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everal puzzles about the history of the
Nephites and Lamanites are linked to the

question of whether they found others

already living in their promised land. It
seems important enough to call for serious examination of the text of
the Book of Mormon for all possible evidence. Let us first look at what
the Nephite writers say about their own group. Then we will See what
we can learn about other groups described or mentioned in the
record. In each case we will not only look for direct data on population
size, ethnicity, language and culture but also will draw plausible
inferences about those matters.

Population growth among the Nephites

Two questions about Nephite population size are of major
concern. First, how fast did the Nephite group grow as a result of the
natural fertility and mortality of the original party? We need to
examine whether the numbers attributed to them at various points in
their history can be accounted for in terms of natural increase by the
Nephite portion of Lehi’s group. If the numbers cannot be explained by
that means, then recourse to “others” is required to account for the
apparent excess. The second question concerns the relative size of the
Lamanites and other groups compared with the Nephites.

An analysis has already been published of the age and gender of
the personnel in Lehi’s party.’ Nephite demographic history obviously
begins with that information. My reading of the text puts about eleven
adults and thirteen children in Nephi’'s group when they split with the
faction of Laman and Lemuel. However, the adults included only three
couples. None of the unmarried persons, including Nephi's brothers
Jacob and Joseph and, probably, their sisters, would have had
marriage partners available until nieces or nephews came of age, So
for some interval the group’s reproduction rate would have been even
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of the ancestral tongues had been in America for thousands of years.
The notion that “the Indians” constituted a single ethnic entity is a
totally outdated one which neither scholars nor lay people can
justifiably believe nowadays. Abundant facts are contrary to the idea.
The most that is possible is that in some limited territory in a part of
America Lehi’s people and those who came with Mulek had their
chance to establish their own niches where they could control their
own fate. But they were not given thousands of years of isolation to
play with. (The Latter-day Saint pioneers in Deseret were allowed only
a single generation, from 1847 until the railroad came in 1869, to do
the same. After that, competing economic, social, political, and
ideological systems directly challenged them and nearly swallowed
them up.)

It seems unavoidable that other peoples were in the land,
somewhere, when Nephi’s boat landed on the shore of the “west sea,”
and quite certainly some of them were survivors from the Jaredite
people, as indicated in the book of Ether.

Internal variety among the Nephites

We are not left only to supposition and inference in this matter.
There are statements in the Nephite record that positively inform us
that “others” were on the scene and further passages that hint at the
same thing. One of these statements occurs during the visit by Alma
and his seven companions to the Zoramites. “Now the Zoramites were
dissenters from the Nephites” (Alma 31:8). As Alma prayed about this
group, he said, “O Lord, their souls are precious, and many of them
are our brethren” (Alma 31:35). We may wonder about those whom
they considered not their “brethren.” Apparently he was speaking of
those who were neither Nephites, Lamanites, nor “Mulekites.” People
in all those three categories are referred to in the text by Nephites as
“brethren” (see, for example, Mosiah 1:5 and 7:2, 13 and Alma 24:7-8).

Another statement indicates that even the Jaredites were
counted as “brethren.” In Alma 46:22, captain Moroni has his
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strangers, if not their protestations (was there a language problem?)
would have alerted Limhi and his guards as to their
identity—Nephites from Zarahemla. Had the initial encounter gone as
we might have thought, Ammon’s belated explanation (see Mosiah
7:13) and Limhi's surprise when Ammon finally got through to him
(see Mosiah 7:14) would both have been short-circuited. Why were
Ammon and company not recognized immediately as Nephites? Was
their costume and tongue or accent so much different than what
Limhi’s people expected of a Nephite that this put them off? Ammon
was a “descendant of Zarahemla” (Mosiah 7:13), a point that he
emphasized in his introduction to the king. Does this mean that he
somehow looked different than a “typical” Nephite? Or had the
Zeniffites had encounters with other non-Nephite types in their area
which might have prompted Limhi’s cautious reception? And what
personal relationship had Ammon to the Zeniffites, after all? As a
person descended from Zarahemla, that is, a "Mulekite,” why did he
refer to Zeniff’s presumably Nephite party as “our brethren” and show
them so much concern that he would lead this arduous expedition to
find out their fate? The social, political, ethnic, and language
relationships involved in this business are not straightforward, to say
the least.

