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Abstract: This paper explores what Mormons believe about the Book of Mormon and its historicity, and the implications those beliefs have—primarily for Latin and Native American members of the LDS Church. I conducted a 10-question survey of 115 Mormons. My survey yielded several findings, including the following: most Mormons understand the Book of Mormon to be an actual history of and by ancient American peoples; racial beliefs about Book of Mormon peoples and their supposed descendants remain pervasive among some Mormons; and Hispanic members are more sensitive to issues of racism within the LDS Church.

Introduction and Literature Review


In much of academia, Mormonism is regarded as a curious oddity—a religion without the weight and relevance necessary to merit serious study. It is no surprise, then, that only two universities offer a secular Mormon studies program—Utah State University and Claremont Graduate University (L.A. Times 2007).


Contrary to prevailing perceptions, however, I think Mormonism not only deserves our attention, but demands it. Consider the religion's enormous political influence just the past few years. The Fox News phenomenon Glenn Beck is a convert to Mormonism (Deseret News 2006). One of the early frontrunners in the 2008 Republican presidential primaries was Mitt Romney, a former LDS bishop. He is a favorite pick among the Republican Party establishment for 2012, as well (Guardian 2010). And in its most visible display of political clout, the LDS Church successfully lobbied for a gay marriage ban—Proposition 8—in the state of California (L.A. Times 2008).


The size and international growth of Mormonism also make it worth studying. The LDS Church boasts over 13 million members, of which only half live in the United States (Statistical Report 2009). A notable plurality of those who convert to Mormonism come from Latin America (Bennion 1995). This is important given that these people are, according to Mormon belief, the peoples of which the Book of Mormon is a history. University of Washington sociologist Rodney Stark has said that Mormonism may soon become “the first major faith to appear on Earth since the Prophet Mohammed rode out of the desert” (Givens 2003).


Joseph Smith, the founding prophet of Mormonism, claimed to have uncovered a history of ancient American peoples written upon gold plates. By the power of God, Smith translated these plates and the resulting product was the Book of Mormon, which was published in 1830. The book relates the history of a small band of Israelites who fled religious persecution in Jerusalem to the new world. The Book of Mormon is “a record of God’s dealings with the ancient inhabitants of the Americas...” and these ancient inhabitants are believed to be the “principal ancestors” of today's Native Americans and Latin Americans (Introduction to the Book of Mormon 1981).


For the Book of Mormon to be an actual historical document, it has to be what it purports to be—that is, a religious history of and by ancient American peoples of Judaic descent. Whether the Book of Mormon is such a history, though, has been a subject of contentious disagreement since its publication.


Virtually all scholars outside of Mormonism, and some scholars within Mormonism, have argued that the Book of Mormon is a 19th century invention—the product of Joseph Smith's creative mind and the religious and political beliefs of his time (Brodie 1971; Palmer 2002). Other Mormon scholars—those more in line with traditional LDS views—maintain that there is evidence for the Book of Mormon's historicity. John L. Sorenson of Brigham Young University, to name just one Mormon apologist, posits a Central American setting for the Book of Mormon (Sorenson 1996).


That brings me to the research questions that will be investigated throughout this paper. My research is exploratory; not much has been done on the issue of popular LDS beliefs about the Book of Mormon and the implications of said beliefs for Latin American members. As such, I do not feel comfortable articulating definite hypotheses and instead have two research questions: First, what do Mormons believe about the Book of Mormon and its disputed historicity? And second, how do those beliefs inform Mormon attitudes toward those members believed to be descendants of Book of Mormon peoples (Native Americans, Mesoamericans, etc.)?


These questions are important, in part, because they have been overlooked. Discussions about the LDS Church and racism tend to myopically focus on blacks and particularly the pre-1978 church policy that barred blacks from the priesthood. I find the church's history with blacks fascinating, and I have written and read extensively about it, but the status of indigenous American Mormons is more pressing, because they comprise an ever-increasing portion of the LDS Church's membership. In the past forty years, the LDS Church in Latin America went from representing less than 1% of the total church membership, to 37% in 2004 (Grover 2005).


The debate over the Book of Mormon's historicity is important too, because while the issue has received discussion among LDS scholars and intellectuals, the average lay Mormon is rather unfamiliar with it (a fact that is borne out later in this paper).


My investigation of the aforementioned research questions is multifaceted. I look at the church's historical understandings of race and relationship with indigenous peoples. I then briefly explore how Mormon folklore informs Mormons' perceptions of race. And finally, I will discuss the LDS Church and its growth in Latin America.


