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Abstract The Book of Mormon appears replete with examples
of verbal and dramatic irony, something unlikely to
have been produced intentionally by Joseph Smith
with his level of rhetorical and expressive skills.
Dramatic irony occurs when an “exceeding young”
Nephi, who is “large in stature,” admires the exquisite
sword of Laban and then grapples with the distasteful command to kill Laban with that sword. Having
passsed the test, Nephi has matured into a man “large
in stature.” Dramatic irony also occurs in Abinadi’s
experience with King Noah and in the similar experiences of Alma and Korihor with the power of speech
and silence. Verbal irony is apparent in Lehi’s expectations for Laman to be like a river, “continually running
into the fountain of all righteousness,” and for Lemuel
to be like a valley, “firm and steadfast, and immovable
in keeping the commandments of the Lord.” Nephi
also refutes his older brothers’ false knowledge by
reminding them of what they already know.
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One example of dramatic irony is when Alma the Younger, who once was struck dumb by an angel for
antagonizing the church (left), desires to “speak with the trump of God” and soon after must strike
Korihor dumb with that very power (right). The Convincing Power of God, by Heather McClellan.

Q

uestions about the authorship of the
Book of Mormon have occupied both naturalist and apologist critics since its publication in 1830. Various theorists have marshaled
evidence to prove either that Joseph Smith or some
other 19th-century American wrote the Book of
Mormon or that it is an authentic ancient record.
Discussions of authorship have focused on a number of issues—geography, philology, archaeology,
anthropology, history, culture, literature, and theology. In an article entitled “Joseph Smith, the Book
of Mormon and the American Renaissance,” I com-

pare Joseph Smith’s literary capabilities with those
of his illustrative contemporary authors—Emerson,
Thoreau, Hawthorne, Melville, and Whitman.¹ There
is a dramatic contrast between the rich intellectual
and cultural milieu of these major American writers and the rather backwater, provincial frontier in
which Joseph Smith came of age. In comparison to
Joseph Smith, all of these major American writers
had rich educations, exposure to established literary
traditions, supportive environments, and long literary apprenticeships in which to develop their talents.
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We cannot use language maturely
until we are spontaneously at home in irony.
—Kenneth Burke
Every good reader must be . . . sensitive
in detecting and reconstructing ironic meanings.
—Wayne Booth²

According to those who knew him best, Joseph
Smith, at the time the Book of Mormon was published, had little formal education, was not deeply
nor widely read, showed no proclivity for imaginative composition, and lacked the knowledge base,
sophistication, and talent to produce a book as large
and complex as the Book of Mormon. Further, when
one considers the short time in which the book was
produced and the difficulties in Joseph’s personal
life during this period, it is simply incomprehensible to claim that he was the book’s author. As
the interfaith scholar Marcus Bach observed many
years ago, the Book of Mormon is as “solemn and
ponderous and heavy as the plates on which it was
inscribed. No Vermont schoolboy wrote this, and
no Presbyterian preacher [Solomon Spaulding] tinkered with these pages.”³ Moreover, as I state in my
aforementioned article,
I contend that not only was the composition of
the Book of Mormon far beyond Joseph Smith’s
capabilities, but that he was, in fact, unaware of
the subtleties and complexities of the text. There
is surely no evidence that he knew anything
about writing intricate parallel literary structures or creating a wide range of characters, a
complicated fictional plot, or a variety of styles.
. . . There are simply too many things in the
book that neither Joseph Smith nor any of his
contemporaries could possibly have known; too
many complexities, subtleties, and intricacies
in the text that were beyond his or any of his
contemporaries’ capabilities; too many examples
of spiritual depth and profound expression that
were certainly beyond his cognitive or expressive abilities when the Book of Mormon was
produced.⁴
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Irony is a characteristic of the Book of Mormon
that adds a further dimension of complexity to the
narrative structure of the text. I view its subtle presence therein as one more clue among many others
that Joseph Smith did not write the book. By all
accounts, he was unlettered and thus incapable of
authoring a narrative so rich, varied, and complex
as the Book of Mormon. In this article I analyze
several passages in terms of irony. But first some
important background information and definitions
are in order.

