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Cha pt er  5

Who  Real ly  Wrote  the  Book  of  Mormon ?
The  Crit ics  and  Their  Theo ries

Louis C. Midgley

The faith of Latter-day Saints is grounded in the Book of 
Mormon. It is not an exaggeration to say that "non-
Mormons become Mormons when they respond to Mor-
monism's fundamental truth claims by taking the Book of 
Mormon at face value."1 More than anything else, what dis-
tinguishes those who are Latter-day Saints from those who 
are not is the belief that the Book of Mormon is exactly what 
it claims to be and also that Joseph Smith's story of its recov-
ery is simply true. Since the beginning of the restoration, 
those who have encountered the Book of Mormon tend to 
be divided into opposing camps, one of which treats it as 
just a strange—though perhaps interesting—book, and 
nothing more, while the other accepts its network of truth 
claims as a valid description of past events and as a genu-
inely prophetic guide to the future.2

To satisfy legal requirements in New York, the 1830
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edition of the Book of Mormon listed Joseph Smith as its 
author. But as Joseph and the volume itself explains, he was 
the "translator" of an ancient composition; the actual au-
thors were a series of ancient prophets who for over a thou-
sand years had inscribed their sacred history on metal 
plates. Joseph merely claimed that by the power of God he 
was able to "translate" into English the Book of Mormon 
from an ancient record that had been delivered to him by an 
angelic messenger.

When one is confronted with the Book of Mormon and 
the story of its recovery, the decisive question is whether it 
is—as it claims—a divinely inspired, providentially re-
corded and preserved account of an ancient people sepa-
rated from the inhabitants of the Old World, recorded on 
metal plates, revealed to Joseph Smith by an angel who was 
also once a participant in the events it records. Latter-day 
Saints hold that the book is precisely what it purports to be. 
They believe that it was translated "by the gift and power of 
God"3 and that it contains the fulness of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, as well as other important prophetic teachings. On 
the other hand, precisely because of the crucial role of the 
Book of Mormon in grounding and forming the content of 
the faith and memory of Latter-day Saints, critics strive to 
provide a plausible alternative to the Mormon account of its 
authorship. Critics claim that the Book of Mormon is en-
tirely a modern book—a product of the nineteenth-century 
culture in which it was initially published. Hence the issues 
surrounding the authorship of the Book of Mormon come 
down to an either-or choice: is the book an ancient or mod-
ern composition? Was Joseph Smith a genuine prophet or 
not?

The theories of the critics on the authorship of the Book 
of Mormon tend to fall into four general categories:
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1. The initial Smith Theory, which theorizes that Joseph 
Smith wrote the book as a conscious fraud.

2. Later psychological variations on the Smith Theory, in 
which Joseph Smith wrote the book under the influence 
of some sort of paranoia or demonic possession or dis-
sociative illusion; in some cases the critics conclude that 
Joseph knew that the book so produced was a modem 
fraud, while others conclude that it is a modem book 
that Joseph himself believed was ancient.

3. A conspiracy theory, which holds that Joseph Smith had 
the help of someone like Sidney Rigdon in creating the 
book as a conscious fraud, probably borrowing from 
some other source, such as the Spalding manuscript.

4. A divine fiction theory, the most recent variation on the 
Smith Theory, which holds that Joseph Smith wrote the 
book while under some sort of "religious inspiration," 
so that while it is modem fiction, it at least holds some 
religious value.
Those who insist on reading the Book of Mormon as a 

modem book began in the earliest years by advancing what 
I call the Smith Theory;4 that is, they held that it was written 
by Joseph Smith. Some have simply dismissed it as ridicu-
lous without really examining it. Jan Shipps has identified 
some of the reasons why:

The tale of an unsophisticated farm boy who found some 
engraved metal plates and used "magic spectacles" to 
translate therefrom a thousand years of pre-Columbian 
American history appears so incredible to many non-
Mormons that they simply dismiss the prophet's visions 
as hallucinations, regard his "golden bible" as a worth-
less document, and wonder how any intelligent person 
could ever accept it as true.5
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Those who simply reject the Book of Mormon and the story 
of its recovery have tended to deal with both by claiming 
that the whole thing amounts to imposition, delusion, and 
superstition—to fraud, intentional or otherwise. Those with 
sectarian religious connections have very often added the 
word blasphemy to their list of epithets.

Other critics who believe Joseph Smith is the author and 
who look further into the contents of the book see in the 
Book of Mormon only indications of whatever Joseph Smith 
might have found in his own immediate, nineteenth-century 
environment. They argue, for example, that the book is laced 
with obvious parallels to various nineteenth-century specu-
lations tying the pre-Columbian inhabitants of the Ameri-
cans and especially the American Indians to Israel's lost 
tribes, they find in it signs of Masonic lore, they complain of 
the presence in it of passages from Isaiah or other portions 
of the Bible, and they claim that it is filled with various sup-
posed anachronisms, or they see descriptions of incidents 
and characters that seem to them to describe situations or 
personalities in Joseph Smith's own family. Their conclusion 
is that the Book of Mormon—intentionally or otherwise—is 
not what it claims to be and is therefore fraudulent. Such 
critics flatly reject the Mormon account.

Though sectarian critics also see the Book of Mormon as 
fraudulent, they often insist in addition that it is impious or 
even demonic. In this way they tend toward a type of psy-
chological variant on the Smith Theory: that Joseph Smith 
was influenced by demonic forces in writing the book. In 
the last decade in particular, a number of the most combat-
ive Protestant Evangelical critics have seen Joseph Smith's 
teachings and the Book of Mormon (as well as the entire 
Church) as the work, if not directly of Satan, at least of de-
monic possession. Secular critics have also used psycho-
logical explanations. In 1930, the witty Bernard DeVoto de-
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nounced the Book of Mormon as "a yeasty fermentation, 
formless, aimless, and inconceivably absurd—at once a 
parody of all American religious thought and something 
more than a parody, a disintegration. The oestrus of a para-
noiac projected it into a new Bible."6 Joseph Smith has also 
been accused of being, among other things, dissociative, an 
epileptic, a parapath, a paranoid, and most recently even a 
bipolar manic depressive.7 But such speculation does not 
explain how he managed to dictate a coherent 175,000-word 
manuscript in roughly four months while troubled by such 
personality or behavioral disorders.

