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Ideas, like everything in the universe, do not exist in isolation.
Ideas bear traces of the past, are in a state of continual evolution in
the present, and are intertwined in dialectical relationships with
other ideas and the world in which they are immanent. Even ideas
considered revelatory, having issued from a source beyond the din
of the mundane, are tangled in relationships between the revela-
tor, the receiver, the world, and the medium (linguistic or other-
wise) by which messages are transmitted. Ideas are part of an
interrelatedness that is a fundamental aspect of being—described
in the Western tradition as Aristotle’s “efficient” cause, the cause
which is “the primary source of . . . change.”1 This concept sug-
gests that all beings (living and non-living alike) are shot through
with the effects of contact with others—a notion also present in the
Buddhist principle of emptiness, which maintains that “any belief
in an objective reality grounded in the assumption of intrinsic, in-
dependent existence is untenable.”2

Anthropologist and social theorist Gregory Bateson (1904–
80) describes an “ecology of ideas” in which ideas are intercon-
nected and interact with one another in complex ways across
space and time.3 He refers to ideas as existing in constellations
that operate somewhat independently yet are also bound together
in complex networks of relationships. In these constellations of
ideas, creation mythologies are central nodes in the unconscious
bedrock of thought, being, and action.4 All cultures have a story
or stories by which they explain their origins and thereby set the
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stage for their own sense of “being-in-the-world.”5 The manner in
which individuals and communities perceive themselves in the
world vis-à-vis creation mythologies—their cosmic context as it
were—inf luences how they perceive and treat the world and enti-
ties in it. Whether the world and its human and non-human in-
habitants are seen to be the fruit of theogenic creation ex nihilo,
an organization of preexisting elements by an intelligent agent, an
emergence through a center (omphalos or navel), the result of a
random series of mutations, or some combination thereof, cre-
ation stories are foundational to the way in which cultures view
themselves in relationship to the world at large.

Latter-day Saints believe in the basic creation account in Gen-
esis, yet that account has inspired both the destruction of and con-
tempt for the world as well as affection for it and the desire to pre-
serve it. The same creation text was wielded by the crusaders, the
conquistadors, the Puritans, Saint Francis of Assisi, and Martin
Luther King. Yet rather than simply jettisoning Christianity and
its texts as insufficient or ambiguous to the point of uselessness,
many Latter-day Saint thinkers may feel a kinship with thinkers
such as essayist Wendell Berry who states: “There are an enor-
mous number of people—and I am one of them—whose native reli-
gion, for better or worse, is Christianity. We are born to it; we be-
gan to learn about it before we became conscious; it is, whatever
we think of it, an intimate belonging of our being; it informs our
consciousness, our language and our dreams. We can turn away
from it or against it, but that will only bind us tightly to a reduced
version of it.”6

Like Berry, most Latter-day Saints have been reared in the
Western Judeo-Christian tradition, a tradition with a troubling
cultural and environmental legacy. Yet unlike those who frame
the Judeo-Christian/Western legacy in exclusively negative terms
and speak of rejecting religion altogether, I, like Berry, believe
that doing so often results in becoming bound to a reduced and
often caricatured version of it.7 Most environmentally minded
LDS thinkers would agree with Berry’s affirmation that “our na-
tive religion should survive and renew itself so that it may become
as largely and truly instructive as we need it to be.”8 In this re-
spect, Mormonism provides a framework with the requisite epist-
emological f lexibility.
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Bateson notes that, on both an individual and a societal level,
ecologies of ideas do not bestow equal importance on all ideas.
While some new ideas are entertained, evaluated, employed, or
rejected, others become more deeply engrained: “Ideas which
survive repeated use are actually handled in a special way which is
different from the way in which the mind handles new ideas.”9

These engrained “trusted ideas” tend to settle to a level below the
scrutiny of conscious inspection and solidify into the bedrock of
the unconscious. Trusted ideas, Bateson continues, “become nu-
clear or nodal within the constellations of other ideas, because
the survival of these other ideas depends on how they fit with the
hard-programmed ideas.”10 “Hard-programmed ideas” thereby
become the unconscious foundation upon which the framework
of subsequent thoughts and attitudes are built.