The Elusive Nature of Irony
Irony has been an indelible part of Western
literature and culture from ancient times to the
present. Irony abounds in the Bible and was one
of the main characteristics of Greek drama, from
which it derives its name (eiron, “dissembler”). It is
a feature not only of our literature but also of our
lives. Indeed, in many ways we live in an ironical
age, something that the young critic Jedediah Purdy
laments in his recent book, For Common Things:
Irony, Trust, and Commitment in America Today.⁵
Defining irony is a complex matter. In his
Glossary of Literary Terms, M. H. Abrams lists nine
categories and subcategories of irony, and the New
Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics identifies six categories of irony, the first of which has
ten subcategories.⁶ For purposes of the overall discussion, however, we will focus on the two general
kinds of literary irony: verbal and dramatic.
Both kinds of irony have largely defied simple
definition or easy categorization. The late literary
critic D. J. Enright observed, “It is unfortunate, it is
even ironical, that for so ubiquitous and multifari-

ous and, some say, alluring a phenomenon there
should be but one word.”⁷ In a similar vein, another
authority, D. C. Muecke, noted, “Getting to grips
with irony seems to have something in common
with gathering the mist.”⁸
But since “gathering the mist” has never deterred literary critics, a number of them have attempted to define this elusive literary device. Suffice
it to say, most literary critics agree that verbal irony
has to do with levels of ambiguity and discrepancy,
between what is said on the surface and what is
meant below it. One dictionary defines it as involving a “perception of inconsistency, in which
an apparently straightforward statement or event
is undermined by its context so as to give it a very
different significance.”⁹ The eminent literary critic
Northrup Frye defines verbal irony as a “pattern
of words that turns away from direct statement or
its own obvious meaning.”¹⁰ The New Princeton
Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics describes it as
a form of speech in which “one meaning is stated
and a different, usually antithetical, meaning is intended.”¹¹ Karl A. Plank summarizes “several recurring features” of verbal irony:
First, irony occurs through an indirect use of
language and expresses a covert meaning. The
meaning of ironic language lacks self-evidence
and must be reconstructed by the reader. Second,
the indirect use of language reflects a contrast
between appearance and reality. In the ironic text
things are not simply as they appear to be. Third,
irony works through the introduction or implications of a second perspective from which the
text’s “obvious meaning” can be reinterpreted.
. . . Irony typically functions not to undermine
a text’s meaningfulness, but to give access to it
by indicating the vantage point from which the
text’s full meaning can be perceived.¹²

As with verbal irony, dramatic irony defies
simple definition or explanation. Dramatic irony
takes place within the action and character development of the narrative. Like verbal irony, it deals
with indirection, contrast between appearance and
reality, and tension between surface and subsurface
levels of narrative action. Dramatic irony also involves the reader in sharing with the author certain
information, knowledge, or a point of view of which
the character(s) may be unaware or ignorant. In dra-

matic irony, “the audience knows more about a character’s situation than the character does, foreseeing
an outcome contrary to the character’s expectations,
and thus ascribing a sharply different sense to some
of the character’s own statements.”¹³ For purposes
of this discussion, I will use Muecke’s explanation of
the “three essential elements” in dramatic irony:
In the first place irony is a double-layered or
two-storey phenomenon.
In the second place there is always some kind
of opposition between the two levels, an opposition that may take the form of contradiction,
incongruity, or incompatibility.
In the third place there is in irony an element
of “innocence”; either a victim is confidently unaware of the very possibility of there being an upper level or point of view that invalidates his own,
or an ironist pretends not to be aware of it.¹⁴

Both verbal and dramatic irony abound in the
Book of Mormon. In some instances both exist in
the same narrative episode. The presence of dramatic and verbal irony in the Book of Mormon is
reflective of biblical irony.¹⁵

Irony in the Bible
A familiar kind of dramatic irony in the Bible
is the presentation of a person who is first shown
to be weak or foolish and then, after being touched
by God, is transformed into an extraordinary person. An example of this from the Old Testament is
Abraham, who in Genesis 17 does not simply find
amusing God’s declaration that he and Sarah shall
have a child, but he is so incredulous that he falls
“upon his face” and laughs (Genesis 17:17). Later,
after his son Isaac is miraculously born, God tests
Abraham’s faith by asking him to sacrifice his child
on an altar. This request is made all the more challenging and ironic by the fact that earlier God had
(1) commanded Abraham to leave his father’s people
because they were sacrificing children and even
threatening to sacrifice Abraham himself and (2)
promised Abraham numerous posterity through
Isaac (see Abraham 1:5–16; Genesis 17:15–16).
Ironies abound in this story. He who lacked
the faith to believe that God could bless Sarah to
bear a son becomes known as “the father of the
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faithful”; he who laughed at God becomes God’s
trusted friend and chosen prophet; he who could
not conceive of God’s blessing him with offspring is
promised that through his seed “shall all the nations
of the earth be blessed”; and he who was willing to
sacrifice his only son becomes known as the father
of nations and is promised that through his lineage
God’s only begotten son (who would himself be sacrificed for the sins of the world) would be born and
that his (Abraham’s) seed would be as numerous “as
the stars in the heavens, and the sand which is upon
the sea shore” (Genesis 22:17–18).
An example of dramatic and verbal irony in the
New Testament is the story of Peter’s denial of Jesus.
Just before they go to Gethsemane, Christ tells Peter,
“This night before the cock crow, thou shalt deny
me thrice.” Peter swears to Christ, “Though all men
shall be offended because of thee, yet will I never be
offended. . . . Though I should die with thee, yet will
I not deny thee” (Matthew 26:33–35). The ironic
ending of the drama is established first by Christ’s
predicting that before this very night is over, Peter
will deny him not once but three times, and second
by Peter’s avowing that even though everyone in the
world should deny Christ, he would never deny the
Savior, even if it costs him his life.
A few short hours later, on three successive occasions, the last spoken with curses and swearing, Peter
denies any knowledge of Christ and disavows any association with him (“I know not the man,” Matthew
26:74). Immediately thereafter Peter hears the crowing of the cock (a symbol of vigilance, illumination,
and resurrection) and is stunned by the dramatic
discrepancy between his boasting of complete fidelity to Christ and his betrayal of him. It is ironic that
this same inconstant, impetuous fisherman, who in
this moment of danger chooses self-preservation over
loyalty to his Lord, becomes Christ’s chief apostle,
stands in Christ’s stead as the head of the church,
and, according to Christian tradition, is crucified upside down in Rome when things fall apart and anarchy is unloosed upon the kingdom. Ironically, Peter’s
last act is indeed a fulfillment of his promise not to
deny Christ, though it cost him his life.