Race and Mormonism



The most important history where Mormonism and race are concerned is the purported history that is the Book of Mormon. The Book of Mormon is imbued with a racial narrative. The very thesis of the Book of Mormon—that today’s Native Americans are the degraded descendants of Jewish settlers—is inescapably and profoundly racial in nature. 

For example, one Book of Mormon peoples (the Lamanites) rebelled against God and consequently were marked with dark skin:

“And [God] had caused the cursing to come upon them, yea, even a sore cursing, because of their iniquity. For behold, they had hardened their hearts against him, that they had become like unto a flint; wherefore, as they were white, and exceedingly fair and delightsome, that they might not be enticing unto my people, the Lord God did cause a skin of blackness to come upon them.” (2 Nephi 5:21)


This is but one of several verses in the Book of Mormon that suggest that dark skin is associated with unrighteousness. Early Mormons, and some Mormons today, believe that this is how the white Israelites who migrated to America came to acquire their darker skin color that today's Native Americans have. 


Relatedly, it was also believed that dark skin was a mark of wickedness; the Book of Mormon clearly states that repentant Native American peoples would become white again.

“And it came to pass that those Lamanites who had united with the Nephites were numbered among the Nephites; And their curse was taken from them, and their skin became white like unto the Nephites…” (3 Nephi 2:14-15).

“O my brethren, I fear that unless ye shall repent of your sins that their skins will be whiter than yours, when ye shall be brought with them before the throne of God.” (Jacob 3:8)


It is easy to see how these teachings in the Book of Mormon could lend to discriminatory attitudes toward Native Americans.

The issue of slavery must feature prominently in any discussion of the early church’s views on race. Mormons’ attitudes toward slavery were divergent, complex, and conflicted. They never fit neatly into either the pro-slavery or the abolitionist camps, although many early Saints had definite abolitionist leanings (Bringhurst 1981).


In an 1833 issue of the church’s newspaper The Evening and Morning Star, W. W. Phelps, a prominent Mormon, published an article entitled “Free Color of People.” In his article, Phelps seemed to invite free blacks into Missouri (where the saints were then gathering) to become Mormons. And that same year, Smith received a revelation that “it is not right that any man should be in bondage to another” (Doctrine & Covenants 101:79).

The anti-slavery strain in the LDS community outraged native Missourians. They were concerned that the Mormons were plotting to free or incite riot among their slaves. Five months after Phelps’ controversial article was published, anti-Mormon mobs violently expelled the Church from Jackson County, Missouri (Bush and Mauss 1984). From this experience, the Mormons learned to moderate or muzzle their views on slavery. In 1835, Joseph Smith made clear that the Church would not “interfere with bond-servants, neither preach the gospel to, nor baptize them contrary to the will and wish of their masters, nor meddle with or influence them in the least to cause them to be dissatisfied with their situations in this life, thereby jeopardizing the lives of men.” (Doctrine & Covenants 134:12).

Toward the end of his life, Joseph Smith again made public his anti-slavery beliefs. In 1844, Smith ran for president on a platform that included the abolition of slavery. Smith was murdered that year, though, and his successor, Brigham Young, largely condoned slavery (Bringhurst 1981).


As Governor of the Utah territory, Brigham Young legalized the practices of slavery and indentured servitude. Noted sociologist and Mormon scholar Armand Mauss explained that the early LDS church allowed slavery in the Utah territory “to permit Mormon converts from the Old South to bring with them their black slaves, few though these were” (Mauss 2004:60).

Less known is the fact that Native Americans were sold as slaves in the Utah territory. According to historian George D. Smith, Brigham Young advised the Church to “buy up the Lamanite children as fast as [you can], and educate them and teach them the gospel, so that not many generations would pass ere they would become a white and delightsome people” (Smith 1995:xlvii).

This paternalistic “white man's burden”-like attitude toward Native Americans has been evident throughout the Church's history (and indeed American history in general). In the October 1960 General Conference, for example, then apostle Spencer W. Kimball said this concerning the Lamanite adoption program, whereby LDS families would adopt Native American children:

“The day of the Lamanites is nigh. For years they have been growing delightsome...The children in the home placement program in Utah are often lighter than their brothers and sisters in the hogans on the reservation...There was the doctor in a Utah city who for two years had had an Indian boy in his home who stated that he was some shades lighter than the younger brother just coming into the program from the reservation. These young members of the Church are changing to whiteness and to delightsomeness (Kimball 1960:922-23).”