While the passing of ideas from the realm of critical inspec-
tion into the unconscious is not negative per se—and is, in fact, re-
quired for mental and social economy—Bateson notes that, simply
because an idea has survived long enough to become solidified in
the unconscious, does not prove “that the idea is either true or
pragmatically useful over a long time,” or that patterns of thought
that may have formerly been benign may not later “become patho-
genic.”11 The need therefore arises to maintain epistemological
f lexibility, allowing the evaluation of new ideas and bringing even
hard-programmed ideas into the light of critical inspection. In
such a f lexible framework, unconscious ideas may be retained,
modified, or rejected, based on a continually renegotiated dia-
logue between new information, current needs, and the legacy of
the past. The emphasis is on process rather than teleology. This
f lexibility, Bateson maintains, is crucial to the continued health of
systems while, conversely, “the using up of that f lexibility is
death.”12 Systems of thought that inf luence how individuals or so-
cieties perceive themselves in the context of the world must there-
fore be continually evaluated and modified based on new infor-
mation and evolving needs and circumstances. Bateson’s model
of f lexibility suggests that continual modifications must be made
to preserve overall systemic integrity.13

Joseph Smith conceived of an epistemology that was simulta-
neously f lexible in adapting to changing knowledge and circum-
stances and open to various sources of truth. Smith spoke in

Wallis: Flexibility in the Ecology of Ideas 59

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://scholarlypublishingcollective.org/uip/dial/article-pdf/44/2/57/1960321/dialjm

orm
thou.44.2.0057.pdf by guest on 17 April 2024



broadening terms when he asserted: “One of the fundamental
principles of ‘Mormonism’ is to receive truth, let it come from
whence it may”14 and, on another occasion, “Truth is Mormon-
ism.”15 He often blurred the distinction between what has come
to be considered “sacred” and “secular” knowledge. In his con-
ception of Mormonism, truth must be ascertained both from di-
vine revelation and through the God-given faculties of perception
and discernment. When petitioning the Lord for instruction, Oli-
ver Cowdery was famously told to “study [the matter] out in your
mind; then you must ask me if it be right” (D&C 9:8).

In this model, revelation is predicated on the exercise of per-
ceptual and deliberative abilities, and apprehension of truth is a
synthesis of the exercise of cognition as well as receptivity to ex-
ternal revelation. The Doctrine and Covenants affirms that “the
glory of God is intelligence” (93:36), encourages Saints to acquire
knowledge “of things both in heaven and in the earth, and under
the earth; things which have been, things which are, things which
must shortly come to pass” (88:79), and promises “Whatever prin-
ciple of intelligence we attain unto in this life, it will rise with us in
the resurrection. And if a person gains more knowledge and intel-
ligence in this life through his diligence and obedience than an-
other, he will have so much the advantage in the world to come”
(130:18–19).

Similarly, Brigham Young did not limit valorized knowledge
to what is contained in scripture, or even revelation, but taught
that “fields and mountains, trees and f lowers, and all that f ly,
swim or move upon the ground are lessons for study in the great
school our heavenly Father has instituted for the benefit of his
children,” and encouraged Saints to “explore this great field of in-
formation that is open before us in . . . the great laboratory of na-
ture.”16

Joseph Smith’s f lexible epistemology resisted formalization
into rigid creeds, and he lamented the yoke of inf lexible tradition
that constrained his followers from accepting new ideas. Rather
than dogmatic tradition, Smith emphasized revelation and spoke
of it in f lexible terms, affirming its adaptability to changing cir-
cumstances. Speaking to a conference of Church elders in the
spring of 1834, Oliver Cowdery recorded Smith’s proclamation:
“We are differently situated from any other people that ever ex-
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isted upon this earth; consequently those former revelations can-
not be situated to our conditions.”17 In a personal letter to Nancy
Rigdon in 1842, Smith states: “God said, ‘Thou shall not kill’; at
another time He said, ‘Thou shalt utterly destroy.’ This is the prin-
ciple on which the government of heaven is conducted—by revela-
tion adapted to the circumstances in which the children of the
kingdom are placed.”18 Richard Lyman Bushman notes that
Smith resisted the rigidity that would have been implicit in sys-
tematizing Mormon belief into a formal creed, a practice preva-
lent throughout Christian history. Such creeds “circumscribed
truth, when he [Smith] wanted expansion. . . . Revelation over-
turned old ideas and was forever evolving.” Even the thirteen Ar-
ticles of Faith, Bushman notes, “were never meant to encompass
all Church doctrine or even distill its essence.”19

However, Smith fought an uphill battle against the tendency
of his followers to doggedly cling to fixed traditions rather than
f lexibly accommodating the f low of new truths and principles: “I
have tried for a number of years to get the minds of the Saints pre-
pared to receive the things of God; but we frequently see some of
them, after suffering all they have for the work of God, will f ly to
pieces like glass as soon as anything comes that is contrary to their
traditions,” he lamented in a discourse given in Nauvoo in Janu-
ary of 1844.20 Although he maintained enough doctrinal struc-
ture to prevent the Church from falling into chaos or theological
and cultural relativism, Smith emphasized that f lexibility was
necessary in the Mormon system of thought to maintain its
vitality.

