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The Daughters of the Lamanites and the 

Daughters of Shiloh 

 

In The Book of Mormon and its relationship with the Bible, one of my 

major conclusions was that a significant proportion of the Book of 

Mormon’s use of the Bible was strongly influenced by the themes 

on the title page (namely revelation, the house of Israel, and the 

divinity of Christ). However, as noted in the book itself, these 

themes are not the only subject matter of the Book of Mormon or 

its use of the Bible.1 There are multiple examples in which the use 

of biblical material is influenced by other concerns, of which the 

passage I examine in this article appears to be a significant 

example.  

The stealing of the daughters of the Lamanites (Mosiah 20:1-5) is 

one of a number of ‘parallel narratives’ which seem connected to 

biblical stories.2 In the case of this passage, both Fawn Brodie and 

Alan Goff have compared it to the biblical stealing of the 

daughters of Shiloh in Judges 21:19-23.3 Brodie lists the story as 

                                                     
1  David Richards, The Book of Mormon and its relationship with the Bible, 1st 

Paperback edition (2017), p. 365. Also available as a PDF from 

https://daversramblings.wordpress.com/free-ebook-the-book-of-mormon-

and-its-relationship-with-the-bible/ 
2  Richards, Relationship, pp. 76-78. 
3  Fawn Brodie, No Man Knows My History: The Life of Joseph Smith, the Mormon 

Prophet, 1st ed. (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1963), pp. 62–63; Alan Goff, 

‘The Stealing of the Daughters of the Lamanites’, in Rediscovering the Book of 
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one of several she claims were borrowed from the Bible, while 

Alan Goff, accepting the connection but rejecting Brodie’s charge 

of straightforward plagiarism, argues that the Book of Mormon 

‘makes sophisticated use of the story to make its own point’, which 

he argues is to emphasise the narrators’ disapproval of the 

kidnappers, the priests of King Noah. 

However, before accepting a connection between these two 

passages some closer investigation is warranted. The story of the 

daughters of Shiloh in Judges has been compared with several 

classical examples, including the rape of the Sabine women and 

the Messenian abduction of maidens during the feast of Artemis, 

and so such incidents have been described as a ‘traditional 

pattern’, perhaps reflecting a ‘wife-stealing’ ritual common in 

many cultures.4 Since the story in Mosiah makes no explicit 

reference to that in Judges – indeed, there appears to be no explicit 

reference to the book of Judges anywhere in the Book of Mormon 

– it could easily be argued that this narrative owes more to this 

wider cultural phenomenon rather than to a particular biblical 

episode. Simply asserting that the Mosiah passage is dependent 

upon the Bible, as Brodie does, is insufficient. 

Alan Goff, however, while acknowledging possible similarities to 

the classical episodes, argues in favour of a relationship between 

                                                     

Mormon, ed. by John Sorenson and Melvin Thorne (Salt Lake City; Provo, 

Utah: Deseret Book Co.; FARMS, 1991); Alan Goff, ‘A Hermeneutic of Sacred 

Texts: Historicism, Revisionism, Positivism, and the Bible and Book of 

Mormon’ (unpublished MA Thesis, Brigham Young University, 1989), p. 86. 
4  David Gunn, Judges, Blackwell Bible Commentaries (Malden, Mass.: 

Blackwell, 2005), p. 267; Robert Boling, Judges, The Anchor Bible, [1. ed., 8. 

print]. (New York: Doubleday, 1990), p. 294; Susan Niditch, Judges: A 

Commentary, 1. ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2008), p. 210. 
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the Mosiah and biblical texts on the basis of several key narrative 

similarities.5 This offers a stronger argument for a connection 

between the two passages, for if there is a considerable degree of 

similarity in their narrative details and wording, it is more likely 

that these passages are related. This is true regardless of the 

passage’s historicity: for those who regard the Mosiah passage as 

an account of an actual event (as I do), it should be noted that it is 

entirely possible for the narrator to shape the account in such a 

fashion as to emphasise parallels they consider relevant.6 The first 

step therefore is to evaluate possible points of similarity, including 

Goff’s arguments, to determine how likely a connection between 

Mosiah 20 and Judges 21 actually is. 

Evaluating Points of Similarity 

The two passages are quite brief, and are as follows: 

Judges 21:19-23 

Then they said, Behold, there is a feast of the Lord in Shiloh yearly 

in a place which is on the north side of Beth-el, on the east side of 

the highway that goeth up from Beth-el to Shechem, and on the 

south of Lebonah. 

