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h‘ ower was the most crucial theme in Book of

Mormon history. The rivalry of Lamanites

and Nephites began and ended as a fight

over who should and would control Lehi's

people. To grasp the bases of power, and thus of the nature of the

conflicts that pervade Mormon’'s record, is necessary if we are to

understand the lessons it holds for us. For us to grasp “what great

things the Lord hath done” (Title Page) for the people of that book, we

will find it necessary to come to a deeper understanding of why their

history took the course it did. Only in the light of that deeper

understanding will we be capable of fully appreciating the religious

elements (“doctrine”) that informed and resulted from their historical
course.

The power issue arose through the reluctance of older brothers
Laman and Lemuel to accept their father’s leadership in the family.
Immediately after the family’s exodus from Jerusalem, because of
their “stiffneckedness” they “did murmur against their father” and,
according to Nephi, “sought to take away” his life (1 Nephi 2:11-13).
Intimidated by a divine manifestation “they did as he commanded
them” but with still-rebellious hearts (verse 14). Again and again in the
following years their unwillingness was brought to reluctant
compliance by events beyond themselves. But Nephi faithfully followed
his father. The Lord turned the differing responses into a test of
qualities for rulership. He told Nephi that “inasmuch as thy brethren
shall rebel against thee, they shall be cut off from the presence of the
Lord. And inasmuch as thou shalt keep my commandments, thou shalt
be made a ruler and a teacher over thy brethren” (1 Nephi 2:21-22). As
Noel B. Reynolds has explained, a fundamental purpose in Nephi's
reporting (in the books of 1 and 2 Nephi) the incidents of conflict
between him and his brothers and their resolution in his favor was to
justify to history that the Lord had legitimately conferred the rulership
upon him.! Almost a millennium later, the dispute was finally resolved,
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the royal court; he would appoint a large staff of military officers and
administrators, who, along with junior royalty, would have to be
supported by taxes or tribute payments; he would require his subjects
to manufacture his armaments; he would make the people cultivate
and harvest the royal fields; and he would appropriate the best of
their lands, their grain, and their flocks as his own. Nevertheless, the
forms and practices of kingship were adopted by the Israelites, and so
were the concepts behind them. For instance, Solomon credited the
Lord as the power by which he was established on the throne (see 1
Kings 2:23), mirroring the ancient Near Eastern concept that divine
power authorized and supported the king.

A summary of several principles which scholars on the Bible
have established to be central to the institution of Israelite kingship®
will help ground our understanding of what the Book of Mormon
means when it talks of monarchy.

* The king was the owner of the institutions of the state and
as such held ownership, in a formal sense, of all
agricultural land.

* In practice, lands specifically owned and controlled by him
were granted to various royal functionaries, or (o
non-royal officials, as hereditary estates; in return they
paid taxes to him and they were obliged to muster
military and labor forces from their local subjects as the
king required.

* These elite landlords extracted from the commoners who
cultivated the land a substantial portion of their produce
(perhaps as much as 50 percent) as tax and rent.

* This system of land tenure, taxation and furnishing of
manpower reinforced the class structure of the society by
ensuring that wealth, power and privilege were
monopolized by the king and his supporters.

* A central bureaucracy was the king’s mechanism for
controlling the various levels of government responsibie
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It should be apparent that this form of kingly society was an
integral whole, not divisible in practice among conceptual categories
such as our terms “economics,” “politics,” or “religion” suggest. This
pattern of rule was transferred to Lehi’'s New World promised land by
Nephi himself (see 2 Nephi 5:18). While details of the system are not
systematically sketched in the Nephite record, mention is made of a
number of features that were derived from Old World kingship. Those
features are made particularly visible in contrasts which the Book of
Mormon text lays out for us between the pattern of rule by occasional
righteous rulers versus the more typical unrighteous ones. Thus
Benjamin made explicit how he considered himself different from
run-of-the-mill rulers (see Mosiah 2:11-14): he did not tax his people,
he did not demand their service to his court, etc. In addition the
record of the kings of ancient Israel and Judah was documented on
the brass plates of Laban, and that record evaluated the earlier kings
according to Israelite cultural standards of rulership.

