phasized that “modesty is a many-sided virtue,” and presented in-
formation on speech and conduct in the same detail as it did
dress. A final reward promised to those who cultivated this holis-
tic version of modesty was self-respect, which would lead to the
“true joy of living.” The same information was also available in
poster form, and both were available to congregations through-
out the Church.14

In September of 1959, the Improvement Era began a four-month
series of columns entitled “To a Teenage Girl.” It gave advice on ap-
propriate habits, dress, speech, and general behavior for young
women but focused on the importance of good posture and a good
figure, proper apparel, including ironing and pressing one’s
clothes, and how to “graciously give and graciously receive” gifts
and compliments.15 Despite the detailed suggestions in many as-
pects of personal appearance and cleanliness, it mentioned dress
only in passing or indirectly. Instead of stipulating what type of
clothes to wear, young women were only instructed to make sure
their clothing was clean and pressed. In the 1950s, the definition of
modesty at BYU and as discussed in MIA pamphlets and the Im-
provement Era was an important component of general modesty of
person, which included how one thought, dressed, and acted.

Despite Elder Kimball’s 1951 call to arms, there were few new
threats, inside the Church or in the broader American culture, to
the morality of LDS youth that would elicit intense interest in
women’s dress. The Church continued to teach young women and
men to be loyal to their country, prepare for the responsibilities of
marriage and parenthood, and be active in practicing their reli-
gion. Likewise, popular culture emphasized loyalty to the United
States and idealized family life, promoting a “cult of mother-
hood,” where fulfillment for women meant serving others, most
often their families. McCall’s magazine described American fam-
ily life in idyllic terms in 1954—Little League, car rides, and back-



yard barbecues.16 Although strapless dresses and tight sweaters
were popular in the 1950s, fashionable hemlines did not rise
above the knees, and women could easily be in style without
appearing either dowdy or immodest.

However, the 1960s brought a decade of rapid social change
in the United States, and Church leaders were especially worried
about the effects of social turmoil on Mormon youth. This per-
ceived nationwide moral crisis was epitomized by the popularity
of new women’s fashions, including the miniskirt and hip-hug-
ging bell-bottoms, the introduction of the birth control pill in
1965, a nascent feminist movement, and the sexual revolution.17

Also alarming to Church leaders was the emergence of the drug
culture, counterculture, radical student movements, and a gen-
eral disregard for authority among the nation’s youth. In the
midst of these changes, Mormon youth began adopting the dress
and grooming habits of the new morality and the counterculture,
including shorter skirts, “grubby” clothing, and longer hair and
beards for men. The importance of modest dress took on a new
urgency. Prior to the 1950s, many Church leaders had seen im-
modest dress as, at worst, a nuisance. However, in the 1960s, im-
modest and unkempt appearance were symbols of undesirable
attitudes and even actual evil.

Modesty in dress quickly became a watch cry for protecting
the purity and moral values of LDS youth; and increasingly, LDS
leaders exhorted members to dress both modestly and appropri-
ately. However, LDS Church leaders employed varied and at times
contradictory tactics for inf luencing female members to choose
modest clothing in particular, rather than focusing on the more
general “modesty of person” articulated in earlier materials. Such
exhortations were particularly frequent in Church News editorials.
These unsigned editorials had been written by Mark E. Petersen
of the Deseret News “since the beginning of the publication in
1931,” and which he continued as an apostle (ordained in 1944 at
age forty-three) until close to his death in 1984.18

General Authorities and local leaders alike delivered strong
statements condemning immodest clothing.19 LDS leaders taught
that women’s immodest dress often led to immoral or unchaste be-
havior. They emphasized a woman’s responsibility not only for her
own dress and chaste behavior, but also for the chastity of her male



associates. Modest dress would keep men’s thoughts clean and
pure; women were responsible if their dress encouraged male fail-
ure. Elder Petersen gave a talk at the annual Relief Society confer-
ence in 1962, later published in multiple venues, where he charged:
“What tempts the boys to molest the girls today more than any
other one thing . . . is the mode of dress of our girls,” which in-
cluded skirts above the knees, tight and revealing tops, and low-cut
evening gowns. When “such sights are placed before their eyes, al-
most like an invitation, can you blame them any more than you
would the girls who tempt them, if they take advantage of those
girls?”20 This strong indictment of young women’s immodest dress
as the cause and even excuse for young men to take advantage of
them sexually, harsh by today’s standards, was not uncommon in
America at this time.21 Although Petersen criticized young women
for tempting their male counterparts, he also faulted their parents
for buying them skimpy clothing and permitting them to date early.
Instructing the women in attendance that “the preservation of the
home is left chief ly to the wife and mother,” Petersen asked them to
“have the courage to correct” the immodest clothing of their
daughters by establishing a fashion style of their own.22

