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Breishit chapter 12, verse 8

Breishit chapter 1, verses 27- -30

Breishit chapter 18, verse 21 
Arthur Koestler, in accepting the Sonning Prize, the University of Copenhagen, quoted in the Toronto Globe and Mail (May 6, 1968) page 7

Language promotes communication and understanding within the group, but it also accentuates the differences in traditions and beliefs between groups; it erects barriers between tribes, nations, regions, social classes. The Tower of Babel is an archetypal symbol of the process which turns the blessing into a curse and prevents man from reaching into heaven. According to Margaret Mead, among the two million aborigines in New Guinea, 750 different languages are spoken in 750 different villages which are at permanent war with each other.

Cyrus Gordon, Before Columbus (New York, Crown Publishing, 1971) pages 164 ff.

It is possible that the reports of all the earth having one language (Genesis 11:1) have a historical foundation. The co-existence of one lingua franca and many national tongues is attested at various stages of history. Greek, Latin, French and English have at certain times served as the “one language” for many peoples, and such co-existence is reported also for the pre-Columbian Central America. The loss of a means of international communication must at all times be the prelude to international strife.

Midrash haGadol, Breishit chapter 11, verse 9 (see also Rashi)

Why was the generation of the flood destroyed while that of Babel was merely dispersed? The Babylonians said one to the other: Come, let us build (Breishit 11:4). They worked together, in peace and harmony. This distinguished them from the people of the flood who committed violence against one another and were, therefore, destroyed. The generation of the Tower defied God openly, yet, because they practiced brotherhood towards each other, they were merely scattered.

Rabbi Ovadya ben Ya’acov Seforno

The real crime of the builders was that they tried to impose one religion upon mankind. God prevented this and, by dispersing the peoples, keep alive a variety of idolatries. But he knew that out of this diversity would eventually come a recognition of the Supreme Ruler. 
------------- 

Apocalyse of Baruch (Greek version) 3:5

They drove forth multitudes of both men and women to make bricks; among whom, a woman making bricks was not allowed to be released in the hour of childbirth, but had to give birth while she was making bricks, and carried her child in her apron, and continued to make bricks.

Midrash haGadol, Breishit chapter 11, verse 3

As the Tower grew in height it took a full year to get bricks from the base to the upper stories. Thus bricks became more precious than human life. When a brick slipped and fell the people wept, but when a man fell and died no one paid attention.

------------ 

John Ruskin, Lectures on Architecture and Painting, quoted in Solomon Goldman, In the Beginning (Jewish Publication Society, Philadelphia, 1949) page 518

From that day to this, whenever men have become skillful architects at all, there has been a tendency in them to build high; not in any religious feeling but in mere exuberance of spirit and power – as they dance or sin – with a certain mingling of vanity – like the feeling in which a child builds a tower of cards.
--------------
Don Yitzchak Abarbanel, Commentary on Bereshit Chapter 18

The sin of the generation of Bavel was similar to that of Adam and Cain and his descendants. With the increase of creature comforts and leisure time, they became dissatisfied with the natural bounty provided by God and became interested in improving human techniques, in building cities, in leaving their agricultural life and becoming urbanized, and developing a

highly organized political and social life, imagining this was the goal of mankind, with all the offices, prestige, acquisition of wealth, violence, robbery and bloodshed that they, of necessity, involved—a state of affairs that did not obtain when they lived each one for themselves a pastoral existence. As Solomon said: "God created man upright but they have sought out many inventions." 

The true implication of the text is that, originally, man shared one universal language and all their possessions were common to them all. No man had any private property. Everything was in common, just like their language. But when they engaged in building the city and tower and the invention of artificial works, they forsook their universal brotherhood and established private property, through barter and monopolization prompted by their covetousness to take everyone for himself and say, "Mine is mine and yours is yours." 

Our Rabbis expounded the text "They journeyed from kedem"–they divorced themselves from the first of the world i.e. from the pristine order of the world, from being content with the essential natural products of the universe and went after vanity, in seeking artificial things to satisfy their craving for luxuries. This diverted all of them from knowing Divine truths. The text was accordingly expounded to imply they journeyed away from the Eternal.

