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Are apologetic theories of Lamanite identity consistent with the
Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith’s prophetic legacy?

REINVENTING LAMANITE
IDENTITY

By Brent Lee Metcalfe

I find every Sect, as far as Reason will help them, make use of it
gladly: and where it fails them, they cry out, "Tis matter of Faith,
and above Reason.!

—JOHN LOCKE

REFRAMING
THE
BOOK
OF
MORMON

E ARE WITNESSING THE REINVENTION OF

-\ ;\ / the Book of Mormon—not by skeptical critics,
but by believing apologists. Most Mormons likely

believe what the Book of Mormon introduction teaches—that
“the Lamanites . . . are the principal ancestors of the American
Indians.”” They hold this belief oblivious to the fact that over
the last few decades LDS scholars at Brigham Young University
and elsewhere have substantially altered this traditional view.
Findings from multidisciplinary studies of the Book of
Mormon have increasingly led LDS scholars to shrink and di-
lute the book’s American Israelite (or Amerisraelite) popula-
tion. Apologetic scholars now recognize (1) that Book of
Mormon events could not have spanned North, Central, and
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South America, and (2) that modern Amerindians are predom-
inately of East Asian ancestry. Confirmation of both acknowl-
edgments is found in DNA analyses that establish an Asian, not
Middle Eastern, genetic signature for the overwhelming ma-
jority of Amerindians.> As BYU geneticist Michael Whiting stip-
ulates, a hemispheric colonization model for the Book of
Mormon “is indeed incorrect” and “appears falsified by current
genetic evidence.”*

Many LDS apologists envision the Book of Mormon’s
founding Israelite colonists as a small group who interacted in
varying degrees with the vast indigenous populations of
Mesoamerica. In time, sustained widespread exogamy with
these “others” effectively extinguished the Israelites’ unique
Middle Eastern genetic signature. Accordingly, Lamanites and
Nephites are defined by something other than Israelite an-
cestry. Such theories turn traditional understandings of Book
of Mormon lands and peoples, including Joseph Smith’ reve-
lations, on their head.

While perhaps affording revisionist Book of Mormon
studies a veneer of scientific respectability, these apologetic ef-
forts to reinvent Lamanite identity face some formidable chal-
lenges, a few of which follow.

CHALLENGES FROM CRITICAL READING

HERE CAN BOOK of Mormon readers find the
-\ ;\ / throngs of indigenous “others” who revisionist
scholars claim intermingled with the Jaredite and
Amerisraelite societies? Those who uncover “others” lurking in
the narrative often perceive them buried in subtle, or even
problematic, rhetorical nuances. Hugh Nibley and John
Sorenson, for example, discover non-Israelite “others” in a
prayer offered by Alma on behalf of the Zoramites: “O Lord,
their souls are precious, and many of them are our brethren”
(Alma 31:35, emphasis added). Nibley and Sorenson read
“many” (i.e., not all) as an indication of “other [non-Israelite]
things going on™ and “ethnic variety.”® Despite its appeal,
Nibley and Sorenson’ interpretation is unsound.
A slightly different, yet significant, rendition of this prayer is
preserved in the Book of Mormon original manuscript, print-

MARCH 2004



er’s manuscript,” and 1830 edition: “. . . and many of them are
our near brethren.”® Tn other words, “many”—but not all—of
the Zoramites are close relatives of Alma and some of his com-
panions.” Amulek employs the same usage in his recollection,
“As T was journeying to see a very near kindred . . ."1* A rig-
orous evaluation of Alma’s supplication provides no evidence
for an awareness of non-Israelite “others” in the promised land
during the Nephite reign.

Indeed, a careful reading of the Book of Mormon reveals
that the narrative says nothing of indigenous “others” and in
fact prophetically precludes them. After their arrival in the
Americas but before they divide into competing factions, Lehi
delivers a divine promise about the Israelite immigrants:

And behold, it is wisdom that this land should be kept
as yet from the knowledge of other nations; for behold,
many nations would overrun the land, that there
would be no place for an inheritance. Wherefore, I,
Lehi, have obtained a promise, that inasmuch as those
whom the Lord God shall bring out of the land of
Jerusalem shall keep his commandments, they shall
prosper upon the face of this land; and they shall be
kept from all other nations, that they may possess this
land unto themselves . . . and there shall be none to mo-
lest them, nor to take away the land of their inheri-
tance; and they shall dwell safely forever.!!
Other non-Israelite nations would eventually come, but even
then God must “bring” them because, in harmony with God’s
pledge to Lehi, they know nothing of the promised land much
less inhabit it: “But behold, when the time cometh that they
shall dwindle in unbelief . . . [ylea, he will bring other nations
unto them, and he will give unto them power, and he will take
away from them the lands of their possessions, and he will
cause them to be scattered and smitten” (2 Ne. 1:10-11, em-
phasis added).