Not all of Mormons' relations with Native Americans were benignly paternalistic. As the LDS Church under Brigham Young colonized the Utah territory, they often had violent altercations with the local tribes they were displacing. Tensions were extraordinarily high between the Shoshones and the Mormons settling Cache Valley (Coates 1978).


A historical approach to the issue of race and Mormonism is pretty straightforward. Why, though, would one take a folkloric angle? Central to the study of folklore is the belief that stories reveal something about the societies that tell them.



Racial Folklore


As a student of Mormonism, I am interested in what we can learn about that religion from its folklore. For the purposes of this paper, I am most concerned about Mormonism's racial folklore and how it shapes the relationship between the LDS Church and Native Americans and Latinos.


The foremost scholar on Mormon folklore today is Dr. William A. Wilson. In his landmark article “The Paradox of Mormon Folklore,” Wilson defines folklore as “that part of our culture that is passed through time and space by the process of oral transmission (by hearing and repeating) rather than by institutionalized means of learning or by the mass media” (Wilson 1976).


In another seminal article of Wilson's, “Mormon Narratives: The Lore of Faith,” Wilson recounts the history of the study of Mormon folklore.
He suggested that folklore is pervasive in Mormonism, because the Church has no professional clergy; there are no “special keepers of these narratives” (Wilson 1995:305). Most Mormons do not learn about their faith by studying their scriptures, but instead by what they hear from family, friends, seminary instructors, and Sunday school teachers—none of whom in all likelihood have any formal religious education. Folklore thrives in such an environment (Wilson 1995).


In regards to racial folklore, Wilson argued that the racist folklore that helped uphold the pre-1978 black priesthood ban remained popular even after the ban's removal (Wilson 1980). It is still with us today, in fact. Darron Smith, an African American and visiting professor at Brigham Young University, maintains that racist folklore persists in Mormonism—even among young and educated members. He writes: “The racist folklore...is an enduring truth that many students fervently defend” (Smith 2005:450).


One such racist folkloric belief common among Mormons was that blacks, and other racial minorities, somehow deserved their lowly position in life due to their actions in the pre-existence (our life before this one). In the pre-existence, there was a “war in heaven” between Jesus and Satan. Those spirits who sided with Satan were promptly thrust into hell. Those who sided with Jesus were to receive physical bodies on Earth. But of these spirits, some were less valiant in supporting Jesus. As punishment, they would be born into non-white, non-LDS families (Mauss 2004).


Mormons did not develop this racial folklore in a vacuum. Like all people, they are products of their environment. The LDS Church inherited the racist prejudices of 19th and 20th century America and those prejudices are thus manifest in some of its teachings and members.

The LDS Church in Latin America


The last theme in the related literature concerns the development and status of the LDS Church in Latin America. The LDS Church has been rapidly expanding in Latin America in recent decades. This growth is uneven, and does not quite match the success of some other Protestant religions there, but it is nonetheless significant (Knowlton 1996). That Mormonism and Protestantism are flourishing in these countries is due to the region's disillusionment with Catholicism, which they see as having been too complicit with corrupt Latin governments, among other things (Gooren 2001).


Mormonism is famous for its robust evangelical efforts—with a missionary force of nearly 60,000 people worldwide. Missionary efforts in Latin America in particular did not really take off until after the Second World War (Grover 2005; Tullis 1987). These missions are today the focus of the LDS Church, in large part because they think it is important to bring people who they perceive to be Book of Mormon peoples back into the fold (Keith 1985).


It was once uncontroversial to posit that Mormonism was a uniquely American religion with a distinctive ethnic identity; this fact—the “Americanness” of Mormonism— was expected to stunt the LDS Church's growth outside of the United States (O'Dea 1957). That has not yet been the case, but it does pose a difficult question: How does Mormonism become a world religion without surrendering the American ethnic identity that has made it what it is today? Do converts to the LDS Church have to become socialized in Mormon (read American/Utahn) culture, or do converts adapt Mormon beliefs to their local cultures?


Anthropologist Thomas W. Murphy, who served an LDS mission in Guatemala, argues that both occur. White Mormons expect converts to adopt their American ways—thus Mormons' historical effort to “civilize” the Native American people (Murphy 1999). Converts do take on the American Mormon culture to an extent, but, on balance, they make Mormonism their own.