The inspired "frontier fiction" variant on the Smith 
Theory is the most recent. It appears to be the refuge of a 
few contemporary Latter-day Saints who have adopted secu-
lar, naturalistic assumptions and explanations and who 
therefore insist that the Book of Mormon must be a modem 
book, but who yet want to claim that the book has some 
religious value.

Critics who see the Book of Mormon as a more elaborate 
ruse than they believe Joseph Smith alone could have 
pulled off look for coconspirators who might have helped 
him. The usual candidate, as we shall see, is the more liter-
ate Sidney Rigdon, who is often portrayed as cleverly bor-
rowing from an unpublished manuscript written by 
Solomon Spalding (so that this particular conspiracy theory 
is often labeled the Spalding Theory).

All four of these general theories of the authorship of 
the Book of Mormon have been put forward by critics at 
various times, with a variety of refinements. Yet there has 
been a clear pattern of emphasis over time. As I will dem-
onstrate, the earliest critics assumed that Joseph Smith was 
perpetrating a simple fraud. It was not long, however, be-
fore the complexity of the book led Joseph's contemporaries 
to conclude that Joseph himself was not sufficiently 



106 • Louis C. Midgley

knowledgeable or sophisticated to have produced it on his 
own. So critics turned to the second theory, that Joseph had 
help in creating this fraud—that he relied on other people 
and other sources. After those attempts floundered on the 
facts, more recent critics have returned to the idea that 
Joseph was the sole author—primarily to variations on the 
first and second categories of theories listed above, with 
minor efforts to promote the fourth.8

Initial Responses to the Book of Mormon: 
The Smith Theory

On 26 June 1829, some nine months before the Book of 
Mormon appeared in print, an anonymous writer in the 
Wayne Sentinel9 claimed that most of those who had heard 
the story of what was derisively described as Joseph Smith's 
"Gold Bible" felt that "the whole matter is the result of gross 
imposition, and a grosser superstition."10 This same author 
makes it clear that he is aware of the details of Joseph Smith's 
own version of Book of Mormon origins when he goes on to 
mention "the pretended discovery, through superhuman 
means, of an ancient record, of a religious and divine nature 
and origin, written in ancient characters, impossible to be 
interpreted by any to whom the special gift has not been 
imparted by inspiration."11 Even before Joseph Smith had 
dictated to scribes the bulk of the text of the Book of Mor-
mon, a process that took place between 7 April and early 
July 1829, battle lines were drawn between the account of 
its authorship offered by Joseph (and also in the book itself) 
and the accounts of those who were determined, for what-
ever reason, to show it fraudulent and thereby expose the 
young prophet as a charlatan.

Many of Joseph Smith's former neighbors, according to 
the earliest newspaper accounts, seem to have known and 
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rejected his account of the recovery of the Book of Mormon. 
Soon what was labeled his "imposition" was seen as the 
work of a juggler attempting to play tricks on the gullible. 
Early local newspaper reports contrasted Joseph's account 
with their own conviction that the "Gold Bible" was a con-
scious fraud or a gross delusion grounded in superstition. It 
seems that the initial mention of the Book of Mormon in the 
contemporary press—before and immediately after it was 
published—told an easily recognizable version of the Mor-
mon account, though with an incredulous tone.

"Magic," "Money-Digging,"and 
the "Gold Bible"

Eventually, lurid tales of Joseph's involvement in 
"magic" were brought forward, but only after the initial 
speculation about the authorship of the Book of Mormon 
turned out to be inadequate. Such embellishments to the 
Smith Theory soon became key elements in both sectarian 
and secular accounts of the book. And in one form or an-
other they persist in most subsequently fashionable natu-
ralistic explanations of the Book of Mormon.

Abner Cole published his Palmyra Reflector in Grandin's 
print shop, which is also where the Book of Mormon was 
then being readied for publication. On 2,13, and 20 January 
1830 Cole included in his Palmyra Reflector portions of the 
first two chapters of 1 Nephi and also Alma 20. This viola-
tion of copyright troubled Joseph Smith. With the assistance 
of others, he managed to persuade Cole to cease the un-
authorized printing of the Book of Mormon. The quarrel over 
this matter seems to have angered Cole, who had previously 
been rather neutral in his treatment of Joseph Smith.

A bizarre caricature of the Book of Mormon was soon 
published by Cole in the Palmyra Reflector under the title 
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"Book of Pukei." This parody appeared on 22 June and 
7 July 1830, some three months after the publication of the 
Book of Mormon. Cole's spoof is significant because it is the 
first publication of rumors of Joseph Smith's alleged in-
volvement in "magic" and "money digging."12 It was the 
first suggestion that "the mantle of Walters the Magician 
had fallen"13 on Joseph Smith. Beginning on 6 January and 
ending on 19 March 1831, Cole followed his crude parody 
of the Book of Mormon with a series of six articles on the 
"Golden Bible," published under his pseudonym Obadiah 
Dogberry. These articles contained gossip about the alleged 
drawing of magic circles and additional speculation about 
Joseph Smith's alleged involvement in money digging.14 
Later Cole asserted that, as inspiration behind a band of 
"money-diggers," Walters (a.k.a. Luman Walter) was the one 
who "first suggested to Smith the idea of finding a book."15

According to Cole, it was not an angel but the shadowy 
Walters (or Walter) who got young Joseph Smith started on 
the Book of Mormon. The Book of Mormon thus somehow 
grew out of Joseph's involvement with a band of "money 
diggers in the town of Manchester." According to this ac-
count, Joseph's book had its beginning in "magic" and ra-
pacity and not, as Joseph claimed, in visits by a heavenly 
messenger and hence in divine revelation. Henceforth crit-
ics of the Book of Mormon tend to describe it as a strange 
by-product of necromancy and nefarious "treasure-digging."