Prophecies by his son Nephi anticipate Lehi’s prophetic
promise. Nephi sees in an eschatological vision “many multi-
tudes of the Gentiles upon the land of promise” and “the seed
of [his] brethren; and they were scattered before the Gentiles
and were smitten.”'?> The Amerisraelite promised land is expan-
sive, encompassing North American venues for the arrival of
British and European settlers, the coming forth of the Book of
Mormon, and the construction of the New Jerusalem.'® Other
Nephite prophets and even the risen Book of Mormon Christ
reaffirm that the latter-day American remnant of Israel would
be scattered and smitten by future Gentile colonists.'*

When ancestry is identified, all post-Jaredite peoples—
Nephites and non-Nephites, good and bad, groups and indi-
viduals—consistently trace their pedigree back to the
founding Israelite immigrants. Ammon, for instance, says that
he is “a descendant of Zarahemla” (Mosiah 7:13; see also v. 3)
who “was a descendant of Mulek, and those who came with
him into the wilderness” (Mosiah 25:2), and Mulek was “the
son of Zedekiah” the Jewish king (Hel. 6:10; cf. Omni 1:15).
Nephite dissident Coriantumr “was [also] a descendant of
Zarahemla” (Hel. 1:15).

Alma is “a descendant of Nephi” (Mosiah 17:2), and the
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Nephite kingdom is conferred only on “those who were de-
scendants of Nephi” (Mosiah 25:13). Amulek touts his Israelite
heritage: “I am Amulek; I am the son of Giddonah, who was
the son of Ishmael, who was a descendant of Aminadi . . . And
Aminadi was a descendant of Nephi, who was the son of Lehi,
who came out of the land of Jerusalem, who was a descendant
of Manasseh, who was the son of Joseph who was sold into
Egypt” (Alma 10:2-3). Mormon proclaims himself “a pure de-
scendant of Lehi” (3 Ne. 5:20) via Nephi (Morm. 1:5), a fact
proudly reiterated by Moroni: “I am the son of Mormon, and
my father was a descendant of Nephi” (Morm. 8:13).

Lamanite king Lamoni, readers learn, is “a descendant of
Ishmael” (Alma 17:21; cf. v. 19). Centuries after the Lehites
disembark on their new promised land, a group of Lamanites
“who joined the people of the Lord” did not include Nephite
dissenters “but they were actual descendants of Laman and
Lemuel” (Alma 24:29). The two thousand stripling warriors
are “descendants of Laman, who was the eldest son of our fa-
ther Lehi” (Alma 56:3).

Lamanite doesn’t necessarily refer to a descendant of Laman,
nor Nephite to a descendant of Nephi—but they are univer-
sally described by Book of Mormon narrators as Israelite. To
distinguish between those “who are friendly to Nephi” and
those who “seek to destroy the people of Nephi,” Jacob labels
the two competing factions “Nephites” and “Lamanites” re-
spectively (Jacob 1:13-14). Jacob explicitly states that
Lamanites and Nephites consisted of familial groupings
bearing the names of Israelites introduced in 1 Nephi.!” By
Jacob’s definition, a Lamanite is someone who sought “to de-
stroy the people of Nephi” (Jacob 1:14), a view similar to
Nephi’s (2 Ne. 5:14).

Yet Lamanite isn't merely an exonym used by Nephites to
generically reference outsiders. It is an ancestral insignia that
its bearers wear with honor. In a letter to Moroni, chief captain
of the Nephite military, king Ammoron proclaims: “I am a bold
Lamanite” (Alma 54:24), “a descendant of Zoram, whom your
fathers pressed and brought out of Jerusalem” (v. 23).
Ammoron’s purpose in waging war on the Nephites is to
avenge such familial injustices (v. 24; cf. Alma 20:13).

Book of Mormon readers are repeatedly told that the
Lamanites are descendants of the founding Israelites. For in-
stance, the narrator says that “the skins of the Lamanites were
dark, according to the mark which was set upon their fathers”
who rebelled against “Nephi, Jacob, and Joseph, and Sam”
(Alma 3:6, emphasis added). Readers also learn of a “land
which was called by the Lamanites, Jerusalem, calling it after
the land of their fathers’ nativity” (Alma 21:1, emphasis added).

Moreover, Nephites don't label as Lamanite every non-
Nephite they find. Amaleki, for instance, details Mosiah’s dis-
covery of “a people, who were called the people of Zarahemla,”
not Lamanites (Omni 1:14). Consistent with Lehis prophetic
promise (2 Ne. 1:9, and passim), these people “came out from
Jerusalem . . . brought by the hand of the Lord” (Omni
1:15-16). Amaleki adds that “their language had become cor-
rupted” so that neither “Mosiah, nor the people of Mosiah,
could understand them.”'® This is a clear example of a Nephite
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encounter with a foreign group of “others”—mnot considered
Lamanite or Nephite—but Israelite nevertheless.