דון יצחק אברבנאל, פירוש על התורה, בראשית פרק יח
וְכֵן הָיָה חַטַּאת דּוֹר הַפְּלַגָּה דּוֹמָה לְחֵטְא אָדָם וְקַיִן וּבָנָיו לְפִי שֶׁבִּהְיוֹת לָהֶם רִבּוּי הָעִנְיָנִים הַטִּבְעִיִּים הַהֶכְרֵחִיִּים לְקִיּוּמָם מֵאֵת ה' מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם בִּהְיוֹתָם פְּנוּיִים מִמְּלַאכְתָּם מִכָּל עָמָל וּמוּכָנִים לְהִתְעַסֵק בִּשְׁלֵמוּת נַפְשָׁם לֹא נָחָה דַּעְתָּם בְּמַה שֶּׁהֵכִין לָהֶם בּוֹרְאָם בְּמַתְּנַתּוֹ הָרְחָבָה הַטִּבְעִית וַיְבַקְשׁוּ לִשְׁלוֹחַ יָד וְלָשִׂים כָּל מַחְשְׁבוֹתָם לִמְצֹא הַמְּלָאכוֹת בִּבְנוֹת הָעִיר שֶׁהִיא כּוֹלֶלֶת הַמְּלָאכוֹת כֻּלָּם וּמִגְדָּל בְּתוֹכָהּ כְּדֵי לְהִתְחַבֵּר שָׁם וְלַעֲשׂוֹת עַצְמָם מְדִינִיִּים תַּחַת הֱיוֹתָם בְּנֵי שָׂדֶה בְּחָשְׁבָם שֶׁהַתַּכְלִית הַמְיוּחָד לָהֶם הָיָה הַקִּבּוּץ הַמְּדִינוֹת לְהִתְמַשֵּׁךְ בֵּינֵיהֶם הַשִּׁתּוּף וְהַחֶבְרָה וְשֶׁזּוֹ הַמְעוּלָה
בַּתַּכְלִיתִיוֹת הָאֱנוֹשִׁיּוֹת עִם מַה שֶּׁיִּמָּשֵׁךְ מִזֶּה מֵהֶם מֵהַשֵּׁמוֹת וְהַמְּנוּיִם וְהַמֶּמְשָׁלוֹת וְהַכְּבוֹדוֹת הַדִּמְיוֹנִיּוֹת וְחֶמְדַּת אֲסִיפַת הַקִּנְיָנִים וְהֶחָמָס וְהַגָּזֵל וּשְׁפִיכוּת דָּמִים הַנִּמְשָׁכִים מַה שֶּׁלֹּא הָיָה דָּבָר נִמְצָא מִזֶּה בִּהְיוֹתָם בַּשָּׂדֶה כָּל אֶחָד בִּפְנֵי עַצְמוֹ וּכְמַאֲמַר שְׁלֹמֹה (קֹהֶלֶת ז') הָאֱלֹהִים עָשָׂה אֶת הָאָדָם יָשָׁר וְהֵמָּה בִקְשׁוּ חִשְּׁבוֹנוֹת רַבִּים.... 
וְהַיּוֹתֵר אֲמִתִּי אֶצְלִי בָּזֶה הוּא שֶׁבִּזְמַן הַהוּא הָיָה שָׂפָה אֶחָת רְצוֹנִי לוֹמַר לָשׁוֹן אֶחָד בְּכָל בְּנֵי אָדָם הַנִּבְרֵאת בְּמַעֲשֵׂה בְרֵאשִׁית כּוֹלֶלֶת לְכֻלָּם וְשֶׁכֵּן הָיוּ הַדְּבָרִים הַנִּמְצָאִים אֶצְלָם אֲחָדִים לְכֻלָּם בְּשָׁוֶה כִּי לֹא הָיָה לְאָדָם פְּרָטִי נַחֲלָה וְלֹא דָּבָר אַחֵר פְּרָטִי לְשִׁמּוּשׁוֹ כִּי הַכֹּל הָיָה אֶחָד כּוֹלֵל וְשָׁוֶה כּוּלָם כְּמוֹ הַלָּשׁוֹן וְאָמְנָם כְּשֶׁנָּטוּ לְחִדּוּשׁ הַמְּלָאכוֹת בְּבִנְיַן הָעִיר וְהַמִּגְדָּל הֵסִירוּ עַצְמָן מִן הָאַחֲוָה וְנַעֲשׂוּ הַקִּנְיָנִים וְהַנַּחֲלוֹת פְּרָטִיּוֹת וּבָאוּ לִידֵי חִלּוּף וְיִחוּד מִתּוֹךְ חֶמְדָּתָם לָקַחַת וּלְיַחֵס כָּל אֶחָד לְעַצְמוֹ דְּבָרִים מְיוּחָדִים וְלוֹמַר שֶׁלִּי שֶׁלִּי וְשֶׁלְּךָ שֶׁלָּךְ עַד שֶּמִּפְּנֵי זֶה נִפְרְדוּ אִישׁ מֵאָחִיו....
וַחֲכָמֵינוּ זִכְרוֹנָם לִבְרָכָה (מִדְרָשׁ יַלְקוּט בְּרֵאשִׁית סִימָן סב) דָּרְשׁוּ וַיְהִי בְּנָסְעָם מִקֶּדֶם מִקַּדְמוֹנוֹ שֶׁל עוֹלָם רָצוּ בָזֶה שֶׁנָּסְעוּ מֵהַמִנְהָג הַטִּבְעִי הַקָּדוּם לְהִשְׁתַּמֵּשׁ וּלְהִסְתַּפֵּק בַּדְּרָכִים  הַטִּבְעִיִּים הַהֶכְרֵחִיִּים וַיֵלְכוּ אַחֲרֵי הַהֶבֶל וַיֶּהְבָּלוּ בְּבַקָּשַׁת הַדְּבָרִים הַמְּלָאכוּתִיִּים לְמַלְּאֹת תַּאֲווֹתֵיהֶם בְּמוֹתָרִיּוֹת וּמִפְּנֵי שֶׁבָּזֶה הִטְרִידוּ שִׂכְלָם מִידִיעַת הָאֲמִתִּיּוֹת הָאֱלֹהִיּוֹת לָכֵן דָּרְשׁוּ שֶׁהִסִּיעוּ עַצְמָן מִקַּדְמוֹנוֹ שֶׁל עוֹלָם.
Rabbi Naftali Tzi Yehuda Berlin (Netziv)

