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Abstract

The Tower of Babel narrative describes how the entire world has settled in one
place and has established a city and built a great tower. The people share unity of place,
language. and purpose but their desire to stay united is countered by Yahweh™s desire for
diversity in his creation. My literary exar nation of this 1 ¢ delves into the language and
structure of the narrative which exposes its complexity and artistry. By analyzing these
literary features. it is hoped that the meaning of the narrative is revealed which, in turn.
add nuances to Genesis 1-11 as a whole.

Read on its own. the tower narrative describes a clash between human and divine
wills: the will to remain together against the will for diversity. Yet. when the pericope is
read in its larger context as the ending ot Genesis 1-11 the narrative’s deeper meaning is
revealed. The tower narrative is linked to the Garden of Eden narrative on a variety of
levels. Thematically, the maturation theme as told in the  wrden narrative is. on a
universal scale. related once again in the tower narrative. When seen in this light. the
narrative then relates the positive development of humanity from a single. united group to

the diverse cultures of the world comp™ i1 humanity’s jor >y begun at creation.
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Introduction

The story of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11:1-9 has sparked numerous debates
among biblical scholars. The story begi: by deseribing a world that has one language.
and a people who have settled in the valley of Shinar (Babel). The people. unified by their
language. decide to build a city and a tower in order to "make a name for themselves™ and
to avoid being scattered over the face of the earth (11:4). Yahweh, however, observes this
united group and decides to confuse the people’s language and scatter them over the face
of the carth (11:8). The city is thereatter named “Babel™ (722) for it is there that Yahweh
“confused™ (772) the langu: 2 (11:9),

Although the story can be read as a simple actiology on the origins of different
languages. one question that immediately arises is, what exactly did the people of Babel
do that was so bad? After all. 1s not universal sisterhood/brotherhood a laudable goal for
humanity? Most interpreters. theretore. have tried to understand the nature of the crime
that so irked the deity.

In this thesis. T will argue that there 1s no “sin™ committed at all. Rather than a
story of profound pride, | see the narrative as one of socictal development which
corresponds to the maturation theme found in the Garden of I:den narrative. The tower
narrative relates the story of how society developed from a single, united group to
multiple groups spanning the various nations. just as the garden narrative relates how a
man and woman matured into adults capable of procreation.

My thesis will consist of four chapters: in the first chapter | will discuss a number

of scholarly approaches to Genesis 11:1-9 cach with its own distinctive interpretation of



the narrative: in the second chapter [ will discuss a methodology which promises to shed
new light on the material: in chapter three [ will discuss  new structural arrangement of
the material which will foreground the key verse of the pericope and so offer a prospect
of a new analysis: in the fourth chapter 1 will argue that the carctul language ot the
narrative echoces that of the garden narrative and indicates that the narrative deals with

human development on a universal level.

Chapter One  Recent Scholarship

Most scholars believe that a sin was committed at Babel and that the nature of the
sin is pride: pride is revealed in their speech as well as their actions.  fermann Gunkel,
Umberto Cassuto, Gerhard von Rad, Terence Fretheim. and 1.P. Fokkelman are some of
the scholars who argue that the tower narrative relates a tale ot hubris. Whether the
people of Babel desire a name tor themselves or to build a high tower. the result is the
same: Yahweh punishes them tor their Herculean pride. Others, like Nahum Sarna. also
sees pride in the tale though due to the people’s unwillingness to fill the carth. 1t is the
deliberate thwarting ot his will that causes Yahweh to act and scatter the people across
the carth.

Thus. it is evident that most scholars see the meaning of the text as lving in one
word or phrase. The entire pericope. however, and its place within Genesis. must be
considered in order to ascertain a deeper meaning. As I shall endeavour to show, a close
contextual reading of Genesis 1-11 emphasizes humanity’s unity through their speech and

actions. [ will argue that 1t 1s humanity’s  sire for unity to which Yahweh reacts.
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Chapter Two - Methodology

In this thesis T will employ a literary methodology. Literary criticism is a
relatively new methodology in biblical studies. Although there were some literary studies
in the 1960s and 1970s it did not receive significant attention until the 1980s. Literary
critics emphasize the unity of the text analyzing it as it stands. They pay close attention to
its literary™ features: issues dealing with authorship. historical background or sources are
considered sccondary. Essentially, this method advocates analyzing biblical narrative as
one would another piece of literature.

The minutest of details are deemed important and worthy of analysis in literary
criticism. The author’s use of language down to word choice is believed to have
significance to the point where a single word change could alter the meaning of a
sentence, verse, or entire narrative. Such a close scrutiny of language as used in literary
criticism is indeed relatively new to biblical studics, and it has become obvious that
biblical authors took great care in their use of language. style and structure. These authors
were not just writing stories but creatir  literary art. In the ast when a narrative was
deemed too incoherent for a unified n ning. it was often blamed on the fractured nature
of the text. In literary studies ot biblical narrative, however, the emphasis is placed more
on the reader’s shortcoming rather than the text’s if an adequate meaning 1s not attained.
The onus. theretfore, is on the reader o do the wo  necessary to tully appreciate the
meaning of the text.

The analysis of language is especially important in the tower narrative. The
narrator rehies heavily upon repetition. With the use of this literary construcet the narrator

is able to highlight certain words and phrases which are integral to the overall meaning of

=)



the narrative. It is also with the use of repetition that the narrator connects this narrative
with the Garden of Iiden story. Read on its own, the tower narrative deals with a conflict
of interest between humanity who wishes to remain together in Babel and Yahweh who
strives for diversity and for the carth to be tilled. However. when the na tive 1s read in
the larger context as the conclusion to the Primeval thstory, the tale reflects the
development of humanity on a universal scale. just as the garden narrative deals with
human maturation on a personal scale.

The plot also provides structure  Hr the narrative. The chiastic structure of the
tower narrative functions in a way that contrasts the two sections. The first section
dealing with humanity is countered in the second section by Yahweh who counteracts
what humanity had achieved. Chiastic structures also serve to emphasize the central verse
which here relates Yahweh descending to observe humanity. Once Yahweh descends the
reader becomes aware that change in imminent. Once all of these aspects have been
analyzed., then the reader can evaluate the narrative for significance and draw conclusions

as to its overall meaning.

Chapter Three - Structural Arrangement

In chapter three 1 will describe in detail the structure of Genesis 11:1-9. Thus far |
have concluded that the narrative is characterized by a chiastic structure as follows:
The first 4 sections (A. B, C. D) deal wi humanity where the sense of unity is manifest.
All of humanity is portrayed as having one language ar  together they have migrated to
the east and have settles in Shinar. Here they have dectded to bui” ™ a city and a tower. At

this point Yahwch descends. and the final 4 sections (A", B'. C'. D) deal with the deity’s



reaction to the people. In a systematic reversal of the opening verses Yahweh undocs
what humanity has done.

The narrator uses repetition to emphasize the connection betv o the various
sections that the chiastic structure provides. Therefore. in A and A" we have the repetition
of the word “language™ and the phrase "all the carth™ which appears in A once and A’
twice. Similarly, in B and B' the word “there” is repeated. In both C and €' we see the
word “his friend” as well as the phrase “come let us.” Lastly. in D and D' the verbs “said”
and “make” occur in ¢ach section once in D and twice in D'

Unlike lincar narratives. chiastic structures are designed to draw the reader’s
attention to the central verse whe  often crucial or, at the very least. noteworthy details
are revealed. Thus, section E, wh @ Yahweh descends. lies at the heart of the narrative.
Yahweh's reaction 1s surprising to the ‘cader for nothing in the first four sections
prepared him or her for the drastic nature of the reaction. It is then up to the reader to
decipher the various aspects of the narrative in order to ascertain why Yahweh reacts in
the way that he does. The so-called “clues™ of the narrative which reveal the people of
Babel's motivations for remaining united as well as Yahweh's reaction is the subject of

chapter four.

Chapter Four Universal Development

In the fourth chapter I will try to monstrate that there are five clues in Genesis
11:1-9 that point back to an carlier point in the Primeval History which in turn provide
meanit  to the narrative at hand. It is. therctore.  » Tow  of Babel's place in the larger

narrative of the Primeval History which gives it its ultimate signiticance. Once the
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connection between the Babel story and the Garden of Eden narrative is established. the
significance of the story becomes clear.

The tower narrative can be read on its own as a tale relating the cttorts of
humanity to remain together which directly opposes Yahweh's desire for diversity in his
creation but also a tale relating the universal development of humanity, The association of
the tower narrative with the garden narrative reveal certain nuances which give the tale
added signiticance. The theme of maturation begun in the garden narrative comes 1o a
conclusion in the tower narrative and is  fitting conclusion to the history of humanity
from creation up until the time of Abram. Iumanity has gone from a child-like state in
[:den to acquiring the ability to build great cities like Babel and nations as related in the
Table of Nations. By (re)creating the history ot humanity. the biblical author has placed

not only Abram in context but also the author’s own world.
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Chapter One — Recent Scholarship

According to most critical rescarch on the Tower of Babel narrative (Genesis
11:1-9), the sin of human pride lies at the heart of the narrative. Typically. scholars point
to 11:4 as the major indicator of pride. Here. the inhabitants of Babel say ~come. let us
build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the heavens and let us make for ourselves
a name” (O WO-AwYN 0T R 27 1Y uT-n121 527). Two aspects of this verse have
been used as evidence of pride. namely. the people’s desire to build a tower with its top in
the heavens or their desire for a name. Al ost all scholars discussed below maintain that
pride is the major problem ot the narrative. I hope to show that their interpretations do not
adequately address an important theme of the biblical story.

In 1901, Hermann Gunkel argued at the Tower of Babel is an amalgam of two
separate stories. one about the city and the other about the tower. Gunkel cites several
inconsistencies which he believes to be proot of his theory. These inconsistencies include
the problems of: Yahweh descending twice (11:5 and 11:7); the builders stating two
reasons for building the tower (for fame and to prevent being scattered). and the
discontinuitics between 11:8 and 11:9 (i.c.. in 11:8 Yahweh scatters the people and they
stopped building the city: in 11:9 Yahweh confuses the language and scatters the people).
Gunkel declares, ~all these observations can be most eas interpreted by assuming two
recensions.”!

[For Gunkel. the purpose of both stories was to explain the reason for the diversity
of languages and for the geographic dispersal of people throt hout the carth as well as

" Hermann Gunkel, Genesis. trans. Mark . Biddle (Georgia: Mereer University Press. 1997), 94,



the origin of the name “Babel.” Singe there is no concerete historical evidence which can
answer the questions as to the origin of the diversity of human language as well as the
distribution of humanity throughout the ¢ th, Gunkel argues that stories became the best
way to answer inquisitive questions. Stories are. as he calls them. “a naive answer of the
ancient period to certain questions it fou  important.” Gunkel believes that pride is the
reason for Yahweh's actions in both stories. This is a theme to which many scholars will
return as discussed below.

In the city recension (11:1. 11:3a. THaay. TH6aa 3. 11:7. 11:8b. 11:9a). Gunkel
argues that humanity’s desire for a name is what Yahweh considers to be sinful: only his
name is to be cternal. Since Yahweh sces the source of humanity’s power as centred
around their oneness, he confuses their language to put an end to their arrogant behaviour.
Thus the name “Babel™ will be evidence of their shame rather than proof of their glory. In
the tower narrative (11:2, T1:4aB. bo T1:3b, 11:5. T:6ay. bo 1 8a. 11:9b). it is the tower
itselt that is ¢videncee of human pride. Yahweh looks to the future and sees the tower as a
means by which humanity will be able to storm heaven. His way of establishing lmits on
humanity is by scattering them over the carth. Fhe immensity of the tower is evidence of
human pride. just as the ruins of the unfinished tower illustrates God's judgment on the
sin of humanity.”*

John Skinner agrees with Gunkel in that the text is an amalgam of two stories.” He

sees both primarily as etymological tales depicting human pride. In his 1910 commentary

* 1bid.. 99.

" Ibid.. 100.