Therefore they commanded the children of Benjamin, saying, Go 

and lie in wait in the vineyards; 

And see, and, behold, if the daughters of Shiloh come out to dance 

in dances, then come ye out of the vineyards, and catch you every 

man his wife of the daughters of Shiloh, and go to the land of 

Benjamin. 

                                                     
5  Goff, ‘A hermeneutic of sacred texts’, p. 64. 
6  Something that can be readily observed in the present when one looks at 

popular – as opposed to academic – history books. 
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And it shall be, when their fathers or their brethren come unto us 

to complain, that we will say unto them, Be favourable unto them 

for our sakes: because we reserved not to each man his wife in the 

war: for ye did not give unto them at this time, that ye should be 

guilty. 

And the children of Benjamin did so, and took them wives, 

according to their number, of them that danced, whom they 

caught: and they went and returned unto their inheritance, and 

repaired the cities, and dwelt in them. 

 

Mosiah 5:1-5 

Now there was a place in Shemlon where the daughters of the 

Lamanites did gather themselves together to sing, and to dance, 

and to make themselves merry. 

And it came to pass that there was one day a small number of them 

gathered together to sing and to dance. 

And now the priests of king Noah, being ashamed to return to the 

city of Nephi, yea, and also fearing that the people would slay 

them, therefore they durst not return to their wives and their 

children. 

And having tarried in the wilderness, and having discovered the 

daughters of the Lamanites, they laid and watched them; 

And when there were but few of them gathered together to dance, 

they came forth out of their secret places and took them and 

carried them into the wilderness; yea, twenty and four of the 

daughters of the Lamanites they carried into the wilderness. 

These passages appear to share a similar sequence of events:  

1. In each, a group of men – the Benjamite survivors and the 

priests of King Noah – find themselves without wives, 

though for different reasons. 
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2. In both, there is a place where a certain group of maidens, 

the daughters of Shiloh and the daughters of the 

Lamanites, gather regularly to dance. Goff goes further, 

suggesting that these are both ‘ritual contexts’, both fitting 

a pattern of ‘matrimonial dancing festivals’.7 However, 

while Niditch does suggest a connection between the 

Judges account and ‘wife-stealing’ rituals, Goff relies here 

on very specific assumptions regarding the nature of the 

‘feast of the Lord’ (Judges 21:19).8 Yet the Mosiah account 

does not mention any kind of feast at all, simply stating 

that there was a place where the daughters of the 

Lamanites gathered ‘to sing, and to dance, and to make 

themselves merry’ (Mosiah 20:1). 

3. Both groups of men lie in wait before springing their 

ambush. Goff suggests, plausibly, that there is a common 

emphasis on visual elements here: the Benjamites are told 

not only to ‘lie in wait’ but to ‘see, and behold’ (Judges 

21:20-21); the priests of Noah, meanwhile ‘laid and 

watched’ the dancers (Mosiah 20:4).9 

4. Both then spring their ambush, abducting the daughters of 

Shiloh & the Lamanites respectively. In Judges, they are 

specifically noted as becoming the ‘wives’ of their 

kidnappers (Judges 21:23). In the passage in Mosiah this is 

not mentioned, but in a later passage when the priests 

reappear, we likewise find mention of ‘their wives, who 

were the daughters of the Lamanites’ (Mosiah 23:33). 

                                                     
7  Goff, ‘A hermeneutic of sacred texts’, pp. 75-77. 
8  Niditch, Judges, p. 210. 
9  Goff, ‘A hermeneutic of sacred texts’, pp. 77–78. 
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The two narratives thus not only resemble in each other in some 

of their narrative details, but also share a common sequence of 

events: the introduction of the place of dancing, the waiting and 

watching of the kidnappers and then the abduction of the future 

‘wives’. In this respect, the relationship between the two stories 

resembles that which exists between what Robert Alter describes 

as ‘type-scenes’:  

‘The recurrence of the same event – the sameness being definable 

as a fixed sequence of narrative motifs which, however, may be 

presented in a variety of ways and sometimes with ingenious 

variations – is what I have called “type-scene,” and it constitutes a 

central organising convention of biblical narrative.’10 

In contrast, verbal parallels between the two passages appear 

slender. In both cases, the victims are referred to as ‘the daughters 

of’, but this is a common construction in both the Bible and Book 

of Mormon. Both passages use the word ‘dance’ (Judges 21:21; 

Mosiah 5:2) and ‘number’ (Judges 21:23; Mosiah 5:2). There are 

further points of correlation in the instruction to ‘lie in wait’ in 

Judges (21:20) and the description that the priests ‘laid and 

watched’ in Mosiah (20:4), as well as in the note that the Benjamites 

‘returned’ after catching their wives (Judges 21:23) while the 

priests feared to ‘return’ to their families (Mosiah 20:3). These are 

all comparatively brief, however, and may be coincidental. Aside 

from these, there appears to be little noticeable correlation in their 

vocabulary. 