Latin American Mormons sometime conflate their native culture's folklore with Mormon folklore—this is how they make Mormonism their own. Take the Aztec legend of the bearded serpent god Quetzalcoatl. Aztecs believe that this god visited their people long ago, and that he promised to return. When the Spanish conquistador Hernando Cortes met the Aztecs in the early 16th century, he was mistaken as Quetzalcoatl. Some Mormons today (especially those in Latin America) understand Quetzalcoatl to be Jesus Christ, however. The Book of Mormon teaches that Jesus, like Quetzalcoatl, visited the America and promised a second coming (Murphy 1999).


Moreover, many converts feel entitled to make Mormonism more closely resemble their native cultures. Native and Latin Americans often believe that the Book of Mormon is the actual history of their ancestors. This gives them a special connection to the Book of Mormon that white Mormons cannot enjoy. In short, Murphy observed what he calls a “Lamanite identity” (Murphy 1999).


The first Native American General Authority in the LDS Church, Elder George P. Lee shared this feeling of entitlement within Mormonism. He wrote a letter to the First Presidency of the LDS Church, contending that Native Americans were the true Mormons (as the Book of Mormon was their history) and white Mormons were mere Gentiles or “adopted Israel.” He demanded that Native Americans be given greater prominence in Mormonism, and he was excommunicated shortly thereafter (Murphy 1999).


A factor that helped foster this “Lamanite Identity” among Mexican Mormons was the nationalistic Calles administration that governed Mexico in the early 20th century. President Plutarco Elias Calles expelled all foreign clerics and all private religious schools. These efforts were directed toward the Catholic Church, but they also temporarily stunted the LDS Church's growth in Mexico (Johnson 1977). Thomas W. Murphy, discussing this period of Mexican history, wrote: “The nationalistic expectation that clerics should come from Mexico fueled a strong desire among Mexican Mormons to have mission presidents selected from local membership” (Murphy 1999:467).


Other indigenous American Mormons reject the “Lamanite” label; they either deny that the Book of Mormon is the history of their people, or they feel their association with the book subjects them to discrimination by other Mormons. Native American Mormon Lacee Harris has written about the difficulties of being seen by white Mormons as a descendant of Book of Mormon peoples. You are treated like a novelty, and expectations are placed on you. She reports feeling treated like a novelty by other Mormons, and that the Church expected her to become white—if not physically, as in Book of Mormon, then culturally (Harris 1985).

Previous Survey Research


With that background, I will now discuss the methodology I employed to answer my research questions.


Methods


The methodology for this paper takes an inductive approach—that is, the data that I collected informed my conclusions.


My two research questions in mind going into my data collection: (1) What do Mormons believe about the Book of Mormon's historicity; and (2) what are the implications of those beliefs and the corollary that Mesoamericans and Native Americans are descendants of Book of Mormon peoples?


Respondents for Study


The units of analysis in my research are individual Mormons. Due to time and budget constraints on this study, it would have been impractical for me to collect large, randomized samples from the Mormon population. I instead worked with samples of convenience—I contacted 200 of my Mormon friends via Facebook and asked them to participate in my survey.


That my sample was not scientific (randomly-selected) do not seriously compromise my research. My findings were not intended to be a representation of the entire Mormon population. I am more interested in the beliefs and experiences of my individual subjects than the entire LDS community as a whole.


Data Collection


As alluded to in my discussion of respondents, the source of my data came from a survey I created through surveymonkey.com, a free online survey creator. The questions in the survey primarily concerned Mormon beliefs about the Book of Mormon, its contested historicity, and its importance to their testimony. Before those questions were raised, however, I asked a few preliminary questions about respondents' religious identification, church activity, age, gender, and race (demographic information).


The exact questions from the survey can be found in Appendix A of this paper. My findings from said survey are what follow.

Analysis


My research questions concerned Mormons' beliefs about the historicity of the Book of Mormon and the implications those beliefs have for the LDS Church's Latin and Native American populations. The analysis I will do of the survey data then will be contextualized through the lens of those research questions.


As I detailed in the methods section, I created a survey and solicited responses from only my LDS friends on Facebook. I contacted 200 people, and received a total of 115 responses, for a moderately high response rate of 58%. Respondents seemed excited to participate.


Let me first discuss the demographics of the respondents and then turn to the dominant themes of the data.

Demographics


The respondents are overwhelmingly (79%) young adults in the 18-24 age group (Table 1). This should not be surprising, as I contacted respondents via Facebook.

Table 1

	Age

	0-17
	4%

	18-24
	79%

	25-29
	12%

	30-34
	2%

	35
	4%



Males are overrepresented in my sample, making up 68% of respondents (Table 2). Females comprise less than half that (32%). I suspect that this is due, in part, to the fact that males are overrepresented in my group of friends. Also, Mormon males may be more inclined to respond, as many of them have served LDS missions and may feel more comfortable sharing their religious beliefs.