Book of Mormon readers are not told of a single Nephite or
Lamanite who descended from anyone other than an Israelite.
Some scholars have tried to mitigate this anomaly by sug-
gesting that indigenous peoples became Israelite through
“adoption” into the Abrahamic covenant!'” or that the Nephite
“lineage history” is so ethnocentric that it obscures non-
Israelite denizens.'® Such suggestions, however, have no real
explanatory power since both the Amerisraelites and the pre-
Israelite Jaredites fail to mention indigenous “others,” and the
Amerisraelite narrators exhibit no difficulty recognizing the
Jaredites as non-Israelites who formerly inhabited the
promised land.

Book of Mormon narrators are well aware of global diver-
sity. Both Gentiles and other Israelites are said to inhabit dis-
tant lands across “large,” “many,” or “great waters” (1 Ne. pre-
amble; 13:10ff; 17:5; Omni 1:16), and the Ten Tribes are off in
yet another region.'” Tn the Book of Mormon, these are distinct
and distinguishable groups who await their latter-day gather-
ings to their respective lands of inheritance. This is one reason
the Book of Mormons failure to mention indigenous non-
Israelite populations who lived concurrently with the Nephite
reign is so problematic. The Book of Mormon tells of non-
Israelites inhabiting the promised land and interacting with
the Amerisraelites, but these are always the latter-day Gentiles
whom God must “bring.”

CHALLENGES FROM PROPHETIC AUTHORITY

tively eviscerates the apologetic reinvention of the

Jaredite/Amerisraelite story. Smith plainly taught that the
Book of Mormon recounts the origin of modern Amerindians
who anciently populated the Western Hemisphere.

In response, apologists emphasize not only that prophets
are fallible but also that Smith expressed or authorized diver-
gent opinions about the Book of Mormon setting and peoples.
Despite his theological evolution,?® Smith unfurled his tale of
Mormonism’s foundational text with considerable consistency.
In 1833, he wrote newspaper editor N. C. Saxton that “[t/he
Book of Mormon is a reccord of the forefathers of our western
Tribes of Indians . . . By it we learn that our western tribes of
Indians are des[clendants from that Joseph that was sold into
Egypt, and that the Land of America is a promised land unto
them, and unto it all the tribes of Israel will come.”%!

But Smith didn't stop there. He often claimed divine sanc-
tion for his interpretations, appealing to the same revelatory
source by which he had dictated the Book of Mormon. For ex-
ample, when Saxton failed to print Smith’s 1833 letter in toto,
Joseph replied: “I was somewhat disappointed on rece[i]ving
my paper with only a part of my letter inserted in #hit. The
letter which I wrote you for publication I wrote by the com-
mandment of God, and I am quite anxious to have it all laid
before the public for it is of importance to them.”*?

In  Smiths canonical revelations, God

J OSEPH SMITH, THE Book of Mormon translator, effec-

identifies
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Amerindians as “Lamanites,” a remnant of “the Jew.”*> God’s
edicts provide the impetus for the first mission to the
Lamanites, or as Oliver Cowdery dubbed them: “the deleware
Nation of Lamanites.”** God even confirms that no other na-
tions inhabited the promised land during the Nephite occupa-
tion:
Yea, and this was their [i.e., Nephite prophets and dis-
ciples| faith—that my gospel, which I gave unto them
that they might preach in their days, might come unto
their brethren the Lamanites, and also all that had be-
come Lamanites because of their dissensions. Now,
this is not all—their faith in their prayers was that this
gospel should be made known also, if it were possible
that other nations should possess this land; And thus they
did leave a blessing upon this land in their prayers,
that whosoever should believe in this gospel in this
land might have eternal life; Yea, that it might be free
unto all of whatsoever nation, kindred, tongue, or
people they may be.?

Smith also delivered extracanonical revelations about
Amerindian identity and origins. On 3 June 1834, Smith and a
few Zions Camp recruits disinterred a skeleton from an
earthen mound. Among other things, Smith said the bones
were the remains of a “white Lamanite” named Zelph, a war-
rior under the prophet Onandagus.?® Wilford Woodruff later
gave his eyewitness testimony that Smith received Zelph’s bio-
graphical sketch “in a vision.”*

Word of Smith’s Zelph revelation soon began to circulate
among non-Mormons. In November 1834, Eber D. Howe
published an important account of the Zelph episode:

A large mound was one day discovered, upon which
Gen. Smith ordered an excavation to be made into it;
and about one foot from the top of the ground, the
bones of a human skeleton were found, which were
carefully laid out upon a board, when Smith made a
speech, prophesying or declaring that they were the
remains of a celebrated General among the Nephites,
mentioning his name and the battle in which he was
slain, some 1500 years ago. This was undoubtedly
done to encourage the troops to deeds of daring,
when they should meet the Missourians in battle
array.*®

Howes recital involving Nephites is corroborated by Joseph
Smith himself, who provided the context in which he received
his vision. In a missive to his wife, Emma, on 4 June 1834—
the day after Zelph’s disinterment and the attending vision—
Smith depicts his troops as “wandering over the plains of the
Nephites, recounting occasional[lly the history of the Book of
Mormon, roving over the mounds of that once beloved people
of the Lord, picking up their skulls & their bones, as a proof of
its divine authenticity.”?° Zelph, a white Lamanite, was grandly
positioned against this grisly yet awesome Nephite backdrop.

Throughout his prophetic tenure, Smith insisted that he
first learned about the gold plates from an angel on the au-
tumnal equinox of 1823. Mormon tradition usually identifies
the angel as Moroni, a Nephite author and redactor. In 1835,
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Smith related that the angel said “the Indians were the literal
descendants of Abraham.”® Smith later explained that ac-
cording to the angel the metallic record gave “an ac-

count of the former inhabitants of this conti-
nent and the source from whence they
sprang.™!

In 1842, Smith added that
during his 1823 vision of Moroni
he “was informed concerning
the aboriginal inhabitants of
this country, and shown who
they were, and from whence
they came,” including “a
brief sketch of their origin,
progress,” and so on.
Armed with this insight,
Smith “was also told” by
the angel “where there was
deposited some plates on
which were engraven an
abridgement of the records of
the ancient prophets that had
existed on this continent.” The
persistent angel appeared to Smith
three times that night, “unfold[ing] NG
the same things” each time. Smith was
clear: the Israelite “remnant are the Indians
that now inhabit this country.”*

According to his own testimony, Joseph
Smith knew, based on God’ revelations, that
the Amerindians were of Israelite origin and
that Nephites anciently roamed the Illinois
River Valley.

.,

GALILEO WHISPERS

N 1845, THE publication of Proclamation of the Twelve

Apostles of the Church of Jesus Christ, of Latter-day Saints>>

codified Joseph Smith’s understanding of Amerindian ori-
gins. Following Smiths martyrdom and before the formation
of a new First Presidency, the governing Twelve Apostles, three
of whom would later become Joseph’s successors, explicitly
endorsed a global proclamation entreating the United States
government to

continue to gather together, and to colonize the tribes

and remnants of Israel (the Indians), and also to feed,

clothe, succor, and protect them, and endeavor to civ-

ilize and unite; and also to bring them to the knowl-

edge of their Israelitish origin, and of the fulness of

the gospel which was revealed to, and written by,

their forefathers on this land; the record of which has

now come to light.*
The apostolic body further decreed: “[God] has revealed the
origin and the Records of the aboriginal tribes of America, and
their future destiny.—And we know it.”*°

Smith’s successors, from Brigham Young to Gordon B.
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Hinckley, have buttressed his view of the Book of Mormon as
an etiological saga of ancient America. And the tradition con-
tinues. In a recent Ensign article, LDS convert Hugo
Miza tells of “a special connection between
the Book of Mormon and [his Mayan]
tribe.” Miza reflects, “I felt the Book
of Mormon explained where our
Cakchiquel tribe came from and
who our ancestors were.”’
Clearly, not all believers
have been persuaded by, or
are even familiar with,
apologetic efforts to rein-
vent Lamanite identity.
Scriptural literalists may
revolt, castigating revi-
sionists who reframe tra-
ditional Book of Mormon
geography and Lamanite
ancestry as wolves in
sheeps clothing. Some de-
vout members may choose to
follow in the footsteps of more
liberal biblical scholars who main-

tain, “Even if it didn’t happen, its a
true story.”® Still others, though appre-
ciative of Smith’s aptitude for crafting sa-
cred literature, will conclude that the Book
of Mormon is neither ancient nor divine.

Whatever the outcome, apologetic
scholars have an arduous task ahead of
them. They have yet to explain cogently
why all Book of Mormon characters—God included—seem-
ingly know nothing about the hordes of indigenous peoples
that the revisionist theories require; why Joseph Smith’ revela-
tion of the Book of Mormon is trustworthy enough to extract a
detailed limited geography, yet his revelations about
Amerindian identity and origins are flawed, if not erroneous;
and why their word should count more than that of LDS
prophets on the one hand, and that of secular scholars on the
other.?

Sooner rather than later, history will reveal whether the
apologetic reinvention of the Book of Mormon is a warrant for
faith or merely another artifact of humanity’s irrepressible will
to believe. Or perhaps a fresh, reinvented faith will emerge in
the wake. v
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