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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT NEPHITE LANGUAGE?
“We have written this record according to our knowledge, in the characters which are
called among us the reformed Egyptian, being handed down and altered by us,
according to our manner of speech. And if our plates had been sufficiently large we
should have written in Hebrew; but the Hebrew hath been altered by us also; and …
none other people knoweth our language.”
Mormon 9:32–34
stages of the same language can be completely
undecipherable to contemporary speakers. Old
English from around 1000 years ago, for example, is
mostly unintelligible to modern English speakers
today. So without direct access to Nephite records in
their original language, it is impossible to determine
just how extensive Nephite languages had been altered
and changed. As John L. Sorenson concluded,
“Altogether, these facts mean that we have no idea
what language Mormon was using.”2

THE KNOW
Efforts to understand Nephite language have naturally
focused on Hebrew and Egyptian, since those are the
languages mentioned in the Book of Mormon itself (1
Nephi 1:2; Mormon 9:32–33).1 As productive and
fruitful as these studies have been, it is important to
remember that Nephite language did not remain
stagnate over the course of their history. After assisting
his father in compiling and abridging a nearmillennium worth of Nephite records, Moroni noted
that both their Egyptian and Hebrew had been
“altered” over time, to the point that “none other
people knoweth our language” (Mormon 9:32–34).

In recent decades, research into Native American
languages by linguist Brian D. Stubbs may help clarify
questions about Nephite linguistics. Stubbs is an
established authority on the Uto-Aztecan language
family, which includes around 30 languages spoken by
natives primarily in western Mexico and the

Languages can, and indeed often do, change drastically
over long periods of time, to the point where earlier
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southwestern United States.3 He also has a background
in Semitic and Near Eastern languages, giving him a
rare combination of training in languages from both
the Old and New Worlds.4

corresponding to the Semitic baka(y).13 Again, in each
instance the words and meanings in the two languages
are nearly identical, except for a shift from b in Semitic
to p in Uto-Aztecan.

As Stubbs began to study Uto-Aztecan languages, he
noticed a lot of similarities to the Semitic languages he
had studied previously. In the early stages, he identified
several hundred potential cognates (words having the
same linguistic origin) between Hebrew and UtoAztecan.5 As he continued his studies, the list
expanded to over 1000 potential connections, and he
discovered links to Egyptian as well.6 Finally, after
three decades of research, Stubbs published a
comprehensive study documenting 1528 total
connections between Uto-Aztecan and Semitic or
Egyptian languages.7

The shift from b to p is also evident in the Egyptian
cognates Stubbs found. For instance, in Egyptian sbk
refers to the crocodile and is also the name of the
crocodile god (Sobek). In Uto-Aztecan, the word for
crocodile is reconstructed as supak or sipak.14 Egyptian
bit means bee, while pitV in Uto-Aztecan means bee or
wasp.15 Similarly, bik in Egyptian refers to falcons, and
pik in Uto-Aztecan refers to hawks.16
The presence of two different common and consistent
shifts for the Semitic b (one to kw and another to p),
along with several other details, suggested to Stubbs
that there were two strains of Semitic that influenced
Uto-Aztecan, each with its own set of distinguishing
features. Both appear to be Hebrew, but one (what
Stubbs calls Semitic-p) shows influence from
Aramaic,17 while the other (Semitic-kw) appears to
have Phoenician influence.18 The Egyptian cognates
manifest many of the same consistent sound shifts as
the Semitic-p cognates.19

As impressive as this list is, Stubbs suspected that any
proposal arguing that Old World languages had a
significant impact on a New World language family
would be met with skepticism and resistance. He thus
put forth diligent effort to make sure he applied the
strictest of methodological tools to his studies. For
example, in his long lists of possible cognates, Stubbs
has documented a consistent pattern of sound shifts.
This adds strength to his impressive data because
cognate terms in related languages often exhibit
consistent phonetic changes.

Each component contributes 400–700 (out of the total
1528) potential cognates with Uto-Aztecan. This is
noteworthy because typically only 50–200 cognates are
enough to establish a relationship between two
languages.20 Altogether, Stubbs estimates that
approximately 30–40% of Uto-Aztecan is derived
from Semitic and Egyptian languages,21 which he
argues mixed with the Native American components
of Uto-Aztecan between 2500–3000 years ago.22

For instance, in Uto-Aztecan, Stubbs noticed that the
b sound in Semitic words consistently became kw,
similar to a shift known to occur in other related
languages.8 Thus, the Semitic baka(y), “cry,” relates to
the reconstructed Uto-Aztecan term kweke, which also
means “cry.”9 And the Semitic term bahamat, meaning
“back,” corresponds with the Uto-Aztecan term
kwahami, “back.”10 In each instance and around 40
others, the words and meanings are nearly identical,
and each exhibit a shift from b in Semitic to kw in UtoAztecan.