Dramatic Irony in the Book of Mormon
There are vivid examples of this kind of dramatic irony in the Book of Mormon. In fact, the
24
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story of Nephi, the first major Book of Mormon
character, epitomizes biblical irony.¹⁶
Nephi: From Youth to Manhood
It is significant that when we first meet Nephi
he tells us that although he is “large in stature,” he is
“exceeding young” (1 Nephi 2:16). His being not just
young but exceeding young suggests, among other
things, that he is immature. At the beginning of the
narrative, Nephi seems like the archetypal superrighteous younger brother. He is quick to show his
older brothers as rebellious and lazy while presenting himself as having “great desires to know of the
mysteries of God” and as one who “did not rebel
against [his father] like unto [his] brothers” (v. 16).
In these opening chapters we might be tempted to
ask, “Are Laman and Lemuel really that bad, and is
Nephi really that good?” At the very least, we may
sympathize a little with Laman and Lemuel in having to contend with such a younger brother.
Nephi is then presented with a defining challenge, one that marks his transition from boyhood
to manhood—the trip to Jerusalem to retrieve the
brass plates. To this point we have been told only by
Nephi of differences between the two older brothers and their younger sibling Sam. Now we see
those differences played out in dramatic fashion.
Laman and Lemuel do not want to undertake this
mission and throughout the episode are basically
hindrances to it. Nephi must continually encourage
them. One of the results of the trip to Jerusalem is
that whatever sympathy we may have felt for Laman
and Lemuel up to this point (and I think we are
intended to feel some) melts in the face of their continual resistance and negativity and their refusal to
show any courage, faith, or leadership.
Nephi, on the other hand, goes forth in faith to
do what his father has asked. “Not knowing beforehand” exactly what steps he should take to obtain
the plates, Nephi is guided by the Spirit (1 Nephi
4:6). When he comes upon the drunken Laban,
what seems to immediately seize his attention is not
that this is the very means of fulfilling his mission,
but what no typical Hebrew teenager could have
failed to miss: “I beheld his sword.” And he doesn’t
just behold it: “I drew it forth from the sheath
thereof; and the hilt thereof was of pure gold, and
the workmanship thereof was exceeding fine, and I
saw that the blade thereof was of the most precious

This is the most difficult challenge
Nephi ever faces, and it changes him
and, I believe, changes the way we are
expected to see him. It is perhaps impossible for modern readers, who live
in a world where murder and violence
are so prevalent, to comprehend the
magnitude of what Nephi is commanded to do. The law that Moses
brought down from the mountain
was unequivocal: “Thou shalt not
kill” (Exodus 20:13). To take another’s life was among the most serious
of transgressions in Hebrew culture.
Nephi says, “Never at any time have I
shed the blood of man. And I shrunk
and would that I might not slay him”
(1 Nephi 4:10).
The Spirit tries to persuade Nephi
that “the Lord hath delivered him
into thy hands.” Nephi begins trying to talk himself into committing
the deed, building up arguments
gradually as he gains courage: “Yea,
and I also knew that he had sought
to take away mine own life; yea, and
he would not hearken unto the commandments of the Lord; and he also
had taken away our property” (v. 11).
The Spirit seems to become impatient
with Nephi’s reluctance and demands
outright, “Slay him!” Nephi continues
to multiply the reasons why he should
obey and finally reports that he
“took Laban by the hair of his head, and
Nephi first had to resolve the incongruity of the command to slay Laban before he could
. . . smote off his head with his own
proceed on his errand to obtain the brass plates. Laban Slain by His Own Sword, by
sword” (v. 18). This episode accomRonald K. Crosby.
plishes exactly what Edwin M. Good,
in his Irony in the Old Testament,
steel” (v. 9). In other words, having described himspeaks of as the point of irony: clarifying “with exself as “exceeding young,” Nephi now acts the part.
treme sharpness the incongruity involved in a matEvery teenage boy of his time dreamed of holding
ter of great moment.”¹⁷
such a sword. The detail he reveals in recounting
Having passed this test, Nephi records, “And now
the experience many years later shows how fresh
I, Nephi, being a man large in stature, and also having
the image of that sword still is.
received much strength of the Lord . . .” (v. 31). The
That this scene is deliberately chosen to highirony of Nephi’s going so quickly from being “exceedlight irony is seen by what immediately follows.
ing young, . . . large in stature” to “being a man large
While Nephi is still holding the sword, the Spirit
in stature” would not have been lost on ancient readcommands him to slay Laban, the keeper of the
ers of this text. The repetition of the phrase large in
sacred records and, not incidentally, his kinsman.
stature in those passages highlights the irony.
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Abinadi: Foreshadowing King Noah’s Demise