" Skinner uses the same verse division as Gunkel except that he places 11:6af in the tower
recension.



on Genesis. he wrote, “its central idea is the ctfort of the restless. scheming, soaring
human mind to transcend its divinely  pointed limitations.™ The basic storvline
originated as a Babylonian tale, but many of the details changed during the process of oral
transmission. The polytheistic elements were removed and the ctymological aspects
involving the name Babel. as well as the origm of geographical disperston and diversity
of languages were incorporated.” He writes, “the stories travelled from land to land. till
they reached Isracl, where, divested of their cruder polytheistic elements, they became the
vehicle of an impressive lesson on the folly of human pride. and the supremacy of Yahwe
in the affairs of men.™’

Most scholars. however. disagree with Gunkel's and Skinner’s theory of a double
recension of the narrative. One of the carliest “literary critics.” Umberto Cassuto,
especially criticized Gunkel's notion of separate “city™ and “tower™ narratives in his 1944
commentary.® He proclaims that Genesis 11:1-9 ~cannot be understood without both
themes.™ For Cassuto. there is nothing sinful about the actions of the people without the
tower narrative, and a tower narrative in tsolation from a city one would have no purpose.
Both structures are necessary to reveal the “sin-of-pride™ theme that Cassuto believes to
be the point of the narrative. Cassuto further notes that the two narratives are linked
idiomatically. The city and the tower narratives are joined with the word ~and™ () as are
the tower and its top (though 1t 1s usu y translated into English by the preposition

*with™). “The tower is included in the concept of the city, and every time the city i1s

* John Skinner. Genesis, 2d ed. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons. 1963). 229,

" SKkinner cites one polytheistic element remaining, when Yahweh savs “lLet us.”

" Skinner. Genesis. 228.

* 1T will deal with an explanation of other biblical literary critics in chapter 2 of the thesis.

P UL Cassuto. 1 Commentary on the Book of Genesis Part H (Jerusalem: Central Press, 1974). 237.
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mentioned the tower is also implied.™"™ I Cassuto. this explains why the word “tower™
is not mentioned in 11:8 as the tower’s inclusion is already presumed.

Cassuto also gives an explanation for the inconsistencies Gunkel cites as
confirmation of the two recensions. What Gunkel deems to be Yahweh descending a
second time in 11:7 is, by Cassuto’s acce 1t, a record of what Yahweh thought betore he
descended. Thus, his speech in 11:6-7 occurs before he descends in 11:5. He reconciles
the inconsistency that Gunkel perecived by arguing that the people state two reasons for
building the tower (for tame and to prevent being scattered). Cassuto maintains that the
people’s desire for a name was periphe 12 it was more a conscquence of the building
rather than a reason for it. For Cassuto. the sentence can be better understood by placing
that phrase in parenthesis as tollows: let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top
in the heavens (and thereby we shall make a name for ourselves), so that we may not be

il
scattered abroad.

Cassuto explains the so-called unrelated phrases in 11:8-9 with
climactic emphasis: the scattering of the people (11:8a) is emphasized by the fact that
they stopped building the city (11:8b). just as the confusion of the languages (11:9a)
emp’ s that humanity  di | rsed (11:9b).

Cassuto’s argument that Gunkel's s wation of the unity of the p - :ope does a
grave injustice to the unity of the text is similar to a point that I wish to make in chapters
three and four and, in this sense. I am in full agreement with him. Where 1 have problems
with Cassuto’s argument is his tendency to reduce the narrative to a story about human

pride.

" Ibid.. 237.
" Ibid.. 243.
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Cassuto argucs that the purposc of the story is to teach two moral lessons. the first and
possibly the more significant of the two being that “boastful pride in material power is
considered sinful in God's eves.”" Evervthing in the story. especially what the builders
say, exhibits pride. Ironically. the tower itselt, perhaps the most visible sign of their pride
for many scholars, 1s not the main subject for Cassuto. 1 fact. he would rather the

narrative be called “the Generation of Division™ rather than the “Tower of Babel.™ As his
alternative nomenclature suggests, the tower is reduced to its proper place as a detail
within the narrative rather than occupying the title role. and alows a more important
aspect within the story (the division of humanity) to be brought to the fore. This division
has to do with the second moral lesson Cassuto believes to be behind the story: that God's
plan will not be interrupted. He cites the fact that, at the end of ¢ story. the tower is not
mentioned along with the city when the author tells us that construction has been halted. "

Cassuto argues that the narrative is essentially a protest against polytheistic
cultures, especially Babyvlonian culture, and 1s therefore lIsraelite in or” 'n. Since the
narrative satirizes Babylonian culture. it could not have begun as a Babylonian tale as
Skinner proclaims. Cassuto writes that the text deseribes the tower or ziqqurat’™ named
Etemenanki. 1e believes that sine  the ruins have been found in Babylon, all agree that
this was the tower referred to by Scripture.”™ 1le notes that the Babylonians were proud

and even boastiul of their structural achievements and that with this tale the biblical

" Ibid.. 225.

" Cassuto does not reconcile the fact that he cites the tower as a mere detail in one argument and
later uses its so-called conspicuous absence in 11:8 as proof of another argument.

" The term is variously spelled “zikkurat” by Skinner and “ziggurat” by later scholars including
von Rad. Fretheim and Blenkinsopp.

*Cassuto. A Commentary, 229. Opinions have changed since his time and most modern scholars
do not believe a specific tower was intended.



author was mocking the other culture because what the Babylonians once gloritied lay in
ruins by the author’s time. Cassuto writes, “during that period the children of Israel
remembered the vainglorious bragging  * the Babylonians with derision. and it is
probable that at this period the Israclites composed satiric poems on the building of the
city and its tower.”™®

It is this attitude which pervades Cassuto’s reading £ the text. e is unable to see
beyond the word "Babel™ (which scems to be synonymous with pride to him) to appreciate
what the biblical text might otherwise be saving. He details the extensive use ot repetition
but believes that the purpose is to emphasize the naming ot “Babel® which he perceives as
the climax of the text.'” He notes the repetition of the letters Beth (2). Lamedh (7). and
Nun (1) in ~let us make bricks™ (27127 73272). “they had bricks™ (71275 27> *nm). ~let us
build ourselves™ (113-7123). “the sons (of men) had built™ (2787 *12 312). “let us confuse™
(722am). “they stopped building™ (397m), and “Babel™ (722). 1 would argue that such
repetition points to the subject that is be 2 repeated, namely the people. Each sentence
deals with the people as a group (us, they. the sons) or. in the case of the phrase “let us
confuse,” which mimics the words of the people and 1 ccts the consequence of their
unity. The pattern of this repetition er ohasizes the “oneness™ of the people and by
maintaining that the sole purpose of the pattern is to lead to the word “Babel™ is. 1 believe.
to miss the pont of the artistry of the text.

Cassuto also points out instances of alliteration but does not discuss the possible

purposc or results of these narrative constructs. Alliteration of the fetter Sin/Shin (2/2)

" Ibid.. 229.
17 en . o . L .
Fokkelman will later see the repetition of the s-m (2-2) sound similarly as a method of
emphasizing the word “heavens™ (2my2).



occurs throughout the text especially in [1:2, 11:4 and 11:7. It we were to look at the
context of these three verses. there does appear to be a connection. In 11:2 the people
scttle in Shinar: this is the beginning of their troubles. Yahweh wants separation but the
people have chosen to unite in one place. In 11:4 they build the tower which is the
physical representation of their unity. Finally, in 11:7 Yahweh confuses their language to
disrupt the unity which he so adamantly opposes. In essence. these three verses are an
abridged version of the narrative complete with an introduction, complication and
resolution. [ see these linguistic details as emphasizing the problem of the people’s unity.
Though Cassuto points out these narrative elements, he does not see what they might be
referring to as he is committed to the theme of pride and the primacy of the word “Babel.”
As Westermann writes of scholars who argue the importance of “Babel™: “both extremes

a Babylonian story or an anti-Babylonian story — fall into the same methodological error:
they make Babylon the theme or centre of the narrative. which it is not.”™"

Another kind of interpretation is otfered by Gerhard von Rad in 1961. Von Rad
maintains that, in the original version of the story. the purpose of the tower was to
facilitate an assault on heaven. As the Yahwist removed this aspect of the story. the sin of
the builders became ambiguous. As such. Yahweh's actions must then be preventive
rather than punitive. Without the sin being clear, one must look at the whole of Genesis 1-
I'l to fully understand the meaning of  » narrative. In fact. for von Rad. the Tower of
Babel has a place of prominence as the conclusion of the Primeval IHistory. When seen in

this light, von Rad argues:

(1P . . . < . . . .
Claus Westermann, Genresis 1-11: 1 Commentary. trans. John 1. Scullion S.J. (Minncapolis:
Augsburg Publishing Housce. 1984). 541.



the multitude of nations [present in chapter 10] indicates not only the manifold

quality of God’s creative power but also a judgment. for the disorder in the

international world. which our narrative regards as the sad conclusion, was not
. N . . . e . . | 9

willed by God but is punishment for the sinful rebellion against God.'

Unlike all the progressively worsening sins committed by individuals in the past. this sin
of rebellion is not countered by Yahweh's forgiveness. For von Rad. the Primeval History
ends with the relationship between the people and God seemingly irreparably damaged:
the reader’s attention is now drawn to the opening of the Patriarchal History to one man
and it is he and his story whom the reader now follows.

Von Rad is quite terse in his commentary on the Tower of Babel and. as such, the
reasoning behind his argument is at times difficult to follow. He writes that the tower
symbolizes the people’s desire for fame: it is the tower in and of itself -- not its height --
that is at issue for von Rad. Neither can an assault on heaven be inferred as it would go
bevond the confines of the text. Von Rad writes, one must:

observe a subtlety of the narrative in the fact that it does not give anythi

unprecedented as the motive for this building. but rather something that lies within

the realm of the human possibility. namely. a combination of their energies on the

o R . N . 20

one hand. and on the other the winning of fame. i.c.. a naive desire to be great.
This desire tor fame constitutes a ellion against God. Von Rad never indicates i what
way the text reveals the people’s desire for fame nor does he clarify why this desire
would be offensive to Yahweh. Yet, von Rad clearly sees Yahweh's actions as punitive
and. therefore. the actions of the people ust be sinful. I would argue that von Rad relies
tern of sin and forgiveness in Genesis 1-11 to

too heavily on what he deems as the |

19 - . . . . . .
Gerhard von Rad. Genesis: A Commentary, trans. John H. Marks (Philadelphia: T'he
Westminster Press. 1972), 152,
“"1bid.. 149,
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explain this episode rather than a close reading of the text where the tower itselt is a
minor aspect. and where textual evidence of the people’s desire for tame is absent.

Nahum Sarna also believes that there was a sin, namely of resisting Yahweh's
commandment to “fill" the carth. In his 1966 commentary on Genesis he writes:

man had fulfilled the part of the divine blessing —be fertile and increase™ — but he

had balked. apparently, at “filling the carth.” The building project was thus a

deliberate attempt to thwart the e cessed will of God. something that would

interfere with the unfolding of the divine scheme of history.™'
He believes that confusing the languages was only a means to an end. the end being the
spread of humanity over the earth.

Sarna denies the idea that the builders™ sin could have been an attempt to storm
heaven. As evidence against this notion | states that nowhere in Scripture 1s it ¢ver
mentioned that such a possibility physically existed. Sarna does not see this story as a
universal one, but a story strictly concerr 1g the Babylonians as told from an ancient
Israclite perspective. e asserts that st¢ ing heaven would have been absurd to the
Babylonians. Furthermore, he notes that the phrase ~its top in the heavens™ (2782 1WXM)
is found ¢lsewhere in the Torah, namely Deut. 1:28 and 9:1, and both verses refer to great
height. It is also. in fact. a common Babylonian phrase and thus its use in this cpisode.
just as the details of the bricks, shows the writer's “intimate knowledge™ of Babylonian
culture.™

Sarna draws the same conclusion for the builders™ desire to make a name for
themselves. This, as we have seen, is one of the reasons why some scholars, such as
*'Nahum Sarna. ( nderstanding Genesis: The Heritage of Biblical Israel (New York: Schocken

Books. 1974). 67.
* Ibid.. 73.



Gunkel and Cassuto. believe that this story exhibits human pride. Sarna. however.
believes it is vet another turn of phrase. On this note, he points out the fact that God’s
promise to make a name for Abram mecans that wanting a name cannot be sinful. Sarna
goes on to show that Babylonian kings would often have their names inscribed in bricks
on the foundation of towers so that they would be remembered as the king who crected
this tower. One of the examples he cites is, “Nebuch:  ezzar, who restored the very
ziqqurat of which the Bible speaks. records in a commemorative inscription, “the

fortifications of Esagila and Babylon [ strengthened, and make an cverlasting name for

23

my reign’.”