Table 2

	Gender

	Male
	68%

	Female
	32%



Ninety-five percent of the respondents are white/Caucasian. The only significant minority racial identification among the respondents is Hispanic—seven out of the 115 (6%) identified as Hispanic. Nobody reported being black, Asian/Pacific Islander, or Middle Eastern. Note that the numbers in Table 3—and some future tables—total over 100%. This is due to rounding error and the fact that respondents could select more than one option.

Table 3

	Race

	White/Caucasian
	95%

	Hispanic
	6%

	Native American
	2%

	Bi/multiracial
	1%

	Black
	0%

	Asian/Pacific Islander
	0%



This dearth of diversity is nearly reflective of the actual racial composition of the LDS Church in the United States. According to the 2007 U.S. Religious Landscape Survey, 86% of Mormons are white, 7% are Hispanic, 3% are black, and 5% are other (Pew 2007). 


Church membership and activity


All of the respondents are Mormon.
 Ninety-three percent of respondents reported that they were born into the LDS Church. Converts to the LDS Church comprised 10% of respondents (Table 4).

Table 4 

	Born into the LDS Church?

	Yes
	93%

	No; convert
	10%



Several respondents insisted that they were both born into the LDS Church and were converted to it. There are two explanations for this. Either they were born into the Church, left it, and then rejoined, or they feel as though they earned their testimony of the LDS Church independent of their having been raised Mormon.


In Table 5, you find that the vast majority of respondents (81%) claimed to attend church services and church-related functions at least once a week. Eight percent reported attending several times a month, 3% reported several times a year, and the remaining 10% reported that they either rarely attended or were inactive (though still believing Mormons).

Table 5

	How often do you attend church or church-related functions?

	At least weekly
	81%

	Several times a month
	8%

	Several times a year
	3%

	Rarely/inactive
	10%



Beliefs about the Book of Mormon, its peoples, and their descendants


The survey asked several questions about respondents' beliefs about the Book of Mormon. Ninety percent professed a belief that the Book of Mormon is an actual history. Ten percent disagreed, reporting that they did not believe in its historicity (Table 6).

Table 6

	Is the Book of Mormon a history of and by ancient American peoples?

	Yes
	90%

	No
	10%



For those who responded that they believe the Book of Mormon to be historical, I asked them why. The top three reasons given by respondents for why they believe in a historical Book of Mormon are as follows:


Most Mormons appealed to faith or a spiritual affirmation of the Book of Mormon as evidence of its historicity.
 The following responses are indicative of this category:

disagreed reporting“You have faith that each morning the sun will rise, you have faith that you will awake from you're sleep. Likewise, I have read and prayed about the Book of Mormon and have faith that the accounts written within are true.”

“I have read the book in its entirety, and then prayed and received an assurance by the Holy Ghost that these words are true.”

The second most dominant response given for believing in the Book of Mormon's historicity was reference to archaeological and other supposed scientific evidences. These respondents seemed familiar with (or at least aware of) debates over the Book of Mormon's historicity.

“The literary styles and linguistics found in the Book of Mormon mimic both those of other ancient texts and of having multiple writers. Either Joseph Smith was much smarter than eyewitnesses say he was, and he had many people helping him write it, or he was telling the truth.”

“Most of the “stories” in the Book of Mormon have been linked to archaeological facts discovered through various, unaffiliated digs.”

“Stories from the Book of Mormon match up with almost every landmark and structure as far as I have studies with places in South America.”


The last reoccurring theme among the responses was a shifting of the burden of proof. Some who believe in the Book of Mormon's historicity argued that those who did not should provide evidence against its historicity.


“Evidence has not yet been presented for me to discredit the Book of Mormon as historical.”


“Lack of convincing evidence otherwise. The opposing belief [that it is not historical] is not appealing, nor is it easy it justify.”


“I would challenge anyone to explain how it is not [historical].”

I wish I had prompted those who responded in the negative on the question of historicity “Why?” I neglected to do so, however. Interestingly, with a single exception, every inactive LDS respondent disbelieved in the historicity of the Book of Mormon.


Next, I prompted respondents to identify what peoples are the descendants of Book of Mormon peoples, providing six possible answers that could be checked.
 Table 7 details their responses:

Table 7

	Possible Book of Mormon descendants
	% who agreed

	Mesoamericans
	58%

	Native Americans
	56%

	South Americans
	51%

	Pacific Islanders
	39%

	Not sure
	39%

	None
	6%



Respondents were then given five statements about Book of Mormon peoples, where—like in the previous question—they were able to select as many as they agreed with. Table 8 includes the statements and the corresponding percentage of respondents who agreed.

