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E. E. Ericksen, The Psychologicaland Ethi- 
cal Aspects of Mormon Group Life, Salt 
Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1974. 
100 pages + Introductory Essay, "The Re- 
ligious Thought of E. E. Ericksen," by Sterl- 
ing M. McMurrin. $5. 

At the April conference in 1924 Apostle 
Rudger Clawson gave a speech in which 
he piesented a new variation on a favorite 
Mormon theme: the contented Saints vs. 
the troubled sectarian world. Using as his 
point of departure the bitter debate over 
"modemist" theology at the 1923 confer- 
enm of the Presbyterian church, Clawson 
pointed with pride to the unanimity and 
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peamfulness of the Mormons in contrast 
The Church was not troubled by modem- 
ism, he asserted, because Mormons knew 
by revelation the errors in such teaching! 
This may have been a useful exercise in 
pulpit oratory, but it was hardly an accu- 
rate assessment of the state of affairs in 
Zion at the time. 

While there are numerous materials 
which are relevant and important to the 
understanding of the "modernist 
phenomenon" in twentieth century 
Mormonism, none quite equals E. E. 
Ericksen's The Psychologiml and Efhiazl As- 
pects of Mormon Group Life published just 
two years prior to Clawson's tak2 Origi- 
nally written as a dissertation for the 
philosophy department at the University 
of Chicago, this work boldly adopted a 
functional interactionist explanation for 
the development of Mormon ideals and 
patterns of moral behavior. Here for the 
first time a young Mormon intellectual 
turned a critical eye on his own comrnu- 
nity and interpreted its history in terms of 
the social scientist. The interactionist 
theory of George Herbert Mead, one of the 
few really important philosophers 
America has produced, is here turned t e  
wards the data of Mormon history. If the 
results are sometimes less than convinc- 
ing they are nevertheless of the first im- 
portance methodologically. 

Ericksen's naturalistic outlook, gained 
from his Chicago teachers Mead, James 

1. Rudger Clawson, ConferenoeReports, April 4,1924. 

2. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1922. The 

1974 reprint contains an excellent introduction by a 
former student, colleague, and close friend of 
Ericksen, Sterling M. McMumn. 
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Tufts and Edward Arnes, saw the distinc 
tive moral norms and practices of Mor- 
monism as the result of interaction bet- 
ween the community and the great forces 
which it has had to face in its history. 
Ericksen argued that there had been three 
major "conflicts" which had engaged the 
attention of Mormonism in its history; out 
of these, the distinctive features o f ~ o r -  
mon life have emerged The first was the 
conflict with the "gentiles" which drove 
them from Missouri and Illinois. The sea 
ond was the conflict with the hostile envi- 
ronment in the Great Basin in the face of 
the necessity of settlmg the land The last 
major conflict was that which emeged in 
this century between traditional Mormon 
orthodoxy and new currents of thought in 
sociology; biology, philosophy &d in 
familial and business affairs. Out of the 
first phase ernqed the strong emotional 
ties of group loyalty and solidarity that 
bind Mormons together; "he who is not 
with us is against us." Out of the second 
emeged a spirit of utilitarianism, a kind 
of practical and pragmatic emphasis on 
temporal welfare; the loyal servant of the 
kingdom was also efficient - in coloniz- 
ing, in raising a family or in work for a 
&OD. Out of the last conflict came the 
emp'hasis on faith, dogma and ritual prac- 
tice; the emphasis came to be placed more 
and more on correct belief and ritual be- 
havior to combat "the ways of the world" 

Such an outline cannot really do justice to 
the complexities of Mormon history, a fact 
of which Ericksen was well aware. Furth 
ermore some of his aqyments are simply 
inaccurate - for example, his assertion 
that evolutionary biology is incompatible 
with Mormon orthodo~y.~ Despite these 
inaccuracies and simplifications, how- 
ever, Ericksen's essay really goes to the 
heart of what Robert Flanders has called 

3. Bid. ,  p. 63 My own unpublished research shows 
dearly that this statement was inaccurate when 
Ericksen wrote it and that this whole discussion of 
the 1911 BYU fracas is somewhat misdirected. 

4. Robert Flanders, "Some Reflections on the New 
Mormon History," Dialogue 9:l (Spring, 1974). pp. 
34-41. 

"The New Mormon Hi~tory."~ Though 
this new history is more accurate than its 
predecessors, including Ericksen, the 
"cutting edge" of the separation between 
it and an older generation of Mormon his- 
torians lies elsewhere. What is central 
is that the new historians are really 
committed to the canons of historical 
proof and explanation that define the dis- 
cipline of history in the modem west To 
read an essay like Leonard Arrington's 
"An Economic Interpretation of the Word 
of Wisdom" is to be constantly reminded 
how close this work is to Ericksen's 
functionalist interpretation of much of 
Mormon culture and life? 

