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Anti-Mormon criticisms of the Book of Mormon are
frequently based on a questionable set of assumptions
concerning the nature of historical and archaeological
evidence, the role of governing presuppositions, and
the nature of historical proof. Using arguments found
in a recent anti-Mormon critique by Luke Wilson as a
foundation, this article analyzes difficulties of recon-
structing ancient geographies, problems with the dis-
continuity of Mesoamerican toponyms, the historical
development of the idea of a limited geography model,
and challenges of textual and artifactual interpretation
when trying to relate the Book of Mormon to archaeo-
logical remains.



Basic Methodological Problems
with the Anti-Mormon Approach
to the Geography and Archaeology

of the Book of Mormon

William J. Hamblin

Abstract: Anti-Mormon criticisms of the Book of Mormon
are frequently based on a questionable set of assumptions
concerning the nature of historical and archaeological evidence, the
role of governing presuppositions, and the nature of historical
proof. Using arguments found in a recent anti-Mormon critique by
Luke Wilson as a foundation, this article analyzes issues of the
difficulties of reconstructing ancient geographies, problems with
the discontinuity of Mesoamerican toponyms, the historical
development of the idea of a Limited Geography Model, and
difficulties of textual and artifactual interpretation when trying to
relate the Book of Mormon to archaeological remains.

Most anti-Mormon attacks on the authenticity of the Book
- of Mormon suffer from several severe logical flaws. The authors
are inadequately informed about Latter-day Saint history, doc-
trine, and scripture; they have not read the text of the Book of
Mormon carefully; they distort both what the text of the Book of
Mormon says and the variety of Latter-day Saint interpretations
of the text; they attempt to make all Latter-day Saint scholars
responsible for the private opinions of some Latter-day Saint
authors or General Authorities; and they frequently argue solely
from the authority of selected authors or scholars, rather than
providing evidence, analysis, and argumentation to support their
case. They seldom advance the discussion by dealing with
current Latter-day Saint thinking on the matter, being content
instead to rely on an ad nauseam repetition of anti-Mormon
arguments, many of which have been around—and have had
adequate Latter-day Saint responses—for over a century.
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Luke P. Wilson’s recent review of Book of Mormon ar-
chaeology suffers from many of these flaws.! His major
advance over most previous anti-Mormon assaults is that the
tone of his writing is neither hysterically antagonistic nor
arrogantly - condescending. Nonetheless, I found only one
statement in his entire article with which I could wholeheartedly
agree, “there are limits to what archaeology can investigate”
(2a). Unfortunately, Mr. Wilson does not seem to have borne
this important principle in mind while writing his article.
Although this article will address the main issues that Wilson
raises, the general discussion is relevant to many anti-Mormon
criticisms.

Geographical Issues

The Problem of Reconstructing Ancient Geographies

Wilson first strives to discredit the Book of Mormon by
unfavorably comparing the present state of knowledge about
ancient Nephite sites with the state of knowledge about biblical
sites. He begins his discussion of Book of Mormon geography
by proclaiming that “one might expect that determining the geo-
graphical setting of the Book of Mormon lands would be a fairly
simple undertaking” (2a). He provides no evidence or analysis
to indicate why this dubious assumption should be accepted. In
fact, quite the opposite is true. There are several notable exam-
ples where precise reconstruction of archaic geographies has
proven difficult if not impossible.

The Bible itself is a case in point. For example, modern
sites for only 55 per cent of the place names mentioned in the
Bible have been identified2—and this from the most carefully

1 Luke P. Wilson, “The Scientific Search for Nephite Remains,”
Heart and Mind: The Newsletter of Gospel Truths Ministries (Fall 1992): 2,
3, and 5. Hereafter references to this article are given in parentheses in the
text by page number and column letter: i.e. (2b) = page 2, column b. I
would like to thank Janet Carpenter for research assistance, and John
Sorenson, John Welch, and Stephen Ricks for useful comments.