Sarna believes the significance of the story is 1o be understood from the actions of
the people of Babel. not their words. They have failed to fill the carth and it is this failure
that prompts Yahweh's action to scatter the people. As we have seen. many scholars have
argued that the people of Babel are guilty of pride (either by wanting a name or by
building a high tower). guilty of an assault on heaven or guilty of neglecting to fill the
earth (a commandment). Pride and inter ing to storm heaven are undeniably sinful. But
for the idea that neglecting to fill the carth is to be regarded as a sin (as Sarna doces). we
must look at the intentions of the peop It they knew of the commandment, then the
deliberate disobedience of it is sinful. However. if they were unaware of the edict. then
how could they be guilty of sin?

Thus, the point of the matter lies in the intention. or knowledge. of the people. It is
not recorded. for example. that the woman was told of the commandment against cating

of the tree of knowledge of  od and cevil vet she seems to know about it in her

“bid.. 74.
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conversation with the serpent, presumably told to her by the man. Furthermore, she was
punished for her choice (indeed more  rshly than the man who was given the
commandment directly). Thus. first-hand knowledge is not necessary to be expected to
follow God’s commandments. Thus, were the people told to fill the carth (as were Adam.
Eve, Noah and his family) through the gen tions. subsequent to Noah and his sons? The
text simply does not provide an answer in regards to whe er the people were aware of
the commandment.

One should notice, however, Yahweh's reaction to the actions of the people of
Babel. Does he react to their actions as it ey were sinful? In fact, Yahweh's speech is
ambiguous. There is no comment on the people’s actions (sinful or otherwise). just a
comment on their being *one” and their future potential as unlimited. Being one’™ is not in
itself morally wrong. As the text does not emphasize the intentions of the people. then |
believe that an assumption is required. Most scholars assume an evil intent and thus deem
their actions as sinful. Though 1 ee with Sarna’s argument that the unity ol humanity is
a problem in Yahweh's eyes, [ see their actions as. at best. unclear.

In his 1969 work, Terance Fretheim also details a pattern of sin. punishment and
what he calls “mercy™ or “blessing™ thre  ghout Genesis 1-11. e argues the Tower of
Babel as a “recapitulation of some of the basic themes of the previous narratives of the
Yahwist.™* Just as Adam and Eve attempted to alter their “creaturely” status by cating the
fruit of knowledge to join the ranks of Yahweh, so the inhabitants of Babel try to alter

their status by building the infamous tower. Fretheim essentially  sees human

*Terance E. Fretheim, Creation, Full and Flood: Studies in Genesis 1-11 (Minnesota: Augsburg
Publishing House, 1969). 123-124.
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independence as the primary sin. le believes that the Yahwist is trying to show that “"man
cannot build a civilization whereby he can maintain his unity and make his name great if
God is left out of the piclurc."zi Flumanity must accept its created status, not try to build a
tower that will reach the heavens. and not try to immortalize their name.

I do not believe that there is an attempt on the part of humanity to alter their place
in the created order in Genesis 3 or the Tower of Babel. Also, a desire tor a name points
to a desire to be remembered more than it docs a desire to be equated with Yahweh.
Similarly. the narrative does not explic v state why building the tower to reach the
heavens expresses such desire to compete with Yahweh. The most significant point which
shows that this interpretation is not justified by the text is Yahweh's speech in reaction to
the builders™ action. He comments on their unity and ever growing ingenuity. This does
not point to an attempted advancement { vards divinity, but merely an opposition to the
divine will of spreading out.

J.P. Fokkelman's 14, J analysis of Genesis 11:1-9 1s arguably the most in depth in
terms of structure. As a result of his exhaustive interpretation, he also believes that the
builders of Babel were guilty of hubris and believes that not only the structure of the
narrative points to this but also the context. He writes. “implicitly they want to penetrate
the strictly divine and become divine themselves. What drives them is hubris.™ He
maintains that the repetition of the words "name’ (ow) and “there’ (22) emphasizes the *s-
m’ sound which brings the word “heavens™ (o) to the fore. This shows that humanity is

not satisfied with the carth and has its eye on the heavens.

= 1bid.. 126.
1P Fokhelman, Nurrarive Art in Genesis: Specimens of Stvlistic and Structural Analvsis, 2d ed.
(England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991). 17.



The word “tower™ (720). he asserts. also points to this same conclusion in that it
would bring the word “great” (773) to mind and shows that humanity ycarns for greatness.
Fokkelman writes, “the very function of this word is to reveal the action and intentions of
the people as fubris.”" The parallel and concentric structures that he outlines signify — at
the punishment humanity receives is proportionate to its crime. In other words. because
humanity fears being scattered, that are scattered. Yahwceh does precisely what the people
fear. namely. he scatters them. Yahweh saw unity of place and language as the source of
their power. This 1s why humanity wanted to remain united and why Yahwceh meted the
punishment he did.

[t is very difficult to arguce with Fokkelman. Iis arguments draw you in and his
findings scem to fit the text. However. upe  closer examination. there is a flaw between
steps and it becomes clear that one argument does not lead to the next. He emphasizes the
repetition of the words “name” (2) and “there™ (aw). but the sole purpose of the pattern is
to draw attention to the word ~heavens™ (o). In turn. “heavens™ is so pregnant with
meaning that humanity’s intentions are found in this single word: indeed. humanity’s
hubris is hiding in this word. Though. when all is said and done. this argument. 1.c.. that
‘the heavens’ refer to pride or that the intent to storm the divine realm. is not new. As |
have pointed out above. the text simply does not justity such an interpretation.™
[n the 1970s Claus Westermann writes that the narrative contains three motifs that

were independent of cach other in the pre-written stage. The three motifs are: the tower

7 Ibid.. 20.

* See sections on Kugel (below) and Gunkel (above). Even Sarna writes that nowhere in Scripture
is such a notion as storming heaven mentioned. let alone conceived of as physically possible. Also. there are
two instances when “top of the heavens™ is used. Deut. 1:28 and 9:1 in both cases they simply refer to great
height. Thus the idiom reterring to pride is unlikely. Sarna, Understanding. 73.
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reaching the heavens: the dispersal of humanity: and the contusion of languages.
According to Westermann. the narrative shows evidence of the individual nature of these
motits. especially in 11:7-8. In 11:7. Yahwch decides to confuse the language of the
people, but the action executed in 11:8 is the dispersal of humanity. This shows that the
two unrelated motifs were incorporated  to a single narrative. Further evidence of the
separate motfs concerns the tower. In 11:4-5. the tower is the dominant feature, but it
then fades into the background never. in fact. to be mentioned again. He writes. it is very
. . . .. . . . W29

striking that God's deciston and its execution has no relation at all to the tower.
Though once independent, these three motits have coalesced and. by the written stage,
they had dissolved into the unity of the tower narrative. Westermann writes:

one must certainly ¢ ec with H. Gunkel and others that 11:1-9 was not shaped in

a single mold and that it shows clear signs of gradual growth. However. the

obvious unity of the narrative in s present form permits the conclusion that the

. . . Ritl

three motits came together and developed in the pre-literary stage.

The original purposes of the dispersal and confusion motifs were ctiological. The
tower motif, on the other hand. originally pointed to the theme that:

humans were no longer satisfied with the limited state of their existence. but

wanted to foree their way into the realm of the gods or God. This was worked

over and adapted in a later stage 1t in such a way as to preserve the basic motit,

- . T oge e 3

that of people overstepping their limits,
Therefore, according to Westermann, the narrative we have today deals with humanity, as
Fretheim put it. trving to alter their created status. There is no discussion of pride or. in
fact, sin of any kind in Westermann's commentary; rather the Tower of Babel portrays

humanity striving to move bevond what it is, perhaps to the level of divinity.

~ Westermann, Genesis, 536.
“Ibid.. 537.
" bid. 552.
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Significantly. Westermann does not believe that the redactor. J. viewed this negatively.,
Westermann writes, [J] has set out the significance of this drive in such a way that it is
not as such reprehensible or directly against God. but appears as something of an
ambitious aspiration that belongs to human beings.”™* Though the people’s desire to go
beyond their cereated limits™ is not hostile or sinful. it is nonetheless dangerous and the
redactor is attempting to show the crror of such an ambition. Rather. humanity must
remain within the level of creation in which it was placed. Yahwceh's action. therefore. is
preventive. For Westermann., Yahweh's desire to divert humanity from this danger is
apparent in verse 11:6 in which Yahweh sces the “danger that has its sceds in these
beginnings.™ It is therefore this negative interpretative of Yahweh's words where |
disagree with Westermann opting rather for a positive reading of what Yahweh deems the
future of humanity to comprise.

In the 1980s. Louis Mauldin. writing. also sketches a pattern of sin. punishment
and grace throughout Genesis 1-11 very ¢ ilar to that of von Rad. He believes that the
sin at Babel was that they wanted “to becc ¢ as God by subjectively making a name, and
thus defining their own essence.™ [ humanity tries to define itsell independently of
God. the Creator responds by scattering them over the face of the carth. Mauldin
continues, “surely such isolation, confusion, and lack of community are the most severe
of punishments.”™ The Babylonians™ sin and punishment is followed by forgiveness.

Though Mauldin’s thematic argument is similar to von Rad’s insofar as they both outline

“ Ibid.. 555,
Ibid.. 555.
" Louis Mauldin, “Sii  darity and a Pattern of Sin, Punishment. and Fo  veness.” Perspectives in
Religions Studies 10 (1983): 48,
" bid.. 49.



a pattern of sin and punishment, Mauldin believes that there is a sign of grace in the tower
episode. Maudlin sces the scattering itselt is redemptive ftor it “prevented man from
continuing the vain attempt to become as God.™ God's torgiveness is further evident by
the gencalogy that follows the incident at Babel in which Abram is introduced.

There are two points on which [ disagree with Mauldin. First. there 1s no textual
cvidence that making a name for onesclf automatically makes one independent of God.
That name could be anything. including ftor example “God’s beloved™. a name which
obviously doces not distinguish one from the deity. 1 do believe that they see themselves as
independent of Yahweh but that is due to ¢ fact that they are the first ones in Genesis
who do not talk to or about God. Their desire for a name does not reflect their
independence of God; it is their silence that does.

Secondly, this desire docs not constitute a sin. It making a name tor oneself is in
no way a declaration of their independence of God. the desire itself cannot be sinful.
Nowhere in the Primeval History does Yahweh demand that humanity rely on him. In the
narrative thus far. he has never demanded anyone’s worship or attention. and therefore a
group wanting a name would not cause his wrath.)” 1le has, of course, made
commandments, the first dealing with the injunction to “be fruitful. multiply. and fill the
sarth™ (repeated to several individuals)., and the sccon  to refrain from cating of a
particular tree. but neither commandment was properly obeved. There were. however. no

instances when he demanded recc  aition.

“Ibid.. 49,
© T'he two instances of sacrifice. first by the brothers Cain and Abel and secondly by Noah were
not divinely decreed but rather the result of human perceptions of divine expectations.
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Thus. if there is no sin. there can be no punishment. Maudlin bases his rcading on
“let us make for ourselves a name™ (o 19-70yN) with the emphasis on “name™ (aw). The
thrust of the narrative. as I shall demonstrate in chapter 3. indicates more that the words
us,” Tourselves.” and “one” are the ones to be emphasized. It 1s not “name’ (as a reflection
of independence) that Yahweh remarks on upon descending to carth. but the fact that the
people are “one™ (X)), God's motivation for scattering the people lics behind this fact of
“oneness.” It is not punishment so much as  is forced submission to his will. Maudlin. in
his attempt to implement his pattern of sin. punishment and forgiveness. neglects to see
whether or not the pattern truly fits the text.

James Kugel's 1998 interpretation goces one step further than the tower exhibiting
excessive pride. He maintains that the purposc of the tower is to facilitate an assault on
heaven and Yahweh himself. Althor 1 the biblical version of the text never mentions the
wish of the builders to ascend to heaven. he cites several ancient texts where it is
explicitly stated that humanity intends to storm the divine recalm. Kugel cites numerous
ancient texts written or compiled  1ging trom the first century B.C.1. to the 5™ century
C.E. e argues that these texts are biblical interpretations and. as such, they are able to
provide ins” "t into how biblical texts were viewed at the time. Kugel writes that his
purpose is “to show how the Bible was interpreted in ancient times and what conclusions

W38

individual interpreters drew about the 0 ning of individual texts.”™ To shed light on

Genesis 11:1-9. he cites Jubilees, Sibyli ¢ Oracles. 3 Baruch. Sanhedrin (Babylonian

* James Kugel, Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible As le Was at the Start of the Common
£ra (Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 1998), 37.