…"And its top in the heavens." It does not occur to us that they planned for there to be one city for the whole world, but rather, they reasoned that all of the other cities would be dependent and secondary to that city in which the tower stood. The tower would serve as a lookout point from which to observe to the far lengths of their settlement, [to see to it] that none would be separated in another country. Therefore it needed to have its "top in the

heavens?" “And let us make us a name.” There would be men appointed to watch over

the matter (i.e., to ensure that none break away to form their own country) and military officers would punish one who broke the rules. Otherwise, the tower was of no benefit. All this was because of the concern "lest we spread out over the face of the earth." However, it is necessary to understand what their concern [really] was. So what if a few would leave to [form their own] country? Obviously this is related to "the same speech" (11:1) that existed among them. Since the ideas of human beings are not all the same, they were concerned that no one should leave their way of thinking to adopt (or develop) another. That is why they closely supervised the population to make sure that no one left their settlement. And one who did veer off from "the same speech" that existed among them was sentenced to death by fire,

as they did to Abraham. We see that “the same speech” that existed among them (I.e., the unity that they tried so hard to maintain) turned into a calamity [as evidenced from the fact] that they decided to kill anyone who ceased to think as they did! "So the Lord scattered them…and they ceased to build the city." It does not say [they ceased building] the tower, for even if the tower was built, it was no longer functional in preventing separatism now that their languages had been confused and they could not understand each other. It would be impossible to run a government and to [educate] the people as to what to do [in such a circumstance]. Yet, they still could have willfully agreed to settle together. For this reason the Torah tells us that anyways they completely went their separate ways.

הַעֲמֵק דָּבָר עַל בְּרֵאשִׁית פֶּרֶק יא
(ד) וְרֹאשׁוֹ בַשָּׁמַיִם. זֶה וַדַּאי לֹא יַעֲלֶה עַל הַדַּעַת שֶׁיִּהְיֶה עִיר אַחַת לְכָל הָעוֹלָם אֶלָּא כִּסְבוּרִים שֶׁיִּהְיוּ כָּל הֶעָרִים סְמוּכוֹת וּטְפֵלוֹת לְאוֹתוֹ הָעִיר שֶׁבָּהּ הַמִּגְדָּל וְיִהְיֶה הַמִּגְדָּל לִצְפּוֹת מִמֶּנּוּ לְמֵרָחוֹק אַחַר כָּל הַיִּשׁוּב שֶׁלָּהֶם שֶׁלֹּא יִהְיוּ נִפְרָדִים בְּאֶרֶץ אַחֶרֶת עַל כֵּן נִצְרַךְ שֶׁיִּהְיֶה רֹאשׁוֹ בַשָּמַיִם:

וְנַעֲשֶׂה לָּנוּ שֵׁם. אֲנָשִׁים מַשְׁגִּיחִים וּמְמוּנִים עַל הַדָּבָר וְיִהְיוּ שָׂרֵי צָבָא לְהַעֲנִישׁ אֶת הָעוֹבֵר דִבְלֹא זֶה אֵינוֹ מוֹעִיל הַמִּגְדָּל. כָּל זֶה הָיָה לַחֲשָׁשׁ פֶּן נָפוּץ עַל פְּנֵי כָל הָאָרֶץ. אָמְנָם יֵשׁ לְהָבִין מַה חָשְׁשׁוּ אִם יֵצְאוּ כַמָה לְאֶרֶץ אַחֶרֶת וּמוּבָן שֶׁזֶּה הָיָה שַׁיָּךְ לִדְּבָרִים אֲחָדִים שֶׁהָיָה בֵינֵיהֶם וּבַאֲשֶׁר אֵין דֵּעוֹת בְּנֵי אָדָם שָׁוִים חָשְׁשׁוּ שֶׁלֹּא יֵצְאוּ בְנֵי אָדָם מִדֵּעָה זוֹ וְיִהְיוּ בְמַחֲשָׁבָה אַחֶרֶת עַל כֵּן הָיוּ מַשְׁגִּיחִים שֶׁלֹּא יֵצֵא אִישׁ מֵיִשׁוּב שֶׁלָּהֶם וּמִי שֶׁסָּר מִדְּבָרִים אֲחָדִים שֶׁבֵּינֵיהֶם הָיָה מִשְׁפָּטוֹ לִשְׂרֵיפָה כַּאֲשֶׁר עָשׂוּ לְאַבְרָהָם אָבִינוּ נִמְצָא הָיוּ דְבָרִים אֲחָדִים שֶׁבֵּינֵיהֶם לְרוֹעֵץ שֶׁהֶחְלִיטוּ לַהֲרוֹג אֶת מִי שֶׁלֹּא יַחְשׁוֹב כְּדַעְתָּם.
(ח) וַיָּפֶץ ה' אֹתָם וְגוֹמֵר וַיַּחְדְּלוּ לִבְנֹת הָעִיר. וְלֹא כְּתִיב הַמִּגְדָּל דַּאֲפִילוּ הַיַה נִבְנָה הַמִּגְדָּל הָיָה בָּטֵל תַּכְלִיתוֹ לְהַשְׁגִּיחַ עַל הָאֲנָשִׁים שֶׁנִּבְדָּלִים מִדַּעְתָּם אַחֲרֵי אֲשֶׁר נִתְבַּלְבְּלוּ בִלְשׁוֹנָם וְלֹא יָדְעוּ אִישׁ שְׂפַת רֵעֵהוּ וְאִי אֶפְשָׁר לְהַנְהִיג מֶמְשָׁלָה וּלְהַזְהִיר מַה לַּעֲשׂוֹת אֲבָל עֲדַיִן הָיָה אֶפְשָׁר לְהַסְכִּים בְּרָצוֹן אֶחָד לָשֶׁבֶת יַחַד מִשּׁוּם הָכֵי הוֹדִיעַ הַכָּתוּב שֶׁמִּמֵּילָא נִפְרְדוּ לְגַמְרֵי.
Umberto Cassuto (1949), The Story of the Generation of Division

Despite the fact that the background of the story is Mesopotamian, there is no parallel to it in the Mesopotamian writings, as there is to the accounts of Creation and the Flood and to many other matters in the early sections of the Book of Genesis. Some scholars have, it is true, suggested that the narrative represents a redaction of Mesopotamian material, but this view is pure conjecture....

But there is no need for conjectures, nor should it cause surprise that our story lacks parallels. It is impossible for such parallels to be found among the neighbouring nations, since the narrative is essentially a protest against the concepts and ideas of these peoples. There is no question here of partial opposition restricted to given points, such as we observed in the previous sections; the entire theme is a counterblast. This is not merely a new Israelite recension, a redaction of the traditional material of the ancient East in keeping with Israel's ethos; it represents a polarically opposite attitude to that of the pagan peoples. We have before us a kind of satire on what  appeared to be a thing of beauty and glory in the eyes of the Babylonians, a parody of their customary assertions and narrations. The possibility of
parallels existing in Babylonian literature is thus excluded…. When the Babylonian temple and its tower were first built we do not know for certain; apparently they were erected in the period of Hammurabi (eighteenth to seventeenth century B.C.E.). So proud and boastful of their splendid buildings were the Babylonians of that period that they attributed

them to the gods…. 

Of the high tower only the merest fragment, a portion of the lowest storey, remains, and even this was buried beneath heaps of debris until the expedition of Die deutsche Orient-Gesellshaft, which excavated the ruins of Babylon (1889-1917), uncovered it. Even this relic tends to leave on the observer an amazing impression of a colossal structure. Not without reason was the Tower of Babylon regarded as one of the wonders of the world. There can be no doubt that the Biblical story refers specifically to the city of Babylon and to the ziqqurat Etemenanki therein; it is expressly stated in the Bible (v. 9): Therefore its name (that is, of the city mentioned at the end of the preceding verse) was called Bavel [Babylon]….