An analysis of the terminology applied to peoples in the Book of
Mormon could reveal useful information on this subject. This is not the
place to do that fully, but the approach can be sketched and some of
the results anticipated. References to the key people of the record
vary: (1) “Nephite(s)” or “the Nephites” occurs 339 times; (2) “people
of the Nephites,” 18 times; (3) “people of Nephi,” four times; (4)
“children of Nephi,” twice, and (5) “descendants of Nephi,” twice.
Usage of the second and third expressions gives us something to
ponder about the composition of the people referred to.

The meaning of the first expression is made clear early by Jacob
when he says, “those who are friendly to Nephi I shall call Nephites.”
Then he continues the definition in an interesting way: “...or the
people of Nephi, according to the reigns of the kings” (Jacob 1:14). A
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few lines earlier Jacob had reported that when Nephi anticipated his
own death, he had designated “a [successor| king and a ruler over his
people...according to the reigns of the kings....And whoso should reign
in his stead were called by the people, second Nephi, third Nephi, and
so forth, according to the reigns of the kings; and thus they were
called by the people, let them be of whatever [personal] name they
would” (Jacob 1:9, 11). Jacob here makes clear that his definition of
“Nephites, or the people of Nephi” hinges on political allegiance to a
king, a king who always bore the title “Nephi.” This definition does not
depend at all on whether “Nephites” were or were not literal
descendants from Nephi, nor whether they had Sam, Jacob, Joseph,
or Zoram, the founding fathers of the group, among their ancestors. In
fact Jacob’s terminology may refer to the original father Nephi only
indirectly. What he says in verse 11, where the term “Nephites” is first
used, is that those classified under that term were simply all who
were ruled by the existing monarch, the current “Nephi.” No reason is
evident to me to believe that in the 338 usages after Jacob begins the
practice that “Nephite(s)” means anything else. It is essentially a
sociopolitical, not an ethnic or linguistic, label.

Cases where the text reports that political allegiance changed
are consistent with this notion. Thus the children who had been
fathered, then abandoned, by the renegade priests of Noah chose to
“be numbered among those who were called Nephites” (Mosiah 25:12).
That is, when they came under the sovereignty of the current head of
the Nephite government, they both gave their allegiance to him and
changed their group label to “Nephites.” In a parallel case earlier, “all
the people of Zarahemla were numbered with the Nephites, and this
because the kingdom had been conferred upon none but those who
were descendants of Nephi” (Mosiah 25:13). Conversely, when Amlici
and his followers rebelled against Nephite rule and “did consecrate
Amlici to be their king,” they took a unique group name to mark the
political rebellion, “being called Amlicites” (Alma 2:9). Meanwhile “the
remainder—those loyal to Alma, the continuing official ruler—were
[still] called Nephites” (Mosiah 25:11). Again, when the Zoramites
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encountered. Perhaps the wars in which they became involved
stemmed initially from the militarized chaos they may have found
reverberating among those remnants following the “final” battle
between the armies of Shiz and Coriantumr.”

Evidence from language

What Mosiah’s record tells us about the language used by the
people of Zarahemla deserves attention in this connection. “Their
language had become corrupted” (Omni 1:17), the Nephite account
says. Certain historical linguists have done a great deal of work on
rates of change of languages, written and unwritten, and in both
civilized and simpler societies.”” What they have learned is that “basic
vocabulary” changes at a more or less constant rate among all groups.
In the course of the three or four centuries since the ancestors of
Zarahemla and of Mosiah; shared the same Hebrew tongue in
Jerusalem, how different could the two dialects have become, based
on what linguists know? They should have been about ninety percent
similar, so their separate versions of Hebrew would have remained
intelligible to each other. But the text at Omni 1:18 says that they could
not communicate until Mosiah “caused that they should be taught in
his language.” There are only two linguistically sound explanations
why this difference should be. Either, (1) Zarahemla’s people had
adopted a tongue other than Hebrew (since we do not know the
composition of the crew nor of the elite passengers who came with
Mulek, but one possibility could be that Zarahemla's group spoke a
non-Hebrew language from the Mediterranean); or, (2) more likely,
one, or both, peoples had adopted non-Hebrew languages learned
from some “other” peoples after arrival in America. The non-literate
people of Zarahemla are more likely to have made a change than the
Nephites, yet both could have done so. The text does not clarify the
point. Considering that the “Mulekites” were present in the land in
time to encounter Coriantumr, probably some unmentioned Jaredite
survivor groups were also discovered by them and were the source for
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and dwelt in tents.” Hence only part of the Lamanite population were
hunters, while others were settled, presumably farming, people. The
latter group would have been of relatively little concern to the
Nephites and thus would not be further mentioned by them because it
was the wild types who spearheaded the attacks on the Nephites.
Confirmation of the pattern of dominance of subject groups
comes from the mention of cities and other evidences of a civilized
way of life among the Lamanites. The brief Nephite record does not
bother to tell how the transition from the early nomadic Lamanite
pattern to settled life occurred, but the text assures us that change
they did, at least some portions of the Lamanite population did. By the
time the sons of Mosiah reached the land of Nephi to preach, about 90