In a 1964 letter to the Church News, Apostle Joseph Fielding
Smith strongly encouraged the women of the Church to “correct
the evil . . . which confronts the female world and which members
of the Church imitate,” by which he meant immodest dress. He
feared that “modesty is DEAD!” and without modesty, chastity
was in danger.23 Smith and other leaders felt that modesty for
young women was of extreme importance because of Church
teachings that sexual sin, including not only premarital inter-
course and adultery, but also “lesser sins” of physical intimacy,
were an “abomination.”24

The importance of modesty as a shield against sexual tempta-
tion and women’s responsibility for both their own and male
chastity has survived. Taught today in the LDS Church to varying
degrees, it was not apparently the primary motive for LDS Church
teachings on modesty in the 1960s and 1970s. Occasionally, a
Church News editorial blamed miniskirts for societal decay, but
more often, the editorials suggested women should dress mod-
estly and appropriately to express their independence from



worldly fashion and to establish boundaries between women of
the church and women of the world. In the mid to late 1960s, El-
der Petersen employed several strategies in his Church News edito-
rials to convince LDS women to eschew modern styles. For exam-
ple, these editorials cited campaigns for modesty in Philadelphia
schools and elsewhere, quoted Parisian fashion experts who de-
nounced miniskirts that exposed women’s knobby knees and
f labby thighs, and also quoted alleged FBI statistics that rape had
dramatically increased after the introduction of the miniskirt.25

Two conf licting calls to action emerged during this decade.
The first was an appeal for independent thought by the Church’s
women, particularly its young women. The second was a renewed
emphasis on “femininity” and feminine dress. On the first call,
editorials and articles by General Authorities often tried to ap-
peal to young women’s individuality or bravery, asking Latter-day
Saint young women if they “had the courage” to change their
wardrobes, independent of the popular fashions of the day.26 An
editorial entitled “The Mini Skirts” asked, “Isn’t it time for our
women to decide to use their own good sense in regard to dress,
and refuse to be like sheep following the dictates of fashion de-
signers who like extremes? . . . If our people would think for them-
selves, rather than be herded into styles by New York or Paris, all
would be infinitely better off.” Instead of mindlessly following the
whims of fashion, the editorial invited women to daringly think
for themselves and “just decide to forget the world.”27

A 1967 Church News editorial, “Time for Style of Our Own”
encouraged women of the Church to become “distinctive, special,
and independent” in creating their own style, which would help
them “put decency above fashion and decide to be beautifully
feminine, but still remain becomingly modest.” The article ar-
gued that the more than two million members of the LDS Church
would be able to make a difference in the world. A campaign for
modesty in dress would bring the Church and its women “at least
as much admiration as have our Welfare Plan, our Missionary Pro-
gram, and our stand on the Word of Wisdom.” The editorial sug-
gested that LDS women would become as distinctive in the
world’s eyes as the missionary service of LDS men.28

Independent thought was heralded as a virtue, as long as it led
women to spurn the world and worldly dress. Miniskirts were not



the only new fashions that concerned Church authorities; many
leaders in the late 1960s and 1970s equated appropriate dress for
women with “feminine” dress. Popular women’s fashions in the
mid to late 1960s included collarless jackets and bellbottoms, and
“women’s fashion increasingly favored the ‘boy look’; full breasts
and hips [popular in the 1950s] go out of fashion as women try to
make themselves look as androgynous as possible.”29 Women of
the world began to wear pants, jeans, and more casual clothing gen-
erally, adopting a unisex look, but Church leaders pled with LDS
women to retain their feminine charm.

Perhaps Church leaders would have worried less about young
women wearing jeans or collarless jackets (both of which were
modest and therefore would presumably not cause unchastity), if
they had not also been increasingly concerned about the inf lu-
ence of the feminist movement. The second wave of feminism,
which began in the 1960s, sought to rectify inequalities in the
workplace, government, and education. In 1963, Betty Friedan
published The Feminine Mystique, which confronted “the problem
that has no name,” or the free-f loating discontent felt by many
women at being defined by a biologically driven and domestic
ideal. She suggested that many women did not find fulfillment
through total involvement in their family and encouraged women
to take control of their own lives.30 While some feminist organiza-
tions, such as the National Organization for Women (NOW)
worked to combat prejudice and discrimination that faced
women, more radical organizations such as New York Radical
Women and the Redstockings advocated the overthrow of capital-
ism and “repudiated the male master class, marriage, and the tra-
ditional nuclear family.”31

Many leaders and members of the LDS Church felt that the
feminist movement threatened traditional gender roles. While
groups like the Redstockings were certainly subversive to Church
teachings concerning the importance of marriage and family, or-
ganizations such as NOW also advocated that women did not have
to find fulfillment as a wife and mother, but instead could remain
single or enter the workplace, even with children at home.
Alarmed by these trends, Church leaders not only emphasized the
importance of modesty, but also actively campaigned for feminin-



ity in dress, and discouraged women from dressing in a “unisex”
manner.32 Taking a bold and independent stand against the
world, as leaders encouraged, did not also translate into joining
new independence movements.