Significantly, Stubbs finds that recognizing the
presence of creolized Semitic and Egyptian in UtoAztecan resolves seven out of nine persistent,
unanswered questions linguists have about UtoAztecan.23 Thus, this data has the kind of “explanatory
power” that “linguists look for to identify the best
among competing theories to explain what happens in
language.”24

In addition to b shifting to kw, Stubbs found another
strain of Semitic wherein b shifts to p in Uto-Aztecan.
The Semitic root for lightning is baraq, and in UtoAztecan the term for lightning is reconstructed as
perok.11 Uto-Aztecan yasipa, “sit, dwell,” corresponds
with Hebrew yašiba, “sit, dwell.”12 In addition to the
Uto-Aztecan term kweke for “cry,” paka is another
reconstructed word for “cry” in Uto-Aztecan,

THE WHY
Although some linguists have voiced reservations,25
several linguists and other scholars have been
impressed with Brian Stubbs’ thorough work.26 Stubbs
himself recognizes that “a general acceptance among
2

linguists of Uto-Aztecan’s tie to the Near-Eastern
languages will take a while or may never happen.”
Nonetheless, he is confidant “the case of UtoAztecan’s Near-East tie is strong.”27 Even if the data is
sound, Stubbs’ has acknowledged that finding Hebrew
or Egyptian in a Native American language family does
“not necessarily prove the Book of Mormon, since a
Semitic element … could possibly have arrived
independent of Lehi and Mulek.”28

deal with plants and animals, these words may inform
questions about seemingly anachronous plants and
animals in the Book of Mormon.35
In addition to informing readers about certain aspects
of the text, Stubbs’ findings, assuming they are sound,
may be among the more powerful evidences yet found
for the Book of Mormon.36 As Stubbs explained:
The strength of language evidence is that if
enough of it has been preserved to be
documented linguistically, then language is
among the strongest kinds of evidence.
Language families cannot be fabricated.
Written records unearthed in the Americas are
often labeled hoaxes … but language ties,
when apparent, show specific ties from ancient
to modern times, and the thousands of
speakers of the related languages are beyond
fabrication.37

Nevertheless, this data dovetails remarkably well with
what is presented in the Book of Mormon.29 The book
reports the influx of two Semitic-speaking peoples into
the New World, within relatively close geographic
proximity to each other, in the early sixth century BC.
The first group—Lehi and his family—had roots in the
Northern kingdom of Israel (1 Nephi 5:14). Northern
Israel bordered Aramaic speaking regions, which
influenced their dialect of Hebrew.30 This same group
also had knowledge of Egyptian (1 Nephi 1:2). This
could account for the presence of Aramaic-influenced
Hebrew (Semitic-p), plus Egyptian with similar sound
shifts in Uto-Aztecan.

With Stubbs’ formidable publications now on the
table, this evidence has the potential to bring greater
light onto Nephite language, and thus onto the sacred
text of the Book of Mormon.

Less is known about the second group (the people of
Mulek), except that they left from Jerusalem around
the same time as the first, and by the time the two
groups merged (in the second century BC), their
languages were already mutually unintelligible (Omni
1:15–17). Giving careful consideration to subtle clues,
though, Latter-day Saint scholars have suggested that
they came to the New World aboard a Phoenician
vessel.31 This could account for the presence of
Phoenician-influenced Hebrew (Semitic-kw), with
sound shifts independent of the other two strands of
Near Eastern language in Uto-Aztecan.
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Stubbs proposes that Uto-Aztecan may descend from
the Nephite-Mulekite language from around the time
of Alma.32 If that is the case, it can provide what he
calls a “blurry snapshot” of Book of Mormon
language.33 Blurry as it may be, the potential insight this
snapshot can provide into Book of Mormon linguistic
studies has not yet been fully realized.

John L. Sorenson and Brian D. Stubbs, “Was There
Hebrew Language in Ancient America? An Interview
with Brian Stubbs,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 9,
no. 2 (2000): 54–63, 83.
© Book of Mormon Central, 2020

For example, Uto-Aztecan could potentially be used to
supplement studies of Book of Mormon names, which
have been predominantly focused on ancient Near
Eastern languages up to this point.34 Also, since several
of the Semitic and Egyptian cognates in Uto-Aztecan

NOTES
1.