Talmud). Philo’s Questions and Answers, Targum Neophyti, Ephraem’s Nisibene [lvimns
and Doy of Atonement “Ahodah.”

dubilees. a retelling of Genesis. is thought to have been written around 150 B.C.L.
though some. including Kugel. maintain that it was written closer to 200 B.C.I:. The
author’s intention was to clarify the comr indments which were hidden within the stories
of Genesis. The Sibyviline Oracles is a collection of poetic writings all ascribed to a sibyl

HI

compiled from the 2™ century B.C.L. to the Middle Ages. 3 Buruch was written between
the late 1™ century and 2™ century C.E. The Babylonian Talmud is a body of writings
compiled in the 5™ or 6" century C.E. Philo was a Greek-speaking Jew who lived
approximately the same time as Jesus: he believed in an allegorical reading of the Bible.
Targum is the name of the Aramaic  nslation of the Bible. It includes exegetical
expansions and is thought to have been written around ¢ carly 2™ century C.E. Kugel
writes of Lphracm (309-373 C.15.) who wrote the Nisibene Hymmns, “his writings contain
numerous parallels to. and developments of. carlier Jewish motifs.™ Lastly. the Dav of

| -
' century CLE.

Atonement “Abodah is the latest of all these texts, dated later than the 3
Kugel argues that since all of the texts have a similar interpretation of the biblical
narrative. then the overall analysis that they provide must be an accurate one.

Juhilees 10:19 and Sibyvlline O ey 3:99-100 both discuss simply going up to
heaven without any specitic objective mentioned: 3 Baruch 3:7-8 relates how the builders
of the tower want to pierce the heavens in order to determine what material it is composed
of: and h. Sanhedrin 109a mentions striking the heavens to cause water to flow. As we

“ Ibid.. 228-9.
" Ibid.. 915.



can see, a clear connection between these  :xts and our narrative scems to be lacking as
the biblical version never reveals the wish of the builders to ascend to heaven. More
importantly. humanity in these four texts do not have hostile intentions towards heaven or
Yahweh which i1s of course what Ko ] argues 1s the proper interpretation of the
narrative.

The last tour texts. Questions and Answers, Targum Neophvii. Nisibene Hymny
and " hodah. all detail a tower constructed in order to facilitate an assault on heaven.
These texts make clear the intentions of the people. which not only disambiguates
Yahweh's actions but also justifics the punishment. Thus. the question becomes: is there a
connection between Genesis and these texts (or the traditions behind them) and it so. can
we therefore assume comparable contexts? In other words. do these texts truly clarity the
biblical narrative as Kugel claims? The . orah is considered to have been in written form
by Ezra's time in the 5™ century B.C.E. but the traditions would have been in existence
for centuries beforchand.? Of these four texts which clearly state the hostile intentions of
humanity towards the deity, Philo’s Questions und Answers is the closest in age being
written four ¢enturies afler the tinal redaction of the Torah: AAboduh. the oldest of these
texts. was written about a 1.000 years after the Torah was in its tinal form. Therefore. do
these texts truly reveal the inner meaning of the biblical narrative. or did the assault-on-
heaven interpretation develop centuries later to be first recorded by Philo? 1 agree with

Cassuto who writes, “the later Haggada enlarged the content of the story and depicted an

" Joseph Blenkinsopp. The Pentateuch: An tntroduction to the First Five Books of the Bible
(Toronto: Doubleday. 1992). 10. For the dati ot the Torah. see both Skinner’s and Gunkel’s introductory
sections in their commentaries on Genesis.



attempt by human beings to rise in actual revolt against the Lord and storm heaven. but
this does not represent the real meaning of the text.™*

Morcover, if storming the heavens is what is at issuce, why is the narrative not
more explicit? It such an inference is to be drawn by the idea of building a tower up to
heaven, then why did the other texts state the builders™ intention directly? Also. it a war
against Yahweh was the intention. is the punishment sufticient? Would Yahweh merely
have scattered the people if they were planning to attack him? Atfter all, Yahwch
destroved the world and all living things not lucky e¢nough to be granted access to the ark
due to systemic human violence. Would Yahweh here simply react to people intent on
attacking him with dispersion? Lastly, would an account dealing with such hostility on
the part of humanity be completely lacking in all tell tale terms (cvil. corrupt. violent)? It
would seem that such a maximized  ding of the tower narrative is inappropriate. As a
result. it would seem that relying on the text as it stands is the best course of action.
Without the context added by the other sources. T would suggest that the biblical version
does not warrant such an interpretation.

In the same year, Severino Croatto comes to the same conclusion as Fretheim, i.c.
that humanity was punished for its attempt to become like God. Croatto, as Fretheim, sees
the Tower of Babel as comparable to Genesis 3 d. in both cases. Yahweh™s actions
were not only punitive but also preventive. In Adam and Eve’s case. the couple was
exiled from Eden in order to prevent them from adding immortality to the omniscience
they acquired by cating the fruit of the forbidden tree. Croatto argues that in the Tower of

Babel narrative humanity is capable of becoming like God. as evidenced by Yahweh's

42 . R
Cassuto. A Conuaentary. B
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words in 11:6. Croatto maintains that Yahwch feared what humanity was capable of and,
though the narrative does not outline what these capabilities may be. the biblical author
certainly had an exact idea of what is meant by Yahweh's words. Croatto deseribes it as
“the infinity of power™ and compares it to how Job describes Yahweh.™

I.caving aside Croatto’s rather naive understanding of authorial intention here (sce
chapter 2 below), he tends to anthropomorphize the deity far too much. Though Yahwceh
is often portrayed as anthropomorphic (walking in the garden. talking with various
people. feeling sorrow) one would be  ard-pressed to find evidence that Yahweh is
fearful. To ascribe fear to Yahweh is going beyond the confines of the text. It Yahwceh
had rcason to fear what humanity might become. he might not have planted the tree of
knowledge. It is extremely difficult to believe that the ancient Israclites entertained the
notion that Yahwch. the creator of the cosmos no less. was prone to attack or ¢ven
accessible to humans without his knowledge or permission. Yahweh's statement that
‘now nothing will be impossible for them™ does not suggest attaining divine status. but
that all that humanity is capable of is alrcady in sight. If more were implied. then
scattering the population would not ha  been sufficient in deterring this newly attained
power. In Genesis 3. Yahweh cuts oft vy possibility that humanity could have access to
the tree of life and further alter their er  led status. Here. however, he merely scatters the
people. This of course leaves room for unity to prevail again and for “infinite power” to be

once more at hand. Suffice it to say. Yahweh's words simply do not suggest the fear that

). Severino Croatto, A Reading of the Story of the Tower of Babel from the Perspective
of Non-ldentity : Genesis H:1-9 in the Context of Its Production.” in Teaching the Bible: The Discourses
and Politics of Biblical Pedugogy. eds. Fernando Segovia and Mary Ann Tolbert (New York: Orbis Books,
1998). 213.



Croatto reads in them. If there were an anthropomorphic emotion emanating from the
words. it would be Yahweh's annoyanee at humanity's ubiguitous opposition to following
his will of separation.

Aron Pinker is among the small minority of scholars who believe that the people
of Babel have not committed a sin. In 1999, he maintains that the key to understanding
the narrative lies in God's speech. Pinker sees the story of the Tower of Babel in a
positive light and essentially says that it is often human nature to automatically see things
from a negative point of view. Ilc asks that if the traditional explanations for the dispersal
(- de or resistance to filling the carth) were actually committed. sins that are considered
grave. then why was the punishment so mild? Lven though the builders™ did fear this
outcome, it 1s still not a ha * reprimand. His view is that 11:6 is to be taken as evidence

of God’s pleasure over the accomplishments of humanity. Tle writes, “greatly pleased.
God then stops the building of the city, 1d disperses them 1o use their skills to build
more cities. to fill His world with people and civilization.™ 1T will also argue for a
positive interpretation in the final chapter.

Johnson Lim. like Sarna. believes at the sin of the people lies in their deliberate
rebellion against the divine mandate to fill the carth. In his 2002 work, Lim sces their
unity as power and their nature. as revea  throt out Genesis F-11, as inherently sinful.
Hle believes that ~God's statement in 11:6 may allude to Gen. 6:5 concerning the

depravity of the human heart.™ As such, Yahweh's action was preventive, to stop

* Aron Pinker, “The Tower of Babel: God’s Towering Pride,” Jowish Bible Quarterly 27 (1999):
97.

S Johnson Lim, Grace in the Midst of . 'ement: Grappling with Geaesis 1-11 (New York: Walter
de Gruyter, 2002). 182,




humanity from doing something disastrous. Lim. like von Rad. I'retheim. and Mauldin.
maintains that there is a pattern of sin and grace/fo “veness depicted in the Primeval
. RIS . . . ..
History.™ Confusing the language of the  ople and scattering them across the carth is. in
Lim’s view, an act of grace as Yahweh  ould just as easily have destroved them. Lim
specifies their sin as:
an attempt to sccure their own future in isolation [rom the world. that inward
concern for self preservation places the rest of creation at risk. This is also
contrary to and a direct challenge to God’s commandment to fill and populate the
47
carth.
Whercas other scholars have chosen « o particular deed as sinful (tower. name. or
defiance). Lim believes them to be guilty of all of th - above: their tower exhibits rivalry,
their desire for a name reveals hubris, and their unity exposes their contempt of the
commandment to {ill the carth.
Lim points out the way in which the author has emphasized the unity of the people
through repetition, and maintains that the purpose of this repetition is to show their
. . 48 . . - . N
disobedience.™ The tower and the people’s desire for a name add to the sin of
disobedience. The tower expresses a direct challenge  the deity and the desire for a
. . ~ . PO “ . Q) . -
name is evidence of hubris as it is an “attempt to usurp God’s place.”™ Lim points out

that though they wanted a nar  their desire would remain unfulfilled which is seen in

“ All the scholars noted believe the sin depicted in the Tower of Babel episode is matched by
grace'forgiveness except for von Rad who belicves one must wait for the beginning of the Patriarchal
History and the introduction of Abram for evidence of the next instance of divine grace.

ULim, Grace, 183.

" As T will discuss in chapter three. the word “one is repeated four times. the phrase all the carth’
appears five times. a repetition which emphasizes the unity of the people.

Y Lim. Grace. 185.
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contrast to the narrative that immediately tollows where Yahwceh promises to make a
name for Abram.™

[.im also discusses the verbal link  ¢s between this episode and the creation
narrative. The terms “man’ (27X). “heavens™ w) and “one™ (nX /ank) appear in both as
well as the thematie connection where the commandment to fill the carth appears in the
creation narrative and its fulfillment occurs in the present pericope. The verbal link to Eve
is arguably stronger with seven words in common including “find", “cast’, “see’. “head’,
“build’. "make’. and ‘name’. However, Lim neglects to draw any conclusions for these
similarities between biblical narratives. merely noting the commonalities.™

Though 1 share Lim’s belicef that the reason behind Yahweh's action against the
people of Babel is to disrupt their unity. 1 do not see their actions as sinful. as a deliberate
attempt to impede Yahweh's will of separation as discussed above. e states that their
unity amounts to sclf-preservation and it puts the rest of creation at risk. For self-
preservation (o be a negative attribute. 1+ self=preservation must be at the expense of
others. But the people of Babel constitute the entire population of the world. The biblical
narrative’s language emphasizes the universality of the people. theretore there is no one
¢lse to harm by such preservatic  As stated when discussing Sarna above., the intentions

3

of the people do not seem to harbour any “flagrant rebellion™ as Lim calls it. Rather.

they seem unaware of any divine mandate and as such cannot be guilty of any deliberate
act of rebellion.

' Ibid.. 185.

' Other verbal links between the Tower and creation narratives will be brought up by Kikawada
who presents a compelling arcument. In chapter three I will similarly point out verbal links between the
Fower and garden narratives.

Y bid.. 184,



From this brief analysis of critical rescarch on Genesis 11:1-9. there remains many
unanswered questions. Gunkel and Skinner, in secing the text as an amalgam ol two
distinet stories. tail to see the unity of the text which | believe is inte; 1l (o its meaning.
Cassuto. though he ns many ins” s mto the narrative through a close reading.
concludes that the narrative refers to Babylomans because of the details of the
construction techniques along with the r - 1e "Babel™ rel »d in 11:9. As such. he reads a
context of pride which does not adequately address the theme of the pericope. Von Rad.
Sarna and Lim all sce the sin of the bu lers as resistance to divine will. Since the text
never reveals whether or not the people of Babel knew of the commandment to fill the
sarth, this knowledge must be assumed if they are to be deemed gui  of disobedience.
Since the actions of the people seem to lack any rebellious nature, and the fact that
Yahweh's reaction which correspondingly seems to lack any sign of rebuke. [ maintain
that the people of Babel had no knowled : of any commandment.

