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neglected aspect of Book of Mormon studies

is analyzing what the text says about the

patterns of settlement of its peoples. To

understand an ancient document, its
authors, and its history requires asking where the groups it describes
lived on the face of their lands, for the life of any people depends to an
important degree on how many of them there are and on their
space-determined interactions with each other and with outsiders. We
cannot grasp what was going on among them unless we can
characterize how houses, neighborhoods, communities and lands
were arranged. Questions about Nephite, Lamanite and Jaredite
settlement patterns have not previously been addressed. The aim of
this article is to lay out some of the relevant questions and to search
the text for preliminary answers.

The study does not aim to settle questions of exactly where in
the Western Hemisphere Book of Mormon groups dwelt. Rather, we
shall be mainly reconstructing part of the “ethnogeography” of the
Nephites, that is, how they themselves conceptualized the divisions of
their living space.

The Nephite record provided for us by Mormon and Moroni is
our main source of information. Most of the data on settlement forms
that it contains we have received via the mind and language of
Mormon, who lived in the fourth century A.D. He was the recipient of a
long tradition of geographical thought and recording by his
predecessors. This accumulated knowledge of his people reached him
through the official national archive, which he controlled (see Mormon
1:2-4; 2:17; 6:6). Moreover, he personally travelled throughout most of
Nephite territory (see Mormon 1:6-7; 2:3, 16, 27-9, elc.) He was,
therefore, able to provide us with excerpts from the earlier records
which were in his hands, as well as to give us interpretive statements
of his own that reflected cumulative Nephite knowledge and ideas on
settlement matters.
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What we learn about Lamanite settlements is more limited. It
comes from a few eyewitness accounts of visitors among them (for
example, the sons of Mosiah who served as missionaries Lo the
Lamanites). Mormon abstracted and sometimes quoted from those
sources.

At hundreds of points in the scriptural text we find information
spelling out or hinting at settlement patterns. Taking them all into
account, we learn that Nephite (and probably Lamanite) thought
crystallized at several analytical levels.

Level 1: The earth as a whole

Their ancestral traditions and recorded prophecies made their
descendants aware of places as diverse as Jerusalem in the land of
Israel (see, for example, 1 Nephi chapters 1, 3-4, 5:16), Egypt (see, for
example, Alma 36:28), Arabia (see 1 Nephi chapters 16-17), the Indian,
Pacific and Atlantic Oceans (see 1 Nephi 13:10-12 and chapters 17-18),
and the lands of “the Gentiles,” that is, FEuropeans of the Christian
tradition (see, for example, 1 Nephi chapter 13; 3 Nephi 28:27-32).
Indeed, they had a mental model of the earth as a planetary globe that
was part of the solar system (see Helaman 12:15).

Level 2: The promised land as a unit

The lands inhabited by the Nephites and Lamanites were
considered one unit, in stated or implied contrast to more distant
lands (see, for example, 1 Nephi 13:10-12; 2 Nephi 1:5-11; Alma
22:27-34). The “land of promise,” or “this land,” as announced and
blessed by Lehij, was still a conceptual unity at the moment when the
Savior appeared, for his announcement of the destruction of the
wicked cities (see 3 Nephi 9, compare 8:11-12) refers to areas and
cities whose names and geographical relationships belong within the
territory already referred to as the promised land (see, for example, 3
Nephi 8:11-12).
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of “all quarters of the land.” Three of the quarters were subsequently
identified. The quarter that was centered on Manti (see Alma 43:26;
58:30) was referred to as “on the south by the west sea” (Alma
03:22). Another quarter was based on the city of Bountiful (Alma
52:10; 61:15). “Quarter” was also applied to the area called “the
borders by the east sea,” which was adjacent to Lamanite lands on
the east and south. Apparently this segment was anchored by either
the city of Moroni or the city of Nephihah, and it was conceived to be
in direct contrast with the Manti quarter (see Alma 59:6).

The quarters were thought of as peripheral units surrounding a
“heart” land consisting of the zone around the city of Zarahemla
(Alma 60:19; Helaman 1:18). There in “the center” was where the
political headquarters resided, as well as “the most capital parts” of
the Nephite possessions in the land southward (Helaman 1:18, 24-27;
compare Alma 60:19, 22). These statements account for three
peripheral quarters in addition to the “heart.”® That leaves only the
north and west quadrant unnamed. Probably that area centered on
Ammonihah.