As early as 1965, the Church published its first For the Strength
of Youth pamphlet, which provided LDS youth with guidelines
concerning dress, manners, dating, dancing, and clean living. Of-
ficers of the MIA, representatives from BYU and the Church Edu-
cational System, and youth of the Church joined to create the
pamphlet, designed to be a guide for youth and their parents. The
First Presidency (then David O. McKay, Hugh B. Brown, and N.
Eldon Tanner) felt strongly about the importance of the original
For the Strength of Youth and asked members of the Church to “fa-
miliarize themselves with . . . and conform to [its] regulations.”33

Six years later, Brigham Young University and other Church
colleges formally adopted a dress and grooming standard.34 Al-
though BYU had established a dress code for its students in the
previous decade, it had not been incorporated into the Honor
Code. A new, slightly altered dress code became a condition of en-
rollment in the fall of 1971.35 For the Strength of Youth and BYU’s
dress and grooming standards were designed to encourage ap-
propriate dress and behavior among the youth of the Church and
can be used to track changing standards and rationales for stan-
dards among Church leaders. Although both dress codes have
been revised since 1965 and 1971, standards of modesty regard-
ing clothing style and length have remained remarkably similar to
instructions given by Elder Kimball in 1951.36 However, both doc-
uments have evolving definitions of gender-appropriate clothing,
including the acceptability of pants, jeans, sweatshirts, and shorts.
These two “codes of modesty,” used as a case study for the
Church’s emphasis on femininity, show that Church leaders in-
voked modesty to prevent women from looking like women of the
world in hopes that their behavior would also remain distinctive.
The emphasis on femininity was meant to discourage women
from following larger American trends away from women’s tradi-
tional roles and instead to encourage women to dress a certain
way to ref lect their feminine, God-given nature.

The first For the Strength of Youth pamphlet ref lected Church
leaders’ concerns about members’ dress. The pamphlet acknowl-



edged that “modesty cannot be determined by inches or fit since
that which looks modest on one person may not be so on an-
other,” but also instructed that skirts should “be long enough to
cover the kneecap” and that low-cut, strapless, and spaghetti strap
outfits were inappropriate.37 The 1968 version noted that women
were to “always try to look feminine in their dress. They should
not dress like boys or try to give a masculine appearance.” In addi-
tion to this general principle, the pamphlet specified: “Pants for
young women are not desirable attire for shopping, at school, in
the library, in cafeterias or restaurants.”38 Women were allowed
to “appropriately wear slacks” only when participating in hiking,
camping, and active sports, activities that would presumably be
immodest in a dress.39

Church leaders modified the For the Strength of Youth pamphlet
several times. Several of the changes deal with issues of propriety,
not actual modesty in dress. For example, one section originally ti-
tled “‘Grubbies,’ Curlers, Hair Fashions” in 1965, informed young
women that “‘Grubby’ clothes are inappropriate in public for ev-
eryone. A ‘real lady’ does not go out in public, to the market, or to
shops with her hair in curlers.” Perhaps leaders felt their instruc-
tions were not sufficiently explicit, for three years later, “grubby”
was replaced with “soiled, sloppy, or ill-fitting clothes.” These items
joined long hair [for men], an unkempt or dirty appearance, and
“rowdy” behavior as proscribed behavior in 1968.40 Presumably
because these traits were characteristic of the student movements
and counterculture of the 1960s, Church leaders counseled youth
to avoid even the appearance of being associated with them.41