tive by our being told that he has built “elegant and
spacious buildings” (v. 8) like those that Lehi saw
We encounter a similar kind of dramatic irony
the wicked inhabiting in his dream; that he has built
in the story of Abinadi. We are introduced to
“a very high tower, even so high that he could stand
Abinadi in the 11th chapter of Mosiah where he
upon the top thereof and overlook . . . all the land
calls King Noah and his corrupt priests to repenround about” (v. 12); and that he boasts, “Behold,
tance: “There was a man among them whose name
we are strong, we shall not come into bondage, or be
was Abinadi; and he went forth among them, and
taken captive by our enemies” (12:15).
began to prophesy” (v. 20). Like Jeremiah who reOffended by Abinadi’s words, King Noah calls
sisted his calling (see Jeremiah 1:6), Abinadi seems
for his death: “I command you to bring Abinadi
to be a reluctant prophet;
hither, that I may slay
at least he makes clear
him” (11:28). Learning of
to his hearers that callNoah’s intention, Abinadi
ing them to repentance
apparently flees for his
is not his idea, but
life, and “the Lord deGod’s. Note the apparlivered him out of their
ent anxiety in his words
hands” (v. 26). Again
as reflected in the triple
suggesting his reluctance
repetition of “thus saith
to take on his prophetic
the Lord,” making it clear
calling, he stays away for
to his hearers that all the
two years, enough time
responsibility for this
for him to disguise himunpopular task falls on
self so he will not be recthe Lord, not Abinadi:
ognized: “And it came to
“Behold, thus saith the
pass that after the space
Lord, and thus hath he
of two years that Abinadi
commanded me, saying,
came among them in disGo forth, and say unto
guise, that they knew him
this people, thus saith the
not” (12:1). Then, again
Lord . . . ; and thus saith
in a manner typical of
the Lord, and thus hath
Hebrew drama, the writer
he commanded me”
reveals Abinadi’s foolish(vv. 20, 25).
ness, for no sooner does
King Noah responds
he open his mouth than
with the kind of hubris
he gives away his disthat is often a prelude
guise: “Thus has the Lord
to irony in both Hebrew
commanded me, saying—
scripture and Greek
Abinadi . . .” (v. 1).
drama: “Who is Abinadi,
Having disclosed his
that I and my people
identity,
Abinadi proIn executing Abinadi, King Noah defied God’s authority and disshould be judged of him, played a hubris that ironically foreshadowed his own dramatic
ceeds to preach the same
downfall. Abinadi Seals His Testimony, by Ronald K. Crosby.
or who is the Lord, that
message of doom and
shall bring upon my
destruction as he had
people such great afflictwo years before, only
tion?” (v. 27). Such pride is almost always an ironic
this time he prophesies Noah’s death: “And it shall
foreshadowing of dramatic downfall, and its presencome to pass that the life of king Noah shall be valtation early in the story prepares us for the reversal
ued even as a garment in a hot furnace; for he shall
of fortune that King Noah and his retainers will
know that I am the Lord” (v. 3). This prophecy is
undergo later in the narrative. The irony of King
ironic because it answers the king’s question, “Who
Noah’s prideful downfall is heightened in the narrais the Lord?” and foreshadows the death of the king
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and his priests by fire. Not surprisingly, Abinadi’s
preaching produces the same result as before: “They
were angry with him; and they took him and carried him bound before the king” (v. 9).
King Noah asks his priests to advise him on
what he should do with Abinadi. Seeking grounds
for an accusation, they begin “to question [Abinadi],
that they might cross him, that thereby they might
have wherewith to accuse him” (v. 19). During their
interrogation, the priests confront Abinadi with a
difficult scripture from Isaiah, asking him to tell
them what it means. Instead of answering them,
however, he turns the tables on them and asks, “Are
you priests, and pretend to teach this people, and to
understand the spirit of prophesying, and yet desire
to know of me what these things are?” (v. 25).
When the priests declare that they teach the law
of Moses, Abinadi challenges their obedience to the
Ten Commandments. After reciting only two commandments, he asks, “Have ye done all this?” (v. 37).
It is interesting to note that while there is no evidence
that Noah and his followers were making graven images, they were clearly guilty of breaking other of the
Ten Commandments, which Abinadi does not cite
on this occasion. Thus, it is difficult not to see irony
in his question (“Have ye done all this?), especially
since later Abinadi somehow gets a copy of the Ten
Commandments and says, “Now I read unto you the
remainder of the commandments of God” (13:11).¹⁸
Having shown us a prophet who is reluctant
to fulfill his calling, who readily gives away his
disguise, and who apparently cannot remember
the Ten Commandments, the author next shows
Abinadi as a man of great courage and integrity
who is willing to give his life in God’s service.
When the priests attempt to take him to be killed,
he addresses them with dignity and majesty: “Touch
me not, for God shall smite you if ye lay your hands
upon me” (v. 3). From this point on, Abinadi fully
assumes the mantle of divinely appointed prophet.
He preaches a powerful jeremiad to Noah and his
corrupt priests. He confronts them about their lack
of adherence to the law of Moses, quotes Isaiah
to them, tells them the meaning of the scripture
with which they had tried to confound him earlier,
prophesies of Christ, teaches them the plan of salvation, and foretells their destruction—declaring that
they will suffer the same death that they will cause
him to suffer. “And now when the flames began
to scorch him, he cried unto them, saying: Behold,