The record is too succinct to discern specific quarters in
Lamanite territory, although in principle it seems likely there were such,
inasmuch as the concept was Hebraic and thus probably was part of the
thinking of Laman and Lemuel. A hint comes from the discussion in
Alma 23:8-15 about the cities and lands where Lamanites were
converted by the Nephite missionaries. It mentions Amulonite
anti-missionary influence being concentrated in “that part of the land
wheresoever they dwelt” (verse 14), while their opponents were
concentrated in another part.® Also, indication of at least a twofold
division of the Jaredite realm may suggest that the concept of quarters
existed among that earlier people (see Ether 8:2-3; 10:32; 11:15).

Level 6: Local land

A most fundamental spatial division was the local land. Its
status and size are illustrated clearly in the case of early Zarahemla.
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implication is that the “land of Helam” consisted of a small-scale
mountain valley. Similar terminology has the Nephites “digging a ditch
round about the land, or the city, Bountiful” (Alma 53:3). It is
reasonable that physical configurations determined the extent of most
of these lands (for example, Almay went “into the valley of Gideon,
there having been a city built, which was called the city of Gideon”;
from there to Zarahemla was “down”; Alma 6:7; 62:7).

Many other textual statements imply that a local land consisted
of that territory administered politically, economically and
ecclesiastically by a single significant settlement, usually a “city.”
Typically the radius of the territory would not have exceeded the
distance that could be traveled on foot in a day, say 15 or 20 miles.
Examples of local lands/cities in the Book of Mormon are Ammonihah,
Gideon, Nephihah and Ishmael.

Sixteen lands are mentioned for which no central settlement is
mentioned. Examples are Sidom, Melek, Antionum, Shemlon and
Cumorah. Some of them may have had a dispersed or fully rural
pattern of settlement, al least early on, yet lack of mention of a city
does not necessarily mean no city existed; it may merely reflect the
writer’s emphasis at that point in the record. For example, the land of
Middoni had a king (Alma 20:4) and a prison, so while no city is
mentioned, it is plausible that the king’s ruling seat was in fact at a
significant settlement in that land that could have been called a city.

It should be noted that not all territory of concern was included
in a land. Rarely, of course, would such indeterminate places be
worthy of mention. One instance is at Alma 21:13, where some in the
party of Nephites that included the sons of Mosiahs had to flee the
land of Middoni “unto the regions round about.” Again mention is
made of their preaching “in the land of Ishmael, and in all the land
round about” (verse 21; compare 20:30, “from place to place”). While
these examples are in Lamanite country, we also read concerning the
Nephite land of Melek that Almay preached to and baptized not only
the inhabitants of that land but also dealt with people from “all the
borders of the land which was by the wilderness side” (Alma 8:5). See







147

population a maximum of a couple of thousand; much
of the space was occupied with administrative
structures.

(3) Secondary administrative centers constituted smaller
“cities.”

(4) Fortified provincial towns were smaller still but
boasted a defensive wall, which qualified them as
“cities.”

(5) Fortress outposts were also called “cities,” although
they were so condensed that they typically included
only dwellings for the commander and his stalff,
administrative buildings, storage space and a small
temple (or shrine?).

In addition to these several types of settlements for which the
term “city” is used in the Old Testament, there were of course smaller
units such as villages.

Overall the meaning of the Hebrew word which has been
translated as “city” probably centers on two functions—a site’s having
been established as a governmental center (including a temple or cult
center as a symbol of royal patronage or presence), and its
preparation to be defended militarily. Size had little to do with use of
the label; many a “town” or even a “village” could have had more
inhabitants than certain cities, but they lacked the crucial criteria to
qualify for the name “city.”

Nephi’s referent for his category of “great city” would naturally
be Jerusalem, for he personally had experienced it (compare 1 Nephi
4:5-7, 20). Meanwhile his use of the label “city” to apply to future
Nazareth gives us a further clue to the settlement sizes in his
nomenclature. Nazareth is estimated to have occupied less than 60
acres; however, much of that was empty space. When Jesus lived
there, the maximum population would not have exceeded 500,
according to archaeological data.'