Like For the Strength of Youth, BYU’s dress and grooming stan-
dards evolved over time, often spelling out the need for women to
dress femininely and elucidating the reasons behind some of the
dress standards changes. A BYU Dress Standards Committee had
existed since the late 1940s; in the 1950s and 1960s, Ernest L.
Wilkinson, president of Brigham Young University, had tried to
create formal dress standards for students.42 His administration
published two general types of material to convince students to
follow “appropriate dress standards” and distributed materials to
inform students about standards that emphasized the intercon-
nectedness of beauty, dress, and modesty.43 For example, out-



raged by the preponderance of short skirts on campus, in 1968,
BYU officials began passing out a “Pardon Me” card to students
and visitors alike whose skirts were “too short.” The card read in
part: “In order to spare you embarrassment we give you this folder
to remind and inform you of dress standards at BYU because we
do not want you to feel out of place on our campus. . . .
Women—The following are not acceptable: Mini skirts (anything
above the knees), Pant dresses, Shorts, Pants & pedal pushers (ac-
ceptable on 1st f loor of Wilkinson Center only), Sweat shirts,
Bare feet, Culottes (acceptable if dress length).”44 The student
body reacted strongly against this practice, with the Daily Universe
printing “you are not pardoned” coupons to be given to officials.
The administration halted the practice soon after it began.

An example of a less intrusive and proscriptive publication is
Dress Standards at BYU, an eight-page pamphlet apparently pub-
lished and circulated in 1969. It did not set forth specific dress
standards for women (or men) but quoted several leading Church
authorities on beauty, dress, and modesty. Notably, it quotes
Church president David O. McKay several times on the link be-
tween chastity and beauty: “There is a beauty every girl has . . .
[and] that beauty is chastity. Chastity without skin beauty may en-
kindle the soul; skin beauty without chastity can kindle only in the
eye.” A beautiful woman, if she was also chaste and modest, was
“creation’s masterpiece.”45

However, as the f lowering of Mormon beauty self-help books
in the 1980s indicates, being beautiful required walking a fine
line. Dress Standards at BYU quoted Brigham Young as equating
beauty with simple goodness: “Goodness sheds a halo of loveli-
ness around every person who possesses it, making their counte-
nances beam with light, and their society desirable because of its
excellency.”46 Although the pamphlet taught that modesty made
a woman beautiful, constant reminders to women to pay attention
to their appearance suggest that simply covering objectionable
parts of the body was not enough; excessive femininity or overt sex-
iness could also ruin a woman’s modest beauty.47

Despite the attempts of the Wilkinson administration to create
a mandatory dress code, the BYU dress and grooming standards
did not become a condition of enrollment until the fall of 1971.48

On April 1, 1971, the First Presidency issued a statement which



read in part: “The Church has not attempted to indicate just how
long women’s or girls’ dresses should be nor whether they should
wear pant suits.” Only when going to the temple were women ad-
vised against wearing “slacks or mini-skirts, or otherwise dressing
immodestly.”49 This statement prompted changes in For the Strength
of Youth and BYU dress standards. The 1972 version cited the First
Presidency statement, but no longer advised that skirts cover the
kneecap; instead, skirts and dresses should be “of modest
length.”50

In the summer of 1971, Dallin H. Oaks, newly appointed pres-
ident of Brigham Young University, sent a letter to the parents of
all BYU students advising them of two changes in the BYU dress
code. The university’s Public Relations Department also mailed
students a special issue of the Daily Universe, informing them that
women’s hemlines should be of “modest length” and that women
were authorized to wear slacks.51 Oaks’s letter and the student
newspaper included the information that the new dress standards
applied to the Church College of Hawaii, Ricks College, and LDS
Business College as well.52

President Oaks spent much of his 1971 presidential address dis-
cussing BYU’s first published, formalized dress code. He quoted a
statement by the BYU Board of Trustees, consisting of the First
Presidency and other General Authorities, which stated that stu-
dents’ grooming should emphasize “cleanliness and avoidance of
dress or manner which . . . symbolizes either rebellion or non-con-
formity.” Oaks argued that while skirt lengths were “a function of
modesty,” the prohibition of beards and long hair dealt with “sym-
bolism and propriety.” He described the ban against beards as
“temporary and pragmatic. They are responsive to conditions and
attitudes in our own society at this particular point in time. . . .
Beards and long hair are associated with protest, revolution, and re-
bellion against authority. They are also symbols of the hippie and
drug culture . . . a badge of protest and dissent.”53

Oaks did not, however, make the parallel that women’s dress
standards were likewise to prevent association with protest and
dissent. Rather, “the inclusion of pant suits authorizes a style of
dress that is clearly modest, however unfeminine some may think
it to be. . . . [It] does not authorize the wearing of jeans, men’s



trousers, or other slacks from the grubby end of the spectrum. . . .
These two modifications must not be the occasion for a general
deterioration of women’s dress standards on this campus.”54

Oaks’s 1971 address, the new dress code, and A Style of Our Own
(1973) discouraged the unisex look and advocated dress-based
distinctions between men and women.55 This emphasis suggests
that Church officials were not only concerned with the symbolism
of bearded young men but also of androgynously dressed young
women. Feminine dress would serve as a boundary separating
LDS women from women of the world, especially American
women who were advocating for new rights and against discrimi-
nation. Perhaps if women dressed to accentuate their femininity
and to reinforce their identification as wives and mothers, Church
leaders felt they would be less tempted by such worldly things as
careers and the feminist movement.