                                                     
10  Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), p. 

181. 
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Yet this assessment changes somewhat when the surrounding 

passages, particularly the preceding war against Benjamin in 

Judges (20:8-48) and the succeeding war against the people of 

Limhi in Mosiah (20:6-26), are taken into account. Thus the ‘liers 

in wait’ (ֹאְרִבים in Judges 20:29,  ֵבֹאר  vv. 33, 36-38) that form a 

prominent part of the war against Benjamin appears to emphasis 

the instruction to the Benjamites to ‘lie in wait’ (ם  Judges ,ֲאַרְבתֶּ

21:20); and the Book of Mormon account’s connection to this to this 

appears to be strengthened when one considers not only the 

description of the action of the priests, but that in the ensuring war 

the people of Limhi ‘laid wait’ for their enemies to ambush them 

(Mosiah 20:8). Likewise a further verbal connection is suggested 

when the ‘liers in wait’ of Judges ‘came forth out of their places’ 

(20:33), just as the priests of Noah ‘came forth out of their secret 

places’ (Mosiah 20:5), a suggestion strengthened by the fact that 

neither phrase occurs elsewhere in the Bible or the Book of 

Mormon. Neither of these is necessarily enough to prove a definite 

connection, but do serve to strengthen an existing case. 

Therefore while some of Goff’s arguments are less convincing, he 

appears to be right that there is some relationship between these 

two narratives. While it is difficult to claim that this relationship is 

proven or certain, especially in light of classical parallels, the 

similar key events, the common sequence of those events and the 

possible shared phrasing between these passages suggests that 

some of the parallels are quite deliberate. 

Differences and Meaning 

However, simply establishing the plausibility of such a connection 

does little to tell us of the nature and meaning of that connection, 

including whether nor not Goff’s interpretation – that is that such 
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parallels serve to emphasise the wickedness of the priests of Noah 

– is correct.11 Adding to the difficulty of investigating this is 

question is the fact that this Book of Mormon passage lacks any 

explicit editorial commentary that might otherwise bear on the 

passage. However, a fruitful approach may be suggested by the 

fact that the relationship between the Book of Mormon and the 

biblical stories resembles that of a type-scene. As Alter points out, 

it is often the differences between narratives employing the same 

type-scene that reveal the significance behind any given 

occurrence: ‘one has to watch for the minute and often revelatory 

changes that a given type-scene undergoes as it passes from one 

character to another.’12 Examining some of the most significant 

differences between these two narratives may therefore help us 

understand the Mosiah text and its reason for drawing upon its 

biblical predecessor. 

There are some differences in detail between the two narratives 

that may, as Alter recognises, be unimportant.13 Such differences 

as the greater specificity in place in the biblical account, the 

difference in numbers kidnapped (two hundred compared to 

twenty-four), and the cause of the gathering (a specific festival in 

Judges, unspecified in Mosiah) may fall into this category. 

Likewise, the Benjamites are specifically instructed to hide in 

vineyards, which may have implications for the festival described 

in Judges, but which omission appears to make little difference to 

the story in Mosiah. Nonetheless, there are several crucial 

differences, particularly in their context, between the two 

                                                     
11  Goff, ‘The Stealing of the Daughters of the Lamanites’; Goff, ‘A hermeneutic 

of sacred texts’, p. 86. 
12  Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 181. 
13  Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, p. 183. Alter here is speaking specifically of 

dialogue, but the same principle applies to type-scenes. 
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narratives that appear to be have significant implications for their 

meaning. These include the identity of the kidnappers, the 

reaction of others to the kidnapping, and the reversal of some of 

the events surrounding the narratives. 

In the biblical narrative, the kidnappers are the last survivors of 

the tribe of Benjamin, part of the six hundred men who survived 

the destruction of the rest of the tribe at the hands of Israel by 

holding out in the rock of Rimmon (Judges 20:47-48). Little is 

mentioned of their background and so it is unknown how much 

they had to do with the events in Gibeah that precipitated the 

whole crisis. Likewise it is left unmentioned whether all were 

unmarried prior to the war against Benjamin, but their post-war 

status is beyond doubt, as ‘the women are destroyed out of 

Benjamin’ (Judges 21:16), and it is this which is of particular 

concern to the congregation and elders of Israel who are desperate 

that ‘a tribe be not destroyed out of Israel’ (21:17) but are bound 

by their oath not to give their own daughters as wives (v. 1). That 

this appears particularly the concern of Israel, rather than the 

Benjaminites, can be seen in the pre-emptive action to sack Jabesh-

gilead and so obtain four hundred wives (v. 7-12), before 

apparently sending messengers to the rock of Rimmon (vv. 13-14). 