Irethetm and Croatto both go bevond the confines of ¢ text with their
interpretations. Fretheim, who maintains that humanity is trying to alter its created status
and Croatto who believes that Yahweh's actions are driven by fear of - umanity’s ultimate
achievements neither have any textual evidence to support their theories. Maudlin, who
details a pattern of sin and punishment throughout Genesis 1-11. places the Tower of
Babel as its denouement. As cach sin depicted in Genesis 1-11 worsens progressively.
then the sin as well as the punishment in the Tower of Babel must be the height of human
sin. Yet Mauldin fails to show how the so-called sin could be more severe than that
committed by the generation of the flood, or how the pec. ¢ being scat  ed could be

worse than the flood. Kugel  d Fokkelman both rely too heavily on the word “heavens.”



For them, it is this word alone that clarifies the meaning of the text. For Kugel. “heavens®
shows humanity’s forthcoming assault ar  for Fokkelman, “heavens™ exhibits pride.
Thus. it is cvident that most scholars see the meaning of the text as lving in one
word or phrase. The builders wanting a “name’ thus points to pride: bi - ding the tower to
the “top of the heavens™ refers to an assault on the divine realm or again to pride. But
meaning cannot be so narrow. There are no other indications in the arrative that they
were sinful, whether the sin lies in pride or resistance to filling the carth. There is
certainly no textual evidence for an assault on heaven. The entire pericope. as well as its
place within Genesis. must be considered in order to ascertain the meaning. As | shall
endeavour to show, a ¢lose conte  ual e ling of Genesis 1-11 will en  hasize humanity’s
unity through both their speech and actions. This kind of “literary™ reading. one which
takes into account the larger context of the narrative. will be the subjects of chapters 3
and 4. For the present, however, | must first explain what is meant by a “literary™ reading.

This will be the subject of chapter 2.



Chapter 2 - Methodology

In order to avoid fragmenting the text as has been so often the case in studies of
Genesis 1-11. 1 will interpret the text as a unifted whole by employing a literary
methodology. Literary criticism is a  rly recent methodology in biblical studics.
Although there were some literary studies in the 1960s (James Mutlenberg, 15 M. Good).
and in the 1970s (J. P. Fokkelman, David Gunn. David Clines). it did not receive
significant attention until the 1980s. During this decade. many scholars. including Lyle
Eslinger, David Jobling, Robert Alter and Shimon Bar-Efrat. applied this method to the
Bible and developed some fascinating insights into the text. Literary criticism has now
gained some distinction in biblical studies and many scholars have © own that it is not
only a worthy method of interpretation. but that it has much to offer the field of biblical
studies. Regarding the future of the methodology. Gunn wrote:

There are many of us who look forward to the introductory textbook which

radically reverses the present priority and consistently (and logically) places

literary questions — which might iclude. in the case of narrative texts, attention to

structure, plot, informational gaps, redundancy, allusion. mectaphor. modes of

speech. point of view. irony — ahead of questions of history and development.™
Though literary criticism has not gain  primacy over historical ¢1 cism at this point.
there certainly has been an influx of books in the past decade on the subject which scems
to be an indication of the enormous interest in literary studics of the Bible.

Literary critics arc concerned mainly with the unity of the text as it stands. and

pay close attention to its “literary™ features: questions concerning authorship. historical

T David M. Gunn. "New D tions in the Study of Biblical Hebrew Narrative.™ in Bevond
Form Criticism: Exvavs in Old Testament Literary Criticism. ed. Paul R. House. (Indiana: Eisenbrauns.
1992), 413.
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background or sources are deemed less important to the overall meaning of the narrative.
With this method, one analyzes biblical narrative as one would another piece of

. 39 . . -
literature.™  As Robert Alter writes. we must “attend more finely to the complex. tersely

<33

expressive details of the biblical text.™ Thus one closely examinges the text for patterns

. . . . L. 3¢
including structure. alliteration and repetition.™

Paul House writes that literary criticism arose out of the necessity for a new way
to examine biblical narratives. For House, the historical-critical method can only go so far
in analvzing the literary problems in the text. and that further historical analysis would
only reveal more of the same. While this argument is probably overstated. House does
make a good point that a historical analysis often misses subtle nuances of meaning: he
writes, ~an overemphasis on historical detail cost readers a proper understanding ot plot,
theme. and character.”™ By scarching for what the Bible can illuminate about the history
of the period through historical analysis. its narrative meaning could be overlooked.

Similarly. source criticism can “divide and atomize texts... |but such analysis]

*Many literary scholars. such as Alter. Barton. Clines. Gunn, and Fewell ¢ made strong
advances in understanding the narrative art of the Bible. See Robert Alter. The Art of Biblical Narrative
(New York: Basic Books Inc.. 1981): Shimon U -Efvat. Narrative Art in the Bible (Georgia: Almond
Press. 1989): John Barton. Reading the Ola . _stament: Method in Biblical Studyv (London: Darton
Longman and Todd. 1984); David M. Gunn and Danna Nolan Few  Narrative Art in the Hebrew Bible
(Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1993); David J.A. Clines. "Story and Poem: The Old Testament as
Literature and as Scripture.”™ in Bevond Form Criticism: Essavs in Old Testament Literary Criticism, ed.
Paul R. House (Indiana: Eisenbrauns. 1992), 25-38.

fi Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Nurrative (New York: Basic Books Inc.. 1981). 20.

 James Muilenburg, an early literary critic, wrote. “a responsible and proper articulation of the
words in their linguistic patterns and in their precise fo ulations will reveal to us the texture and fabric and
the writer’s thought. not only what it is that he thinks, but as he thinks it.” James Muilenburg, “Form
Criticism and Beyond,” in Bevond Form Criticism: Essavy in Old Testament Literary Criticism, ed. Paul R
House (Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1992). 56.

¥ Paul R. House. = The Rise and Current Status of Li - ry Criticism of the Old Testament.™ in
Bevond Form Criticism: Essayvs in Old Testament Literary Criticism. ed. Paul R. House (Indiana:
LZisenbrauns, 1992). 3.
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obscures|[s] the unity of large and small texts alike.™ L rary criticism. on the other
hand. examines the text in its final form. “What a literary approach offers.” writes Kim
lan Parker:

is a way in which the integrity of the narrative can be preserved and understanding

can be attained without recourse to textual dissection. Contradictions  and

inconsistencies are viewed as part of a deliberate narrative strategy rather than as

“inelegance™ on the part of the authors.™
Therefore, not only is the structure of a pericope integral to meaning. but cach sentence
and indeed ceven the author’s word choice plays a role in the final form of the biblical
narrative adding to or even creating context. As Shimon Bar Efrat writes. "if a sentencee
were to be modified slightly. for exi aple, by using a synonym. by changing a
grammatical form or by altering the ¢ ler of the words. the style (and with it the precise
meaning) would be affected.™™ Thus, when analyzing a text using this methodology.

very detail is considered significant and contributes to the meaning ¢ the narrative as a
unit.

Parker writes that the shift from historical criticism to literary criticism is “to shift
the emphasis tfrom the past (what the text might have meant to the original audience or
author/editor) to the present (what the text means to the reader todav).”™®' It is very
difficult, it not impossible. to know what the author’s intentions were. This is
compounded by the fact that millennia  ave passed since the author’s death creating not
only a temporal chasm but a cultural o1 as well. Literary criticism, — erefore. focuses on
o _f" Ibid.. »__ o

" Kim lan Parker. Wisdom and Lo in the Reign of Solomon (Queenston: The Edwin Mellen
Press. 1992), 21,

" Shimon Bar-Efvat, Narrative Art in the Bible (Georgia: Almond Press. 1989). 198,
“Uparker, Wisdom, 15,
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the text as it stands today. rather than delving into the ancient past. When readers find
texts, especially the Bible, difficult to understand it may not necessarily be due to the
incoherence or fragmentary nature of the text but the lack of the imagination of the
reader.® Therefore. “the incoherence detected in the narrative by historical-critical
scholarship is not the tailure of the text to explain the historical realities adequately. but.
rather, the failure of the interpreter to explain the subtleties and nuances of the text.™

How. then, do we discover the meaning of the text? Parker ma  .ains. “there is no
definitive correspondence between what e writer intends and what the finished product
turns out to be. Meaning is best determined by the word themscelves, rather than by
authorial intention.”®" It is. then. the reader who sheds light on the meaning of the text. In
order to ascertain this meaning, the reader must pay close attention to the details of the
text. The reader must make his or her interpretation fit these details rather than making
the text fit any preconceived notion. Readerly bias is expected but the reader must control
this and remain open-minded until the text has been read and all ¢ details revealed
before a conclusive analysis can be reac od. As Parker writes, ~a “valid™ interpretation is
the result of the interpreter’s ability to construct a hypothesis that accounts for the greatest
amount of detail in the narrative unit.”™*

Many literary critics, including J. P. Fokkelman, Yairah Amit. Shlomith Rimmon-
Kenan and Edgar McKnight discuss the role of the rcader in interpretation. In

Fokkelman's view, the text only comes alive when it is in the hands of a reader.

= Many historical crit nning with Gunhel, view the Bible as fragmentary .
“* Parker, Wisdom. 20.
" bid.. 29.

“*Ibid.. 37.



[Fokkelman maintains that the biblical authors knew that their texts would outlive them
and they. therefore. made the texts capable of standing on their own. Fokkelman writes.
“as products of a deliberate and meticulous des™ ing intelligence they have been cratted
1o speak for themselves. provided there is a competent reader listening closely. They are.
after some training on our part. extremely able to reveal and explain themselves.™
Authors. theretore. fortitied their texts with clues requiring nothing more an an attentive
reader to decipher them and reveal its mear g,

Shiomith Rimmon-Kenan also gives a detailed discussion of the text and reader.
Her view of the text, similar to Fokkelman, 1s that it:

develops in the reader a specific competence needed to come to grips with it, often

inducing him to char : his previous conceptions and modify his outlook. The

rcader is thus both an 1mage of a certain competence brought to the text and a

structuring of such a competence within the text.”’
Rimmon-Kenan notes how the text reveals its story in a lincar fashion therefore
controlling what information the reader knows at cach point in the progression of the
story. The tendency for the reader to cling to the details that are revealed at the beginning
of the text she calls the “primacy ceffect.” She writes, “texts can encourage the reader’s
tendency to comply with the primacy cffect by constantly rei Hreing the initial
impressions, but on the whole they induce the reader to modify or replace the original
conjectures.” Since the reader cannot  aderstand the text until the entire text has been

read, readers can therefore hold on to certain misconceptions throughout the text only to

Oty

J. P Fokkelman, Reading Biblical Narrative: An Inproductory Guide, trans. Incke Smit
(Kentucky : Westminster John Knox Press. 1999), 21,

" Shiomith Rimmon-Kenan. Nurrative Fiction: Contemporary Poctics (New York:
Methuen, 1983), 118.

" 1bid.. 120.



be given vital information at the end which reverses the text’s meaning completely. This
is a way for a text. or perhaps the narrator, to develop suspense and dramatice irony. The
recency effect.” on the other hand. “encourages the reader to assimilate all previous
- . . Y g - . . ) . . i
information to the item presented last.”™ This way. the reader constantly alters his or her
notions of the meaning of the text. and changing the meaning to fit the latest detail 1t
reveals. Rimmon-Kenan's view of the text and reader shows the intricate relationship
between the two. showing a reciprocity that is integral in - ot only to the reading process
but. more importantly, in determining the meaning of the text. She concludes by writing:

From this perspective, reading can be scen as a continuous process ot torming

hypothescs. reinforcing them, developing them, modifyving them. and sometimes

replacing them by others or dropping them : ogether. It should be noted.
however, that even rejected hy;)olhcscs may continue exercis g some influence
- . 0

on the reader’s comprehension.

Thus. we can see that reading is far from a passive activity. The reader 1s responsible for
recognizing the details provided by the text. interpreting them correctly. and when
necessary, altering their notions when th - ext shows them to be prem e,

Fokkelman believes that the issues being focused on in the past two centuries,
including questions regarding authorial intention and sources. were being “asked by Bible
scholars who had no id >t the unique mode of beit of the Hiteri | text. and who never

. - . N 7]
got around to training themselves in the conventions and rules of the texts themselves.,
For literary eritics who analyze the text as literary art. these conventions and rules teach
the reader how to discover meaning in the text. Without this knowledge. only the surface

of the text will be visible,

" bid.. 120,
“ibid. 121
" Fokkehman. Reading. 26.