As Bateson warned, rigidity in constellations of thought can
become “pathogenic,” “disastrous,” and ultimately “lethal.”21 Key
moments in the history of Western religious thought illustrate the
perils of rigidity in how the religiously minded perceive the world.
A well-known example is that, for centuries, the Ptolemaic or geo-
centric sense of the universe was almost universally accepted as
the definitive cosmic model. Inherited from Aristotle, this model
described the earth as the center around which the moon, the
sun, planets, and the stars rotated in concentric spheres. Epi-
stemologically, this worldview was based on fairly sound evidence
of the time—passed down as the wisdom of the ancients, con-
firmed by a certain reading of biblical passages: “The world also
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shall be stable, that it not be moved” (1 Chr. 16:30). This world-
view also seemed to be confirmed phenomenologically and was
supported by a long-held view of the universe as an ordered sys-
tem (Greek kosmos, or “good order”). The Ptolemaic sense of the
universe therefore settled into the unconscious of the thinkers of
the time. Assumed to be an accurate picture of the world, it there-
fore needed no further revision or critical examination. As this
geocentric worldview became engrained as mental habit—a cen-
tral node in the constellation of contemporary religious ideas—it
became intertwined with theology, as vividly depicted by Dante’s
Divine Comedy. As the Catholic Church inf lexibly wedded itself to
a particular (and in this case largely extra-scriptural) sense of the
world, threats to the validity of the Ptolemaic universe were per-
ceived as threats to the Church’s validity. Thus, Galileo was tried
for heresy when he dared to assert “the false doctrine taught by
some that the sun is the center of the world and motionless and
the earth moves even with diurnal motion.”22 While not fatal to
the Church, this inf lexibility proved damaging to its credibility
when dogmatically held views were later demonstrated to be
incorrect.

Maintaining Joseph Smith’s f lexible epistemological frame-
work may help modern Latter-day Saints avoid these traps of the
past, or what Bateson refers to as “the grooves of fatal destiny.”23

One example is evolution. The popular biography of famous
Mormon scientist Henry Eyring provides a useful case study of
such essential epistemological f lexibility. Renowned in his field,
Eyring acknowledged his belief in the possibility of biological evo-
lution as the means by which the various forms of life on earth
have come into being. His views attracted the ire of some in the
Church who espoused a literal creationist interpretation and in-
sisted on a creation lasting six days. The most conspicuous spokes-
man for the literalist view was Apostle Joseph Fielding Smith,
with whom Eyring exchanged letters and had a “lively” in-person
discussion on the subject.24 According to his biographer, Eyring
“enthusiastically studied the possibilities and even the probabili-
ties of evolution . . . yet notwithstanding this scientifically rigor-
ous speculation, in the end he wouldn’t take a stand on how God
did it.”25 Despite the temptation to assume a definitive stance on
the question of the processes of creation, and knowing the credi-
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bility he could impart by virtue of his status as a renowned scien-
tist, Eyring maintained a certain humble agnosticism, refusing to
definitively align himself with either faction.26 Rather than sim-
ply being noncommittal, however, his position recognizes human-
kind’s inherent ignorance before the largely unknown and per-
haps unknowable facts of the universe. Eyring’s stance maintains
the f lexibility necessary to accommodate further infusions of
light and knowledge to be gained both from empirical observa-
tion and, potentially, from divine inspiration.

Bateson’s sense of the need for f lexibility in ecologies of ideas
provides insight into the teachings of Joseph Smith regarding the
need for continual revelation. In presenting himself as a prophet
to the world, Smith challenged fundamental conceptions of the
ontological nature of creation, and being, and the divine. In do-
ing so, however, he did not rely on systematic or definitive exposi-
tions of his doctrine to persuade or compel. Rather, as reported
in an 1832 article in the Evening and the Morning Star, he invited
Mormons to invoke the principle of continuing revelation: “Ask
your Heavenly Father, in the name of His Son Jesus Christ, to
manifest the truth unto you, and if you do it with an eye single to
His glory, nothing doubting, He will answer you by the power of
His Holy Spirit. You will then know for yourself and not for an-
other. You will not then be dependent on man for the knowledge
of God.”27

As I read Joseph Smith’s position, he prophetically desired
each human being to fundamentally evaluate engrained modes of
thought which had slipped beneath the realm of critical inspec-
tion and to seek personal spiritual confirmation of the ideas he
presented as the truths of the restored gospel. In doing so, he
made each individual responsible for evaluating the truth, rather
than simply relying on him for its confirmation. Smith’s emphasis
on the need for continuing revelation and his belief in the possi-
bility of acquiring truth from a variety of sources safeguards the
f lexibility necessary for Latter-day Saints to walk the high wire,
balancing reason and empirical observation with faith.
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