Finding themselves two hundred wives short, once again it is the 

‘elders of the congregation’ who ask ‘how shall we do for wives 

for them that remain’ (v. 16) and it is they who ‘commanded’ the 

remainder of the Benjaminites to go and abduct the daughters of 

Shiloh (v. 20). 

In stark contrast, the priests of Noah, the kidnappers in the Book 

of Mormon narrative, are not the only remaining survivors of their 

people, nor are they acting under anyone’s urging or orders, but 

most strikingly are already married and already have children. 
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However they dare not return to ‘their wives and their children’ 

due to ‘being ashamed to return’ and ‘fearing that the people 

would slay them’ (Mosiah 20:3), the former perhaps because they 

abandoned their families (Mosiah 19:11-12) and latter perhaps 

well-grounded since some of the people have already tried to kill 

them after killing the king who appointed them (19:20-21). These 

points underline two substantial differences between the priests of 

Noah and their biblical counterparts. Firstly, their motives are 

thereby implied to be far more dubious: there cannot even be the 

pretence that their act is designed to secure an inheritance and 

perpetuate a tribe. Secondly, much more is known about their 

character prior to the kidnapping than that of the Benjamites, and 

that depiction is not a virtuous one.  

This depiction includes the priests being appointed by a wicked 

king, Noah, who consecrated ‘such as were lifted up in the pride 

of their hearts’ (Mosiah 11:2, 4-5). They are described as lazy, 

idolatrous and engaging in ‘whoredoms’ (11:6) and as teaching 

‘lying and vain words to [the king’s] people’ (v. 11). When 

confronted by a prophet, they seek to accuse him (12:19), and take 

a leading part in putting him to death by fire (17:11-14). All of this 

is prior to their kidnapping of the daughters of the Lamanites, and 

suggests Goff’s interpretation of this passage is flawed. Goff is 

likely correct that the Book of Mormon does seek to contrast 

different figures as a means of offering an implicit moral 

evaluation.14 However, his argument that drawing upon the story 

from Judges is a way for the text to stress the wickedness of the 

                                                     
14  Goff, ‘A hermeneutic of sacred texts’, p. 86. Grant Hardy also argues that the 

Book of Mormon offers parallel narratives as a means of teaching through 

contrast, in Grant Hardy, Understanding the Book of Mormon: A Reader’s Guide 

(Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), pp. 167–70. 
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priests of Noah seems weakened by the fact that it hardly seems 

necessary for the text to do this beyond the point where they burn 

a prophet to death. While Thomas O’Dea’s argument that the Book 

of Mormon deals with ‘good guys’ and ‘bad guys’ is flawed, in this 

case the priests of Noah are indeed far less morally ambiguous 

figures than the Benjaminites are, to the point where it should be 

considered whether the association of the Judges story with the 

priests of Noah is intended to show disapproval for the act within 

the narrative rather than for the priests.15 

Similarly, when we consider the reaction of others in the narrative 

to the kidnappings there is a similar reduction in moral ambiguity 

in the Book of Mormon account. As discussed above, in Judges the 

kidnapping is done at the urging and with the connivance of the 

elders of the congregation. Not only do these elders endorse said 

act, but they likewise have a reply prepared should aggrieved 

fathers and brothers of the daughters of Shiloh complain to them 

(Judges 21:22). No complaint, or response to the elders’ reply is 

recorded, but the apparently peaceful conditions of verses 23 and 

24 imply that, somehow or other, any disgruntled family members 

were appeased. 