The 1974 edition of A Style of Our Own makes two changes
from the 1973 version. First, after repeating the injunction about
appropriate dress, it explains: “The intent of this standard is to en-
courage women to wear comfortable yet distinctly feminine attire.” And
second, it gives a measurable definition of “modest”: “Women’s
hemlines (dresses, skirts, culottes) are to be modest in length. A
modest length for most young ladies would be no shorter than the top of
the knee.”56 Subsequent Honor Code statements changed few
things about these early 1970s publications except for finally al-
lowing jeans for women (1981),57 permitting knee-length shorts
for both sexes (1991), and, most recently, prohibiting tattoos and
multiple earrings for men and women (2000).58 These prohibi-
tions, along with an occasional threat to revoke the privilege of
wearing shorts, have stayed largely the same since the early years
of both the Dress and Grooming Standards and the For the
Strength of Youth pamphlets. If anything, both “codes of modesty”
have become stricter, emphasizing not necessarily the standards
themselves, but youth and other members of the Church’s
responsibility to follow them.

In summary, then, during the 1960s and 1970s, Church lead-
ers were concerned that members were adopting the dress and
grooming habits of the feminist movement and the countercul-
ture, regardless of whether they were also espousing the move-
ment’s ideologies and methods. Symbols and image are very im-



portant to both the leadership and the general membership of the
Church. Appearance matters. Appropriate dress delineated a
clear boundary between “Saints” and “the world,” thus serving a
function similar to that of the Word of Wisdom in the twentieth
century. In this case, appropriate, or feminine, dress became a be-
havioral reminder to LDS women to dress and act in ways that
represented their true self. In the December 1974 Ensign, Rita L.
McMinn, an assistant professor of clothing and textiles at
Brigham Young University, emphasized: “If dress communicates
to others, it also communicates to ourselves. . . . Our choice of
dress even goes so far as to inf luence our behavior.”59 McMinn
felt that one could judge a person’s character and future actions
based on dress, and advised young women and men to dress ap-
propriately. Elder Sterling W. Sill of the First Council of the Sev-
enty instructed: “When we put on the uniform we may naturally
expect that we will be judged by the standards that our appear-
ance suggests” and remarked that appearance is much more than
a style. Instead, “it is also an outward symbol of an inward condi-
tion.”60 Similarly, a 1971 First Presidency statement on dress read,
“Make yourself as attractive as possible, but remember that your
clothes ref lect your values, outlook, and personality.”61 The idea
extends to the present; the most recent For the Strength of Youth
pamphlets, similar to previous versions, states, “The way you dress
is a ref lection of what you are on the inside.”62

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the issue of appropriate
dress for Mormon women took a somewhat dramatic turn. Earlier
pleas to dress femininely established an idealized boundary in
both dress and behavior between women of the Church and
women of the world. In 1977, approximately five thousand
women were serving as LDS missionaries; one in six missionar-
ies—15 percent—were female.63 In that year, according to Alice
Buehner, wife of a former mission president, and point woman
for new dress and appearance standards for sister missionaries,
Church leaders realized that “a stigma had been attached to lady
missionaries.” This “far from desirable” stigma was due to their
lack of “understanding, knowledge and awareness . . . of the effect
of nonverbal communication in areas of clothing, makeup, hair-
styles, and social behavior.” The General Authorities felt strongly,



Buehner claimed, that the sister missionaries’ dress and appear-
ance failed to represent the Church favorably. Because a sister
missionary’s physical appearance “communicates her own char-
acter and capabilities . . . [and] it also ref lects upon the LDS
Church as a whole,” sister missionaries were encouraged to
change their proselyting attire.64

Church leaders asked several women, whose husbands had
served as mission presidents and who were image consultants, to
create an educational program to train sisters “in the art of pro-
jecting a professional image . . . to enhance not only their own ap-
pearance—therefore building individual self confidence—but also
to improve the image of the Church as a whole.”65 This committee
focused on “wardrobe, grooming, poise, makeup, and hair care”
to create the Personal Development Program for Lady Missionar-
ies.66 Buehner was in charge of the program’s dress and groom-
ing portion. She described “the general appearance” of sister mis-
sionaries as “a motley assortment of house dresses, jumpers, and
little girl type clothes. An occasional mumu even showed up.”67

To combat this unprofessional look, Buehner launched a manda-
tory weekly dress and grooming class for sister missionaries in the
Provo Missionary Training Center (MTC) in October 1977.