even as ye have done unto me, . . . ye shall suffer, as
I suffer, the pains of death by fire” (17:14–15, 18).
Ironically, this is exactly what happens to Noah and
his priests (see Alma 25:7–11).
An additional irony in the story of Abinadi, and
one that seems to me to be intentional, is that as a
reluctant spokesman for God, at times seemingly
limited in judgment, Abinadi’s preaching, as far as
the record tells us, converts only one person to the
gospel. Yet that one person, Alma, turns out to be
a man of great intellect and wisdom who is instrumental in turning the tide of Nephite history. Thus,
in the hands of God, Abinadi fulfills his divinely
appointed mission and at the apex of his prophetic
calling is transformed: “his face [shines] with exceeding luster, even as Moses’ did while in the
mount of Sinai” (Mosiah 13:5), and he preaches the
gospel with power and clarity, revealing that even
in chains he is more powerful than the king and all
of his priests. This is exactly the kind of irony that
one finds throughout the Hebrew scriptures, and
its dramatic structure and exposition of character
required a level of narrative artistry and rhetorical
skill that Joseph Smith lacked at the time the Book
of Mormon was produced and that is absent from
any of his own later writings.
Alma the Younger and Korihor: The Power of
Speech and Silence
Another example of dramatic irony is found in
the story of Alma the Younger and Korihor. This
dramatic episode is about two protagonists who are
both gifted with persuasive speech and struck dumb
when they set out to destroy the church. When
we first meet Alma and Korihor (respectively, in
Mosiah 27:8 and Alma 30:6), they are vigorously engaged in using their intellectual and verbal skills to
undermine the work of God. We are told that Alma
“was a man of many words, and did speak much
flattery to the people; therefore he led many of the
people to do after the manner of his iniquities.”
When an angel appears to him and rebukes him
with a voice of “thunder, which shook the earth,”
Alma is struck “dumb that he could not open his
mouth” (Mosiah 27:18, 19). After a harrowing
darkness of soul that lasts for three days and three
nights, Alma recovers and immediately begins to
build up the kingdom with the same powers of eloquence and rhetoric that he once used to destroy it,
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albeit they are now magnified by the Spirit so that
he “speaks with the tongues of angels.”
Alma meets Korihor 16 years after this experience. It is ironic that his encounter with Korihor is
immediately preceded by his wish to have the same
power of language and speech of the angel who had
called him to repentance: “O that I were an angel,
and could have the wish of mine
heart, that I might go forth and
speak with the trump of God,
with a voice to shake the earth,
and cry repentance unto every
people! Yea, I would declare unto
every soul, as with the voice of
thunder, repentance and the plan
of redemption” (Alma 29:1–2).
Alma’s use of identical language
and imagery to describe the person he would like to be and to
describe the angel who rebuked
him so many years before (“voice
of thunder,” “shake the earth”)
seems intentional. The narrator
signals with this repetition his design to link the
two experiences and to prepare the reader for the
narrative of Korihor that immediately follows. Alma
wishes for an angelic voice not for his own glory but
so that he “may be an instrument in the hands of
God to bring some soul to repentance” (Alma 30:9).
Ironically, no sooner has he spoken these words
than he becomes this instrument in countering a
man who, as Alma once had done, uses his voice for
his own gain and glory. The seemingly intentional
shift from Alma’s previous wish to “cry repentance
unto every people” to his present wish to “bring
some soul to repentance” prepares us for his encounter with Korihor.
The record tells us that Korihor was “AntiChrist, for he began to preach unto the people
against the prophecies which had been spoken by the
prophets, concerning the coming of Christ” (v. 6).
One can imagine that the sophisticated arguments
that Korihor crafts to persuade people to disbelieve
were similar to those used by Alma as he went about
attempting to destroy the church. Korihor defends
his atheistic philosophy with smooth rhetorical arguments and “great swelling words” (v. 31): “God [is] a
being who never has been seen or known, who never
was nor ever will be” (v. 28).
When Korihor is brought before Alma, who is
28
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now the retired chief judge, Alma confronts him
with his hypocrisy: “Behold, I know that thou believest [in God and that Christ shall come], but thou art
possessed with a lying spirit, and ye have put off the
Spirit of God that it may have no place in you” (v. 42).
Korihor declares he will not believe unless
Alma shows him a sign. After trying fruitlessly
to persuade Korihor to accept
the signs that have already been
shown him (for Alma has his own
vivid memory of the cost of receiving such a sign!), Alma uses the
very sign that had been shown
him when he was rebellious: “This
will I give unto thee for a sign, that
thou shalt be struck dumb, according to my words; . . . that ye shall
no more have utterance” (v. 49). It
is ironic that Alma, who was once
rendered powerless by this sign,
now has the power to invoke it: “I
say, that in the name of God, ye
shall be struck dumb, that ye shall
no more have utterance” (v. 49).
Ironically, as he once led people away from the
church by his words, Korihor now inadvertently
leads them back by his silence. When all the people
“who had believed in the words of Korihor” (v. 57)
see him wordless in Zarahemla, “they [are] all converted again unto the Lord” (v. 58). The irony is compounded when Korihor, a once-powerful man who
earned his living by sophistry and flattery, is reduced
to begging: “Korihor . . . went about from house to
house begging for his food” (v. 56). An ironic twist,
and again one that is characteristic of biblical irony,
is the suggestion that Korihor’s death comes as a
result of his having no voice to cry out when a mob
or a carriage approached, for he was “run upon and
trodden down, even until he was dead” (v. 59).
A final irony is that Korihor was trodden down
and killed while among the Zoramites—because, as
Alma 31 shows, the Zoramites essentially were followers of Korihor who lived and believed what he
had taught. Thus he was killed by one (or, by implication in the passage, a community) of his own. Notice
the parallels here: Korihor reviled “against the priests
and teachers, accusing them of leading away the people after the silly traditions of their fathers” (Alma
30:31), saying: “Ye also say that Christ shall come.
But behold, I say that ye do not know that there shall