The discourse on the subject of kingship delivered by King
Mosiahy further points up features of the conventional system of
kingly rule, with which he saw many problems (see Mosiah 29:5-7,
13-19, 21-24, 33-35). He mandated a change in the Nephite system of
rule, providing for a chief judge whose powers were more limited than
those of a king. However, in many ways the old customs and notions
surrounding the king as head of government continued under the
“new” system. For instance, judges too were considered “rulers,” who
not only “reigned” and sat on “thrones” but controlled the distribution
of the government’s resources obtained by tribute or taxation. The
chief judge also led Nephite armies in battle. (See Alma 12:20 on a
judge as “a chief ruler” in the city of Ammonihah; Alma 35:5, 8, on
“rulers” among the Zoramites; Helaman 7:4-5, judges “do according
to their wills” and enrich themselves; Alma 60:1, 7, 11, 21, rulers “sit
upon your thrones”; Alma 1:2, judges “reign,” the same term used
regarding kings; Alma 2:16, and compare Words of Mormon 1:14, the
chief judge leads his forces into battle as had the king; Alma 60:19,
34-35, control of tax resources.)
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Helaman 1:16. Another Lamanite King seeks to “gain power
over the Nephites.”

Helaman 2:8. The Gadianton band’s object was “to murder,
and to rob, and to gain power.”

Repeatedly and clearly the text of the Book of Mormon lets us
know that what Lamanites and Nephites alike termed the right of
government integrally involved power, possessions, gain and social
glory. But underlying the rhetoric, what the Lamanite aggressor
leaders, Nephite dissidents, and the robbers really wanted under the
banner of recovering “their rights of government” was to live in the
manner of Noah, king over the Zeniffites. His pattern of government,
like that prophesied by the ancient Samuel to Israel about kings in
general, permitted him to be “supported in...laziness, and
in...idolatry, and in...whoredoms,” living in a “spacious palace”
surrounded by ambitious public monuments and kowtowed to by
dependent priests and courtiers (Mosiah 11:6-9). But, excluding only
the factor of wisdom, he fit very much in the mold of Solomon, the
landed king over combined Israel. Of course the pattern had been
known in America earlier among the Jaredites (see Ether 10:5-7), as in
many other historically unconnected lands around the world.

Nephite production and consumption

Among the Nephites “possessions” were accumulated primarily
on the basis of the wealth produced by the majority agrarian
population. The Nephites from the beginning were agriculturists:

* “We did sow seed, and we did reap again in abundance”
(2 Nephi b5:11).

* “The people of Nephi did till the land, and raise all
manner of grain, and of fruit, and of flocks” (Enos
1:21).

* The king of the Zeniffites (a Nephite branch) reported in
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The overall structure of the economy is laid out most clearly in a
passage in Helaman 6.

“They did raise grain in abundance, both in the [land] north
and in the [land] south; and they did flourish
exceedingly....And they did multiply and wax exceedingly
strong in the land. And they did raise many flocks and
herds, yea, many fatlings. Behold their women did toil and
spin, and did make all manner of cloth, of fine-twined linen
and cloth of every kind, to clothe their nakedness” (verses
12-13).

We see in the same description that the structure of commerce
was built on the agrarian base: “The Nephites did go into whatsoever
part of the land they would, whether among the Nephites or the
Lamanites. And...the Lamaniltes did also go whithersoever they would,
whether it were among the Lamanites or among the Nephites; and
thus they did have free intercourse one with another, to buy and to
sell, and to get gain, according to their desire. And...they became
exceeding rich, both the Lamanites and the Nephites” (Helaman
6:7-9).

Upon such an economic base it became possible for rulers to
undertake the construction of substantial public buildings and to
support a sizable population of non-producers as well as a military
apparatus:

 King Laman and his “lazy and...idolatrous people”
subjected the Zeniffites “that they might glut
themselves with the labors of” their hands, it was
said (Mosiah 9:12).

» King Noah “laid a tax of one fifth part of all” his people
possessed “to support himself, and his wives and his
concubines; and also his priests, and their wives and
their concubines” Mosiah 11:3-4, 6).

* Noah “built many elegant and spacious buildings....And
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he also built him a spacious palace” and “a very high
tower” near the temple (verses 8-13).

* Zoramite society displayed a similar structure; the poor
complained about their leaders, “our priests...[who]
have cast us out of our synagogues which we have
labored abundantly to build with our own hands; and
they have cast us out because of our exceeding
poverty” (Alma 32:5).

* The rebellious, newly-rich Nephites in the third century
A.D. set out “to build up churches unto themselves,
and adorn them with all manner of precious things”
(4 Nephi 1:41).

* Commoners who ultimately produced the crops
supported not only the elites but also craftsmen
(“curious workmen,” Helaman 6:11) who constructed
buildings and made “precious things” or “riches”
(Mosiah 21:21; Helaman 3:36) which they saw as the
epitome of their culture.