The narrator’s position in Judges is also far from clear, leading 

interpreters to adopt a variety of positions. Some, such as Rashi 

and Nicholas of Lyra, attempt to resolve the ethical problem by 

suggesting some form of consent on the part of the women.16 More 

recent commentators such as Robert O’Connell and Stuart Lasine 

                                                     
15  For example, O’Dea misreads his example of Captain Moroni’s accusation of 

Pahoran in Alma 60, failing to note Pahoran’s response in Alma 61 or the fact 

that Pahoran is actually innocent. Thomas O’Dea, The Mormons (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 33. 
16  Gunn, Judges, p. 249. 
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have suggested the narrator does condemn the abductions, either 

by analogy to Benjamin’s ‘sanctioning’ of the events at Gibeah, or 

through irony and humour.17 Others such as Susan Niditch, 

however, have suggested that the narrator, while perhaps 

embarrassed, is intent on conveying the theme of the ‘peace, made 

possible in men’s eyes through the taking of women’, while Robert 

Boling suggests that the narrator’s point is that the ‘evil that men 

do ... could be providentially exploited on this occasion, thanks to 

the quick-witted reasoning of Israel’s elders.’18 Whichever of these 

interpretations is correct, it is clear that the moral evaluation of the 

kidnapping in Judges is not entirely straightforward. 

In contrast, reactions in the Book of Mormon narrative are far 

more violent, for the Lamanites’ ‘angry’ response is to start a war 

against the people of Limhi, who they believe are the guilty party, 

with their king at their head (Mosiah 20:6-7). When the Lamanite 

king is captured and interrogated, he gives the same reasoning for 

the war (v. 15):  

And now the king said: I have broken the oath because thy people 

did carry away the daughters of my people; therefore, in my anger 

I did cause my people to come up to war against thy people. 

Goff suggests, based on the use of the word ‘stolen’ (Mosiah 20:18; 

21:20), that the Lamanites saw this principally as a matter of 

property and their daughters’ value. However, this is undermined 

by the fact that the Lamanite king does not use the word ‘stolen’, 

but rather ‘carry away’ (20:15), the word ‘stolen’ actually being 

                                                     
17  Robert H. O’Connell, The Rhetoric of the Book of Judges (Leiden: Brill, 1996), p. 

262; Gunn, Judges, p. 273. 
18  Niditch, Judges, p. 211; Boling, Judges, p. 294. 
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introduced by Gideon, captain of Limhi’s army and a Nephite.19 

The Book of Mormon elsewhere emphasises that, whatever their 

faults, amongst the Lamanites ‘their husbands love their wives, 

and their wives love their husbands; and their husbands and their 

wives love their children’ (Jacob 3:7), suggesting their outrage is 

genuine.20 

Nor do their Nephite interlocutors reject the seriousness of these 

charges: King Limhi, upon hearing the Lamanite king’s reasons for 

war orders a search amongst his own people to punish the culprits 

(Mosiah 20:16), while Gideon’s plea to Limhi is not to deny the 

seriousness of the offence (‘lay not this thing to their charge’ 

implying its severity, v. 17) but to correctly accuse the vagabond 

priests of the crime (v. 18). Finally, while it is true that when the 

Lamanites subsequently encounter the priests of Noah, they spare 

them and grant them high position (Mosiah 24:1, 4), the priests are 

only initially spared because of the pleading of their Lamanite 

wives (23:33), it being noted that ‘the Lamanites did not destroy 

them [the priests], because of their wives’ (v. 34). 

These reactions implies a far less ambiguous attitude to the 

morality of the kidnapping, and – while there is no explicit 

editorial commentary – the text’s evaluation seems clear. Even the 

initial note that the priests waited until ‘there were but few’ of the 

                                                     
19  Goff, ‘A hermeneutic of sacred texts’, pp. 79–80. On Gideon, it is interesting 

that we see a name shared with a figure from Judges in this passage, but there 

is no obvious connection between the two. Closer investigation may indicate 

otherwise. 
20  In a similar manner, of the small number of speaking or named female 

characters in the Book of Mormon, a majority are Lamanite. None are Nephite. 

That a number of these women are portrayed as righteous suggests it is not 

the Nephite situation that is being portrayed as ideal. 
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daughters of the Lamanites gathered together (20:5) is suggestive, 

implying the girls’ unwillingness by the need for the priests to wait 

until they could overpower them.  

This likewise presents a problem for Goff’s thesis. For an allusion 

to Judges to serve as a means of showing ‘disapproval’ of the 

priests, requires that the account in Judges be seen as portraying 

wickedness with a certain degree of unambiguity; yet not only is 

the position of Judges account unclear, but that of the Mosiah 

passage is far less so. Combined with the existing portrayal of the 

priests of Noah, it is very unlikely that Judges is being alluded to 

in order to add to a negative portrayal of the priests of Noah. Any 

deliberate connection between these two passages must therefore 

have another motivation. 