Alexander Campbell, a Christian primitivist and res- 
torationist whose efforts led to the formation of the Disciples 
of Christ, soon followed Cole's criticisms with a similar ver-
sion of the Smith Theory. In February 1831, Campbell thought 
that Joseph Smith was merely another fraudulent miracle 
worker. He pictured the Book of Mormon as a worthless fab-
rication without genuine religious merit.16 "There never 
was," according to Campbell, "a book more evidently writ-
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ten by one set of fingers, nor more certainly conceived in 
one cranium since the first book appeared in human lan-
guage, than this same book.... I cannot doubt for a single 
moment that he is the sole author and proprietor of it."17 "It 
is as certainly Smith's fabrication as Satan is the father of 
lies."18

Campbell's denunciation of the Book of Mormon con-
tained a bold, unsubstantiated claim that has been taken as 
simply true by numerous subsequent critics. At the end of 
his work, he declared that one could find in the Book of 
Mormon "every error and almost every truth discussed in 
N[ew] York in the last ten years."19 Beginning at least in 
1945, this claim has been repeated by critics who hold that 
Joseph Smith wrote the Book of Mormon; it has thereby 
provided a major premise for recent secular, naturalistic ex-
planations of the teachings found in the Book of Mormon. 
Joseph Smith was, it is claimed, merely offering opinions 
that he had somehow absorbed from his environment. It is 
assumed Joseph worked his opinions on contemporary sec-
tarian controversies into a narrative that he pretended was 
authentically ancient.

Though Campbell read and summarized portions of the 
Book of Mormon, which is more than many or even most 
critics have done, he discounted its complexity and maze of 
characters. He was also highly critical of its teachings, which 
did not seem to him to have much in common with the New 
Testament. Evidently, his predisposition to debunk the book 
blinded him to the numerous internal evidences of authen-
ticity that have been identified by twentieth-century scholars.

Part of Eber Howe's strategy in 1834, in a work entitled 
Mormonism Unvailed, was similar: build on the earlier attacks 
on Joseph Smith by stressing and bolstering speculation 
about Joseph's superstition and alleged involvement in such 
things as magic and money digging.20 The bulk of Howe's 
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book consists of embellishments of earlier allegations con-
cerning the young Joseph Smith. But instead of offering un-
supported assertions, as did Cole, Howe fleshed out and 
seemingly supported Cole's gossip with affidavits that car-
ried the names of those presumably familiar with Joseph 
Smith or who were willing to repeat the tales circulating 
about him in the Palmyra area. Even if one assumes that 
there are here and there some grains of truth in the gossip 
these statements contain, they clearly do not explain the 
Book of Mormon, nor can a coherent account of Joseph 
Smith's early activities be fashioned from them. And yet the 
controversial affidavits published in Mormonism Unvailed 
provide the foundation for many subsequent efforts to dis-
credit Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon.

Howe published affidavits assembled by one Philastus 
Hurlbut, who had been excommunicated by the Saints in 
June 1833. After his expulsion, Hurlbut busied himself 
fashioning or finding "evidence" of Joseph Smith's youth-
ful wrongdoing and dissolute character. But the gossip about 
the presumed activities of the young Joseph Smith published 
in Howe's book yield a portrait of someone incapable of the 
intellectual effort necessary to produce a long, complicated 
history like the Book of Mormon. Hence, even though much 
of Mormonism Unvailed might be read as supporting an en-
riched version of the Smith Theory, and has been made to 
do that by others,21 it is difficult to imagine that the Joseph 
Smith that emerges from Howe's book could have, without 
help, written the Book of Mormon.

Those who, like Campbell, initially advanced the Smith 
Theory did not attempt to account for the manner in which 
Joseph Smith in a very short time, at a young age, with very 
little formal education and even less experience, could pos-
sibly have composed and dictated to scribes what turned 
out to be 590 pages of published text. It is one thing to tell an 



Who Really Wrote the Book of Mormon? • 111

exotic, even enthralling story; it is, however, quite another 
thing to produce a long, complicated book, then to make the 
metal plates containing this ancient record available for wit-
nesses to inspect. Joseph Smith published a sober, complex 
book giving at least the appearance of being a history of an 
ancient covenant people of God. Joseph Smith's "Gold 
Bible" contained a sizable cast of characters and an intricate 
narrative into which is woven subtle and coherent prophetic 
teachings. Furthermore, it was not a charming magician but 
the Book of Mormon that attracted the loyalty and grounded 
the faith of the earliest Saints. Critics were thus confronted 
with the task of explaining a large, complex book, the testi-
mony of witnesses to the plates, and a growing number of 
people attracted by the fledgling Church of Christ that grew 
up around the Book of Mormon. As Hugh Nibley and 
Richard Bushman22 have shown, whatever else might be 
said about the theory that Joseph Smith, given his youth and 
lack of education, was the sole author, this explanation 
clearly leaves far too much unexplained. Hence, critics were 
forced to fashion a more plausible explanation of the au-
thorship of the Book of Mormon.

The Work of Conspirators: The Spalding Theory

What other possible explanation could there be of who 
wrote the Book of Mormon? Beginning in 1834 and in re-
sponse to the collapse of the Smith Theory, critics began to 
suggest and then eventually insist that Joseph Smith was 
not its sole author. Someone, it was argued, must have been 
involve^ with Joseph in a conspiracy to foist fraudulent fic-
tion on the gullible. In 1945 Fawn Brodie noted that the por-
trait of Joseph Smith fashioned by those who claimed to 
know him well was such that "detractors of the Mormons 
within a few years declared that the Book of Mormon must 
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have been written by someone else, and [they] eventually 
laid the mantle of authorship upon one of Joseph's converts, 
Sidney Rigdon, a Campbellite preacher from Ohio."23

The Spalding Theory first appeared in Eber Howe's work 
in 1834. This explanation of the Book of Mormon rests on 
tales reported to Hurlbut (and published by Howe) concern-
ing an unpublished romance about pre-Columbian Ameri-
cans written in 1812 by Solomon Spalding, a disaffected 
Congregational minister who died in 1816. Hurlbut collected 
affidavits in which the residents of New Salem (Conneaut), 
Ohio, claimed that some twenty years earlier they had heard 
Spalding read his unpublished novel and they could now 
recall that it was remarkably similar to narrative portions of 
the Book of Mormon, and that many of the names in the 
Book of Mormon were also taken from Spalding's novel. 
Again on the basis of Hurlbut's affidavits, Howe argued that 
the Book of Mormon could or perhaps might have been taken 
from Spalding's manuscript as part of a conspiracy between 
Sidney Rigdon and Joseph Smith.