be a Christ. And ye say also that he shall be slain for
the sins of the world—and thus ye lead away this
people after the foolish traditions of your fathers” (vv.
26–27). These sentiments are repeated almost immediately in the standardized prayer of the Zoramites:
“Holy God, . . . thou hast made it known unto us that
there shall be no Christ. . . . We also thank thee that
thou hast elected us, that we may
not be led away after the foolish
traditions of our brethren, which
doth bind them down to a belief of
Christ” (Alma 31:16–17). Of course,
the isolation and intellectual elevation of the Zoramites on their
Rameumptom tower (likely patterned after the “very high tower”
that King Noah had built), which
was “a place for standing, which
was high above the head, and the
top thereof would only admit one
person” (v. 13), is a powerful way of
symbolizing hubris.¹⁹
As with similar incidents in the
Old Testament, the message is driven home with a final homiletic: ”Thus we see the end of him [Korihor]
who perverteth the ways of the Lord; and thus we
see that the devil will not support his children at the
last day, but doth speedily drag them down to hell”
(Alma 30:60).

Verbal Irony in the Book of Mormon
In terms of verbal irony, the Nephite text contains examples of most forms of verbal irony distinguished by classical rhetoricians, as outlined in the
New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics,
including—“meiosis and litotes (understatement),
hyperbole (overstatement), antiphrasis (contrast), . . .
chleuasm (mockery); mycterism (the sneer); and mimesis (imitation, especially for the sake of ridicule).”²⁰
Nephi: Fulfilling Lehi’s Hopes for Laman and
Lemuel
We encounter verbal irony very early in the
Nephite narrative when Lehi’s family, after having
left Jerusalem, is camped in a fertile valley. Here
Lehi expresses his hope that Laman will be like
a river, “continually running into the fountain of

