


The parsha of Noach contains two famous 
stories; the flood which G-d brought to 
destroy all living things followed by the 
narrative detailing the building of the 
Tower of Babel. 

The punishment for building the tower 
was for the world’s languages to be 
confused and its inhabitants scattered 
across the earth. Much has been written 
about Noach and the flood, so I shall 
discuss the Tower of Babel, a story which 
has always fascinated me. 

I  would l ike to pose t wo quest ions 
regarding this story:

•	 What was the cr ime committed by 
the tower builders which warranted the 
punishment of being scattered across the 
world? 

•	 Why also was the generation of the 
f lood deser ving of death whilst the 
heretical tower builders were saved but 
simply relocated across the globe?

The Tower of Babel, found at the beginning 
of the eleventh chapter of Bereishit takes 
up just nine verses. This short narrative 
contains several motifs which indicate 
elements of the builders’ crime. 

The Torah tells us that the world originally 
spoke just one language. The world came to 
a universal decision to build a tower which 
would reach the heavens, the purpose of 
which was to make for everyone ‘a name 
lest they be scattered across the world.’ 
However G-d, foreseeing the potential 
catastrophe which would ensue, stopped 
the project and by way of punishment 
scattered everyone across the world, 
giving each person a different language, 
ensuring that such a mass rebellion could 
not easily happen again.  

What was the sin committed 
b y  t h e  t o w e r  b u i l d e r s ? 
Regarding this question the 
Rabbis gave several answers. 
I shall mention a few.  

The Rashbam, wr it ing in 
eleventh centur y France, 
saw the crime of the tower 

builders to be found in their refusal to 
carry out the commandment given to 
the first human, Adam, to ‘go forth and 
multiply and fill the earth.’ (see Bereishit 
1:28) Instead of filling the earth, humanity 
decided instead to remain in one place, 
saying ‘lest we get scattered’. In response 
to their refusal to spread civilisation 
across the earth, G-d, by scattering them, 
ensured that they did indeed inhabit the 
whole world. 

Rabbi Ovadiah Seforno, living in sixteenth 
century Italy, saw the crime to be one of a 
more obvious heresy. The builders wished 
their tower to be a central location from 
which idolatrous rel ig ious author ity 
would rule all peoples. The height of 
the tower, which could be seen by all, 
together with the enormous size of its 
surrounding city would impress upon all 
of humanity the greatness and divinity of 
the leader who ruled from that city and 
tower. From that tower the whole world 
would be controlled and to the tower all 
would turn in prayer. 

The Netziv (Rabbi Naphtali Tzvi Yehudah 
Berlin) writing in the nineteenth century, 
understood the intentions of the tower 
builders in a similar vein. According to the 
Netziv, the builders wished to subjugate 
the world to the authority housed in 
the tower. However, whereas Rabbi 
Ovadiah Seforno saw the tower builders 
wishing to inculcate in all of the world’s 
inhabitants the divinity of the supreme 
leader who ruled from the tower, the 
Netziv saw the regime of the tower 
builders to have been secular in nature. 
The Netziv saw no supreme divine leader 
ruling over all but rather understood that 

the Babel tower builders wished to form 
a totalitarian regime, building a towering 
edifice from which to govern the world. 
Everyone was expected to conform to 
the outlook of the collective. From the 
tower all could be spied upon and holders 
of dissenting opinions easily spotted and 
then killed. The Netziv, though writing 
before the advent of Stalinism, has been 
used to suggest Judaism’s criticism of 
such regimes. 

The Rabbis saw the crime of the tower 
bui lders to be one of rebell ion. The 

Rashbam understood their rebellion to 
have been against G-d’s command to 
fill the world and inhabit all places. For 
the Seforno and Netziv, the heresy was 
the building of a regime which not only 
subjugated all people for unG-dly ends 
but also dealt violently with those who 
held dissenting views. 

Why were these builders scattered for 
their rebellion against G-d, whilst the 
generation of the flood, with the exception 
of Noach, sentenced to death?

The answer to this question is found in 
the commentary of Rashi. (Bereishit 11:9) 
If, asks Rashi, the tower builders rebelled 
against G-d, then surely their sin was 
greater than that of the generation of 
the flood and their punishment stronger? 
Rashi responds with an insight, namely 
that G - d is  angered f ar more when 
humanity shows hatred to one another 
than when heresy is committed against 
His authority. 

Rashi tells us that there was an important 
difference between the two groups. 

The generation of the flood had no wish 
whatsoever to supplant G-d or rebel 
against his authority. Rather those of  

Noach’s generation were violent robbers 
who caused strife amongst each other. 
This hatred amongst humanity had no cure 
and really marked the end of civilisation. 
The only remedy was to start the world 
afresh again, now from Noach and his 
offspring. On the other hand, the tower 
builders’ crime was simply one of holding 
wrong opinions about G - d and their 
position within the scheme of creation. 
As Rashi notes, the builders conducted 
themselves in love and friendship, as the 
Torah says, ‘They were one people and 

had one language’. It was 
indeed wrong to bui ld a 
regime against G-d, however 
it was carried out in unity 
with the aim of bringing all 
of humanity together. Yes, 

heresy against G-d was a serious crime, 
however since humanity was not trying 
to destroy itself there was no reason to 
bring about its destruction. 

The generation of the f lood wished 
to tear civilisation apart, so required 
a  d r a s t i c  p u n i s h m e n t .  T h e  t o w e r 
builders on the other hand, needed re-
education, to remove heretical beliefs. 
The punishment of being scattered and 
having their languages mixed up ensured 
that humanity would now gain a clearer 
perspective on their place in creation and 
understand the authority of G-d in the 
correct way.

The stories of the flood and the Tower 
of Babel, found in parshat Noach, tell 
us of the state of humanity and the 
process of spiritual and moral maturation 
needed before the next phase of history 
could occur. The flood, the scattering of 
humanity and the introduction of many 
languages were all needed to f ix the 
moral and ethical outlook of civilisation. 
Humanit y needed to be readied for 
the next stage of history, namely the 
introduction of Avraham and the ethical 
monotheism of Judaism in the following 
parsha of Lech Lecha.
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