In an effort to locate this presumed source for the names 
and narrative portions of the Book of Mormon, Hurlbut 
tracked down Spalding's widow and located a trunk in 
which he found the manuscript for Spalding's romance. But 
this manuscript turned out to be quite unlike the Book of 
Mormon and was suppressed by Howe, only to surface many 
years later, much to the delight of Latter-day Saints.24

The Spalding Theory was fraught with difficulties from 
the beginning. That did not, however, prevent one version 
or another of the theory from being the standard non-
Mormon explanation of the Book of Mormon until 1945.25 
The Spalding Theory was adopted uncritically in encyclo-
pedias and other reference works worldwide, where it has 
continued to have a life of its own, untroubled by repeated 
refutations. The Spalding Theory went essentially unchal-



Who Really Wrote the Book of Mormon? • 113

lenged among gentile critics from 1834 until Isaac 
Woodbridge Riley questioned it in 1902.26 But William 
Alexander Linn, also in 1902 in an influential anti-Mormon 
book, adopted the Spalding Theory,27 and as late as 1932, 
George Arbaugh even attempted to identify portions of the 
Book of Mormon that had been lifted by Rigdon from a sup-
posed second novel by Spalding.28

In the last half-century, the Spalding Theory has fallen 
into disfavor among the secular and more competent sec-
tarian critics, though it has continued to be popular among 
some anti-Mormon zealots.29 One writer credits Brodie with 
having dealt the Spalding Theory "a crushing blow by cast-
ing suspicion on the validity of testimony given years after-
ward by witnesses whose statements seem too much alike 
to be trustworthy."30 Latter-day Saints had been making es-
sentially the same arguments about the Spalding Theory for 
over a century, but they had not managed to persuade gen-
tile critics, who seem to have responded to Brodie because 
she appeared to them to be unbiased and also because she 
had provided an engaging account of Joseph Smith and the 
Book of Mormon in which she advanced a version of the 
original Smith Theory. It should be noted, however, that es-
sentially the same criticisms she directed at Hurlbut's at-
tempt to link Spalding's romance to the Book of Mormon 
could (and should) have been made against the "evidence" 
collected or fabricated by Hurlbut concerning Joseph's early 
involvement in "magic" and "money-digging."

The Smith Theory Refurbished: Fawn Brodie

In 1945 Fawn Brodie returned to the Smith Theory in 
her account of the origins of the Book of Mormon. In the 
supplement to the revised and enlarged edition of No Man 
Knows My History, Brodie describes her belief "that Joseph 
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Smith's assumption of the role of a religious prophet was an 
evolutionary process, that he began as a bucolic scryer, using 
the primitive techniques of the folklore of magic common to 
his area, most of which he discarded as he evolved into a 
preacher-prophet."31 For Brodie, Joseph Smith was the sole 
author of the Book of Mormon. She grounded her explana-
tion on the tales told about Joseph Smith by Abner Cole and 
the affidavits collected by Hurlbut and published by Howe.

Built on such materials, Brodie's explanation of the Book 
of Mormon was that Joseph Smith began as a shiftless, lazy 
young village magician who spent his time searching for 
buried treasure with a seer stone.32 How did he manage to 
become the prophet of what many came to believe was a 
restoration of the fulness of the gospel of Jesus Christ? Her 
explanation is that, as a by-product of his early activities as 
a village scryer and his related money-digging ventures, 
Joseph somehow turned to writing a tale about the ancient 
people who constructed the mounds that dotted the land-
scape of Western New York. Brodie thus assumed that the 
Book of Mormon was initially conceived by Joseph as a 
scam—what she called "a mere money-making history of 
the Indians."33 It started out as a history of the Mound Build-
ers and only later evolved into a religious history, as Joseph 
somehow began to assume the role of prophet. At some 
point—perhaps after he had produced 116 pages of text, 
which were then "conveniently" lost—Joseph presumably 
added the religious elements to what Brodie describes as 
his "frontier fiction." At that point he got into the "prophet 
business."

In considering the soundness of Brodie's account, it 
should be remembered that her training was in English lit-
erature and not history; she actually began with an urge "to 
write fiction."34 And she "started out not to write a biog-
raphy of Joseph Smith but to write a short article on the 
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sources of the Book of Mormon."35 Those sources were all to 
be found in Joseph Smith's environment. Her efforts to un-
cover the sources presumably used by Joseph Smith in com-
posing the Book of Mormon eventually turned her endeavor 
into an artfully contrived biography. It was her obvious lit-
erary gifts, rather than her historical scholarship, that estab-
lished her reputation as an authority on Mormon things and 
as a biographer.