To delve below the surface, we must examine the literary devices used by the
biblical authors, devices which are still used to this dayv. These deviees iclude character,
narrator. language, and plot. 1 will exami cach aspect in turn and show their relevance
to the Tower of Babel narrative. 1 will discuss the distinction between {lat and round
characters and the way in which characte ation is revealed, i.e. either directly (when the
narrator relates the necessary information about a character) or indirectly (by way of
action or speech). Furthermore. T will examine the narrator in terms of reliability or
unreliability as well as his ncutrality. I will study language through the repetition of
words and sounds. Lastlv, [ will also look at the way in wilich plot patterns present
themscelves (chiastic or concentric structi s) which will foreground certain aspects of the

narrative that the narrator wants to cmphasize.

Character

The notion of examining characters within biblical narrative was perhaps the most
difficult aspect for literary critics to advance. As David Gunn and Danna [Fewell point
out. there had been an uneasiness regarding biblical characters whose behaviour could be
scrutimzed. The view “that biblical 1" ature is unsophisticated and thus unconcerned
with the intricacies of human thought and behavior™ has only within the last few decades
b i to be seen as inadequate.” Thus. the behaviour. intentions. and motivations of
characters are now being examined and new meanmings ot biblical narratives are being

revealed.

" DPavid M. Gunn and Danna Nolan © vell. Narrative in the Hebrew Bible (Toronto: Oxtord
University Press. 1993). 48.



Once the view of characters as mere types whose sole purpose is to help progress
the plot is abandoned, one can then analyze the behaviour of certain characters to reveal
their intentions. Even the intentions of God can be examined. As the Bible has always had
the authority of sacred writings, the idea ¢ examining the behaviour of Yahweh, as one
would examine a character in literature was. until recent times, largely ignored. As Fewell
and Gunn remark, Yahweh was deemed a type. as were the other characters. and he was
detined as strictly good and just. They write:

Thoughts. feelings. and actions that appear to conflict with such expectations

(jealousy. anger. violence, favouritism. change of mind. lack of knowledge. or

tailure to anticipate developments) are then either ignored or rationalized as good.

just, cte.. or these values are redefined to it the behavior of the divinity.”
Thus. for example. we can only speculate as to why Yahweh planted a tree of knowledge
of good and evil only to torbid the only inhabitants of Eden to cat of . Was 1t a test to
gauge the obedience of the man and woman. or of human nature in general? As Gunn and
Fewell write. “why |did] the woman in 1 garden |pick] the fruit and why [did} the man

T4 e . ) .
277 Was her intent to merely gain knowledge. or did

[stand| passively by while she did i
she aspire for something greater. divinity perhaps?

In order to more easily examine characters. they are generally categorized as
“tlat”™ or “round.” E.M. Forster is one of the carliest literary scholars who defines these

two categories. He writes that flat characters “are constructed round a single idea or

quality.... The really flat character can be expressed in one sentence.”™ These characters

do not develop and are  :nerally in a peripheral role. Though the plot does not revolve

“Ibid.. 49.

“Ibid.. 30.

ML Forster. Aspects of the Novel and Related Writings, 2d ed. (London: Edward Arnold 1td.
1974). 47.
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around these characters, their role can range from minor to vital. Gunn and Fewell write
that, ~God. for example. is a flat character in many biblical stories. Defined often by a
single or few traits (for example. steadfast, mercitul. and concerned for justice)., God may
none the less participate decisively in the story.™’

In the tower narrative, the people are. collectively. a single. flat character. Not one
person stands out in the text: rather they are seen as a single whole. Their speech. a topic
which will be discussed in chapter four. indicates that they are “one.” as does the
repetition of the word always referring to the people. As Forster defines the “really™ flat
character as being summed up in one sentence., the people’™s mantra, or defining sentence.
would be. “we are one community and we want to remain as such.” Perhaps the idea of
strength in numbers is at play here. They fear being scattered but we can only speculate as
to why. Like all flat characters, they are not given the emotional range of round
characters. Iiven though the builders of the tower are tlat characters. they are still the
main. if not only, concern ot the reader as will be discussed below.

Round characters are the main actors of the story. These characters have many
traits and arc capable of change. Forster relates round characters to real people: they are
convincing as characters with realistic motivations and emotions. Bar-E:frat believes that a
character in a short narrative can be defined by one action. for example Cain can be
defined as a murderer because it the author had wanted us to see [him] in a different

. .. . LT
light we would have been told about other (or additional) things [he] did.”™" Gunn and

“Gunn and Fewell, Narrarive., 75.
Bar-Etrat, Narrarive Are. 80
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IFewell. however. see Cain as a round character exhibiting complex characteristics. They
wrote:

he has a family. e builds the first city. He is the father of socicty and culture.

Cain actually becomes the epitome of a person who is rejected by God, who

makes the terrible mistake of taking out his frustration on a fellow human being.

and who. despite his alienation. m  ¢s a new start with considerable success. ™
Gunn and Fewell maintain that it is often tradition that links characters with one single
trait, like Cain to murder and Job to patience. rather than a close reading of the text.

It is clear that in Genesis 1-11 the character of Yahweh is round. Amit furthers the
characterization of God by describing him as cither intervening or observing. God goces
back and forth between the two being an intervener in Genesis 11, Exodus and
Numbers but much more of an observer in Genesis 37-50 and 2 Samu 9-20."7 She states
that when God plays an active role in the text. the human characters are generally flat and
“when God is portrayed as distant, there seems to be greater scope. or living space. for
human motives and their complexities.™" This theory certainly holds true for the Tower
of Babel where the people are indeed flat. lacking expressed motivatic s tor their actions:
their characters even lack personal di nctiveness as they are portrayed as a unified
group.

As mentioned above. however. it 1s the people who are the main focus of the text.
Amit details four criterta which help delineate the leading figure of a story. These are:

" . .. L. . . w8l
one, the focus of interest: two, quantitative: three, structural; and four. thematic. As

*Gunn and Fewell, Nurrative. 77-78.

" Yairah Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Criticism and the Hebrew Bibfe, trans. Yael
Lotan (Minncapolis: Fortress Press. 2001). 83,

* Ihid.. 84.

"' Ibid.. 88.



stated. it 1s the situation of the people with which the reader is concerned. It is their story,
their plight that engages the reader. We wonder why they fear separation and what caused
Yahweh to confuse and scparate them. Quantitatively. the people teature in cach of the
nine verses. The first tour deal with the people as they settle and build a community. the
last four with Yahweh's reaction to what ¢y have built and the consequences thercof.
The fifth verse can be analyzed in terms of the structural criterion: this is e pivotal verse
and structurally the focus of the text. Here, where Yahwceh descends. the reader first gets
an indication that the actions of the people go against God's desire for  versity. Lastly,
thematically speaking, it is clear that the people are the focus of the text.

Bar-Efrat explains that there are two ways in which a character’s moral nature 1s
portrayed: direet characterization and indirect ch:  sterization.™ Direct characterization
occurs when the narrator or another character communicates their judgment of the
character in question. However. reliability  a factor here. The reliability of the narrator.
which will be discussed below, 1s for the most part unquestioned. When Yahwceh
cevaluates a character. the evaluation. like that of the narrator. is completely accurate.*
However. when one character  -aluates another. the accuracy of the characterization must
be corroborated, usually by the character’s own actions. At times. when one character
cvaluates another. what they say may reveal more about the speaker th about those of
which they speak. Lastly. statements made regarding a character’s own personality are

also not always reliable. Bar-Efrat uses the example of Cain who. when asked by God

2 Other traits dealing with perso ity 1 also be depicted. but charact — ation is generally a
question of morality.

¥ See Meir Sternberg. The Poctics of Biblical Narrative: [deological iterature and the Drama of
Reading (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987). 154,



about the whereabouts of his brother Abel. is “clearly evasive.™ Direet characterization
is. however, uncommon and the reader is often expected to draw his/her own conclusions
about certain characters based on indirect characterization.

Indirect characterization, the more common means of relaving the nature of
characters. 1s related cither by speech or action. A character’s speech can show them as
good or wise and can reveal emotions such as griet and anger.®” What characters say is.
however. not always straightforward and  lerpretation is required in these instances. For
example. it was previously mentioned that, according to Bar-Ifrat, Cain’s response (o
Yahwceh when asked of the whercabouts of his brother was “clearly evasive.” Yet. is it so
clearly defined? His response. | believe, can be taken in a variety of ways. Rather than
being evasive, Cain could be responding in anger. Perhaps it is not that he does not want
to divulge the information. but that he is angered by Yahweh's inquiry and gives a
contemptuous response showing that he does not care where his brother is. Or. perhaps he
was truly asking a moral question as to onc brother’s ethical obligations to another.

One of main modes of speech for characterization is what Bar-lifrat refers to as
“directive speech™ where one character requests or impels action from another. Bar-Ifrat
writes. “the importance of this kind of specch lies in the fact that it reveals the speakers’

8

. . . . . .o RO - .
intentions and aspirations and through them their characteristics.™ The speech in the

Tower of Babel is an example of directir  speech. In this case it is not a command but a

request. ‘There is no response to the request but the narrator informs us that what was

K1 - . .
Bar-Etrat. Narrarive Art,
83 0. N . . . . NS .
" Examples of various speeches that reveal charac zation are discussed in Bar-Etvat, Narrarive
Art. 65-70.

S Bar-Efvat. Narrative Art. 73,
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requested (first to make bricks followed by the request to begin building the city and
tower) was complete in that the people did then have bricks and the city and tower were
built as Yahwch saw them when he descended. In this case. however, U form of speech
reveals nothing about the characteristics of the people. We know that they wanted to build
a city and a tower, but their motivations re - ain obscure.

Action. the second micans of indirect characterization. is as ¢q Iy revealing as
speech. In order to truly analyze the actions of a character. one must understand his or her
motives. As Bar-Efrat points out, we  rely see the evervday activities ol biblical
characters, rather, we meet them “primarily in special and unusual circumstances. in
times of crisis and stress, when they have to undergo severe tests.™ Therefore. can a
character be defined by one action, esp lally when that one action 1kes place under
unusual circumstances? Bar-L:{rat maintains that the length of the narrative determines the
answer. In longer narratives. readers are able to see characters in a variety of actions and
arc better able to judge their personality as a pattern usually emerges. In shorter
narratives, however, a character must be judged by one s gle action because that was all
that the author deemed necessary to rev . Rimmon-Kenan takes a d - erent stance. She
maintains that once-time actions are “not less characteristic of the character. On the
contrary, its dramatic impact often suggests that the traits it reveals are qualitatively more

88 1 N
[heretore a

crucial than the numerous habits which  :present the character’s routine.™
one-time action not only can characterize a character but this action is more revealing

than habitual actions. Thus. if' the narrator had provided more inl mation about the

" 1bid.. 78.
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people of Babel. they would stll be characterized by their building the tower which is a
symbol of their unity. The problem remains that the act of building the city and tower
alone is morally ncutral and their motive. v ich could verity or refute the possible sinful
nature of the act. is unclear.

Motives can often be quite apparer  for examples the actions ¢ David and his
son Amnon. In Amnon’s case. the motive for the rape of his sister Tar - was lust. and
this one action does indeed determine the true nature of his character. In the incident
involving Bathsheba. David is also motivated by lust but as he is a round character. he is
not defined solely by this action. Also. there is a difference of degree between the two as
David was not guilty of rape but of taking another man’s wife and when admonished by
the prophet Nathan, he recognized and regretted his sin.® As Bar-Lfrat writes of David.
“despite the fact that there is more inforn  ion in the Bible about David than any other
figure or perhaps just because of this. it is extremely difficult to fathom the depths of his
pcrsonalily."()“ Therefore there can be too much information about a character where his
actions at times conflict with his scemit v established personality: and there can be too
litt  info v to establish m acterization as with sle of
Babel.

The importance. therefore, of analyzing character in the tower narrative is the
nuances it adds to its meaning. Character motivation. whether or not the | ople are sinful
or deliberately thwarting the will of God is a major point of interest with interpreters.

Most scholars. including Fokkelman. Clines, and Sarna. view their actions as overtly

g0 - N . . . . .
David’s murder of Uriah can | onsidered yet another sin motivated by trying to cover up his
affair with Bathsheba.
" Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art. 78.
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sinful. a view which is clearly contingent upon a negative characterization ol humanity in
the Primeval History as a whole. If. howe' . humanity’s motivations are not coloured by
this premise then their actions can speak for themselves. The possibility of beir — scattered
is real in their minds and the cause of much fear. It this is indeed the primary motivation
for the c¢ity and tower, then these structures represent security. as does - aining together.
The nuance. then, that the examination of character brings to the narrative is that the

people of Babel simply wish security, a basic desire common to most people.