2 Yohanan Aharoni, The Land of the Bible: A Historical
Geography, trans. A. F. Rainey, 2d ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1979),
129. Although I am in complete disagreement with his conclusions, the
ambiguities of biblical geography are such that Kamal Salibi has been able
to propose that the events of the Bible occurred not in Palestine, but in
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scrutinized and studied book in the world. For example, where
is Mt. Sinai? There are over twenty candidates.3 What is the
route taken by the Israelites in the Exodus? Again, there are
many different theories.4 These and many other issues of bibli-
cal geography are all hotly disputed. Furthermore, the fact that
there is widespread agreement on many questions of geography
is simply an indication that scholarly consensus has been
achieved but not necessarily that the consensus is correct.

The reconstruction of ancient western Anatolian geography
also faces problems. “The geography of western Anatolia in the
second millennium B.C. has for long been a subject of consider-
able dispute.”5 The two major alternatives, as shown in the
maps provided by Macqueen, have the same regions and loca-
tions over three hundred kilometers apart and are directionally
skewed.6 Furthermore, the region where the province of Arzawa
is frequently thought to have been, “so far show([s] no sign at all
of settled occupation during the Hittite period.”” Thus, despite a
hundred and twenty years of archaeological and philological in-
vestigation, no certain geography for western Anatolia during
this period can be determined, and archaeological evidence can-
not be fully reconciled with Hittite textual data.8

While all scholars now agree that the Norsemen did indeed
discover and temporarily colonize North America in the eleventh

Arabia! Kamal S. Salibi, The Bible Came from Arabia (London: Cape,
1985), and Secrets of the Bible People (London: Saqi Books, 1988).

3 Anati Emmanuel, The Mountain of God: Har Karkom (New
York: Rizzoli, 1986), 161. He provides a brief survey of the theories, with
references, on 161-66; Graham I. Davies, “Sinai, Mount,” in David Noel
Freedman, ed., The Anchor Bible Dictionary, 6 vols. (New York: Double-
day, 1992, hereafter ABD), 6:48.

Summarized in Menashe Har-El, Sinai Journeys: The Route of
the Exodus, 2d ed. (Los Angeles: Ridgefield, 1983); Graham I. Davies,
“Wilderness Wanderings,” in ABD 6:913.

5  James G. Macqueen, The Hittites and Their Contemporaries in
Asia Minor, 2d ed. (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1986), 37. A substan-
tially different interpretation of Hittite geography than Macqueen’s is
presented by Oliver R. Gurney in The Hittites, 4th ed. (New York: Penguin,
1990).

6  Macqueen, The Hittites, 38-39.

#03 Thidis 87

8  The existence of the Hittites of Anatolia was first recognized in
the 1870s; see Gurney, The Hittites, 1-11, for a brief survey of their
“discovery.”
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century, the precise location of the “Vinland” of the sagas is
hotly disputed with nearly a dozen candidates ranging between
“Hudson Bay and the state of Florida.”® If precise geographical
unanimity cannot be reached by scholars in these and many other
areas, why should the analysis of Book of Mormon geography
be “a fairly simple matter”?

In fact, comparing the current state of geographical knowl-
edge of the Book of Mormon and the Bible is a false analogy.
As Professor Aharoni tells us:

In the final analysis the most certain identifications
[of biblical place names] are still those dependent
upon preservation of the ancient name, albeit with
careful examination of written sources and archaeo-
logical data. Out of the approximately 475 place
names mentioned in the Bible only about 262 have
been identified with any degree of certainty, i.e., 55
per cent. Of these 190 are based upon preservation of
the name, viz. 40 per cent of the over-all total. . . .
Only 72 places (15 per cent of the over-all total) have
been identified in situations where the ancient name is
not to be found somewhere in the vicinity, of which
only about half carry a degree of certainty, the re-
mainder being more or less conjectural.10

In other words, without the continuity of place names between
biblical and modern times, only about 36 of the 475 biblical
place names could be identified with certainty. But in fact those
36 are identifiable largely because it is possible to triangulate
their relationship to known sites, moving from the known to the
unknown. It is only because there are numerous biblical sites
known with certainty through the continuity of place names that
these other 36 sites can be located.