One possible clue to this motivation lies in another set of 

differences between the two narratives: namely the reversal of 

some of the events surrounding the abductions. Thus, as already 

noted, in the biblical account following the abductions the 

Benjaminites ‘returned unto their inheritance, and repaired the 

cities, and dwelt in them’ (Judges 21:23). In contrast, the priests of 

Noah are noted prior to the kidnapping as ‘being ashamed to 

return to the city of Nephi, yea, and also fearing that the people 

would slay them, therefore they durst not return to their wives 

and their children’ (Mosiah 20:3). The term return serves as an 

interesting point of contrast – the Benjaminites return to their 

home, but the priests of Noah cannot do so, and upon kidnapping 

the daughters of the Lamanites carry ‘them into the wilderness’ 

(Mosiah 20:5). 

Another, more significant, reversal can be seen in the wars 

associated with the kidnappings in both accounts. In Judges, the 
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kidnappings come after a devastating war against Benjamin, and 

are part of a process organised by the elders of the congregation 

to preserve the tribe of Benjamin that apparently leads to peace 

among the tribes of Israel. This point is most strongly argued by 

Niditch who argues that a key theme of the Judges narrative is 

reconciliation through ‘the traffic in women’.21 Even if Niditch’s 

case is regarded as overstated, it seems clear that the abduction in 

Judges occurs in the transition from war to peace. If Niditch is 

correct, it helps create that peace. 

This situation is wholly reversed in the Mosiah narrative, where 

the kidnappings do not create peace but cause a war. Thus in 

comparison with the biblical narrative, the relationship between 

the abductions and the war is inverted: instead of being the 

outcome (or even part of the solution) to the war, it is the cause; 

instead of following a war, it precedes one. Even the course of this 

war may reflect this inversion, for while both the Benjaminites and 

the people of Limhi have initial success (Judges 20:21, 25; Mosiah 

20:11), the latter realise their cause is hopeless, and seek favourable 

terms for capitulation rather than to continue fighting (Mosiah 

20:19-22). In any case, however, the inversion of the relationship 

between the abductions and war can be clearly seen. 

These reversals may emphasise an even larger inversion of events 

when comparing Judges (and 1st Samuel) with Mosiah. Judges is 

dominated by the accounts of the judges, but by the end of the 

book, including the story of the daughters of Shiloh, the transition 

to monarchy described in 1st Samuel appears to be anticipated, 

with the last few sections being framed by variations on the 

statement that ‘in those days there was no king in Israel’ (Judges 

                                                     
21  Niditch, Judges, p. 208. 
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17:6; 18:1; see also 19:1), and the conclusion of the book following 

immediately on our passage being: ‘In those days there was no 

king in Israel: every man did that which was right in his own eyes’ 

(Judges 21:25). The last half of the verse has been understood by 

many as a implying a critical view of the pre-monarchical 

situation, David Gunn observing that ‘readers have often found in 

this framing the story’s theme: absence of sound government’, 

while O’Connell arguing that the rhetorical aim is the 

endorsement of a monarchy espousing particular ideals.22 Others 

have argued against this, Niditch suggesting the lines are ‘more 

neutral allusions’ to Israel’s early history and Marc Brettler 

suggesting these passages specifically endorse a Davidic 

monarchy by engaging in an anti-Saul polemic.23 In any case, 

whatever the intention of the author, many have understood these 

references as pro-monarchical, while the text itself clearly frames 

these narratives with references to the future monarchy. 

This is significant because it is in the book of Mosiah in the Book 

of Mormon that we find the opposite movement: much of the 

narrative of Mosiah is dominated by kings (indeed being named 

after one), but the book concludes with the Nephites choosing a 

new system of government referred to as the ‘reign of the judges’ 

(Mosiah 29:44). Comparing the two passages and including the 

associated wars, we find that while in the biblical narrative ‘there 

was no king in Israel’, the story in Mosiah refers to three kings: the 

late King Noah, the Lamanite king, and King Limhi, Noah’s son 

and more righteous successor. The book concludes in chapter 29 

with King Mosiah, near the end of his reign, urging the adoption 

                                                     
22  Gunn, Judges, p. 249; O’Connell, The Rhetoric of the Book of Judges, p. 266. 
23  Niditch, Judges, p. 191; Marc Brettler, ‘The Book of Judges: Literature as 

Politics’, Journal of Biblical Literature, 108 (1989), pp. 412–13. 
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of a new system of government replacing the kings with judges 

and taking his place as the last Nephite king. 

This change has been seen as a manifestation of pro-democratic 

and particularly American political ideals. O’Dea, for instance, has 

argued that the Book of Mormon ‘consecrates’ democratic 

sentiments and that such democratic and anti-monarchical 

tendencies are grounded in it being ‘obviously an American 

work’.24 Believing readers have likewise coined phrases such as 

the ‘Nephite Republic’.25 However, upon closer examination the 

Nephite political system diverges significantly from such ideals. 