Nurrator

The narrator is another major aspect to be analyzed when using literary criticism.
Gunn and Fewell maintain that the Jewish people of the ancient world saw a distinction
between the author and the narrator and cite the book of Esther as well as the works of the
historian Josephus as examples where the author clearly speaks in the voice of a narrator.
As a result. Gunn and Fewell urge the reader of biblical narrative. theretore, to obscrve

. - T .
that the narrator is not the author but a fictional construct. The narrator is. then. seen

more as a character within “ve t nsomeone outside 1t. He 1s an integral part of
the narrative as we. the reader. essentia - see thro * his eyes: he shows us what he

wants to show us and omits what he deems superfiuous.

The reliability of the narrator is an issuc with which literary critics must deal. As
noted in the section dealing with dire  characterization, a narrator’s judgment of a
character is rare but it does happen. Therefore we must look at whether or not the reader

can trust these characterizations. G and l'ewell cite Meir Sternberg as one who

fa
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maintains that the narrator is completely reliable and “does not make mistakes. give false
or unintentionally misleading information, or deliberately deceive us.™ Gunn and Fewell
believe this statement needs modifications in order to be totally a urate. First, the
narrative unit must be detined for if Genesis — 2 Kings was believed to be one unit and
therefore have one narrator. then the contradictions within the narrative would show that
the narrator cannot be reliable. Therefore, narratives are broken down 1to smaller units
where it is clear that the narrative voice does not change. Secondly. the possibility that the
narrator is using irony to confuse the reader is rejected. When these two stipulations are
included in the description of a rel Hle narrator, then Gunn and Fewell aceept the
premise.

Lyle Eslinger also discusses the role of the narrator, includ g his reliability.
Biblical authors normally use the construct of an .t 1al narrator to tell the tale.
According to Eslinger. because the narrator is outside the story. his reliability is absolute.
[:slinger maintains that “the “truths” rev  ‘ed by means of the literary convention of an
external narrator who has unconditioned access to the truth are enshrined as real,
enduring. and guaranteed by God himself™"* In the case of the tower narrative. it is clear
that the narrator is indeed external and outside narrative space and time. The city and
tower are built in the span of one ver:  showing he has no temporal constraints. Also. he
is aware of the thoughts and speeches of the deity. e gives no hints except for the subtle

repetition of the word “one” that what the people are doing is contrary to the wishes of

9y =
“Ibid.. 53.
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Yahweh. As a result, when he reveals the actions of God against the people the reader is
taken aback.

It is important that the narrator is outside the story in this particular case. It shows
his independence of the people of Babel. that he is not part of the unwanted “oneness’
perceived by the deity. He is not among the group in Babel, but neither is he sided with
God. As Uslinger points out, the external narrator is often ncutral. This is against the
notion that the narrator takes on the evaluation of God mair ined by Alter and Sternberg.
Lislinger writes in a footnote:

instead of ideological commitment supporting the deity that he describes acting in

his story world, the external unconditioned narrator is neutral, his interests being

to reveal the hidden workings of divine-human interaction and to understand.

Understanding: that is central. The simple fact that so many of these insights

expose what God would k> hid n does, however. evoke, at least initially. a

certain sense of shock and repugnance from the reader who shares this view for
- . 04
the first time.

Lslinger claborates on this concept in chapter three of his book /o the Hands of

the Living God where he goes into great do il about the true intentions of God as they are
revealed by the narrator. In Judges 1-2.7* Eslinger contrasts God's monologue in Judges
2:20 with his announcement in 2:1-3. Due to the narrator’s repetition in this chapter as
well as the explanations of carlier events causing narrated time to pause. verses 1-3 and
verse 20 are essentially simultaneous according to Eslinger. According to the covenant.
God was going to drive the original people out of the land so that Isracl may scttle there.

vet this was not accomplished. In 2:1-3 he tells the people that he will never break the

" Ibid. 18.

" The opening of this book deals with the failure of the Israclite campaign against their enemies.
The problem stems from the fact that Yahweh had declared his military support for his people. yet they
were defeated. Yahweh's subsequent announcement of their disobedience of the covenant seems to solve
the problem, yet the narrator’s understanding of the events given in 2:23 sheds new light on the issue.
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covenant. vet to himselt he says that the people have broken their commitment and that he
will not remove the people from the land. Israel, believing that the failure to take the land
is duc to their own sin. subsequently atten s to make amends.” The narrator. however,
points out that the people have done nothing wrong. By stating that the actions of the
people were evil in the eves of Yahweh, he disassociates himself from the evaluation. The
people are not to blame for their lack of commitment as it is stated that only those who
have witnessed God’s works are to be held to the covenant. After Joshua, the last adult
who experienced the exodus. died. the people would have had no knowledge of God or
the covenant. Eslinger writes, “if Yahweh wished to ¢¢  nue his aftiliation with this
nation he will have to re-educate them in much the same manner that ¢ educated their
forefathers in the exodus from Eg; .7

However, as the narrator makes clear. Yahweh is likewise not to blame for not
sclecting a leader after Joshua's death which would have maintai d the covenant
because there was no one appropriate for the job. As a result. we see that the narrator is
giving the details of the event that would  ve otherwise remained unknown to the reader
had the tale been told by an author withe 1 the convention of a narrator who 1s privy to
such details. The narrator places no blame on eit r party: instead. he olfers
“understanding and insight. not evaluation or exhortation.™ Thus we see that the narrator
1s presenting events in a neutral fashion, not taking on the evaluation of God to simply

depict the people as wrongdoers.

Uiy - - . N .. . .
" Most commentators view this i ive as a series of sins and punishments much like the

opening chapters of Genesis.
" Eslinger, {nto the Hands, 71
" Ibid.. 80.

50



I:slinger’s analysis scems to lend itself well to the tower narrative. Just as Israel
was not aware of the true rcason why Yahweh did not remove the local inhabitants. the
people of Babel were not aware why they were scattered. Nowhere in the text does the
reader get a sense that the people are trving to deliberately thwart the will of God. This is
because. in my view, they are completely unaware of any divine will or even presence.
They cannot be held accountable for ignoring or disobeying a commandment if they were
not given the commandment in first place. This seems evident by Yahweh's reaction to
the people and their accomplishments. Ile does not react to them as if he has been
disobeyed: rather his reaction is one of non-judgemental observation. Thus, it seems that
the people of Babel were unaware that their actions coul  be perceived as being against
the will of God. In Judges. the narrator is carctul to show that no one is to blame for the
breakdown of the covenant. He counters Yahweh's evaluation of the people’s actions as
evil by distancing himself from the words of God to remain neutral. In the tower
narrative. there is no such cva™  ion because the people had no knowledge of any
commandment and thus their actions cannot be considered wrong or sinful. Regarding
Judges. Islinger writes that it Yahweh v ted to continue his relationship with Israel that
he would have to re-educate” them. 1 believe the same issue arises in Babel: it Yahwceh
wanted the people to obey his commandment to fill the carth as carlier generations had
been commanded to do. then he would ave to reveal as much to the people of Babel.
Therctore. the narrator as external and therefore neutral reveals much — Hut the narrative.

Fokkelman, in his discussion of narrator, also examines levels of knowledge. The
narrator and God share the same level of knowledge but who occupies the Tower levels

differ from story to story. Often the reader is next followed by the characters who occupy
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the lowest level of knowledge. But there are times when the narrator reveals everyvthing to
the reader when he “prefer|s] certainty for his readers over creating and exploiting
suspense”™”” and times when he gives no information and the reader is on the same level as
those in the story who are completely unaware of what is going on.'™ The Tower of
Babel would fall into the latter category v cre the characters as well as the reader are
lacking fundamental knowledge. Neither could anticipate Yahweh's reaction 1o the
people thus both are left wondering as to what exactly happened.

Fokkelman continues his discussion on the narrator by stating that he rarely
provides the so-called “moral of the story.” Rather, the narrator wants the reader to think
about the moral implications of his text. By making the rea 1 think. he  aws him or her
further into the story he weaves which again emphasizes the active ra  er than passive
manner of reading and interpreting. ~In this way.” Fokkelman writes. “we educate
ourselves further. while the story. through the moral. legal and religious challenges
arising from its unigue events. confront us with the question of what we are prepared to
accept. and what not.™""" Thus. depending on our own biases and attitudes. what we get
from the Tower of Babel. the Bible. or with literature in general, greatly varies from the
pessimistic outlook of “watch out, God can strike at any time.” to a more positive view of
“God 1s looking out for our best interest.” As FFokkelman writes, “long live diversity

- 102

there may be more than one truth.

™ Fokkelman, Reading. 136.

" Fokkelman also gives examp  of when the reader s “ven knowledge of a plan putting the
schemer on the same ler as the reader and the unfortunate characwer being schemed on the lowest level,
for example when Jacob steals Isaac  slessing.

" Fokkelman, Reading. 149.

" Ibid., 58.
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Gunn and Fewell discuss the naming of characters by the narrator as having
signiticance. They maintain that it “may indicate a person’s work or social role or

103 . . . .
One of the examples they cite is when the narrator refers to Ruth as “the

status.
Moabite™ which they believe points to her forcignness. This narrative trait may apply to
Genesis 11:1-9. In the tower narrative. the narrator always refers to the people as “they”
giving the narrative an impression of universality and emphasizing the unity of the
people. They have no specitic identity other than being one single gror . Yahweh also
refers to the people using the generic “they.” The only exception occurs in 11:5. the
pivotal verse according to the concentric structure that will e discussed in the following
chapter. where the narrator calls them “the sons of men™ (2787 12). This cpithet, which is
the sole instance where the phrase is used in the Torah. emphasizes the people’s
independence of God. This 1s not the story of one man but of humanity. They are in a
sense removed from the reality thus far depicted. the sons of the mortal world devoid of
the divine presence.

‘The neutrality of the narrator, then, is an important feature in the tower narrative.
lle does not side with either the people or with God allowing the reader to judge for him
or herselt the significance of the . Tlad the narrator begun by reiterating that Yahweh
was striving for diversity. then the reader would know straight oft that Yahweh would
disapprove of the unity of the people. Instead. the narrator begins with the people
encouraging the reader to see from their point of view only later showing Yahweh's
assessment of the situation, By structuring the narrative in this manner, the narrator not
only builds suspense because the reac  1s naware of the potential complication. but also

(KN ~ . . . -
Gunn and Fewell, Narrative, 58,
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allows the reader to first relate to the people and. lastly. to see the situation from the point

of view of the deity, what Rimmon-Kcenan calls the “recency effect.” This results in a

well-told story presented in a careful and compact way.

Languuge and Plot

The third aspect literary critics examine is language. Literary critics maintain that
writers never use language arbitrarily. that their word choice is often significant. As Alter
Wriles:

Writers put together words in a certain pleasing order partly because the order

pleases but also. very often. because the order helps them refine meanings. make

meanings more memorable, more satistyingly ¢c plex, so that what is well

wrought in language can more powertully engage the world of events, values.

human and divine ends.'™
Repetition is one of the principal ways in which biblical authors use language to convey
meaning. [t can be used to give structure to a narrative. in the construction of a character.
or for emphasis.'™ Repetition of the same word or phrase is often significant to the
narrative, but minor variations can also be significant. This can be seeni an aspect of the
tower narrative mentioned above. Throughout the narrative. the people of Babel are
referred to as “they™ or “the people™: they ¢ nameless an  universal. Butl in the central
verse, they are called “the sons of men.” This variation of the way in which the people are
referred to draws further attention to the  atral, or pivot:  verse, and gives the reader a

characterization of the people of Babel. ne  cly of being united.

" Robert Alter and Frank Kermode. eds.. The Literar: Guide to the Bible (Cambridge: The
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1987). 15,
108 N . .
Gunn and Fewell, Nurrative, 148.



Bar-I:frat writes that since biblical authors are so terse every word is meaningful.
“Consequently.” Bar-Lfrat maintains, it is appropriate to pay attention to even the

w06 .
He goes into great

minutest detail of biblical narrative and to their linguistic features.
technical detail of stylistic devices including categories of sound and rhythm, word

meaning. and repetition of words. Words that are repeated many times in a small number

of verses are called “key words.” A key word “reveals the meaning and the implicit

. . . " . ) C . . ) 107
message of the narrative, without adversely affecting its pure artistic form in any way.
Bar-LArat cites the example of “brother™  the Cain and Abel narrative which occurs six

times in four verses. Thercfore, in the Ba | narrative, the word “one.™ which occurs four
times in two of the nmine verses, 1s a key word. As Bugene Combs notes, with the
appearance of the word “one™ we are reminded of Genesis 2:18 when God told the man it

. N R . . )
is not good to be alone (3727 2783 NN :1U—N7).“ 8

Though the words —one™ and —alone™
difter. the meaning is the same and we are told that the condition of being alone. or one.
is not good. As a result. when the people of Babel are repeatedly associated with the word
“one.” we, as the reader, are aware that the people will not be allowed to continue as they
are. Just as Yahweh intervened to assure Adam would no longer be ale ¢, God intervenes
at Babel to alter the state of the ~oneness™ of the people.