The situation in ancient Mesopotamia is precisely the same.
“The inscriptions and administrative documents from
Presargonic Lagash have left us hundreds of place names and
names of watercourses, yet only a small number can be identi-

2 Gwyn Jones, The Norse Atlantic Saga, 2d ed. (New York:
Oxford, 1986), 128. References to the various theories are found on pages
128-29. For another excellent synthesis of the current state of knowledge
concerning the Norse discovery of North America, see Erik Wahlgren, The
Vikings and America (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1986).

10 Aharoni, The Land of the Bible, 128-29.
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fied with precision. Others can be put in the general vicinity of
some known place, but the vast majority remain only vaguely
situated at best.”11

In addition to using the Bible, however, archaeologists at-
tempting to reconstruct biblical geography have the resources of
toponyms (place names) from Egyptian inscriptions, papyri, and
Mesopotamian documents.12 Furthermore, the invaluable
Onomasticon of Eusebius (A.D. 260-340) preserves a detailed
list of place names of the Holy Land along with distances be-
tween cities.13 This allows historians to focus within a few kilo-
meters of where an ancient site must have been. In addition, the
biblical toponyms of the Holy Land exhibit linguistic continuity
between the three related Semitic languages—Hebrew, Aramaic,
and Arabic. There is no reason to assume that Maya languages,
for instance, and Nephite languages were linguistically related.
This further disrupts the continuity of toponyms in the New
World.

As an example of shifts in the names of cities based on
conquest and linguistic changes, we need look no further than
Jerusalem. From the Canaanite u-ru-sa-lim!4 derived the
Hebrew Yerushalem or Yerushalayim. The city was also fre-
quently called the City of David, and Zion, giving four common
names for Jerusalem in the Old Testament alone. The Greeks
called the city both Ierousalem and Hierosolyma; the Latins re-
tained Hierosolyma. However, following the Roman conquest
in A.D. 135, the emperor Hadrian changed the name to Aelia
Capitolina.15 It retained its identity as Jerusalem only because

11 Jerrold S. Cooper, “Reconstructing History from Ancient
Inscriptions: The Lagash-Umma Border Conflict,” Sources from the Ancient
Near East, vol. 2, fasc. 1 (Malibu: Undena, 1983), 18.

12 Aharoni, The Land of the Bible, 92-101.

13 Eusebius, Onomastikon, ed. E. Klostermann, Das Onomastikon
der biblischer Ortsnamen (Berlin: n.p., 1904).

14 Amarna Letters, Tablets 287:25 = “the land of the city of
Jerusalem ([a-Jmur mat u-ru-sa-lim an-n[i- Jta)”’; transliteration and transla-
tion can be found in Samuel A. B. Mercer, The Tell el-Amarna Tablets
(Toronto: Macmillan, 1939). See Hendricus J. Franken, “Jerusalem in the
Bronze Age, 3000-1000 B.C.” in K. J. Asali, Jerusalem in History (New
York: Olive Branch Press, 1990), 17-20, for a discussion of the early names
of Jerusalem.