Thus Richard Bushman notes that, while the judges were 

‘appointed by the ‘voice of the people’ (Helaman 1:5) and were to 

‘do your business by the voice of the people’ (Mosiah 29:26), this 

coexisted with an apparent hereditary succession and life tenure.26 

Of the twelve identified chief judges, six (Pahoran the elder; 

Pahoran the younger; Pacumeni; Nephi son of Helaman; the son 

of Cezorum and Lachoneus son of Lachoneus) succeed their father 

or brother (Alma 50:39-40; Helaman 1:2-5; 1:13; 3:37; 6:19; 3 Nephi 

6:19). Of the remainder, one is the first chief judge, two have 

unknown predecessors, two follow abdications and Helaman’s 

predecessor was murdered with ‘no one to fill the judgement-seat’ 

(Helaman 1:21; 2:1). Thus inheritance appears to coexist with some 

form of popular appointment, thus Pacumeni, following his 

brother’s death, is ‘appointed, according to the voice of the people 

... and it was according to his right’ (Helaman 1:13).  

                                                     
24  O’Dea, The Mormons, pp. 25-26, 32. 
25  See, for example, James R. Moss, ‘Six Nephite Judges: A Study in Integrity’, 

The Ensign of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, (September 1977). 
26  Richard Bushman, ‘The Book of Mormon and the American Revolution’, BYU 

Studies, 17 (1976), p. 9. 
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Furthermore, as Bushman observes, the Nephite kings were 

likewise appointed by a similar combination of popular election 

and inheritance.27 Thus Limhi was the son of King Noah, but also 

‘was made a king by the voice of the people’ (Mosiah 7:9, see also 

19:26). Mosiah, before eventually proposing judges, sent a 

message to all his people ‘desiring to know their will concerning 

who should be their king’ (Mosiah 29:1). Whatever the distinction 

is between kings and judges in the Book of Mormon, it is not one 

between hereditary versus popular rule. 

This is not to say that the Nephite system of judges clearly 

resembles any political system seen in Judges either, which has in 

any case been suggested to cover a multitude of ‘different kinds of 

leadership’.28 Yet the choice to call it by the same name seems 

significant, particularly when we consider the grounds upon 

which the new Nephite system is justified. The criticism of 

monarchy, as Bushman remarks, is not 'advocated as a 

fundamental political truth.’29 Indeed, ‘if it were possible that you 

could have just men to be your kings, who would establish the 

laws of God ... if this could always be the case then it would be 

expedient that ye should always have kings to rule over you’ 

(Mosiah 29:13, see also Mosiah 23:8). The problem is that ‘all men 

are not just’ (29:16) and the ‘iniquity’ and ‘great destruction’ that 

can be caused by ‘one wicked king’ (v. 17), who can thus ‘pervert 

the ways of all righteousness’ (v. 23). 

                                                     
27  Bushman, ‘The Book of Mormon and the American Revolution’, p. 15 n.18. 

Bushman also identifies a biblical example of crowning by popular 

acclamation in the Northern Kingdom in 1 Kings 16:16. 
28  Yaira Amit, The Book of Judges: The Art of Editing, Biblical Interpretation Series 

(Leiden: Brill, 1999), XXXVIII, pp. 65–66. 
29  Bushman, ‘The Book of Mormon and the American Revolution’, p. 8. 
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Even apparent democratic arguments, upon inspection, collapse 

into theocratic ones.  So it preferable to ‘do your business by the 

voice of the people’, not because of the virtues of the democratic 

process or self-government, but because ‘it is not common that the 

voice of the people desireth anything contrary to that which is 

right’ (v. 26). And should the time come that ‘the voice of the 

people doth choose iniquity, then is the time that the judgements 

of God will come upon you’ (v. 27). Above all, the comparison 

between judges and kings is not between democracy and 

monarchy, but between rule by God or man, for the judges will 

judge ‘according to the commandments of God. Now it is better 

that a man should be judged of God than of man’ (vv. 11-12). This 

contrast meets biblical parallels, thus Gideon in Judges rejects an 

offer of kingship by declaring: ‘I will not rule over you, neither 

shall my son rule over you: the Lord shall rule over you’ (Judges 

8:23). Likewise in 1st Samuel the people’s demand for a king 

(replacing Samuel as judge) is depicted as rejecting God in favour 

of rule by man (1 Samuel 8:7; 12:12). 