Table 8

	Book of Mormon peoples...
	% who agreed

	Are a covenant people, like the Israelites
	88%

	Lost the promised land (America) due to unrighteousness
	66%

	Had their skin literally darkened due to unrighteousness
	53%

	Should enjoy a more prominent role in the LDS Church and its leadership
	6%

	Should be prioritized in missionary work
	6%



Several respondents qualified their agreement with some of the statements. In regards to the statement about skin being literally darkened, for instance, several explained that it might not have been an instantaneous charge or due only to unrighteousness.


Few Mormons assented to the last two statements. Most had the opinion that, “In the modern Church, all races and peoples should be treated with equality.”


Respondents were also asked: “Is it important to your testimony that the Book of Mormon be an actual historical document?” (Table 9)

Table 9

	Is the BoM's historicity important to your testimony?

	Yes
	51%

	No
	26%

	Somewhat
	24%




Seventy-five percent said that, yes, the historicity of the Book of Mormon is at least somewhat important to their testimony. Their reasoning is expressed in the responses below:

“The veracity of Joseph Smith's claim to be a prophet receiving divine revelation rests on it. If the Book of Mormon is a fraud, so was the Prophet and if the Restoration is a fraud, I'm not sure if my faith in Jesus would be strong at all.”

“If it's not an actual document, then any beliefs I have as an LDS follower are dead, because the Church was founded by a man who swore to its truth. If he made the book up, my beliefs and loyalties to that church would be shot to hell.”

Over a quarter (26%) reported that it was not important to their testimony. In other words, they would still believe in Mormonism even if the Book of Mormon proves not to be a historical document, as illustrated in these sentiments:

“The Book of Mormon bears witness of Jesus Christ, on whom my faith is based. Whether or not the peoples and events actually occurred or if it is just a nice story is not nearly as important as the testimony of Jesus Christ and salvation through Him that is contained in it.”

“The important part of the Book of Mormon is the doctrines contained inside. This is a document that can't be proved or disproved by scientific or academic thinking and to me it doesn't matter if it is historically accurate or not as long as it gives me the information I need to return to my Heavenly Father.”

Finally, I asked whether respondents thought that racism was a problem in the LDS Church today (Table 10).

Table 10

	Is racism a problem in the LDS Church today?

	Yes
	14%

	No
	43%

	Somewhat
	38%

	Not sure
	9%



Seventy-one percent of Hispanic Mormons (versus only half of non-Hispanic respondents) reported that racism was at least somewhat of a problem in the LDS Church today. They wrote the following in the comment section of the question:

“Racism is a still a problem everywhere. But I think the historical nature of the Church (being mostly white, Republican, etc.) might cause a higher percentage of members to be racist.”

“Like many problems in the church, I don't blame it on the organization itself, but I feel that racism runs very strongly amongst members of the church. Particularly in the homogeneous Mormon culture in Utah.”

“Yes racism is a problem, because I've experienced it. Racism will never go away.”

Forty-three percent replied that racism was not an issue in the church today, and 9% were “not sure.” Some argued that “racism is a generational problem that is rapidly passing from the contemporary social conscience, at least in America.”


But most of the respondents who answered “no” did not mean that racism does not exist in the Church. They just believed that what racism exists in the Church is not because of Gospel teachings, but in spite of them—a position widely held among those who responded that racism is a problem in the LDS Church, too. “The people aren't perfect,” one respondent said, “[but] the church and its teachings are.”


A couple of people disagreed, and did explicitly mention certain Mormon teachings that they felt contribute to racism.


“[Racism] is probably justified by perpetrators by pointing out that the priesthood was denied to different races until the 1970s, and also by pointing out the unrighteousness of the dark-skinned Lamanites….” 


“Yes, racism is a problem. In Utah, especially, the sentiment that blacks were 'fence sitters' in the preexistence is still prominent among the older membership, and shockingly amongst some of the younger as well.”


These responses spoke to a research question I had at the outset of this paper: whether Mormon teachings about race affected the prejudice of members toward races they believed to be descendants of Book of Mormon peoples.