all righteousness,” and Lemuel like a valley, “firm
and steadfast, and immovable in keeping the commandments of the Lord” (1 Nephi 2:9–10). Since
the record of the group’s Arabian desert crossing
was made later by Nephi, he would have known that
these descriptions did not fit his older brothers; but
the first-time reader does not yet have enough information to see that such associations are ironic. Thus Nephi sets
up an expectation that his narrative will soon overturn.
Indeed, as the narrative unfolds, we see that Laman seems to
be continually running away from
“the fountain of all righteousness,”
and Lemuel is so inconstant in
“keeping the commandments of
the Lord” that he is more like a
shifting sand dune than a steadfast valley. The irony is deepened
when we realize that Laman and
Lemuel begin acting contrary to
their father’s counsel even before they leave this river valley that he hopes will
symbolically guide their behavior. A further ironic
element is that as the narrative unfolds, it is Nephi
(the younger brother who apparently is left out of
his father’s symbolic invocations) who becomes as
constant as a flowing river and as steadfast and immovable as a valley. Thus Nephi, as a conscious narrator, uses verbal irony in these initial episodes to
establish the dramatic conflict between him and his
brothers that will dominate his people’s history.
Nephi and His Elder Brothers: Knowledge versus
False Knowledge
As this example illustrates, verbal irony consists
of at least two levels of meaning, one of which is
antithetical or contradictory to the first. With verbal irony, the meaning of a word can change from
its initial meaning to a new, even opposite meaning
later on. An example of this is found in 1 Nephi 16
and 17, where the sibling rivalry between Nephi and
his two older brothers reaches one of its many dramatic climaxes. Like earlier and later episodes of fraternal conflict in the book, this one is about power,
but it is also about epistemology, about what one
knows and doesn’t know. The irony one finds in this
episode is actually set up earlier with the emphasis
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on the word know. In 1 Nephi 3:17, Nephi tells us
that his father, Lehi, “knew that Jerusalem must be
destroyed.” In 1 Nephi 4:3, Nephi tries to inspire
Laman and Lemuel to go up to Jerusalem and get
the brass plates by invoking the story of Moses’ delivering the children of Israel from Egyptian bondage through the Red Sea: “Now behold ye know that
this is true; and ye also know that an angel hath spoken unto you; wherefore can ye doubt?”
Knowing how much their hearts are set upon
the riches the family left in Jerusalem, Nephi testifies to his brothers of the destruction of the city:
“And ye shall know at some future period that the
word of the Lord shall be fulfilled concerning the
destruction of Jerusalem” (1 Nephi 7:13). All this is
a prelude to the episode in chapters 16 and 17 where
the words knew and know are repeated numerous
times. In 1 Nephi 16:38, Laman and Lemuel state
declaratively of Nephi’s claims that the Lord has
spoken to him, “We know that he lies.” Later, when
Nephi tries to engage their help in building a ship,
they verbally attack him by saying, “We knew that
you could not construct a ship, for we knew that ye
were lacking in judgment” (1 Nephi 17:19). Laman
and Lemuel blame Nephi for their suffering in the
wilderness and complain that had they stayed in
Jerusalem, “we might have enjoyed our possessions
and the land of our inheritance; yea, and we might
have been happy” (v. 21).
The older brothers next state as knowledge
something they know is false: “And we know that
the people who were in the land of Jerusalem were
a righteous people; for they kept the statutes and
judgments of the Lord, and all his commandments,
according to the law of Moses; wherefore, we know
that they are a righteous people” (v. 22). Since they
have invoked the name of Israel’s great leader,
Nephi recounts the story of Moses and the exodus
from Egypt to confront them with their mistaken
“knowledge.” He does this with a highly sophisticated use of verbal irony. That is, he states what he
knows they cannot deny in order to show that what
they say they know is false:
Now ye know that the children of Israel were
in bondage; and ye know that they were laden
with tasks, which were grievous to be borne;
wherefore, ye know that it must needs be a good
thing for them, that they should be brought out
of bondage. Now ye know that Moses was com30
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manded of the Lord to do that great work; and
ye know that by his word the waters of the Red
Sea were divided hither and thither, and they
passed through on dry ground. But ye know
that the Egyptians were drowned in the Red
Sea, who were the armies of Pharaoh. And ye
also know that they were fed with manna in the
wilderness. Yea, and ye also know that Moses,
by his word according to the power of God
which was in him, smote the rock, and there
came forth water, that the children of Israel
might quench their thirst. . . . And they did
harden their hearts from time to time, and they
did revile against Moses, and also against God;
nevertheless, ye know that they were led forth
by his matchless power into the land of promise. . . . And ye also know that by the power of
his almighty word he can cause the earth that
it shall pass away; yea, and ye know that by his
word he can cause the rough places to be made
smooth, and smooth places shall be broken up.
O, then, why is it, that ye can be so hard in your
hearts? (1 Nephi 17:25–29, 42, 46)

