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ETEI NITY, CAPACITY WILL

n " T is a prickling irony that the discipline of aesthetics
I has become the ugly duckling of philosophy and the
~ ~ gooneybird of Mormonism. Philosophers patronize
it; Mormons shun it. And Mormon philosophers,
themselves an endangered species, have until recently
all but ignored it. I say "until recently" because these
days, with the burgeoning preoccupation of some
Mormons with a thing called "Mormon Art," there has
arisen a cheerful dilettantism and, with it, a spate of
armchair aesthetics. A recent and important paper by
Merrill Bradshaw, "Toward a Mormon Aesthetic,"
elevated the tone and competence of these discussions.1

The first part of his paper, under the heading "The
Concept of Beauty," presents the heart of his argument.
There he paraphrases Plato’s description of the human
soul, which travels to earth forgetful of the joys it
experienced above until it encounters "reminders" in
mortality. These reminders give him a happiness which
is the source of the sense of beauty. Bradshaw finds
something deeply "Mormon" in this Platonic concept.
He endorses Plato, making in his account a few needed
alterations to fit the Greek into Mormon notions of the
pre-existence. Says Bradshaw, the "organization" and
the "perfection implied by...[the] inner relationships"
perceived in earthly things remind us all of the celestial
regions where we once lived. That reminiscence he
identifies with the experience of beauty, which is linked
with joy, man’s intended destiny and inheritance.

I admire Professor Bradshaw’s competence in things
aesthetic and laud his fortitude in attempting to erect a
sturdy if barebeamed structure of belief. But I suggest
that he, like others before him, has built his house, or at
Editor’s Note
This paper and the response which follows were delivered at the 1982 Sunstone
Theological Symposium.

least a few rooms of it, upon the sand. In his effort to
come up with a theory of beauty and the perception of
beauty based on what he calls "solid, undeniably
Mormon philosophy," he has failed to reckon with the
rich diversity of Mormon pronouncements on certain
philosophical issues. Chief among these, and
fundamental to applying anything one could call
Mormon aesthetics, are the doctrines of eternal
intelligences, the capacity of spirits, and the nature of
the will. In each area there are at least two opposing
considerations which would affect such an aesthetics.

Eternal Intelligences
In the Descent of Man, Charles Darwin set the tone for

many twentieth-century discussions of aesthetics in
their revolt against romanticism. For Darwin, of course,
the sense of beauty was simply a function of natural
selection and the desire to adorn and embellish natural
forms, part of the mating instinct. To this day, among
many thinkers, Darwin’s argument has held firm:
beauty is in the genes of the beholder. The feelings we
get when we sense beauty, like all other feelings we get,
can ultimately be reduced to a series of biochemical
reactions. But while Darwin and his colleagues were
first detailing the origins of homo sapiens, Brigham Young
and Orson Pratt were debating the life of man before
biology. The differing ideas of the President and the
Apostle rested on the common assumption that men
lived before they were born, possessing prior to this life
the sense and intelligence of diminutive Gods. And in
that spiritual anthropology any Mormon discourse on
aesthetics should commence.

Both Pratt and Young agreed that Gods and men were
fashioned from "intelligence [which] was not created or
made, neither indeed can be" (D&C 93:29) and that all
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The various theories of man’s premortal origins present a puzzle for a Mormon
aesthetics" is the aesthetic response innate, acquired, or inherited?

beings dwell in a pluralistic cosmos governed by fixed,
ageless principles. Beyond these concepts the
controversy warmed. Orson Pratt insisted that the
ruling principles of the universe exist within each particle
of spirit-intelligence, that the principles themselves
were corporeal.

Because these particles permeated the cosmos,
"God"--the sum of the attributes of godliness--could fill
the universe yet be so small he could dwell in our hearts.
The sense of beauty which Orson believed God
possessed was contained in every atom of the ubiquitous
"Holy Spirit."

This boundless ocean of Spirit possesses in every part,
however minute . . . every intellectual and moral
attribute possessed by the Father and Son .... 2

Orson’s brother Parley wrote likewise:

Its inherent properties embrace all the attributes of
intelligence and affection . . . in all their ramifications.3

In Orson’s theory, these self-moving particles of Holy
Spirit, which were the basic units of all existence, began
at some time to organize themselves into larger forms.
This they did according to the eternal principles within
each particle, principles that constituted the true "God"
of the universe, even before there were beings called
Gods.