Shortly thereafter, the wives of the Managing Directors of the
Missionary Department developed an interim three-page clothing
guide, sent to sister missionaries already in the field, advising
them on appropriate dress. It was quickly determined that a more
comprehensive guideline should be prepared, and Buehner’s the-
sis was part of this process. As a result, the committee created a
pamphlet for the Church and the Missionary Training Center de-
scribing aspects of “a professional image for sister missionar-
ies.”68 Buehner notes, “Research into the area of nonverbal com-
munication and clothing design determined that the most profes-
sional image is considered to be the ‘executive’ or ‘business’ look
which projects authority and efficiency.”69 The Church printed
fifteen thousand pamphlets in 1981 and distributed them to sister
missionaries, either with their mission calls or through direct
mailings to sisters already in the field. The pamphlet’s goal was to
improve the appearance of sister missionaries, which should com-
municate “order, cleanliness, neatness, tasteful femininity, fresh-
ness, reasonable stylishness, dignity and modesty.”70



Many sister missionaries were upset at the attention placed on
their appearance and felt that “learning to be more attractive was
superficial and valueless.” Buehner also noted, “But the First
Presidency of the Church stressed the importance of each Sister
attending the classes concerning personal appearance . . . They
recognized the fact that the Sisters could be more effective mis-
sionaries if they felt better about themselves and if they had a
more professional appearance.”71

Both the pamphlet and class included pattern and style selec-
tion, color selection, fabric selection and care tips, examples of
appropriate dress, examples of color-coordinated wardrobes, and
a wardrobe worksheet. Buehner noted that the elders already
wore professional attire (suits, white shirts, and subdued ties),
and that the same “business executive” look, primarily composed
of suits or a dress and jacket, were likewise most appropriate for
the sisters.72 The pamphlet concluded: “All that the Lord created
is beautiful, and He created YOU. It is His desire that every one of
His daughters develop herself in every way: spiritually, intellectu-
ally, socially, and physically.”73 Church leaders had added yet an-
other reason for women to dress appropriately and modestly: to
improve the Church’s image.

In 1980, the Church also published a pamphlet for its own em-
ployees, stating that Church employees in particular should follow
Elder Kimball’s injunction to create “a style of our own.” It read,
“A personal appearance that ref lects the image of the Church is
an important part of our Church employment. . . . Both proper
dress and grooming habits combine to create the Church em-
ployee look.” Church employees were instructed to always be
clean and neat; women could not wear “pantsuits and immodest
clothing.” They were also required to wear nylons. Men were in-
structed in areas of hair, hygiene, clothing, mustaches, and shoes.
“A neat, well groomed haircut and clean-shave are essential.”
Above all, “whatever our work may be, we should be sure that our
appearance befits that of individuals engaged in the Church’s im-
portant work, that we add to and not detract from the positive im-
pression the Church communicates everywhere.”74

A 1967 Church News editorial thirteen years earlier had asked
a frequently recurring question, “Why shouldn’t Latter-day Saints



just decide to forget the world—and not be so much OF the
world—and dress beautifully in becoming clothes that preserve
the decency which the Lord expects of his lovely daughters?”75

The preponderance of grassroots efforts and new “modest”
clothing companies in the last decade indicates that some LDS
women are attempting to create a “style of their own” and inf lu-
ence others to buy into that style. Women have organized and par-
ticipated in ward and stake “modest fashion shows,” as well as col-
laborations with major department stores. New and expanded
business ventures, many of them internet-based, advertise cap
sleeve undershirts meant to make any shirt modest (and disguise
garment lines), swimsuits, knee-length shorts, wedding, prom,
and trendy dresses, and a wide variety of clothing that meets the
standards in the For the Strength of Youth pamphlets.76

The first published instance of young women trying to create
a style of their own occurred in 1976 in southern California. Not
all of the Young Women from the La Cañada First Ward could
find or afford to buy modest one-piece swimsuits for their stake
swim meet. They finally found “47 yards of chlorine-proof, stylish,
inexpensive, and two-way-stretch” orange and purple fabric. The
article applauds the young women for winning the meet, sewing
their own suits, and being modest.77

A 1987 article in the New Era highlighted young women from
Austin, Texas, and their girls’ camp experience. “Even the heat and
the exclusive company of other girls are no excuses for dressing im-
modestly. Short shorts and tank tops are not allowed.”78 Instead,
the girls got together each year to make camp shorts that were
knee-length, baggy, and brightly colored. Two articles in the Sep-
tember 1990 issue, both titled “The Strapless Dress,” discussed this
struggle. The first, a short fiction piece, ended when a girl’s father
fashioned her strapless gown into a modest dress, minutes before
the prom. The second was a practical guide to finding modest
dresses. It advocated sewing your own, renting or borrowing, look-
ing in catalogs, going “ethnic,” and being creative.79