This destruction took place in the middle of the sixteenth century B.C.E., and several centuries passed before they began to rebuild the city. Needless to say, during that period the children of Israel remembered the vainglorious bragging of the Babylonians with derision, and it is probable that at this period the Israelites composed satiric poems on the building of the city and its tower. 'You, children of Babylon' - in this, or similar, vein ran the thoughts of the Israelites – "you called your city Bavel – Bab-ili, 'Gate of god", or Bab-ilani "Gate of the gods" - and your tower you designated 'House of the foundation of heaven and earth". You desired that the top of your tower should be in heaven (expressions of this kind are actually found in the Babylonian inscriptions in regard to the structure of the tower), and you did not know that God alone, not a human being, can determine where the "Gate of God" is; nor did you realize that the HEAVENS are the heavens of the Lord, and only the earth hath He given to the children of men. You did not understand that, even if you were to raise the summit of your ziqqurat ever so high, you would not be nearer to Him than when you stand

upon the ground; nor did you comprehend that He who in truth dwells in heaven, if He wishes to take a close look at your lofty tower, must needs come down. You did not consider the fact that you lack strong and durable material, that the nature of your country compels you to use bricks for stone and asphalt for mortar, and hence you could not hope that your buildings would long endure. Your intention was to build for yourselves a gigantic city that would contain all mankind and you forgot that it was God's will to fill the whole earth with human settlements, and that God's plan would surely be realized. Now you have ceased building your city and it lies desolate and in ruins, and the ziqqurat that you built in its midst is only rubble. You were proud of your power, but you should have known that it is forbidden to man to exalt himself, for only the Lord is truly exalted, and the pride of man is regarded by Him as iniquity that leads to his downfall and degradation - a punishment befitting the crime. For this reason your city,which you wished to make into a unified and unique centre for all the peoples of the world, a city in which all tongues were spoken, lies in ruins. On account of this, your dominion was shattered and your families were scattered over the face of the whole earth. Behold, how fitting is the name that you have given to your city! It is true that in your language it expresses glory and pride, but in our idiom it sounds as though it connoted confusion the confusion of tongues heard therein, which caused its destruction and the dispersion of its inhabitants in every direction.'
Benno Jacob (1934), Meaning of the Story
Few stories have been so completely misunderstood. Entitling it the story of "The Tower of Bavel" was already erroneous. If the tower had been the main concern, the conclusion would have read "they left off building the tower", but it is the city which is left unfinished and receives the nickname Bavel. Some claimed that this is a story of an arrogant and conceited generation which like the Titans desired to storm the heavens and God feared that they might dislodge him. The confusion of languages and the dispersion of mankind would be a punishment for human presumption. The story is said to have originated from a mixture of amazement and horror produced in the Israelites, a tribe from the cultureless desert, when they saw the gigantic city of Bavel and its enormous tower.

In reality the characteristic feature of that generation is anxiety and gregariousness. They do not want to penetrate the heavens, but to gather closely on earth for fear of becoming lost. Their dispersion is not a punishment destroying the original unity of mankind. The scattering of one nation is dispersal among others and means loss of its homeland, a misfortune and punishment. The dispersion of mankind over the earth is an unavoidable consequence of their propagation and a fulfillment of the divine blessing: "be fruitful and multiply a 20 nd fill the earth" (1, 28; 9, 7]. Otherwise there would be no need for the creation of so vast and wide an earth. The prophetic vision of the end of time never desires that all men live in one

place and speak one language.

The construction of the gigantic city is an attempt, born of fear, to frustrate the divine plan. God's intention is achieved by thwarting this attempt. The defeat is brought about neither through external means as a collapse of their structure, nor by a prohibition, but in a most ingenious way, by the nature of man which evolves from the character of the undertaking. The attempt at artificial preservation of unity brings forth the variety of human minds

leading to the diversity of languages. God, reason, and nature make the undertaking ridiculous.

The right mood is not anger or wrath as if it were moral depravity, but laughter "he who sits in the heavens laughs" (Psalm 2, 4).

The story condemns extreme centralization reaching its logical conclusion in a single world city with a skyscraper as its symbol; it would lead to gregariousness which feels safe only in crowding together and sees the ultimate goal in bringing all mankind under one tower. In brilliant irony following the pattern of retaliation the place of envisioned concentration becomes, even in its name, the point of dispersion. The gigantic city of Babylon and its temple towers high as the heavens made as little impression on the Bible as the pyramids deemed unworthy of mention although much of the narrative is located in Egypt.