It has been supposed by some readers of the Book of Mormon
that the Lamanite economy differed markedly from that of the
Nephites, but that is largely due to not reading the text with sufficient
care. The Nephites display a prejudiced stereotyping of their enemies,
claiming that they subsisted by hunting, in contrast to the Nephites’
agrarian ways. The difference would have been only a matter of
degree, however. As I have argued elsewhere,’ the large numbers of
Lamanites reported, including the existence of Lamanite cities, as
against the Nephites’ smaller population, can only be accounted for by
a Lamanite economic system that was also basically agrarian. As
shown by the lengthy quotation from Helaman 6 above, Lamanite
economic activities were essentially like those of the Nephites.
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Mosiah 7:22. Zeniffites were taxed by the Lamanite king,
“one half of all we have or possess.”

Mosiah 11:3. King Noah “laid a tax of one-fifth part of all they
possessed.”

Alma 8:7. Lands and scttlements were named “after...him
who first possessed them.”

Alma 22:15. The Lamanite king possessed his kingdom and
could give away control over such as he wished of it.

Alma 53:2. Moroniy; “went to the [recaptured] city of Mulek
with Lehi, and took command of the city and gave it unto
Lehi.”

King Mosiahy laid out vividly the dark side of this picture when
he discoursed against monarchy among his people (see Mosiah
29:17-23). He told them that they would be at risk of being “brought
into bondage” by one or another wicked king who “has his friends in
iniquity,” and “whosoever doth rebel against him he will send his
armies against them.” His people looked on Mosiahy, as an exception,
a monarch who knew the system yet was not “a tyrant®...seeking for
gain...[nor one who] exacted riches of them” (verses 39-40). We may
safely infer from various scriptural passages that fundamental control
of lands was exercised by kinship units—probably most immediately
and operationally by extended (three-generation) families. Not a single
statement in the text when taken in context demonstrates strictly
individual ownership. There may have been such a phenomenon, but
no evidence for it exists in the record that I can discover. Beyond
families lay “kindreds,” which refers to kin-based corporate units
presumably composed of multiple extended families with a connection
to a common ancestor. (I use the term “lineage” to denote one
organizational form of a “kindred.”) A certain level of control of land
and other legal rights was in the hands of kin units, however.

The modern term “to own land” often poorly translates
arrangements occurring in other, especially ancient, societies. Several
types or levels of control of resources were sometimes distinguished.
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That is, rich families produced the judges, lawyers, and high priests,
who in turn ensured that their Kkin and friends—their
supporters—received favors in return. Even King Benjamin reveals his
dependence on a power base of kinfolk, or at least of subjects
construed as Kin, when he addresses his audience as, “My friends and
my brethren, my kindred and my people” (Mosiah 4:4). Where
individuals were pried loose from their support units, for whatever
reason, they found refuge if they could, in a new set of quasi-kin
relations even to survive, let alone to flourish. Two instances reported
in the Book of Mormon make clear how the system worked. Zoram,
Laban’s servant, could be persuaded to accompany Nephi and his
brothers peaceably only when they exchanged oaths that assured that
he would receive equal legal standing in the party—“thou shalt have
place with us.”” In fact the language used assured him that he would
share in the kin/tribal structure equally with Lehi’s sons.®

No doubt the same form of oath and relationship was
established to induce Ishmael and his family to come along (see 1
Nephi 7:4-5.) In another instance, Amulek was deprived of his social
and legal position in Ammonihah because he joined his fortunes with
Almay. At first he had made assertions that sound to us as though he
were the individual controller of his wealth (“I have also acquired
much riches by the hand of my industry,” Alma 10:4), although he
carefully prefaced his statement with “I have many Kindreds and
friends.” But after Alma and Amulek were imprisoned and then
miraculously freed, they were expelled from the city, later to end up in
the land of Zarahemla (see Alma 15:1, 18). We are told that Amulek
had “forsaken all his gold, and silver, and his precious things, which
were in the land of Ammonihah...being rejected by those who were
once his friends and also by his father and his kindred” (verse 16). In
short the riches that he said he had “acquired...by the hand of my
industry” were not truly his but were ultimately under the control of
his kin group. Dislodged from his kin system, he was taken in by
Almay, probably in the status of “friend.” He thus likely became
attached to the high priest’s own kindred as quasi-kin: “He took
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Amulek...to his own house, and did administer unto him in his
tribulations” (verse 18). In yet another case, when Ammon sought to
establish a position within Lamanite society, he offered himself as a
servant to King Lamoni. That role would offer him a livable
socioeconomic situation for an isolated individual but with notable
social disadvantages. The king, however, liked him enough to offer him
a still better connection, as a son-in-law (see Alma 17:24-25). On the
contrary, pitiful Korihor ended up without any support network, having
to “go about from house to house, begging food for his support” (Alma
31:58).°