Ten years later, modesty became a hot topic, particularly re-
garding prom dresses. A group of LDS young women from Kan-
sas campaigned for modesty and attracted attention throughout
the Church and even internationally; they were interviewed by the
BBC and the Wall Street Journal. When they had difficulty finding



modest clothing, they took their complaints to their local depart-
ment store. Through a presentation to several stores, the young
women stressed, “Modesty is not a trend. Modesty is a style” and
succeeded in inf luencing the store’s purchasing decisions. Young
women from Slidell, Louisiana, to Rancho Cucamonga Califor-
nia, to Midvale, Utah, have held fashion shows modeling modest
clothing. A particularly well-organized group in southern Califor-
nia worked with a local Nordstrom’s to put on “A Class Act,” a
modest fashion show. Over 900 people attended the show, aided
by a front-page Los Angeles Times article, support from a local,
large Christian church, and nearby Latter-day Saints.80

In 2004, Chelsy Rippy founded Shade Clothing, the first busi-
ness to successfully market “modest clothing” to young women,
not all of whom are Mormon. Since then, the Mormon clothing
market has exploded with more than thirty retailers marketing
“modest clothing.” The trend started with cap sleeve undershirts,
intended to make fashionable clothing modest. Companies have
now branched out to also offer swimsuits, formal dresses, and a
variety of other clothing options. Some brands have been picked
up by small boutiques and major retailers, even outside of the
Wasatch Front.81 Mormon women are not the only segment of the
American population interested in modest clothing; in the last
few years, media outlets as varied as PBS, Dr. Phil, the Catholic
Courier, the Washington Post, local news channels, MSNBC, Good
Morning, America, and Newsweek have run features on the “Mod-
esty Movement.82 Other religious groups have played a large role
in this movement, including Pure Fashion, a Catholic girls organi-
zation that is “an international faith-based program designed for
girls 14-18 to help young women re-discover and re-affirm their
innate value and authentic femininity.”83

In 2003, Janiece Johnson and I surveyed almost five hundred
women regarding modesty. Trying to ascertain how contempo-
rary LDS women define and understand the Church’s current
standards of modesty, the survey asked two questions regarding
modesty: (1) What are the Church’s dress and grooming stan-
dards? Have they changed? and (2) Why does the Church teach
modesty? Although the respondents were not a representative
sample of LDS women, 496 women, ages sixteen to eighty-three,



responded. Living in forty different states, with varying educa-
tional accomplishments, marital statuses, and activity levels in the
Church, the women responded to the survey, disseminated by
email, over a one-week period.

In response to the first question, 53 percent answered that
Church standards of modesty had changed; 37 percent disagreed,
and 10 percent were undecided or did not answer the question.84

Some women listed specific aspects of modest dress; others
quoted directly from or invited me to look at For the Strength of
Youth or the BYU standards; some merely stated that the Church
taught its members to be “neat and clean.” A twenty-seven-
year-old woman from Florida wrote, “As a general rule (sports the
biggest exception), clothing should not be backless, sleeveless, or
extremely tight. It should also be at least knee-length.” She con-
cluded that modesty was to preclude women from becoming “hy-
per-focused” on their bodies.85

When answering the second question, half of the women
named multiple rationales for modest dress.86 When these re-
sponses are sorted by themes, the results are striking. Forty per-
cent of the women listed respect for the body as a sacred gift from
God and as a temple for their spirit as an important reason to be
modest. Twenty-five percent cited the importance of promoting
and protecting chastity. The same number felt that recognizing
one’s status as a child of God/having self-respect/not object-
ifying one’s body was an important reason to be modest. Twelve
percent cited the wearing of temple garments, either currently or
in the future, as impetus for dressing modestly. Other reasons
mentioned by less than 10 percent of the respondents were the
importance of being an example to the world and representing
the Church, a link between dress and behavior, a link between
dress and a general feeling of respect, and the idea that modesty
of dress represents modesty of person.87

A twenty-four-year-old New Yorker wrote, “[The Church
teaches] modesty as a symbol of the inner spirit. If you wear clean,
modest clothes, you yourself will inwardly be reminded of what
you believe.”88 A thirty-three-year-old from Alexandria, Virginia,
commented, “Dress[ing] modestly . . . helps us keep our other cov-
enants. We often behave how we dress. Clothing is a powerful sym-
bol of identity.”89 Many women linked clothing to both their iden-



tity and their behavior. A Centerville, Utah, woman responded, “I
think that modesty is an eternal law and that’s why the church
teaches it. It is a law of happiness. I think that people act as they
dress. If one is to be modest in behavior, one should be modest in
dress.”90 A forty-four-year-old Californian argued, “If we are try-
ing to be pure on the inside we need to show it on the outside.”91