Brigham Young attacked these ideas. He hated the
apparent absurdity that even the devils, according to the
Pratts’ theory, could be filled with godly principles of any
kind. Equally annoying was the implication that ugliness
(a manifestation of evil that he equated with
disorganization and monotony) could be formed from
elements that in themselves held a fullness of organizing
principles (the essence of beauty).4 The self-existent
elements that fill the universe, Young argued, do not act
but are acted upon. They have no principles within
themselves but are governed by principles. (These
principles, presumably, are abstract but nonetheless
real.) Young believed that only a divine personality
voluntarily acting in harmony with these principles
could create, that is, organize--and organization plus
variety constituted beauty. Ugliness, of course, was the
absence of this, matter unorganized. According to
President Young, glorified beings who had always
existed built the elements into various structures, each
of which was unique, but still "like unto others
heretofore formed." Though Orson Pratt’s ideas gained
currency by their wide publication, Young officially
banished many of his views.

Even assuming President Young’s positions are
reliable and "undeniably Mormon"--which, considering
the fate of some of his ideas is a little presumptuous--we
are still left to wonder, when do spiritual beings become
aware of whatever celestial patterns of organization
there may be? When and how does the sense of beauty
originate--or does it.7 B.H. Roberts, in his "Theory of the
Soul’s Immortality," insists that each man or woman on
earth has always been a personality, everlastingly
conscious of itself as different from the elements and

other personalities that surround it. Each distinct
personality had no beginning and could have no end.

The [uncreated, self-existent, indestructible] entity
must be self-conscious. He must have the power to
distinguish himself from other things--the "me" from
the "not me." He must have the power of deliberation, by
which he sets over one thing against another; with
power also to form a judgment that this or that is a
better thing or state than this or that.-~

If Roberts’s theory is correct, if we have always been
aware thinking beings with the power to sense and
evaluate, we may have always had a sense of the
beautiful, for the ability to appreciate seems inextricably
bound up with the abilities to perceive and judge.
Roberts’s concept of eternal intelligences implies that
what we call the aesthetic response was not acquired by
experience but was inherent in the uncreated
personality. If there were in this life some link to the
premortal world when we sense beauty it could simply
be the flash of an innate aesthetic sense not merely the
recollection of celestial experiences.

John Widtsoe, in his theory of eternal intelligences,
differs from Roberts in that he insists upon an origin to
the faculties of premortal beings. Widtsoe concedes that
all intelligent personalities "must have been susceptible,
from the first, of feeling pleasure and pain, and must
have had equivalents of our senses, which, possibly,
were keener than those we now possess."¢ But when he
says "from the first," Widtsoe refers to the origin of
consciousness, which, by him, must have taken place at
some unspecified time. Each human being, according to
Widtsoe’s "law of increasing complexity," evolved into
self-consciousness, slowly taking note of his own
existence in relation to other things, gradually learning
to discern and compare. This theory implies that, though
there may have been a long-dormant seed of aesthetic
response in each person, it could only begin to take root
in what Widtsoe calles the "dawning" of "conscious
life ."7

Of course, not every Mormon theologian has fully
assented to these ideas of eternal man. Relying heavily
on the anonymous Lectures on Faith and certain passages in
the Book of Mormon, some thinkers have played down
the idea of man’s self-existence. They are quick to point
out that, whatever intelligence or intelligences existed in
the beginning, "they would have remained in that
original [static] state were it not for God’s goodness in
having provided the light of eternal truth and
opportunities for progression.’’8

This emphasis pervades the current "Uniform
System," the missionary discussions.9 In these
programmed discussions incipient converts learn that

As spirits we were able to commur~icate, move about,
make decisions and choices, and recognize the difference
between good and evil.

However, says the "Uniform System," the sensory and
emotive powers of spirits were limited in their
unembodiment: only by being born, "by obtaining
physical bodies," could spirits "experience" and "fully
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Is the aesthetic response naturally more potent and incisive in some spirits than in
others? Or do all spirits have the same capacity?

understand" pain, sorrow, and their opposites, pleasure
and joy. In contrast to Widtsoe’s theory, the "Uniform
System" clearly suggests that the senses are strictly
physical phenomena:

Mr. Brown, do you feel that you would really be able to
understand . . . physical sensations if you were only a
spirit and could never experience them?