3

For recent examples, see Matthew L. Bowen, Name as KeyWord: Collected Essays on Onomastic Wordplay and the Temple in
Mormon Scripture (Orem, UT: The Interpreter Foundation,
2018); Donald W. Parry, Preserved in Translation: Hebrew and

2.
3.

4.

5.

6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

Other Ancient Literary Forms in the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake
City and Provo, UT: Deseret Book and BYU Religious
Studies Center, 2020).
John L. Sorenson, Mormon’s Codex: An Ancient American Book
(Salt Lake City and Provo, UT: Deseret Book and the Neal
A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship, 2013), 173.
His publications in Uto-Aztecan studies include: Brian Darrel
Stubbs, “The Labial Labyrinth in Uto-Aztecan,” International
Journal of American Linguistics 61, no. 4 (1995): 396–422; Brian
D. Stubbs, “More Palatable Reconstructions for Uto-Aztecan
Palatals,” International Journal of American Linguistics 66, no. 1
(2000): 125–137; Brian D. Stubbs, “The Comparative Value
of Tubar in Uto-Aztecan,” in Uto-Aztecan—Structural,
Temporal, and Geographic Perspectives: Papers in Memory of Wick R.
Miller, ed. Eugene H Casad and Thomas L. Willett
(Hermosillo, Mexico: Universidad de Sonora, 2000), 357–
369; Brian Stubbs, “New Cognate Sets Yield New
Perspectives for Uto-Aztecan Reconstructions,” in Studies in
Uto-Aztecan, ed. Luis M. Barragan and Jason D. Haugen (MIT
Working Papers on Endangered and Less Familiar
Languages, no. 5, 2003), 1–20; Brian D. Stubbs, Uto-Aztecan:
A Comparative Vocabulary (Blanding, UT: Rocky Mountain
Books, 2011). This final publication (the comparative
vocabulary) has been praised as “a monumental contribution,
raising comparative UA to a new level.” See Kenneth C. Hill,
review of Uto-Aztecan: A Comparative Vocabulary, by Brain D.
Stubbs, International Journal of American Linguistics 78, no. 4
(2012): 591–592.
Specifically, Stubbs took Hebrew, Arabic, and Egyptian (as
well as Navajo) as an undergrad at BYU. He then began
graduate work in Semitic studies at the University of Utah
before switching to linguistics, completing an MA with an
emphasis in Uto-Aztecan languages. He then continued
toward a PhD (ABD) in Semitics.
Stubbs’ work was first reported on by FARMS, in December
1987. See “Hebrew and Uto-Aztecan: Possible Linguistic
Connections,” in Reexploring the Book of Mormon: A Decade of
New Research, ed. John W. Welch (Salt Lake City and Provo,
UT: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1992), 279–281. FARMS
made a preliminary report of his work available the following
year, with 206 proposed connections. See Brian Stubbs,
“Elements of Hebrew in Uto-Aztecan: A Summary of the
Data,” FARMS Preliminary Report, 1988.
See Brian Darrel Stubbs, “Looking Over vs. Overlooking
Native American Languages: Let’s Void the Void,” Journal of
Book of Mormon Studies 5, no. 1 (1996): 1–49.
See Brian D. Stubbs, Exploring the Explanatory Power of Semitic
and Egyptian in Uto-Aztecan (Provo, UT: Grover Publications,
2015).
See Stubbs, “Elements of Hebrew,” 7 and Stubbs, “The
Labial Labyrinth,” 396–422 for more technical discussion of
shifts from b or p to kw or gw.
Stubbs, Exploring, 71, no. 24.
Stubbs, Exploring, 68, no. 7.
Stubbs, Exploring, 158, no. 527.
Stubbs, Exploring, 66, no. 3.
Stubbs, Exploring, 71, no. 24.
Stubbs, Exploring, 87, no. 115.
Stubbs, Exploring, 95, no. 141. The capital V at the end of
pitV represents an uncertain vowel.
Stubbs, Exploring, 95, no. 142.
Stubbs, Exploring, 157–302.
Stubbs, Exploring, 65–84.