Hugh Nibley once described No Man Knows My History 
as a "much-heralded novel,"36 while Sterling McMurrin, who 
was highly sympathetic with Brodie's treatment of Joseph 
Smith, granted that it was her "strong bent toward psycho-
biography" that made her five biographies interesting read-
ing, "and at the same time occasioned much of the more 
competent criticism which her books generated."37 And 
Vardis Fisher, who was also generally supportive of her treat-
ment of Joseph Smith, saw it as "almost more of a novel than 
a biography because she rarely hesitates to give the content 
of a mind or to explain motives which at best can only be 
surmised."38 It was exactly this feature of her account of 
Joseph Smith that helped establish her reputation, if not as a 
psychohistorian, at least as controversial psychobiographer. 
She admitted, however, that No Man Knows My History was 
only inadvertently a psychobiography, for when she wrote 
it she had neither competence nor experience in psycho-
logical or psychoanalytical matters.39

Joseph Smith was able to produce the Book of Mormon, 
according to Brodie, by simply drawing upon the King James 
Version of the Bible, Ethan Smith's View of the Hebrews,40 and 
the lore available in his immediate environment—"the im-
passioned revivalist sermons, the popular fallacies about 
Indian origin, and the current political crusades."41 Here she 
claims that she "was able to find the sources of Joseph Smith's 
ideas, particularly the ideas which went into the writing of 
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the Book of Mormon."42 And in looking for the sources she 
thought Joseph Smith had used she believed that she had 
actually been

able to read the newspapers he had read as a young man. 
This turned out to be an absolute gold mine! A lot of the 
theories about the American Indians being descendants 
of the Lost Ten Tribes and the descriptions of what were 
being found in the Indian mounds were in the news-
papers. The speculation was there. That was extremely 
important as was the anti-Masonic speculation.43

Such sources might account for how Joseph produced a com-
plex book so beyond his own knowledge. She was confi-
dent that "painstaking research can uncover the sources of 
all its ideas."44 Her conviction that careful research should 
yield all the sources that Joseph employed in writing the 
Book of Mormon has set the agenda for much of the post-
Brodie efforts to supplement her own flawed account and 
thereby bolster a version of the earlier Smith Theory.45

The most serious problem in Brodie's account of the au-
thorship of the Book of Mormon is not her facile linkage of 
speculations about the Mound Builders and the Lost Tribes 
of Israel to the Book of Mormon, or her confidence that 
Joseph depended upon Ethan Smith's book, and so forth, 
but her uncritical reHance upon Hurlbut's affidavits, for if 
one believes the affidavits, one could hardly beUeve Joseph 
Smith capable of fashioning a large, complex book, and es- 
peciaHy one with a sober prophetic message. Furthermore, 
her notion that Joseph Smith started out intentionally fabri-
cating the Book of Mormon, and only later came to more or 
less beHeve his own pretensions, is far-fetched, whatever one 
makes of the charming way in which she teHs her story.

Since Brodie started with the assumption that Joseph 
Smith knew exactly what he was doing when he wrote the 
Book of Mormon, she was initially flatly opposed to any 
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explanation that made him out to be anything but an inten-
tional fraud. But by 1971 Brodie had shifted somewhat 
away from this earlier stance toward a psychological 
theory. She began to argue that the Book of Mormon was a 
kind of unconscious therapy for Joseph's supposedly 
deeply conflicted personality. The book, she asserted, 
evolved in time into an unconscious expression of conflict 
within his own family. However, she continued to maintain 
that Joseph started out knowingly fabricating a fraudulent 
Book of Mormon, and only later became a dupe of his own 
scam—he came more or less to believe the story he told and 
the book he had authored. Thus he took on the role of 
prophet and became the founder of what Brodie called a 
"new religious tradition."46

Deep in the Psyche...

In the 1971 revision of her book, Brodie argued that "the 
plot for the Book of Mormon was ... constructed in Joseph 
Smith's fantasies."47 Her 1971 explanation turns the Book of 
Mormon into an autobiographical psychodrama or what she 
considered a literary fantasy in which Joseph more or less 
covertly told his and his family's story. In whatever version 
Brodie offered, the Book of Mormon is read as a modem 
book and hence as entirely fraudulent.

Brodie fashioned her account of the Book of Mormon 
under the influence of Dale L. Morgan, another Latter-day 
Saint dissident. Morgan was convinced that, whatever else 
might be said about him, Joseph Smith was a conscious 
fraud. Morgan and Brodie were highly critical of those who 
saw signs of simple illusion or even delusion in Joseph 
Smith. Hence they both rejected Bernard DeVoto's effort to 
depict Joseph Smith as an epileptic or any other effort to 
explain the Book of Mormon as the product of abnormal 
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psychology.48 But by the time Brodie revised her book, she 
had drifted away from her earlier heavy dependence upon 
Morgan. She claimed that "fifteen or twenty years later" she 
had read some psychiatric literature, one item of which she 
included in her revised account of Joseph Smith.

By 1971, Brodie was willing to draw explicitly, though 
quite tentatively, on psychological explanations of both the 
Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith.49 She claimed that 
Joseph Smith suffered from a severe identity problem— 
specifically what Phyllis Greenacre and others have de-
scribed as a need to perform for an audience in the role of 
"impostor."50 Where others merely engaged in gold digging, 
Joseph fabricated a gold Bible. Hence Joseph's problem was 
pseudologia fantastical he was driven to establish his identity 
by satisfying an audience that demanded that he play a role. 
They wanted a prophet, and he filled their need.

Clearly this explanation hardly provides a more gener-
ous estimate of Joseph's personality than that previously 
offered by DeVoto.51 But Brodie still "deliberately avoided 
clinical labels in describing the inner character of Joseph 
Smith."52 Why? It was at least partly because being an "im-
postor" was not, she felt, "the decisive key" to his person-
ality. Still, she insisted that Greenacre's impostor theory 
could be adapted better as an explanation of Joseph Smith's 
psyche than DeVoto's "paranoid" or Kimball Young's "para-
path" explanations. She also admitted "that her considerable 
discussion of this problem with several psychoanalysts has 
served to underline ... the difficulties of clinical diagnosis 
of a man long since dead."53

... And in Deep Trouble

When initially published in 1945, Brodie's biography of 
Joseph Smith received instant acclaim at the hands of nu-
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merous admiring reviewers. For example, Dale Morgan, 
who had provided her with extensive assistance in writing 
No Man Knows My History, lavished praise on her book.54 It 
soon became the standard secular explanation of the Book 
of Mormon. Virtually all of the critics of the Book of Mor-
mon have returned to the original gentile explanation and 
pictured Joseph Smith, and not someone else, as its author. 
Hence, once again versions of the original Smith Theory 
constitute the dominant mode of explanation employed by 
those who reject the possibility that the book is an authentic 
ancient text written and edited by Mormon. In explaining 
the Book of Mormon, the gentile critics have returned to 
where they started in 1831 when Alexander Campbell pub-
lished his Delusions.