Discussion and Conclusions


The purpose of this paper was to explore contemporary Mormon beliefs regarding the Book of Mormon and the implications those beliefs have. More specifically, my research sought to discover whether Mormons generally understand the Book of Mormon to be a historical document, and, second,  how does this understanding affect racial minorities in the LDS Church—many of whom (Native American, Mesoamericans, South Americans, etc.) are widely considered descendants of Book of Mormon peoples.


These questions are more important now than ever for several reasons. First, a discussion of racism within the LDS Church toward supposed descendants of Book of Mormon peoples has been lacking in the scholarly literature. Where racism and Mormonism are concerned, the focus has instead been on blacks, the pre-1978 priesthood ban against them, and popular Mormon opposition to the civil rights movement.


But as I argued previously, not only has the issue of blacks and Mormonism been examined, that discussion is also simply less relevant to the LDS Church today. Blacks comprise only 5% of the total church membership (Deseret News Church Almanac 1998:119). Latin Americans, in contrast, represent 37% (Grover 2005:91). Given how substantial and quickly-growing this Latin American demographic is within the Church, it merits academic attention—especially on matters of race.


Religion has long been exploited as a vehicle for racism. It was invoked to justify everything from Western colonialism to the barbaric practice of slavery. In what ways, then, is Mormonism a vehicle for racism today?


I will not be so bold as to claim that my survey laid bare the latent racism of the respondents. That was not its purpose. What my research did show, however, is that many Mormons hold racial beliefs that may contribute to racism—real or perceived.


For example, 53% of respondents agreed with the statement that “Some Book of Mormon peoples had their skin literally darkened because of unrighteousness.” This belief is not evidence of a malicious kind of racism, but the association between skin color and righteousness is obviously upsetting to some Mormons with darker skin. With popular LDS beliefs like this one, it is understandable why 71% of Hispanic respondents in my survey, for example, reported that racism was at least somewhat of a problem in the LDS Church today.


Racial beliefs about the supposed descendants of Book of Mormon peoples hinge on the belief that the Book of Mormon is historical. Those respondents who did not profess a belief in a historical Book of Mormon also did not profess the belief that, say, the Lamanites' skin color was darkened due to unrighteousness. 


My survey also found that those who reported higher levels of church activity were more likely to read the Book of Mormon as an actual history, and were thus more likely to hold racial or prejudicial beliefs like the aforementioned one. The inverse is true, too. The less active respondents were, the less likely they were to have racial or prejudicial beliefs (toward supposed descendants of Book of Mormon peoples) and the more likely they were to report that racism is a problem in the Church. This coheres with existing research that religious devoutness is positively correlated with racial prejudice—not because religions teach prejudice, per se, but rather because they cultivate an “in-group” identity that can manifest itself as “out-group prejudice” (Hall 2010).


In the literature review, I discussed the work of LDS anthropologist Thomas W. Murphy. He makes two important observations about Hispanic Mormons' relationship to the Book of Mormon: First, that they used it to develop a unique, “Lamanite” ethnic identity; and second, because of this identity as “people of the book,” some Hispanic Mormons feel entitled to certain blessings that have been denied to them by the “hierarchical institution run by white men from the United States” (Murphy 1999:470). The answers I received from Hispanic respondents seem to bear out Murphy's observations. The majority of them listed Mesoamericans (Hispanics) as descendants of Book of Mormon peoples. Half of them agreed that the descendants of the Book of Mormon should be privileged in missionary work, and/or occupy more leadership positions in the LDS Church—views that were very unpopular with non-Hispanic white Mormons.


This current research is the only one of which I am aware to ask lay Mormons their beliefs about the Book of Mormon and its historicity. There was a similar survey to mine, but its respondents were not lay Mormons. In 2005, the Mormon studies journal Dialogue conducted a survey of their subscribers. Among other things, they asked their subscribers how they viewed the Book of Mormon. Only 38.7% replied that they viewed it as a “historical record” (Dialogue 2006:15). Compare that with the 89.5% of respondents in my survey who viewed the Book of Mormon as a history. This demonstrates a clear divide between those who follow Mormon studies (the Dialogue subscribers) and those more lay Mormons (my respondents).


While my survey is unique in asking lay Mormons about the Book of Mormon's historicity, Mormons have been surveyed before about their racial attitudes and beliefs. In 1968, sociologists Ella D. Lewis Douglas and Armand L. Mauss compared systematic samples of 334 Mormons with 118 non-Mormons drawn from the telephone directory of Logan, Utah. They found that Mormons consistently gave more discriminatory responses than the non-Mormons (Douglas and Mauss).