Somewhat ironically then the missionary discussions
grant premortal beings the ability to evaluate but not the
ability to perceive many basic things. The power of
perception and the power to respond in various ways
came only with the body. In what appears to be the
currently accepted view of things, human intelligences,
whatever their origins, depend on God their Father to
provide them with spiritual and physical bodies before
they can feel anything. Presumably this includes the
aesthetic response. The ability to experience the joy-like
sensations of beauty must be granted by the Father of
spirits and inherited through his bequest.

The various theories of man’s premortal origins,
whatever their individual merits may be, present a
puzzle for a Mormon aesthetics: is the aesthetic
response innate, acquired, or inherited?

The Capacity of Spirits
In the spring of 1857, Brigham Young posed this

question to a Sabbath-weary congregation: "Are all
spirits endowed alike?" And his answer was
characteristically unabashed. "No, not by any means ....
Some are capable of receiving more than others."~0 He
explained then as he did throughout his life that all
spirits are pure and innocent but each responds
differently to the principles presented it.

I am sensible that people are not gifted and capacitated
alike. There is not that depth of understanding and
intensity of thought in some that there is in others,
neither is there the same scope of perception.11

Such words probably ring true to our everyday
experience, but they affront our egalitarian spirit. As
Tocqueville saw early on, the American culture into
which Mormonism was planted delights in the prospect
that all people are capable of fully appreciating Great
Performances, Pocket Classics, Masterpieces of
Theatre, and so on. Our democratic heritage teaches us
that the ideal experience of truth or beauty should
always bring people together, not divide them. Tolstoy
championed this very idea in his essay "What is Art?"
(which, naturally, has always been more popular and
readily accepted in America than elsewhere). Repulsed
by elitist concepts of art appreciation, he maintained that
true beauty must be "that which unites all [people]
without exception."12

This perhaps noble ideal is at the heart of American
systems of public education. Give almost any child the
right training, it is thought, and nothing is beyond his
grasp. But our deep-seated unreadiness to trust this
ideal comes out in the current swing towards "special
education": slower-paced courses for "underachievers,"
accelerated courses for "gifted children," and dismantled

courses for "creative children." The horns of this
cultural dilemma have sprouted even in the Church.

Some Church leaders seem torn between the
Tolystoyan ideal of beauty and the arts and the idea of
varying capacities. Elder Boyd K. Packer, for instance,
throughout his provocative discourse on "The Arts and
the Spirit of the Lord’’~3 refers to "the gifted" people in
the Church who have exceptional responsiveness to
beauty or ability to create beauty. He pleads with them
to "cultivate" their gifts in the celebration of
Mormonism in song and verse. He warns that if they do
not do so their gift, their special capacity, will be
squelched in the hereafter. But at the same time, he
makes it clear that the duty of gifted people as saints is to
obscure their own differentness. They are to inspire
others with a sense of community, of oneness, giving
them a "familiar and warm feeling." Paradoxically, in
Elder Packer’s conception, those who are aesthetically
gifted need at once to indulge and to suppress their gifts:
they may be active and productive for the Kingdom of
God’s sake, but the evidence of their greater capacity to
appreciate must not be allowed to cleave the flock.

In the realm of Mormon art and criticism, we
continually confront this quandary: is the aesthetic
response naturally more potent and incisive in some
spirits than in others? If it is, the artist has no business
expecting his audience to appreciate the organization
and order that he can. Likewise, he wastes his breath
berating them for their narrowmindedness. But if all
spirits have the same capacity for aesthetic response the
artist may and must expect the public to exercise their
faculties in comprehending his vision of beauty.

The doctrine of varying capacity suggests, then, a
second puzzle for Mormon aesthetics: whether the
ability to discern and appreciate beauty is exclusive or
universal.

The Nature of Will
A few minutes before launching into the now famous

(infamous?) Adam-God announcement, President
Young was talking about music. No doubt alluding to the
prodigious accounts published in early humane society
tracts, he said:

It has been proven that sweet music will actually tame
the most malicious and venomous beasts, even when
they have been stirred up to violent wrath, and make
them docile and harmless as lambs.~4

Young was probably unaware he invoked one of man’s
oldest arguments for music’s ethical power, an
argument likely to arise in discussions of the place of will
in perceiving beauty. Can beautiful music, or indeed any
kind of music, "soothe the savage beast" if the beast
resists soothing? Or do beasts and men respond to
beauty as they please?