Therefore, while the Nephite judges may not resemble the Israelite 

judges as an institution, the justification for that institution vis-a-

vis monarchy is articulated in the similar terms of rule of God 

compared to rule of man. The choice to use the same term does not 

then seem coincidental, with significant implications for how we 

view the meaning of the story of the stealing of the daughters of 

the Lamanites, compared to the biblical story of the daughters of 

Shiloh.  

If the story of the stealing of the daughters of the Lamanites does 

contain deliberate connections to those of Shiloh, this political 

context – and the plethora of kings (and priests chosen by kings) 

in the narrative in Mosiah – may help emphasise that the 
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institution of the monarchy has not prevented such evils, no 

matter what some readers of Judges may have thought. At the 

same time, the reversal of events around the story calls attention 

to the wider political reversal, from kings back to judges, perhaps 

carrying the suggestion that the coming change is the reversal of a 

historic mistake. 

Conclusion 

While it is difficult to prove a connection to the point of certainty, 

it does seem highly plausible that the account of the stealing of the 

daughters of the Lamanites draws upon that of the daughters of 

Shiloh. However, Goff’s interpretation, that this was a means of 

negatively commenting upon the character of the priests of Noah 

is unlikely, as both the prior character of the kidnappers and the 

act itself are depicted with less moral ambiguity, and greater moral 

clarity, in the Book of Mormon than in its biblical counterpart. 

What purpose then does any deliberate allusion to the stealing of 

the daughters of Shiloh serve? This is harder to determine with 

any certainty, but as discussed above, the discernible reversal of 

events (the priests not returning home, but fleeing into the 

wilderness; the kidnapping bringing not peace, but war) appears 

to emphasise the greater reversal in the book of Mosiah from kings 

back to judges. If Judges 19-21 were taken (as it has by some) as an 

argument for monarchy, alluding this story in Mosiah suggests 

such arguments were flawed: kings have not prevented such 

kidnappings, and the forthcoming return from kings to judges is 

undoing an error. 
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It appears to be a natural human tendency to look towards human 

deliverers. The desire of the ancient Israelites for a king appears to 

be a manifestation of that desire: 

Nevertheless the people refused to obey the voice of Samuel; and 

they said, Nay; but we will have a king over us; 

That we also may be like all the nations; and that our king may 

judge us, and go out before us, and fight our battles. 

(1 Samuel 8:19–20) 

This rejection was not simply of one human political system for 

another, but a rejection of divine authority: 

And the Lord said unto Samuel, Hearken unto the voice of the 

people in all that they say unto thee: for they have not rejected thee, 

but they have rejected me, that I should not reign over them. 

(1 Samuel 8:7) 

Such human deliverers are unreliable, however, as the story of the 

stealing of the daughters of the Lamanites shows. Kings could not 

prevent this episode, and in fact (since the priests were given high 

office by a corrupt king) helped cause it, and many other evils: 

Yea, remember king Noah, his wickedness and his abominations, 

and also the wickedness and abominations of his people. Behold 

what great destruction did come upon them; and also because of 

their iniquities they were brought into bondage. 

(Mosiah 29:18) 

God can and does work through human beings, including kings, 

the book of Mosiah itself opening and closing with two very 

righteous kings. But the book of Mosiah portrays both the dangers 
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of wicked kings, and the futility of trying to find deliverance 

through purely human means (Mosiah 21:1-14). Ultimately it is 

God who delivers, with perhaps the most striking example of this 

in Mosiah 24, where the people of Alma are delivered though 

purely divine means. As Mosiah later states: 

And were it not for the interposition of their all-wise Creator, and 

this because of their sincere repentance, they must unavoidably 

remain in bondage until now. 

But behold, he did deliver them because they did humble 

themselves before him; and because they cried mightily unto him 

he did deliver them out of bondage; and thus doth the Lord work 

with his power in all cases among the children of men, extending 

the arm of mercy towards them that put their trust in him. 

(Mosiah 29:19–20) 

By learning how to humble themselves before God, and seek 

deliverance at his hands, the Nephites thus enabled to undo the 

mistake of their forebears in seeking an earthly king to deliver 

them.  

Few today perhaps seek new kings in the modern sense of the 

term. But this tendency does not seem to be extinguished: in times 

of perceived chaos or crisis, it still seems to be the trend for people 

to seek out “strong men”, even if they are no longer called kings. 

Yet the combined lesson of Judges and Mosiah should surely still 

be the same: such cannot ultimately deliver us. Deliverance can 

ultimately only come, as it did for the Nephites, through humility, 

repentance, and seeking deliverance from the Lord. 
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