Brodie's reputation, especially for having provided the 
best naturalistic account of Mormon origins, went mostly 
unchallenged in the larger academic world until she wrote 
a highly controversial biography of Thomas Jefferson. Then 
her reputation plummeted—a torrent of criticism was di-
rected at both her methods and her findings, which to that 
point had only been examined and challenged by Latter-day 
Saints.55

As Hugh Nibley has pointed out, "hardly a single new 
argument against the Book of Mormon has come forth since 
the first decades of its appearance."56 Certainly no new ex-
planations of its authorship have turned up. In 1959 Nibley 
thought that "at the moment the critics are right back where 
they started from 130 years ago."57 They seem to have come 
full circle. When the Book of Mormon was first published, 
Alexander Campbell and a few others thought that Joseph 
Smith was its author, but that explanation soon collapsed 
and was eventually replaced by the theory that somehow 
involved Spalding's novel and made Sidney Rigdon the au-
thor of the Book of Mormon. One version or another of this 
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explanation constituted the received opinion among critics 
for the next century.

In his 1959 survey of arguments against the Book of 
Mormon, Nibley pointed out that

the critics have no choice today but to go back to the old 
original theory of Campbell. But if that theory was so 
readily discredited (please note: it was not supplanted by 
the Spaulding theory but broke down on its own accord, 
and the Spaulding substitute was only found after a des-
perate interval of frantic searching), if it could not stand 
up for a year on its own merits, why should it work now?58

Critics now rather conveniently forget that the Saints and 
most of their earliest critics agreed—but for quite different 
reasons—that Joseph Smith was simply incapable of writ-
ing the Book of Mormon. Nibley's explanation for the cur-
rent fondness of the critics for the Smith Theory is

that lots of things are forgotten in 125 years! The theory 
that Joseph Smith composed the Book of Mormon raises 
questions and involves corollaries which a hundred years 
ago were readily seen to present an insuperable obstacle 
to its acceptance. But the modem world can very easily 
overlook those questions and corollaries, and present-day 
critics are trying hard to do so.59

Cultural Mormons Confront 
the Book of Mormon

When Brodie published No Man Knows My History, the 
Saints read her book as a betrayal of the faith by someone 
with roots in the Mormon community.60 Since then the Book 
of Mormon and Joseph Smith have received substantial treat-
ments by Latter-day Saints able to challenge and supplant 
her naturalistic account and to call into question the back-
ground assumptions upon which it was grounded. For ex-
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ample, soon after Brodie's book was published, Nibley be-
gan in a series of essays to stress the subtle complexities he 
found in the Book of Mormon, complexities that seem be-
yond the capacities of anyone in America at the time the 
book was published. In addition, he supplied numerous rea-
sons to support the belief that the Book of Mormon was an 
authentic ancient history,61 virtually all of which were pre-
viously unnoticed by critics and the faithful alike. The body 
of such evidence, uncovered by Nibley and a number of other 
Latter-day Saint scholars, continues to grow.

But not all Latter-day Saints have been pleased with ef-
forts to read the Book of Mormon as an authentic ancient 
text. And some have not given sufficiently close attention to 
this growing body of studies supporting the historical au-
thenticity of the Book of Mormon. Since Brodie showed the 
way, it has become increasingly fashionable for cultural 
Mormons (those whose connections to the Mormon com-
munity are more a matter of cultural identity than of faith 
and practice) to reject the historical authenticity of the Book 
of Mormon and to proclaim publicly their disbelief in the 
Book of Mormon. A striking example came in 1984, when 
Sterling M. McMurrin, who early in his career was a teacher 
in the Church Educational System, confessed that he had come

to the conclusion at a very early age, earlier than I can 
remember, that you don't get books from angels and trans-
late them by miracles; it is just that simple. So I simply 
don't believe the Book of Mormon to be authentic. I think 
that all the hassling over the authenticity of the Book of 
Mormon is just a waste of time. You should understand 
that I don't mean to say that there aren't some interesting 
and worthwhile things in the Book of Mormon. I don't 
mean to attack the Book of Mormon but rather to simply 
deny its authenticity. I don't believe that it is what the 
Church teaches it to be.62
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And yet McMurrin, quite unlike Brodie, believed there were 
"some interesting and worthwhile things in the Book of 
Mormon"—though not, of course, authentic ancient history 
or the word of God. For McMurrin the Book of Mormon was 
strictly a human manufacture, and neither prophetic nor 
otherwise normative, since he rejected as a manifestation of 
sheer irrationalism the possibility of divine special revela-
tions as understood by Latter-day Saints.63 From his secular 
perspective, for the Saints to consider the Book of Mormon 
a genuine revelation from God is absolute folly. His youth-
ful confidence on this point may explain why he never read 
the Book of Mormon.64

Following publication of No Man Knows My History, a 
few Mormon historians began advancing cautiously worded 
naturalistic interpretations of the Book of Mormon.65 Marvin 
Hill has indicated that he thinks Brodie's original thesis

opens considerable room for speculation because its 
either-or alternatives were precisely the same as those of 
the early Mormon apologist and missionary, Orson Pratt, 
presented to his potential converts in the 1840s and 
1850s. But between Pratt and Brodie a hundred years of 
Mormon experience have intervened. Whereas Pratt af-
firmed that with Smith's accomplishments he must have 
been a true prophet, Brodie, looking at the man's limita-
tions, concluded he was a fraud. Possibly now historians 
should begin to explore the broad, promising middle 
ground which neither Pratt nor Brodie fully perceived.66

What might constitute such a middle ground between 
prophet and fraud? Hill simply claims that Joseph Smith was 
sincere in his illusions or delusions. What impact would such 
reasoning have when applied to the Book of Mormon? Hill 
does not address the concern of most Latter-day Saints that 
this "middle ground" amounts to a flat rejection of the Book 
of Mormon, just as much as the more vicious attacks of his
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Writers like Hill are rarely willing to become involved 
in public debate on these issues. They seem concerned to 
retain their identity as members of the Church. They tend to 
argue that portions of the book may still be somehow in-
spiring or even "inspired," even when the book is read as a 
"recent composition" or as Joseph Smith's fiction. Others 
who do not care about their standing in the Church openly 
assert that its having been written by Joseph Smith makes it 
and him into something fraudulent.