Chastity was an important reason to be modest for many
women. A Colorado woman made an explicit connection be-
tween immodesty and immorality: “Satan has a strong army fight-
ing against the [sic] morality. It is my experience that once mod-
esty goes then it doesn’t take long before there are issues of immo-
rality and sexual sins. Modesty is like the skin—it is the first line of
defense against disease.”92 Many women felt modesty of dress
helped deemphasize the body, thus leading to healthier self-con-
cepts and relationships. A twenty-six-year-old Palo Alto woman re-
marked, “The spiritual purpose is for self-respect and recognition
of yourself as a literal daughter of God. I wish we could, as a cul-
ture, focus more on this purpose, as I see many young women fo-
cusing more on their appearance than the purpose and signifi-
cance of our bodies.”93

A forty-year-old New Yorker wished the Church would empha-
size modesty of dress less: “Modesty is a way to behave and live, not
a way to dress. Modest apparel changes over time and culture, but
behaving respectfully towards one’s own self and others does not.
This, in my opinion, is what should be taught.”94 Not everyone was
completely sure why the Church taught modesty. Some remarked
that they had never thought about it before, while others were still
ambivalent. A twenty-five-year-old Provo resident identified the
Church’s dress and grooming standards with the BYU Honor Code
and For the Strength of Youth. She wrote, “I suppose [dress standards
exist] because we should respect our bodies and not tempt others
with the way we dress, but sometimes I wonder.”95

Many women focused on respect, whether for themselves, their
bodies, others, or the Lord. A thirty-five-year-old woman from
Florida commented, “Modesty shows respect for our own bodies,
that they are not for all to see. It also shows respect for our souls by
not placing all emphasis for beauty and attractiveness on the out-
ward appearance.”96 One Lake Havasu City woman differentiated



between being attractive and being provocative: “Attractiveness, in
my definition, implies an attention to the entire woman or man. It
requires a recognition of body and soul. Provocation, on the other
hand, really is about the body alone. . . . Of course, modesty does
not guarantee that men and women will always see each other as
complete beings, but it certainly is a step in the right direction.”97

Finally, a sixty-eight-year-old woman wrote, “When one goes before
the Lord, one wants to convey respect. . . . Modesty is one way we
make ourselves worthy of his inspiration.”98

As these responses indicate, modesty of dress has had many
meanings for many people, perhaps because the specific guide-
lines and rationales for modesty have f luctuated in response to
changes within the Church and within the broader American cul-
ture. Definitions of modest and appropriate dress have symbolic
importance, simultaneously maintaining and blurring boundaries
between Latter-day Saint women and their broader culture. Sub-
tle changes in both dress standards and rationales for modest
dress in the latter half of the twentieth century in part ref lect the
LDS Church’s teachings and attitudes toward chastity and
women, the feminine ideal, and changing women’s roles.

For example, Church leaders and publications have empha-
sized that Mormon women should avoid particular fashions, such
as miniskirts, pants (especially casual ones), and unfeminine
dress in general. During the late 1960s and 1970s, these articles of
clothing were prohibited as symbols of the counterculture and
feminism, two movements that LDS Church leaders did not want
its women to be involved with, sympathize with, or even look like.
In a time of professionalism for the Church in the early 1980s, the
Church wanted its employees and sister missionaries to project a
“business executive” image. Dowdy housedresses and funky
f lorals, although modest, did not fit this professional image, and
women employees and sisters missionaries were asked to alter
their clothing according. (These guidelines are still in force.) This
new professional image for sister missionaries was for the benefit
of those with whom the missionaries came in contact. These in-
structions blurred the lines between what a Mormon woman, at
least as a missionary, was supposed to look like and represent,
namely a professionally accomplished businesswoman, and
women of the world who were professionals. Based on the earlier



fears that dressing progressively (i.e., in pants) would encourage
Mormon women to become part of the women’s movement, it is
surprising that the dress and grooming standards for sister
missionaries emphasized the business executive look.

Symbols and image have been and remain very important to
both the leadership and the general membership of the LDS
Church. Dress matters. Definitions of modest and appropriate ap-
pearance are somewhat f luid. As the larger culture and society
change, fashion as a boundary matters, not necessarily because it
produces immorality or because Zion’s daughters must empha-
size their femininity, but because dress fundamentally represents
not only the individual, but the Church in general.
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