With this information as background, we observe that six
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“great” cities are specifically identified in Book of Mormon lands:
Zarahemla (3 Nephi 9:3), Moroni (3 Nephi 9:4), Moronihah (3 Nephi
9:5), Jerusalem (Alma 21:2), Ammonihah (Alma 9:4), Jacobugath (3
Nephi 9:9), and the Jaredite city built by king Lib (Ether 10:20). In
addition, when the Savior spoke to the people from above on the
occasion of the great catastrophe, he referred to additional “great and
notable cities” (3 Nephi 8:14) and “great cities” (3 Nephi 10:4) which
had been destroyed (compare the “large cities” mentioned in Mosiah
27:6). Perhaps Bountiful was also “great” considering the statement
about its special fortified status by which it “became an exceeding
stronghold ever after” (Alma 53:5); of course it was not destroyed
hence was not included in the list in 3 Nephi 9. The crowd gathered at
Bountiful, presumably for a Jewish ritual occasion, numbered 2,500
(3 Nephi 17:25). They had probably assembled from the immediate
sustaining area of the city, but the normal number would have been
reduced due to casualties. The next day an “exceeding great number”
(3 Nephi 19:3) assembled from an area of wider extent. For special
ritual occasions, it appears that a “great city” could host up to 20,000
or more residents and visitors, I estimate.

It is not unreasonable that each of the five sectors of the land of
Zarahemla (four quarters plus the heartland) was conceived of as
dominated by a great city. At least Zarahemla, Moroni and
Ammonihah (and Bountiful if we include it) are strong candidates to
have been the capital settlements of their respective sectors. (Note
that all these cities were, eventually, fortified). Incidentally, two of the
mentioned great cities may have claimed the appellation prematurely.
Braggart political leaders at Ammonihah asserted that it was “great”
(see Alma 9:4), but its greatness came to an end when a Lamanite
army overran and destroyed it (see Alma 16:1-3). (Might the city
Moronihah have replaced it as head city over the northwestward
quarter, although the text is silent on Moronihah's location?) Similarly,
Jerusalem was founded by Amalekites, Amulonites and Lamanites as
their version of a great city (see Alma 21:1-2), yet the Savior’s list of
destroyed places calls it simply a city (see 3 Nephi 9:7). Jacobugath, of
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way to the Manti area and set up an ambush—all this while the
Lamanites were en route “round about.”™ Another large-scale
wilderness consisted of the greater land of Bountiful, “it being the
wilderness which is filled with all manner of wild animals” (Alma
22:31). The journey of king Limhi's exploring party from Nephi to the
Jaredites’ final extermination area (a trip on the order of 500 miles
direct) apparently failed to encounter a single Nephite community (see
Mosiah 8:7-11). This supports the picture from elsewhere in the text of
vast areas of wilderness interspersed by limited civilized areas or
“lands.”

Specific areas within the generally settled lands were also
considered wilderness and even were given names of their own. A
notable example was “the wilderness, which was called Hermounts”
(Alma 2:36-7). As I have explained elsewhere, the language of the text
concerning movements touching that piece of wilderness demands
that it lie no more than 20 miles from the capital city, Zarahemla.” So
even the general land of Zarahemla included at least one enclave that
remained wilderness (also compare 3 Nephi 4:1-3 and Ether 14:3).

Hierarchy of settlements

An important tool in interpreting the political and social
significance of ancient ruins is to establish how settlements fit in a
hierarchical order of size which relates to their relative power and
prestige.® Scholars refer to two-tier, three-tier or four-tier
hierarchies; each superior tier consists of a settlement or settlements
whose population is of a different order of magnitude from that of
settlements in the next lower tier. Thus in a three-liered region
excavators normally find a dominant city whose size was markedly
greater than that of the subordinated villages around it, which in turn
were larger than the even more numerous rural hamlets. A four-tier
system would boast a single large metropolis with subject cities at
some distance from it. In the ancient world a governmental system
deserving the label “state” would have at least four tiers.



