15  Dio Cassius, History LXIX, 12; John Wilkinson, “Jerusalem
under Rome and Byzantium, 63 B.C.—637 A.D.,” in Asali, Jerusalem in
History, 88-93.
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Christians eventually came to dominate the Roman Empire and
changed the name back. Following the Muslim conquests, how-
ever, the city was called Aliya (from the Roman Aelia), Bayt al-
Magqdis, or al-Quds, as it still is by Palestinians today. If
Christianity had been exterminated rather than becoming the
dominant religion of the Roman empire, what linguistic evidence
would we have that al-Quds of today was the ancient Jerusalem?
Major conquests and cultural or ideological changes could
result in the complete transformation of place names. The
Greeks renamed all of the major Egyptian cities with Greek
names. For example, the Egyptian Nekhen became the Greek
Hierakonopolis, Waset became Thebes or Diospolis Magna,
Khmun became Hermopolis, and Iunu became Heliopolis.
Although some of these names represent translations of Egyptian
names, in almost no cases is there a phonetic relationship.16
Other similar examples abound. Classical Greek
Byzantium became Constantinople in the fourth century A.D.,
and eventually Istanbul in the fifteenth century. The imperial
capital district in the region of modern Baghdad has been known
successively as Kish (Sumerian, early third millennium B.C.),
Agade (Akkadian, late third millennium B.C.), Babylon
(Babylonian, second and first millennia B.C.), Seleucia (Greek,
312 B.C.-A.D. 164), Ctesiphon or Mada’in (Persian, A.D. 165-
636), and, following the Arab conquest (A.D. 640), Dar al-
Salam, and Baghdad.17
Thus, discontinuity of toponyms is a common historical
occurrence, especially in periods of major cultural, linguistic,
and political transformations, similar to those described in the
Book of Mormon itself. We can see just this phenomenon in the
Book of Mormon, where the Jaredite hill Ramabh is later called
the hill Cumorah by the Nephites (Ether 15:11; Mormon 6:6).
Where continuity of place names, references to biblical to-
ponyms in nonbiblical sources, and detailed geographical de-
scriptions such as those of Eusebius and later Christian, Jewish,
and Muslim pilgrims are lacking, attempts to re-create ancient
geographies are often plagued with precisely the problems facing
western Anatolian geography, with alternative models locating

16  The various names for Egyptian sites can be found in the ap-
propriate sections and index of John Baines and Jaromir Malek, Atlas of
Ancient Egypt (New York: Facts on File, 1980).

17 Joan Oates, Babylon, 2d ed. (New York: Thames and Hudson,
1986), 10-11.
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the same sites hundreds of kilometers apart. Should we be sur-
prised to find that this is precisely the problem facing the geog-
rapher of the Book of Mormon?

A serious problem facing Book of Mormon geography is
the severe discontinuity of Mesoamerican toponyms between the
Pre-Classic (before c. A.D. 300), the Post-Classic (after A.D.
900), and the Colonial Age (after A.D. 1520). For example, what
were the original Pre-Classic Mesoamerican names for sites cur-
-rently bearing Spanish colonial names such as Monte Alban, San
Lorenzo, La Venta, or El Mirador? These and many other
Mesoamerican sites bear only Spanish names, dating from no
earlier than the sixteenth century. On the other hand, we occa-
sionally learn from historical sources of Mesoamerican to-
ponyms that we cannot precisely correlate with modern sites.
For example, the original site of the seventeenth-century Itza
Maya town of Tayasal is still disputed between Lake Yaxha and
Lake Peten, despite the existence of much Spanish colonial eth-
nohistorical information on this location.18

Additional problems arise even for those sites that can be
located, and for which we have surviving Mesoamerican to-
ponyms. Most of the indigenous toponymic material for
Mesoamerica comes from four languages: Aztec (Nahuatl),
Mixtec, Zapotec, and various dialects of Maya. For each of these
languages, the vast majority of toponyms were recorded only in
the sixteenth century, over a thousand years after the Book of
Mormon period.19 Although there is clearly some continuity of
place names between Colonial and Pre-Classic times, it is usu-
ally very sparsely documented. For example, of the fifty known
Pre-Classic Zapotec toponym glyphs at Monte Alban II, only
“four . . . closely resemble the glyphs for places in the state of
Oaxaca given in the [sixteenth-century] Codex Mendoza.”20

Furthermore, Pre-Classic Mesoamerican inscriptions are
relatively rare. Whereas several thousand inscriptions exist from

18  Arlen F. Chase, “Con manos arriba: Tayasal and archaeology,”
American Antiquity, 47/1 (1982): 167-71. 1 would like to thank John
Sorenson for providing me with this reference.