B.C., “the Lamanites and the Amalekites and the people of Amulon had
built a great city, which was called Jerusalem” (Alma, 21:2). However,
the Amalekites and Amulonites are pictured as exploiters of others,
not as basic builders of advanced culture. They could not have
flourished had there not been an infrastructure of agricultural
producers to support them. Other cities, too, are mentioned among
the Lamanites—Nephi, Lemuel and Shimnilom by name, plus others
unnamed (see Alma 23:4, 11-12).*°

The Nephites kept on reporting the daunting scale of Lamanite
military manpower (see Alma 2:24, 28; 49:6; 51:11; Helaman 1:19). This
implies a base population from which the Lamanites could keep
drawing an almost inexhaustible supply of sword fodder.”” Such a
large population is even more difficult to account for by natural
increase of the original Laman-Lemuel faction than in the case of
Nephi’'s group, for the eventual Lamanite absolute numbers are
disproportionately high. None of this demographic picture makes
sense unless “others” had become part of the Lamanite economy and
polity.

Beyond warfare, other unexpected developments among the
Lamanites also demand explanation. Comparative study of ancient
societies tells us that their relatively complex system of rulership,
where a great king dominated subordinate kings whom he had
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Jared’s original party, yet a few points stand out. It appears that for
this earlier people, too, we must look to “other” groups to account
plausibly for the indicated trends and numbers.

Figuring the demographic growth of Jared’s party requires that
we establish how many there were initially. Ether 6:16 indicates that
the founding generation consisted of 24 males. The brother of Jared
sired 22 sons and daughters, while Jared had twelve (see Ether 6:20).
We can be confident that they had multiple wives. Estimating on the
basis of these figures, the original party reasonably could have
numbered on the order of 80 adults.?®

Not many decades later, when Jared’s grandsons, Corihor and
Kib, were vigorous political leaders, we read of a “city” in a land,
“Nehor,” not previously mentioned (see Ether 7:9). This is the earliest
“city” in the entire Book of Mormon record, yet no city is ever
mentioned in the land of Moron, the capital “where the king [in Jared’s
line] dwelt” (Ether 7:5). Even if half the descendants from those on the
eight barges had inexplicably settled in Nehor, the highest number we
can imagine for them at this early date would be, say, a hundred
people in the “city” and its land. That number could not have made
much of a “city.” Then one generation later, “the people |as a whole]
had become exceeding numerous” (Ether 7:11). The scale of population
suggested by these statements calls for “other” groups to have been
incorporated under the Jaredite rulers.

Continued extraordinary population dynamics followed. In the
next generation war resulted in destruction of “all the people of the
kingdom...save it were thirty souls, and they who fled with the house
of Omer” (Ether 9:12). Yet two kings later we read of the building of
“many mighty cities” (Ether 9:23). Before long, drought caused the
death of the king Heth “and all his household” except Shez (Ether
10:1-2). Quickly they again built up “many cities...and the people began
again to spread over all the face of the land” (Ether 10:4). Centuries
later, two million “mighty men, and also their wives and their
children” (Ether 15:2) were slain while further warring armies and
civilian supporters yet remained.





