19. Stubbs, Exploring, 87–156.
20. Stubbs, Exploring, 1, 9.
21. John L. Sorenson and Brian D. Stubbs, “Was There Hebrew
Language in Ancient America? An Interview with Brian
Stubbs,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 9, no. 2 (2000): 57.
22. Brian D. Stubbs, “Answering the Critics in 44 Rebuttal
Points,” Interpreter: A Journal of Latter-day Saint Faith and
Scholarship 37 (2020): 239.
23. Stubbs, Exploring, 303–319.
24. Stubbs, Exploring, 1.
25. For criticisms of Stubbs’ work, see Chris Rogers, “A Review
of the Afro-Asiatic:Uto-Aztecan Proposal,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 28 (2019): 258–259; Magnus Pharao Hansen,
“An Evaluation of the Nahuatl Data in Brian Stubbs’ work
on Afro-Asiatic/Uto-Aztecan,” Nahuatl Studies (blog),
September 12, 2019. Stubbs, “Answering the Critics,” 237–
292, responds to these criticisms. John S. Robertson, “An
American Indian language Family with Middle Eastern
Loanwords: Responding to A Recent Critique,” Interpreter: A
Journal of Latter-day Saint Faith and Scholarship 34 (2019): 1–16
also comes to Stubbs’ defense. See also Brian D. Stubbs and
Joseph M. Spencer, “Historical Linguistics and the Book of
Mormon: An Interview,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 29
(2020): 215–230.
26. David H. Kelley, a Mesoamerican linguist who contributed
to the decipherment of Mayan, looked at a preliminary
version of Stubbs’ analysis, and remarked, “It is the most
interesting and significant piece of research I have seen in
years” (quoted in Stubbs, Exploring, 436). John S. Robertson,
another prominent Mayanist and historical linguist, said, “As
a practitioner of the comparative historical method for 40+
years … I cannot find an easy way to challenge the breadth
and depth of the data” (John S. Robertson, “Exploring
Semitic and Egyptian in Uto-Aztecan Languages,” Interpreter:
A Journal of Mormon Scripture 25 [2017]: 114). Others, such as
Dirk Elzinga, Roger Westcott, and Stephen C. Jett have
likewise been impressed. See Dirk Elzinga, review of
Exploring the Explanatory Power of Semitic and Egyptian in UtoAztecan, by Brain D. Stubbs, BYU Studies Quarterly 55, no. 4
(2016): 172–176; Roger Williams Westcott, “Early Eurasian
Linguistic Links with North America,” in Across Before
Columbus? Evidence for Transoceanic Contact with the Americas Prior
to 1492, ed. Donald Y. Gilmore and Linda S. McElroy
(Edgecomb, ME: New England Antiquities Research
Association, 1998), 195–196; Stephen C. Jett, review of
Exploring the Explanatory Power of Semitic and Egyptian in UtoAztecan, by Brain D. Stubbs, Pre-Columbiana: A Journal of LongDistance Contacts 6, nos. 2–4 (2015–2017): 44–46. Stephen C.
Jett, Ancient Ocean Crossings: Reconsidering the Case for Contacts
with the Pre-Columbian Americas (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of
Alabama, 2017), 346 also positively cites Stubbs’ work.
27. Brain D. Stubbs, Changes in Languages: From Nephi to Now, 2nd
ed. (Blanding, UT: Four Corners Digital Design, 2020), 121.
Stubbs’ abbreviation of Uto-Aztecan to UA has silently been
replaced with the full term.
28. Stubbs, “Looking Over,” 6.
29. Stubbs, Changes in Languages.
30. For example, Gary A. Rendsberg, How the Bible is Written
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2019), 491–500 discusses
“Israelian Hebrew” (Hebrew spoken by northern Israelites),
mentioning and even providing examples of Aramaic
influence.
4

31. See John L. Sorenson, “The ‘Mulekites’,” BYU Studies 30, no.
3 (1990): 6–22.
32. Stubbs, Changes in Languages, 120.
33. Stubbs, Changes in Languages, 9.
34. On this, see the comments in Stubbs, Changes in Languages,
93–103.
35. See Stubbs, Exploring, 338–340 for a list of plant and animal
cognates. Several of these examples involve loan-shifting the
Semitic and Egyptian terms from Old World species to
similar New World species. Jeff Lindsay, “The Next Big
Thing in LDS Apologetics: Strong Semitic and Egyptian
Elements in Uto-Aztecan Languages,” Interpreter: A Journal of
Mormon Scripture 26 (2017): 256–257 explores a similar
possibility with terms related to metallurgy.
36. See Lindsay, “The Next Big Thing,” 227–267.
37. Stubbs, Changes in Languages, 112.

5