Joyce Marcus, Mesoamerican Writing Systems: Propaganda,
Myth, and History in Four Ancient Civilizations (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1992). Marcus’s chapter 6, pages 153-89, is an excellent
introduction to Mesoamerican toponyms. Her study includes references to
the major primary sources, which are mainly “from the early Colonial pe-
riod” (157).
20 1bid., 176.
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Wilson’s first argument is that the mention of metals in the
Book of Mormon is anachronistic. Unfortunately, his position is
based on his personal interpretation that the Book of Mormon
claims that there were large-scale metal “industries” among the
Nephites. In fact, the Book of Mormon claims only that certain
metals were known to the Nephites; it is not possible to deter-
mine from the record how widespread or universal the use of
metals was or which metals they used at various times. Now it is
true that Mesoamericans do not seem to have practiced extensive
smelting of metals, remaining dependent instead on obsidian and
other stones for most tools. Nonetheless, as John Sorenson has
demonstrated, Pre-Classic Mesoamericans used a wide variety
of metals.100 Thus it is only Wilson’s interpretation of the Book
of Mormon claiming the existence of widespread iron industries
in Pre-Classic Mesoamerica which cannot be reconciled with the
archaeological record. Wilson’s interpretation is not the only
possible, nor even the preferred, reading of the Book of
Mormon text. Be that as it may, metals were known and used in
Pre-Classic Mesoamerica, as ciaimed in the Book of
Mormon.101

Plants

Wilson discusses the apparent absence of “wheat, barley,
flax (linen), grapes, and olives” (5a) in the New World as un-
dermining the credibility of the Book of Mormon, which men-
tions these plants. This issue has again been dealt with by Latter-
day Saint scholars.

100 John L. Sorenson, “Metals and Metallurgy Relating to the
Book of Mormon,” F.A.R.M.S. paper, 1992. It is worth noting that the
Vikings introduced metal smelting into North America in the eleventh cen-
tury, and yet it was never adopted by the surrounding Native Americans. See
William J. Hamblin, “Vikings, Iron, and the Book of Mormon,” Insights
(January 1993): 2. Interestingly, the first archaeological evidence of Viking
metal-working in North America was published beginning in the 1970s,
over one hundred years after the archaeological search for Viking settlements
in the New World had begun; Jones, The Norse Atlantic Saga, 286, 294;
Wahlgren, The Vikings and America, 18-24, 128-29.

101 Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting, 27888, offers a full
discussion and analysis of metals in the Book of Mormon published in June
1985, nearly a year after Matheny’s talk. Wilson was aware of this book,
but refused to take into consideration any of Sorenson’s evidence and analy-
sis, preferring again to rehash arguments which had already met with a full
response.
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The Book of Mormon does not claim that grapes or olives
existed or were cultivated in the New World. Rather, Nephi and
Jacob—both of whom were born in the Old World—mention
grapes and olives, either in reference to the Old World, or alle-
gorically, based on Old World horticultural models.102 The
Book of Mormon does mention the use of wine in the New
World, but wine does not necessarily refer to the fermented juice
of grapes. It can include the fermented liquid derived from a
wide variety of fruits or plants, including, for example, dande-
lions.103 Once again, it is Wilson’s interpretation of the Book of
Mormon, rather than the Book of Mormon itself, which cannot
be reconciled with New World archaeology.