One unexpected insight I gleaned from the survey responses may have implications for those studying why people leave the LDS Church or go inactive. I noticed that many of the “inactive” respondents who did not believe in the historicity of the Book of Mormon also reported that the historicity of the Book of Mormon is important to their testimony. A possible reading of this (and my preferred one) is that when people anchor their testimony of Mormonism in the historicity of the Book of Mormon, they are liable to lose their faith or have it weakened when they discover evidences that undermine the Book of Mormon's claim to be a history of and by ancient American peoples.


The biggest limitation to my research is the nature of the survey I created. For one, the wordings of my questions were at times unclear, and the possible answers to some questions were too restrictive (like a yes/no dichotomy) and did not easily allow for nuance. To wit, one respondent commented that the question of the Book of Mormon's historicity cannot be adequately answered with either a “yes” or “no.” He subscribed to the so-called “expansionist” view of the Book of Mormon, which he argued was a middle-of-the-road position. It posits that the source material for the Book of Mormon (the gold plates) is ancient, but that the source was mediated through a modern prophet (Joseph Smith).


A larger problem with my survey was that I did not have a randomly-selected population. My sample was one of convenience—I simply recruited my LDS friends via Facebook to take the survey. Because my group of friends is disproportionately male, white, and college-aged, so too was my sample. Consequently, my findings are not generalizable.


That said, I am pleased with the information and insights my research produced. The sample size was large (at 115 responses) and is an accurate reflection of what some Mormons (my LDS friends, at least) believe about the Book of Mormon and its historicity. In that respect, my research added to our understanding of Mormonism.


What research needs to be done now is a more thorough investigation into what non-white Mormons believe about the historicity of the Book of Mormon and how that informs their testimony of Mormonism. Had I enough time and resources, I would have liked to travel throughout Latin American, interviewing members of the LDS Church outside the United States. These Mormons have been relatively neglected by Mormon scholars, but they cannot afford to neglect them much longer, considering their quickly-growing presence in the LDS Church.
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Appendix A

Book of Mormon survey

1. Are you a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints?

· Yes; I was born into the Church

· Yes; I am a convert

· No

2. How often do you attend religious services and church-related activities?

· At least once a week

· Several times a month

· Several times a year

· Rarely/Inactive

3. How old are you?

· 17 and younger

· 18-24

· 25-29

· 30-34

· 35 and older

4. What is your gender?

· Male

· Female

· Other (please specify)

5. What is your racial identity? (Check all that apply)

· White/Caucasian

· Black/African American

· Hispanic

· Asian/Pacific Islander

· Native American

· Bi/Multiracial

6. Do you believe the Book of Mormon to be a history of and by ancient peoples?

· Yes

· No

· If yes, then why?

7. Which peoples today are the descendants of Book of Mormon peoples? (Check all that apply)

· Native Americans

· Mesoamericans (Mexicans, Guatemalans, Hondurans, etc.)

· South Americans (Brazilians, Peruvians, Chileans, etc.)

· Pacific Islanders (Tongans, Samoans, etc.)

· None

· Not sure

8. What do you believe in regards to Book of Mormon peoples? (Check all that apply)

· Book of Mormon peoples lost the promised land because of unrighteousness.

· Some Book of Mormon peoples had their skin literally darkened because of unrighteousness.

· Like the Israelites, Book of Mormon peoples belong to the Abrahamic Covenant.

· Descendants of Book of Mormon peoples should enjoy a more prominent role in the LDS Church and its leadership.

· Descendants of Book of Mormon peoples should be prioritized in missionary work.

9. Is it important to your testimony that the Book of Mormon be an actual historical document?

· Yes

· Somewhat

· No

· Not sure

· Why or why not?

      10. Is racism a problem in the LDS Church today?

· Yes

· Somewhat

· No

· Not sure

· Why or why not?

�	I will not discuss that history here, as it would be a digression.


�	I had initially planned to visit Spanish-speaking LDS wards in Utah and survey the members in attendance there. The logistics of this, though, proved complicated. It would have required a lot of travel and a translator, as I do not speak Spanish.


�	   Several non-Mormons filled out the survey, but I have excluded their responses in this analysis.


�	   These reasons are not mutually exclusive and occasionally overlapped.


�	Given more time, I would like to assign exact numeric values to these patterns.


�	  When respondents identified a people as possible descendants of Book of Mormon peoples, note that they do not necessarily believe that all individuals within that group are descendants.


�	Douglas and Mauss hypothesized that the differences can be attributed to respondents' exposure to other races.  A disproportionate number of non-Mormons in their sample moved to Utah from a more racially diverse state.