It is at this point that Eridcsen poses the 
methodological question more sharply 
than any of the "new historians" has yet 
done. If the distinctive features of the 
Mormon social system =present no more 
than the interesting or valuable responses 
of the leadership to the demands of foms 
outside their immediate control, what 
happens to the concepts of revelation, 
prophecy and inspirtation that are central 
in Mormonism? This is not to say that an 
account of these concepts cannot be given 
which essentially supports Ericksen's out- 
look. It is to assert that this is the funda- 
mental question which Ericksen's essay 
poses and to which no satisfactory 
answers have yet been offered by Mormon 
h i s t o h  or philosophers. 

This issue is a vital part of the third con- 
flict which Ericksen depicted in the mod- 
em Church. It was this issue which was 
clearly at the core of his own life and 
thought: how to reconcile the scientific 
and philosophic perspectives of modem 
man with the basic dochines and attitudes 
of Mormonism6 He was preoccupied 
with this issue from his earliest 

5. Leonard Arrington, "An Economic Interpreta- 
tion of the Word of Wisdom." BYU Studies 1 (1958). 
p p  37-49. 

6. See esp. pp. S(F100. Also see the very similar 
discussion by Thomas m a ,  TheMomons (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1957). pp. 232-57. 
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philosophic education under William 
Chamberlin to his last work on the ten- 
sion between philosophy and the 
Church. 

Ericksen's monograph under review here 
is the primary document of his intellec- 
tual career, as well as a central document 
of twentieth century Mormon intellectual 
life. It is obviously a treatise by a modern- 
ist, liberal intellectual who is deeply 
concerned over the future of his C h ~ c h . ~  
In some respects the Church has d e  
veloped in precisely the opposite direc- 
tion fmm that which Ericksen would have 
wanted. His call for a more vigorous "se 
cial gospel" program in the Church or- 
ganization was not very well met for 
years; perhaps the revitalized Church 5b 
cial Services program moves further in 
this direction. His call for a more demo- 
cratic church has certainly not made any 
headway. Nevertheless Mormon 
biologists now openly teach evolution at 
BYU and Mormon historians and social 
scientists of the highest professional and 
religious standing openly and honestly 
study the Mormon experience. Ericksen's 

first love, philo~ophy,~ remains largely 
untouched. 

If everything is not as Ericksen's 1922 
essay envisioned it, neither is it quite as 
bleak as he feared Nonetheless, it seems 
to me that we have yet to answer the ques- 
tion posed by Ericksen's life and work. In 
the concluding pages of his work Ericksen 
wrote: 'When a sacred subject is once 
admitted to discussion it tends to lose its 
divinity and sometimes its vitality as a 
factor in controL"1° For all those who care 
about the Church and the meaning and 
value that it gives to men's lives this is a 
disturbing comment. Once the 
philosopher, the historian and the social 
scientist have finished their examina- 
tions, what is left of the deeply religious 
message of the Church zind its 0%- 
tion? To deny the germis of philosophy is 
to be trapped in the darkness of irrationak 
ity and nihilism; but to openly proclaim it 
is to raise the most profound questions yet 
raised about the meaning of the gospel. 
That we have not yet answered his chal- 
lenge is a measure of the contribution 
Ericksen has made to the intellectual life 
of the modem Church. 

7. E E. Ericksen, "Priesthood and Philosophy," Pm- 
d i n g s  of the Ufah Amdemy o f  Sn'mae, Arb and Leftm, 
34 (1957), pp. 13-22. 

8 .  His most expliut modernist account of religious 
belief as an expression of and support for moral va!- 
ues is in his Social Ethics (Garden City: Doubleday, 
1937). pp. 275-290. Ericksen's Mormon comrnit- 
rnents are evidenced by his service on the YMMIA 
General Board from 1922-1935. 

9. Ericksen taught philosophy at the University of 

Utah for thirty-three years. He was head of the de- 
partment from 1918 to 1948, Dean of Arts and Sci- 
ences from 1942-1948, and Chairman of Philosophy 
at the University of Nevada from 1948 to 1953. He 
was President of the American Philosophical Sode- 
ty, Paafic Divis~on, in 1942. In 1965 theuniversity of 
Utahbestowedits highest honorin creating theE. E. 
Ericksen Chair of Philosophy. 

10. Psychologiazl and Ethiml Aspects . . ., p. 99. 
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