It has long been objected that the mention of barley in the
Book of Mormon is a hopeless anachronism. In 1983 archaeol-
ogists discovered that indeed a variety of barley was used by
pre-Columbian Americans.104 Despite this evidence, Wilson
changes the basis of his objection by insisting that “the grain de-
scribed was not a domesticated old world barley” (5a). But the
Book of Mormon never claims that the Nephites used “domes-
ticated old world barley.” It simply states they used barley; and
archaeology has confirmed the use of barley in pre-Columbian
America. Here is a classic example of creating an interpretation
of the Book of Mormon text that is narrower than the text
requires, insisting that this interpretation is the only acceptable
one, and then demonstrating that this interpretation conflicts with
archaeological data. Even when archaeology has confirmed the
use of barley in the pre-Columbian New World, critics of the
Book of Mormon insist on narrowly redefining what the Book

102 See the forthcoming The Olive, The Bible, and Jacob 5, ed.
John W. Welch and Stephen D. Ricks.

103 J. A. Simpson and E. S. C. Weinder, The Oxford English
Dictionary, 2d ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 20:389c.
Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting, 186-87, discusses wine and its
possible Mesoamerican referents. Intoxicating drinks were known in pre-
Columbian Mesoamerica, see Linda Schele and Mary E. Miller, The Blood
of Kings: Dynasty and Ritual in Maya Art (New York: Braziller, 1986),
145, 155, 180, 192, 255. The question of what exactly is a grape and what
is wine has similarly plagued studies of the Norse explorations of North
America, see Wahlgren, The Vikings and America, 139-46, for a
discussion.

104 The discovery was reported in the December 1983 issue of
Science 83, and summarized by John L. Sorenson and Robert F. Smith, in
Welch, ed., Reexploring the Book of Mormon, 130-32.
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of Mormon states in order to sustain their objections. Likewise,
forms of “linen” and “silk”—although not exactly the same as
their Old World counterparts—were known in pre-Columbian
Mesoamerica.105

- Animals

Wilson objects to the presence of certain animals men-
tioned in the Book of Mormon which are not thought to have
existed in pre-Columbian America (5a-b). Once again, Wilson
fails even to recognize that Latter-day Saint scholars have dealt
with this issue extensively, although all the questions have not
been completely answered.106 Rather than acknowledging and
engaging the informed Latter-day Saint position, Wilson
chooses simply to ignore the current evidence, blithely proclaim-
ing the demise of the Book of Mormon.

The range of possible Latter-day Saint explanations for
seeming discrepancies between the animals of pre-Columbian
Mesoamerica and the Book of Mormon include:

1. A species may have existed only in small numbers—in-
troduced by, and limited to the civilizations of the Nephites—
which subsequently became extinct. The existence of small
herds of animals in a limited region would likely leave no ar-
chaeological evidence. For example, we know that the
Norsemen probably introduced the horse, cow, sheep, goat, and
pig into North America in the eleventh century.107 Nonetheless,
these animals did not spread throughout the continent and have
left no archaeological remains.108

2. A species may have existed at the time of the Nephites,
but archaeological evidence of its existence has not been discov-
ered, or has not been properly interpreted. The horse is an excel-

105 John L. Sorenson, “Possible ‘Silk’ and ‘Linen’ in the Book of
Mormon,” in Welch, ed., Reexploring the Book of Mormon, 162—64.

106 The issue is dealt with in Sorenson’s An Ancient American
Setting, 288-99, which Wilson claims to have read; John L. Sorenson,
“Animals in the Book of Mormon: An Annotated Bibliography,”
F.A.R.M.S. paper, 1992, contains a complete listing of all references to an-
imals in the Book of Mormon, and a bibliography on possible
Mesoamerican referents.