More recently, critics from within the Church have pub-
lished forthright and unambiguous denials that the Book of 
Mormon is an authentic ancient text.67 For example, in 1983 
Tony Hutchinson declared that Joseph Smith had not re-
stored authentic ancient texts; yet the texts he wrote still have 
some religious value.68 Hutchinson has since become a 
mouthpiece for those who want to argue that the Book of 
Mormon was written by Joseph Smith—that it is fiction that 
is yet somehow either inspiring or perhaps "inspired."69

This is not a very stable position. Many of those on the 
fringes of the Mormon community who at first toy with the 
notion that the Book of Mormon is fiction and yet, in some 
previously not understood way, "inspired" eventually come 
to reject the Book of Mormon altogether by seeing fraud in 
it and in Joseph Smith, even though they may be willing to 
grant that some portions of the book are interesting and per-
haps even true. Hutchinson's account is also unstable in the 
sense that it is unlikely to function as a ground for or expla-
nation of the faith of Latter-day Saints. In addition, those 
who are inclined to advance such an opinion must find ways 
of protecting their position from the more radical stance 
taken by those who insist that Joseph Smith fabricated "fron-
tier fiction," parts of which might be inspiring—which is 
quite a different notion from holding that God is the ulti-
mate author of a fictional Book of Mormon.
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These Latter-day Saint writers who unambiguously 
deny that the Book of Mormon is an ancient text may retain 
some ties to the Church, but henceforth they boldly proclaim 
that they will determine the content of Latter-day Saint faith. 
For example, Edwin Firmage Jr. describes his "anti-
conversion": he insists that the Book of Mormon and book 
of Abraham are fiction and not fact.70 He concedes that for 
him "many questions remain" and that he still has some 
questions that even he "can't answer." For instance, if "Jo-
seph Smith is the author of the Book of Mormon, is he then 
a fraud, or is the Book of Mormon the result of revelatory 
experience?"71 He adds a comforting note: "At present, I 
have no compelling answer and am willing to entertain ei-
ther possibility. Either way," he acknowledges, "there are 
serious implications for my faith."72

Firmage ends with a homily about how "freedom to 
choose can be a frightening thing because it means that we 
are individually responsible for what we do." Hardly a novel 
idea. But he then celebrates "a chastened belief which rec-
ognizes that certainty will always elude us, and that is a part 
of life. We choose to believe, but we cannot know for sure 
what the end of our faith will be." He claims that "the proper 
response to constant change is not to abandon religion al-
together, but constantly redefine what faith means. This 
defining process necessarily leads to different results for 
everyone."73 Unfortunately, Firmage has overlooked the fact 
that faith is a community matter and possession, not merely 
a private good and not a mere whim—that faith is not some-
thing one constantly refashions to suit the current flux of 
fads and fashions.

New Reproaches on the Book of Mormon

Thus the most significant post-Brodie assaults on the 
historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon have not been
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fashioned by Protestant preachers or by gentiles who find 
the restoration outlandish. Instead, dissident, disgruntled, 
or former Latter-day Saints have fired most of the rounds in 
the latest assault on the Book of Mormon. The most recent 
attack is found in a collection of essays published by Signa-
ture Books, entitled New Approaches to the Book of Mormon.74

New Approaches is an effort to persuade the Saints to 
abandon the claim that the Book of Mormon is an authentic 
ancient history and to recognize that Joseph Smith was its 
author. One of its contributors, David P. Wright, grants that 
"some might think that acceptance of the conclusion that 
Joseph Smith is the author of the Book of Mormon requires 
rejecting the work as religiously relevant and significant."75 
But, he insists, "such a rejection does not follow from this 
critical judgment." His justification for this assertion is that 
one must distinguish the spiritual value of a text from the 
question of who wrote it. Then, without supporting this as-
sertion, he shifts to arguing that the Saints ought not to re-
tain "a traditional viewpoint which requires that scripture, 
to be scripture, be miraculous, free (or mostly free) from 
error, and God's own word rather than humans' words 
about God."76 What Wright seems to be saying is that Latter- 
day Saints ought to read the Book of Mormon in the same 
way liberal biblical critics currently read the Bible. These 
scholars tend to deny that the miracles recorded in the Bible 
actually took place, but by adopting sophisticated theories 
of myth they are still able to find some "spiritual value in 
the Bible."

But it is Tony Hutchinson, more than any of the other 
authors whose essays appear in New Approaches, who at-
tempts to salvage something from the wreckage done by this 
concentrated assault on the historical authenticity of the Book 
of Mormon.77 David P. Wright merely asserts that for him 
Joseph Smith "is as interesting and religiously relevant when 
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understood to be the author of the Book of Mormon as when 
he is considered the translator."78 Such opinions, which are 
not entirely unlike the sentiments articulated in Sterling 
McMurrin's remarkable dogmatism about the Book of Mor-
mon, are found throughout New Approaches. Only a few of 
the authors—Hutchinson, Wright and perhaps Mark 
Thomas—seem to have any appreciation for the teachings 
in the Book of Mormon.