The principle of building supportive relationships applied to
whole groups as much as to individuals. “Those who were the children
of Amulon and his brethren, who had taken to wife the daughters of
the Lamanites, were displeased with the conduct of their fathers, and
they would no longer be called by the names of their fathers, therefore
they took upon themselves the name of Nephi, that they might be
called the children of Nephi” (Mosiah 25:12). On the same principle,
those rebellious fathers, having taken Lamanite women as wives,
became elite Lamanites by getting themselves connected as teachers
to the king (see Mosiah 23:33-34; 24:1, 4). It seems likely that the
“people of Ammon” took upon themselves a quasi-kin relation with
Ammon, the key person in their conversion and the leader of their
flight to live among the Nephites; he, of course, was prominent, in fact
probably the senior male in the powerful Mosiahy lineage (see Alma
27:7-15). Moreover, the relationship of the stripling Ammonite
warriors to their commander, Helaman, was facilitated by another
quasi-kin relationship permitted him to call them his “sons,” and of
course they would have termed him “father” (Alma 56:10).

As we have seen, among the Nephites key rights over land and
other property were probably vested in kin units. These family lands,
however, were controlled to a degree by more encompassing kin units.
That is shown in the first century A.D., when the central government
collapsed. “And the people...did separate one from another into
tribes, every man according to his family and his kindred and friends”
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(3 Nephi 7:2). “Now behold, there was no man among them save he
had much family and many kindreds and friends” (verse 4). A
pyramidal structure of Kin associations must have existed in which
extended families, no doubt with certain limited rights, were involved
in units of larger scale, lineages or sub-tribes. The largest operational
units reported for this time in the passage just noted, “tribes,” were
“exceeding great” in size. There is, however, no indication that these
tribes reached the scale of the seven more comprehensive “super
tribes” of longstanding reference among Lehi’s descendants: Nephites,
Jacobites, Josephites, Zoramites, Lamanites, Lemuelites and
Ishmaelites (see Jacob 1:13 and Mormon 1:8-9). The tribes which
emerged from the breakdown of the Nephite central government
controlled their own specific territories: “they did establish very strict
laws that one tribe should not trespass against another” (3 Nephi
7:14). (Recall here the “king men”; they probably were “noble”
lineages, again with their own territories, as discussed above.) No
doubt the independent tribes of 3 Nephi 7 were composed in turn of a
number of “sub-tribes,” each of which traced ils history to an
intermediate ancestor who was claimed in common by the set of
component extended families. Within a tribe’s area no doubt the
subunits, down to extended families, each exercised certain rights
over their own “lands of inheritance.” Their “chiefs and leaders” (3
Nephi 7:14) would have coordinated intertribal issues to resolve
potential conflicts among them regarding land use. Perhaps it was a
council of subtribal heads who “did establish their laws, every one
according to his tribe” (verse 11).

This picture is not of some new-fangled structure of social
affiliation and governance that emerged all of a sudden when the
government by judges collapsed. These units already were deeply
grounded in traditional Nephite society or they would not have
emerged so universally; their existence is revealed at this point in
lime by default. Their earlier existence must have been limited by the
national or state political structure; the previously limited powers of
decision-making and social control that they had long exercised
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Mosiahy’s ideal pattern of rule by judges involved
higher and lower judges appointed “to rule over
them” (Mosiah 29:28-29, 41; compare Alma 62:47).

The Zoramites and the people of the city of Ammonihah
both had “chief rulers” in their regions and presumably,
then, lesser rulers as well (Alma 12:20; 35:8).

Amalickiah, desirous to be king over the Nephites, has
his most ardent supporters in “the lower judges of
the land” who had been led to believe that “he would
make them rulers over the people” (Alma 46:4-5).

The rebel “king men” “were supported by those [of
lesser rank] who sought power and authority over
the people” (Alma 51:8).

In some cases the regional or local rulers or judges would have
been the “natural” leaders, that is, political bosses by virtue of their
positions as heads of powerful local “tribes” or subtribes. A smart
king or sub-king would appoint such persons to head local affairs in
order to co-opt the support of their followers or power base. In other
cases the appointees could have been kin or “friends,” with or without
“the blood of nobility” (Alma 51:21), who had curried favor to get the
appointment from the key overlord with the appointive power. When
the secret society of Gadianton was powerful, members who gained
positions of authority appointed their fellow members to subordinate
slots (see Helaman 6:38-39).