A common assumption among many philosophers of
antiquity was that each soul was "a little world made
cunningly," that the proportions of the body and the
structures of the mind were modeled after a celestial
ratio. Beauty was essentially a function of mathematics.
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Is the n( tura] man (whoever that is) predisposed to beauty (whatever that may be) or to
perfect ugliness?

Pictures, music, sculpture, architecture, and so on were
only proper when representing the divinely ordained
proportions as they were revealed in the cosmos. When
these proportions were clearly represented, man would
respond to the art, his spirit manipulated for good, his
heart set right--or "put in tune," as we say. When the
proportions did not correspond to the divine ratio they
morally damaged the perceiver and hence
sympathetically unbalanced the soul.

Medieval theologians quarreled over these ideas.
Augustine in particular was repulsed by the sovereignty
of numbers proposed by the ancients. He protested that
the spirit of man must be free to welcome to refuse
anything that entered through the physical senses. If
not, he argued, the body would dominate the spirit and
will. If, against his choosing, a man could be corrupted by
ugliness or saved by beauty, he could not be fully
accountable to a just God.13

From Pratt and Young to our contemporary doctrinal
disputants, little has been said in the Church on the
relationship of art and will or the connection between
proportion and goodness (unless we count nondescript
exhortations to lead "a balanced life"). Though many of
us teethed on the idea of "free agency," we have yet to
really tinker with this ancient question, the third puzzle
for a Mormon aesthetics: is our response to the forms,
patterns, and relationships we encounter in the world
voluntary or involuntary? Even if the response is voluntary,
is the "natural man" (whoever he is) predisposed to true
beauty (whatever that may be) or to perfect ugliness? Or
is he predisposed at all? Moreover, how does that now
ubiquitous notion of "taste" in beauty and the arts fit
into this scheme of things?

These and infinite other questions await the serious
would-be Mormon aesthetician: the three aesthetic
puzzles I have suggested are only the beginning. The
discovery of further intriguing puzzles--which is the
common endeavor of artists and philosophers--is a
worthy aim. More ruminations on aesthetics in
Mormonism may help clarify the connection between
aesthetic experience and religious experience, if indeed
there is a difference. By the same token, serious
discussions of aesthetic concepts can help define the
place of beauty-making in our religion. Such discussions,
at their best, will lead not toward but away from "a
Mormon Aesthetic[s]"--that is to say, a settled,
distinctly Mormon understanding of the aesthetic
response, the nature of art and the creative process. I
admit to being suspicious of such an orthodoxy of the
beautiful.

Bradshaw hopes that a Mormon aesthetics would help
artist and audience better get along. There is no denying
this. A Mormon aesthetics, not unlike a Mormon
philosophy of history, would give the Saints common
ideals and expectations, relieving us all of the burden of
continual confrontation. But the creation of a Mormon
aesthetics might easily presume that many theological
and anthropological questions, including those posed by
Darwin, had been resolved. I neither welcome nor
expect so stiff a consonance of opinion as a Mormon

aesthetics could presuppose. Why? Because the history
of ideas in Mormonism teaches us to concede the
unsettledness of many areas of doctrine and philosophy.
When I suggested earlier that some Mormon thinkers
had built a house upon the sand, I might better have said
that they built it in a river. That river, likened by Joseph
Smith to the Missouri, is a ceaseless stream "pouring
down knowledge from heaven upon the heads of the
Latter-day Saints" (D&C 121:33). In dealing with
aesthetics or any branch of philosophy or theology in
Mormonism, we should never forget that in any river
some things settle while others are swept away. And
more importantly, some things that seem to be settled
give way as the stream deepens.

Though there is a "solid, undeniably Mormon" way of
life (the laws and ordinances of the Gospel) there is little
such Mormon philosophy on which to erect a scaffold-
ing of aesthetics. Admitting this, let us commence a
healthy dialogue on aesthetics, one that will sharpen our
reasoning powers and fire our wits for bold, inspired
thinking--which unfailingly gives me, for one, a sense of
the beautiful.
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