Essays written by Dan Vogel, Ed Ashment, Brent 
Metcalfe, and Stan Larson betray little if any sympathy for 
the teachings of the Book of Mormon. The essays by Melodie 
Charles, John Kunich, and Deanne Matheny are such that it 
is difficult to tell what they really think about the truth 
claims of the Book of Mormon. But Hutchinson argues that 
the Book of Mormon has some relationship to God, even 
though Joseph Smith is its author and it is therefore strictly 
fiction. Much like David P. Wright, Hutchinson claims that, 
for him, it is of religious significance. Hutchinson and 
Wright, however, face the double task of (1) convincing 
faithful Latter-day Saints of the wisdom of seeing the Book 
of Mormon as fiction, and (2) showing exactly why those 
who agree with them in holding that the Book of Mormon is 
fiction have gotten it wrong when they claim that Joseph 
Smith's imaginative work is also a fraud.

A Possible "Middle Ground"?

Some gentile historians now complain that believing 
Latter-day Saints show no interest in finding a compromise 
over the Book of Mormon. Seemingly anxious "to under-
stand Mormonism as part of American religious experience," 
these critics complain that most Latter-day Saint scholars 
"typically reject compromises, such as the view that a 
mythical Book of Mormon can evince religious authenticity 
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as 'inspired redaction.' Everything in the Book of Mormon, 
they say, must be accepted as historical fact."79 This way of 
formulating the issue gets it wrong. Hardly anyone argues 
that "everything" in the Book of Mormon is historical. The 
need is to make a distinction between what, for example, 
Lehi taught, which may or may not be "historical," and the 
idea of there actually having been a Lehi who taught those 
things. The historical issue is whether there was a Lehi.

Lawrence Foster, one contemporary gentile critic who 
rejects the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon, 
claims that critics like himself offer to give up charging 
Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon with fraud, if believ-
ing Latter-day Saints, that is "Traditionalists," will "meet 
them half-way."80 Foster complains that his naturalistic ex-
planation of the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith's pro-
phetic truth claims is "simply not appealing to 'true be-
liever' Mormon traditionalists."81 Foster insists:

If any real engagement is to be possible between the so- 
called "traditionalists" and the so-called "new Mormon 
historians," then the traditionalists will have to be will-
ing to reach out when we attempt to meet them halfway, 
as we have done so frequently in the past with little or no 
response except vituperation against us on their part.82 
What writers like Hill, Foster, and other recent critics ei-

ther do not see or are unwilling to acknowledge seems obvi-
ous to most Latter-day Saints. One reason for rejecting the 
proposed "middle-ground" compromises over the question 
of the authorship of the Book of Mormon is that this ancient 
scripture, more than anything else, is what keeps the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints from becoming 
just another Protestant sect or social welfare agency. In ad-
dition, the Book of Mormon was what witnessed to those 
who first became members of the fledgling Church of Christ 
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that Joseph Smith wore the mantle of a genuine prophet, 
just as it does today to those who are believing Latter-day 
Saints. And finally the existence of the Book of Mormon 
has, more than any other single thing, right from the begin-
ning, distinguished the Latter-day Saints from various 
brands of sectarian religiosity.83 It is hard to imagine how 
all this could be given up without dire consequences for the 
covenant people of God.

Conclusion

The debate generated by critics over the authorship of 
the Book of Mormon has yielded two broad types of expla-
nations, each with a wide variety of refinements and embel-
lishments. For over a century the most popular conspiracy 
explanation was some form of the Rigdon-Spalding Theory. 
But Brodie seems to have demolished that explanation. With 
the collapse of conspiracy explanations like the Spalding 
Theory, and in their efforts to counter the Mormon explana-
tion, critics have been forced to revive some version of the 
original Smith Theory. Brodie herself turned to a version of 
the Smith Theory. But her version of that explanation has 
also turned out to be problematic and eventually led to other 
versions of the Smith Theory that take much more seriously 
the actual religious content of the Book of Mormon.

The post-Brodie versions of the Smith Theory, which 
may or may not include a psychological explanation of 
Joseph Smith, tend to be much less hostile to Joseph Smith 
and also much more inclined to grant the complexity and 
sophistication that is present in the Book of Mormon. And 
critics, as we have seen, have also been much more willing 
to see Joseph Smith's prophetic truth claims as genuine ex-
pressions of religiosity. Some of the language in essays by 
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Jan Shipps84 and even Harold Bloom85 have shown this to be 
true.

What may stand behind the shifts in the way the Smith 
Theory has been set forth since Fawn Brodie revived it in 
1945 is the difficulty faced by critics of gaining the attention 
of either the Saints or the larger public with crude attacks 
on Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon. Instead, the most 
recent critics of the Book of Mormon have tended to adopt a 
much less vindictive posture. When the Book of Mormon is 
confronted, it is no longer brushed aside as "a yeasty fer-
mentation, formless, aimless, and inconceivably absurd."86

Critics of the Book of Mormon now seem forced to fol-
low the agenda set out by Brodie—they must locate 
nineteenth-century sources for all its contents. And they 
must explain how Joseph Smith was able to locate, digest, 
winnow, and then fashion these materials into a coherent 
form. In addition, they must make some judgment on 
whether he knew what he was doing. If his efforts were con-
scious, then the critics must insist that his endeavor was in 
some sense fraudulent. It appears that the only way for crit-
ics to avoid charging Joseph Smith with fraud is to treat him 
as in some sense dissociative. The most common way of 
working around these difficulties has been for critics to 
transform Joseph Smith into a genius—one with a profound 
religious imagination and so forth. But by doing this, the 
critics get ever closer to granting that he was a prophet and 
that the Book of Mormon is simply true.

Why have critics become more respectful and less criti-
cal of both the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith? For one 
thing, they are confronted by an outpouring of works by 
faithful Latter-day Saint scholars that explicate the teach-
ings of the Book of Mormon and defend its historical au-
thenticity. They also face the refutation of most of the older 
criticisms of the historical authenticity of the Book of 
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Mormon and also of its prophetic teachings. And they face 
sophisticated exploration of many features of the text that 
make sense only if the Book of Mormon is a genuine ancient 
text.
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