107 Jones, The Norse Atlantic Saga, 119; Wahlgren, The Vikings
and America, 124.

108 Jones, The Norse Atlantic Saga, 129-30, discusses the lack of
archaeological evidence of animal husbandry.



194 JOURNAL OF BOOK OF MORMON STUDIES 2/1 (SPRING 1993)

lent example of this possibility. Although generally thought to
have been extinct by the end of Pre-Classic times (before A.D.
300), possible horse remains have been found in various loca-
tions in Mesoamerica, which seem to be from archaeological
strata contemporary with pre-Colonial Mesoamerican civiliza-
tions.109

The Huns of Central Asia and Eastern Europe were a no-
madic people for whom horses represented both a major form of
wealth and the basis of their military power. Estimates are that
each Hun warrior may have had has many as ten horses.110
Nonetheless, “To quote S. Bokonyi, a foremost authority on the
subject, “We know very little of the Huns’ horses. It is interest-
ing that not a single usable horse bone has been found in the
territory of the whole empire of the Huns.” 111 During the two
centuries of their domination of the western steppe, the Huns
must have had hundreds of thousands of horses. If Hunnic
horse bones are so rare despite their vast herds, why should we
expect extensive evidence of the use of horses in Nephite
Mesoamerica, especially considering the limited references to
horses in the Book of Mormon text?112

3. The Book of Mormon text may have used familiar
Egyptian or Hebrew terms for new unknown types of animals
which the Nephites discovered in the New World. This option
has been frequently mocked by anti-Mormons who are appar-
ently unaware of the nature of Pre-Modern naming ambigui-

109 The evidence is summarized with complete references by John
L. Sorenson, “Once More: The Horse,” in Welch, ed., Reexploring the
Book of Mormon, 98-100.

110 Rudi P. Lindner, “Nomadism, Horse and Huns,” Past and
Present 92 (1981): 15.

111 Denis Sinor, “The Hun Period,” in Denis Sinor, ed., The
Cambridge History of Inner Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990), 203; cf. Lindner, “Nomadism, Horse and Huns,” 13, for additional
references.

112 Horses are never said to have been ridden in the Book of
Mormon. Chariots are mentioned in association with horses (only in one
incident, Alma 18:9-12; 20:6). This may be another indication that the
horse was uncommon, since in societies where horseback riding is known
the use of chariots rapidly declines. Furthermore, cureloms and cumoms
were thought to be more useful to man than horses (Ether 9:19), a clear
indication of the relative unimportance of the horse in Book of Mormon
societies. Indeed, horses may have been used primarily for food.
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ties.113 When Pre-Modern peoples encountered new species for
which they didn’t have a name, they followed one of two
possible courses of action: they either adopted a foreign name
for that animal, or they transferred to the new animal the name of
an animal with which they were familiar. For example, when the
Greeks first encountered a new type of animal in the Nile Valley,
they called it the “horse of the river,” the hippo-potamos, or hip-
popotamus. Are we to assume that Greek civilization didn’t exist
at all because they chose to call the Nile hippopotamus a
“horse,” rather than adopting the Egyptian name hsbw? When the
Romans first encountered the elephant in the army of Pyrrhus of
Epirus in 280 B.C., they called it the “Lucca bos, Lucanian
cow.”114 Likewise, the Maya called the horse a “deer,”115 while
the Arabs call the turkey a dik hindi, or “Indian Rooster.” Given
this phenomenon in other civilizations, why is it preposterous
for the Book of Mormon peoples to have called the Mesoameri-
can turkey—for which they had no name—a chicken, just as the
Arabs called the Indian turkey?116 If such a linguistic phenom-
enon in the Book of Mormon is seen as evidence for discounting
the very existence of Book of Mormon civilization, must we not
also do away with the Greeks, Romans, Maya, and Arabs?

In summary, although important questions certainly re-
main, there are various ways in which the apparent anachro-
nisms and ambiguities of the Book of Mormon text concerning
metals, plants, and animals can be accounted for.

The Argument from Authority

Finally, Wilson raises the argument from authority. He
claims that since eminent Mesoamerican archaeologists such as

113 Sorenson, “Animals,” provides references to a number of arti-
cles on this topic in his index, 50-51.

114 After Lucania, the province in southern Italy where the elephant
was first encountered in the army of Pyrrhus; Varro, De Lingua Latina VII,
389, 39.