In this short compass, Nephi repeats the word
know 11 times. With wonderful irony, he uses the
word know with regard to himself only twice, in the
middle of his rejoinder: “And now, after all these
things, the time has come that they [the Jews at
Jerusalem] have become wicked, yea, nearly unto
ripeness; and I know not but they are at this day
about to be destroyed; for I know that the day must
surely come that they must be destroyed” (v. 43).
Note that Nephi states the negative before the positive, showing that, unlike his brothers, he does not
claim knowledge that he does not possess, but also
that the knowledge he does have is based on revelation. In this same episode, the Lord tells Nephi that
he “shall know” things that God promises will happen. Later, Nephi learns from his father’s vision that
Jerusalem has indeed been destroyed (2 Nephi 1:4).
This episode ends on another point of irony.
For a brief period, Nephi has such great power that
his brothers realize he could kill them merely by
touching them. The Lord then commands Nephi
to stretch forth his hand and shock them. Laman
and Lemuel then use the word know honestly for
the first time: “We know of a surety that the Lord
is with thee, for we know that it is the power of the
Lord that has shaken us” (1 Nephi 17:55).

What Nephi is doing, of course, is confronting
his brothers with truth that no Israelite could deny:
the miraculous deliverance of the Israelites from
Egyptian bondage, their rebellion against God, and
their eventual arrival in the promised land. He then
uses this great defining moment in Israelite history to
parallel the Nephites’ sojourn in the Arabian desert
and their voyage to their own promised land. By employing the words know/knew 22 times in this short
passage, Nephi dramatically demonstrates the difference between the ways that he and his brothers operate in the world (they are dishonest or, at best, manipulative, while he always acts with integrity) and
also helps the reader see that this small episode is in
reality a microcosm of the entire Book of Mormon
narrative. This episode foreshadows several later
accounts of contests between a righteous man who
testifies of what he truly knows and a false testifier
who says he knows things that he does not know (see
especially the conflicts between Gideon and Nehor,
Alma and Korihor, Amulek and Zeezrom, and Alma
and Amlici—all in the book of Alma).

The Question of Intentional Irony
I contend that such writing as a whole is neither
accidental nor subconscious but rather the product
of a highly sophisticated, creative, organizing intelligence, one steeped not only in the literature and
history of the ancient Hebrews but also in their
cultural psychology as well. In the above scene,
Nephi knows exactly how to position himself. As
he did when he and his brothers first returned to
Jerusalem to obtain the brass plates, in this scene
he invokes Moses and the exodus from Egypt. By
so doing, he completely neutralizes his brothers’ assertions of what they “know.” They could not have
failed to get the message that the Jews at Jerusalem,
like the Egyptians, would be destroyed, just as
Laman and Lemuel would be if they continued
in their rebellious ways; that Nephi was another
Moses; and that the God who delivered their ancestors through the perils of the Red Sea and carried
them over the River Jordan would take them down
to the sea in a ship of their own building and take
them to their own land of promise.
As pointed out earlier, the Book of Mormon is
replete with both verbal and dramatic irony. What
is the source of all this irony? As I said in the be-

ginning, there is little evidence that Joseph Smith
was an ironist; certainly there is no evidence that
he had the rhetorical or expressive skills necessary
to produce the rich variety of irony one finds in the
book he claims to have translated. D. C. Muecke
observed, “An ironist, therefore, is not just like an
artist, but is an artist, governed by the artist’s need
for perfection of form and expression and all ‘the
nameless graces which no methods teach.’”²¹ I contend that this kind of irony cannot be explained
as the result of unconscious genius, absorption of
biblical texts, or automatic writing. The most logical explanation is that the ancient writers of the
Book of Mormon were writing in an ironic tradition that was part of their literary heritage. That
they produced such wonderful examples of biblical
irony should not be surprising. For Joseph Smith
to have written these narratives, especially from
unrehearsed and unrevised oral dictation, is simply
beyond credibility. In fact, it is ironic that someone
as unlettered and unsophisticated as Joseph Smith
was when the Book of Mormon was published could
be credited with being a superb ironist!
As someone who has studied, written about,
and taught ironic texts for the past 35 years, I am
aware that when we discuss irony we are necessarily dealing with matters of perception and interpretation. And yet I cannot escape the fact that the
elements of irony I have discussed in the Book of
Mormon are at least plausibly imbedded in the text.
It is always possible to read too much or too little
into a text, and certainly critics may disagree about
what a particular text means. Nevertheless, the evidence is for me overwhelming that someone made a
number of deliberate, highly sophisticated decisions
in arranging the detail and structure of these narratives. How can one account for their presence in the
text? Of the various possible explanations, both naturalistic and supernaturalistic, the most plausible
for me is not that they that were written by Joseph
Smith or one of his contemporaries, not that they
are the freely composed oral dictations of some “inglorious Milton” living on the edge of the American
frontier, but rather that they are what they claim to
be—authentic ancient stories written in the manner and style reflective of Hebrew and other Near
Eastern influences. !
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