We might wonder whether Nephite military leaders constituted
an independent political force. The structure of the armed force in
Book of Mormon times makes that unlikely. A vast majority of the
military personnel were simply militia, commoner men called up to
serve as needed for a battle or campaign. (That had been the case in
ancient Israel, of course.)” For example, we read that on one occasion
“the Lamanites had come in...into the borders of the land...and began
to slay the people and destroy the city” of Ammonihah. “Before the
Nephites could raise a sufficient army to drive them out of the land,
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were involved in it; they felt no need to explain the obvious. Do fish
talk about the water? Furthermore, we should note that the historical
record as we have it was recorded and phrased by men of the Nephite
elite—kings, priests, high priests, chief judges and military leaders.
They would necessarily tell the story and provide commentary in
terms familiar to them as part of their lives in the dominant class. It
could not have been otherwise. Thus much is left unsaid about their
circumstances. Even more is left unsaid about the commoners. We are
left to pick up what we can about conditions in their world, which
were left largely undescribed.

Incidentally, it is common in various parts of the world for the
ruling stratum to consist of people of a different ethnic background
and language from the masses. Sometimes they attained their
dominant spot because of conquest or intrigue. In any case, they
would be insulated from inevitable long-lasting struggles among
factions of the main population. Their foreignness would permit their
exercising relatively even-handed judgment, where any local monarch
would inevitably favor his own kin. We may wonder whether this
phenomenon in part explains why the people of Zarahemla were
willing to accept a stranger, Mosiahy, as their king, and why dissenters
from the Nephites could rise to power among the Lamanites.

In this type of system there was such an integration of
decision-making power, ancestral rights, control over resources, and
rank or class privileges that much involved in the amalgam escapes
the attention of modern readers to whom such a system is strange.
We need to recognize that we should keep our culturally unaware eyes
open to detect, as far as we can, what they did not think to explain to
us about their society and culture.

Dynamics of the political economy in Nephite history
In the Book of Mormon we learn that the political and economic

situation did not remain static. For example, changes in population
required accommodations in access to land and other resources, and
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ideological issues simultaneously, claiming that right and morality
were on their side. As a matter of fact Abinadi was also a dissident,
against the politico-economic system of King Noah (see Mosiah 12),
and he too talked about all aspects of society (polity, verses 2-3, 12;
economy, verses 4-7; ideology, verses 21-37). Further, when Nephites
and Lamanites briefly shared their religion, a shared economy and
cooperative intergroup relations resulted (see Helaman 6:1-14). In each
of these cases, whatever the political and economic structures, a
religious/ideological dimension provided support for the status quo.
That is, cults and churches both shaped and were in turn shaped by
the more materialist structures.’® To borrow language from Mormon,
“and thus we see” what may be obvious but needs to be
underlined—political economy and religion tend to constitute a
seamless whole in any society. Understanding Nephite society as fully
as we can ought, then, to enlighten us about their “religion,” which
concerns Latter-day Saint readers most. Contrariwise, if the practical
structure is unclear, our grasp of Nephite religion must lack
something.

A brief discussion of the situation that prevailed following the
great destruction at the time of the crucifixion of the Savior further
serves to illustrate the dynamics of these interrelationships.

Think of the economic structure of life among the Nephites
following the great catastrophe. Obviously the vast number of
casualties would have reduced the population dramatically (see 3
Nephi 8 and 9). At least in the short-term, normal agriculture would
have become impossible over much of the area because “the face of
the whole earth” had become deformed (3 Nephi 8:17). Commerce
would have been completely disrupted. The loss of so many people
would have reduced the old social and political institutions, perhaps
beyond recognition, or at least would have rendered them
non-functional. Populations who had once sent tribute or tax
payments up the political structure would now either have nothing to
send, or no power structure to salute and no threat of compuision to
enforce collections. Class distinctions would have been destroyed
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That meant that a cult or church with an appropriate priesthood was
needed. It was closely allied with the royal court and dependent on the
system of taxation.

The relatively impassive farmers and craftsmen who constituted
the masses had to put up with the behavior of royalty and the
associated elite. But certain ambitious individuals, families or lineages
periodically felt that they had been deprived of their deserved
perquisites of rulership, consequently they strove to replace the king
and his cohorts with someone from their own clique. The pervasive
“dissension” and “contention” in Nephite history probably centered on
this contest for privilege. Meanwhile religious beliefs were shaped and
reshaped to make sense of and support the claims, either
conservative or revolutionary, of the faction in control or their
opponents.

Given this nature of Nephite (and, broadly, Lamanite) “political
economy,” it seems important that we learn all we can about it as a
context. It is likely that our understanding of why the Nephites or
Lamanites believed or disbelieved what they did throughout their
history will be enhanced to the extent that we can see the religious
component as related to the polity, the economy, and the general
social structure within which it was manifested.

(6