115 Sorenson, “Once More: The Horse,” 98.

116 Indeed, the English name turkey derives from just such a lin-
guistic practice. The term turkey comes from the sixteenth-century “turkey-
cock” referring to a type of fowl imported from Ottoman Turkish domains
in North Africa, meaning basically “Turkish Rooster.” This term was later
applied both to the domesticated Mesoamerican Meleagris gallopavo in
colonial Mexico, and later to the wild turkey of North America; cf. Simpson
and Weinder, The Oxford English Dictionary, 18:690c, 692a.
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Michael Coe (5c) and important institutions such as the
Smithsonian (2c) do not accept the historicity of the Book of
Mormon, Latter-day Saints must bow to the authority of out-
siders and abandon their own beliefs. This argument leaves
much to be desired.

In fact, both Coe’s statement and the Smithsonian state-
ment represent mere brief summaries of scholarly consensus,
which are obvious to anyone familiar with the field. Neither
makes the slightest attempt to deal in detail with the numerous
technical arguments raised by Latter-day Saint scholars.117
When Michael Coe states, “there is not one professionally
trained archaeologist, who is not a Mormon, who sees any sci-
entific justification for believing [in the historicity of the Book of
Mormon],” he is belaboring the obvious, not stating an impor-
tant truth. It is rather like claiming that “there is not one profes-
sionally trained archaeologist, who is not a [Christian], who
sees any scientific justification for believing [the New Testament
accounts of the resurrection of Jesus].”

But the argument from scholarly authority cuts both ways.
Just as anti-Mormons can marshal scholars who will proclaim,
as does Michael Coe, that there is “absolutely nothing” support-
ing the historicity of the Book of Mormon, likewise, atheists
could marshal the opinions of numerous scholars, such as
William Dever, regarding the lack of archaeological proof of the
historicity of the Bible. In both cases, scholars base their con-
clusions as much on their assumptions as they do on the evi-
dence.118

When Coe says that there is “absolutely nothing” in the ar-
chaeological record which supports the historicity of the Book of
Mormon, what he is more accurately saying is that all of the ar-
chaeological evidence known to him can be adequately inter-
preted and accounted for based on the assumption that there
were no Nephites. This is a very different proposition. Before
the discovery of the Hittites or the Dead Sea Scroll community
(to provide just two examples), ancient Near Eastern historians

117 For a detailed response to the Smithsonian statement, see John
L. Sorenson, “An Evaluation of the Smithsonian Institution’s ‘Statement
Regarding the Book of Mormon,” ” F.A.R.M.S. paper, 1982.

118 For an introduction to the history of the idea of objectivity and
the important role of presuppositions and assumptions in controlling histor-
ical data see Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question”
and the American Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1988).



HAMBLIN, GEOGRAPHY/ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE BOOK OF MORMON 197

could also adequately explain the history of the ancient Near East
without a single reference to either of those groups. Yet both of
those groups existed whether or not scholars were able or will-
ing to perceive their existence.

The important question is: why do non-Mormon scholars
reject the Book of Mormon? The answer is complex, but two
points should be emphasized. First, acceptance of the historicity
of the Book of Mormon logically necessitates acceptance of
Joseph Smith’s prophetic claims. Thus, any scholar who even-
tually came to accept the historicity of the Book of Mormon
would be logically compelled to become a Latter-day Saint. He
would thereby cease to be a non-Mormon who accepts the his-
toricity of the Book of Mormon. Secondly, and more impor-
tantly, most non-Mormons do not take the Book of Mormon se-
riously enough even to read it, let alone give it the careful study
required to make an informed judgment. They simply dismiss it
out of hand. This has been the approach taken by anti-Mormons
such as Wilson, and it is the reason why Wilson’s criticisms can
also be dismissed out of hand.