Fokkelman's work is a  od example of the use of sophisticated literary
techniques to discern the meanii — of the narrative. He writes that the author is specific in

what and how he writes: therefore the interpreter must no “neglect studving the ingenuity

&

" Bar-Efvat. Narrative, Arr. 199

" Ibid.. 213,

" AL Eugene Combs and Kenneth H. Post. 7he Foundations of Political Order in Genesis and the
Chandogya Upanisad. vol. 1. (Queenston: The Edwin Mellen Press. 20006). 389.
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of torm. Through such work. he will in insight into the structure which governs the
words, a structure which will be scen as the motor of the narration and the narrator’s
view.™ ™ It is Fokkelman's study of the language of the Tower of Babel that guides his
interpretation. In his close reading of Genesis 11, he sees two structures (one parallel and
the other concentric) which, according to Fokkelman, emphasize the crime and
punishment aspect of the narrative. The repetition of words and sounds has a significant
bearing on the context. As mentioned in - apter one. Fokkelman points out the repetition
of the words "name™ (aw) and “there™ (av) which emphasize the “s-m” sound. The sole
point of this repetition is to highlight the word “heavens™ (2w). In Fokkelman's view.
this shows that humanity is not satisfied with the carth and has its c¢ve on the heavens.
Furthermore, the word “tower™ (2731). he asserts, points to this same conclusion in that it
would bring the word ~great” (273) to mind and shows that humanity ycarns for greatness.

fn myv view, it is the repetition of the key word “one™ as well as the repetition of
the pronouns referring to the people (us, ourselves. they. them) as a single group which
more accurately points to the meaning of the narrative. These words are so prevalent that
one cannot fail to notice the narrator’s intent to emphasize this unity. It 1s unity that the
people have and desire to maintain: it is what Yahwceh remarks upon when he descends.
and what he objects to and consequently alters. Though this point may seem minor. |
consider it to be vital to the understanding ot the narrative. Alter wrote:

the authors of the biblical narrative astutely discovered how the slightest strategic

variations in the pattern of repetitions could serve the purposes of commentary.,

analysis, foreshadowing, thematic assertion, with a wonderful combination of
S (BRY
subtle understaten atand ¢ ma : foree.

(LI . .
Fokkelman, Narrative Art. 12,

" Alter. The Ari. 91,



The Tower of Babel is a perfect example of this sort of fundamental repetition as both
characters. the people and Yahweh. as well as the narrator comment on the “oneness” of
the people. Ttis variously viewed as the desirable state of being. undesii le state of being
and as a neutral state of being respectively.'" Tt is with the subtle use of language that
meaning is conveyed. that provides clues to the reader as to the s aiticance of the
narrative.

The importance of language. therefore. cannot be overstated. The biblical author is
not only interested in telling a story. but * creating a piece of literary art. It is his method
of manipulating language that allows for subtle nuances of meaning which transforms the
story into art. The language of the Tower of Babel will be more thoroughly examined in
the following chapter.

Plot. according to Bar-Efrat. can be defined as a “meaningful chain of
interconnected events.”™ Establishing the beginning and ending is the first step of
examining the plot which is generally  scribed as having an exposition, climax and
resolution. These boundaries are often. but not alwavs. clearly defined. Gunn and IFewell
cite several examples of biblical narratives where the exposition is missing as seen in the
book of Jonah or rativ ~ that have more than one conflict and resolution most often
occurring in longer biblical tales.

Both Bar-Efrat and Amit refer to the tower narrative when dise  sing the a - xctof
plot. Bar-Efrat divides the narrative into two acts, one contrasting the other. The first half

(11:1-4) deals with the realm of humanity while the second halt (11:3-9) deals with the

TS : . S
Ihe neutrality ot the narrator is discussed above.

" Bar-Efrat, Narrative e, 93,
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divine. ~This structure supports the content of the narrative.” writes Bar-I:frat. ~dealing as
it does with action and counteraction while at the same time bringing into prominence the
immense difference between the two sides. man and God.™""™

Amit uses the Tower of Babel as an example of the pediment structure of plot
which includes the complication, change and unraveling (which is bordered by the
beginning and ending creating a five-stage structure). In this configuration, the change is
featured at the top of the pediment and therefore emphasis lics within it. The complication
is the plan to build the city and the tower. The change, then. according to Amit is when
Yahweh descends and decides to prevent the building project.'™ e unraveling is
Yahweh's action against the people. Though this is not. nor is it meant to be. a detailed
examination of the narrative, it does delineate the various stages of plot.

When discussing the exposition,  r-Efrat writes it should be emphasized that in
general no information is included in : exposition which does not have a definite

'S Bar-Efrat follows this by stating that

function in the development of the action.”
information about characters is often repeated in the body of the nart ive. As the tower
nar ive is quite brief, there are only a couple of picces of information which contribute
1o the development of the plot, and only one of these is repeated. This is. of course. the
tact that the people have one language, stated in the opening verse and repeated in 11:6. 1t
is the first characteristic of the people described by the narrator, and it is the first thing

Yahweh notices when he descends to examine what the people have done. Bar-Efrat

"bid.. 110.

" would argue that the city and tower are not at issue with Yahweh, rather it is the oneness of
the people he finds problematic. It s the people he takes action against by scattering them: the city and
tower remain untouched.

" Bar-Efrat, Narrative Are. 114,
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concludes. the information in the exposition frequently serves to emphasize matters of
importance or hint at implied meanings.”""  qus. according to his theory. the oneness of
the people is shown once again to be important not only by its repetition as a key word
but also by its inclusion in the exposition. Fokkelman reiterates this concept when he
writes. “the biblical narrator only uses details if they are functional to his plot.”""

Amit states, in the final stage of the plot “the consequences of the change are
revealed.™""™ In Genesis 11:1-9. the situation of the people has completely reversed from
beginning to end. They are no longer one  t have been scattered over the world. Their
language is no longer the same but has been “confused™ which compour . their division
because if they were to overcome their  :ographical separation and once again unite, their
language barrier would still isolate them. The Primeval Fistory. then. ends with the
forced aceeptance of the divine commandment to fill the cai

The plot. therefore, serves as a way for the biblical author to structure his narrative
in a way that artistically emphasizes the various important teatures of the narrative. In the
tower narrative, the seenes are divided equally between the people and Yahweh allowing
for a contrast between both sides. The central verse acts as a pivot and bridges the two
scenes. It s in this turning point where Yahwceh descends that the reader realizes that
something more is going on than a deceptively simple tale about the ¢ iblishment of a
city. Here we learn that the actions of the people demand Yahweh's immediate attention

followed by a perspective switch. Once the reader is aware of Yahweh's point of view the

M bid 117,
" Fokkelman, Reading. 78.
" Amit Reading. 47



meaning of the narrative. namely diversity over unity becomes clear. The chiastic

structure of the tower narrative will be discussed in detail in the following chapter.

Conclusion

Thus. it is clear that literary ¢r ¢s, by closely examining the text which is
accepted, pereeive patterns that may not be apparent by using other methodologies. With
these patterns identitied. meaning emerges. By analyzing the characters. the reader gets a
sense of their motivations. The narrator provides neutrality to the events which gives the
reader a chance to judge the characters tor themselves. The language as well as the plot
add to or give structure to the text, emphasizing significant details and ultimately
establishing meaning. An example of a literary methodology to discern an over-arching

literary pattern is the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter 3 - Structural Arrangement

Now that we have seen how liter v ceritics approach a text. we can apply these
techniques to the tower narrative. The importance of the analysis of « aracter. narrator.
language and plot has been established. Here T will examine an aspect ot both plot and
language, the structural arrangement. All of these literary devices. especially plot and
language. emphasize not only the unity of the text (which was under attack by scholars
such as Gunkel). but also its artistry. In this chapter [ will examine in detail the structure
of Genesis 11:1-9. This narrative is a perfect example of a structural arrangement that
shows the unity and artistry of biblical writit  As Fokkelman writes, “the Tlebrew
storvtellers must have received excellent literary training, as time and again they
demonstrate a strong preconception of form. and consummate mastery of it at all these
levels [from sounds, words and sentences to paragraphs, seenes. stories. acts. and cycles
to books|.™"" The use of repetition. the importance of which was discussed in the
previous chapter, is an essential linguistic feature of the Hebrew Bit The overarching
pattern in Genesis 11:1-9 is a chiastic one (A B C D 1L D' C' B"A". As 1 will demonstrate,
this pattern. as well as parallel | wterns (A B C - A" B"C). "is a strue: 1l application and
exploitation of repetition.™""

Fokkelman cautions. however. that it is important not to force a pattern onto a
text. He notes that this is often done by inexpericnced exegetes who see patterns where
none exist. as well as by scholars who force patterns onto a text in order to prove an

" Fokkelman. Reading. 162
S bid., 117
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alrcady  existing interpretation. To  avoid such  pittalls,  Fokkelman  recommends
interpreters be self-critical. To that end, he details two ways in which to verity the
authenticity of a structural arrangement: (1) demonstrable relations are present that (2)
vield a better understanding of the text and point to new mcunings."]:I Thus. for example.
A and A" must correspond to cach other. This correspondence can be cu rorized either
by similarity. contrast or a combination of both. As we will see in the structure below. all
of the pairings show a distinct contrast fro  the fundamental division of the narrative.
The first four units deal with humanity an  the final four units deal with the divinity.
Lastly. Fokkelman writes that there are two  pes of demonstrability: har  and soft. Hard
demonstrability is strict repetition while soft demonstrability is a “connection based on
semantic similarity, i.c. correspondence of mcaning."'zl As will be discussed below. all of
the pairings in the tower narrative include hard repetition often with multiple repetitions
of kevwords which all contribute to the overall meaning of the text. As cach pairing is
examined, it will become clear that the structure [ have outlined below is indeed vahid
according to Fokkelman's criteria.

Another important fcature of this narrative is its chiastic structure. Chiasmus is
defined as —a passage in which the sccond part is inverted and balanced against the first.
Chiasmus is thus a type of antithesis.™"™ It is the inversion and the balance that is
emphasized when defining and identifving chiasmus. T inversion is structural and

theretore more casily identitied whereas the balance element s strictly literary and
! Ibid.. 118.
" Ibid.. 18

123 . aypo. . . . « - . . .
John W. Welch, ed.. Cliiasmus in Antiquitv: Striectures, Analvses, Exegesis. (Hildesheim:
Gerstenbe  Verlag, 1981). 9.
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consequently has a subjective aspect to it. According to John Welch. subjective judgment
is required to match individual words within pairings. [t 1s up to the interpreter to
determine what the author has emphasized using his structure. An interpreter. however.,
cannot simply enforce a chiastic structure onto a narrative. it is only there for him/her to
discover, not to impose. As Welch writes, “keyv words. echoes, and balancing should be
distinet and should serve defined purposes within the structure.” ' Simply put. meaning
can be found within form. It is the existence of a chiasmus that provides clues to the
reader that the antithetical elements are essential to the significance of a narrative.

The function of chiasmus is threefold: it is artistic. practical d. perhaps most
importantly. it provides emphasis or meaning. Chiasmus also serves a practical purpose.
Repetition that is inherent in such a structure not only emphasizes the importance of
certain themes, but there is also a mnemonic aspect which was important during the times
when the literature was transmitted orally. However. its primary characteristic is that it
systematically serves to concentrate the reader’s or hearer’s interest on the central
expression.”™ =" Modern readers expecet literatu — to be linear which is — haps why it took
so long for scholars to notice the existence of chiasmus which. in turn. led to the proper
understanding of many biblical texts. Now, readers know to look to the centre for
meaning. Welch writes that the growing awareness of chiasmus is one of “the most
salient developments in the study ot ancient literature over the past few decades.”™ " Let

us now turn back to the tower narrative and what its structure reveals.

“bid.. 13
" bid., 7.
" Ibid.. 9.



The narrative 1s characterized by a chiastic structure (typically emploved in

Hebrew poetry and narrative) as follows:

A all the carth was onc language one language
B they dwelled there settled
C let us make bricks unity
D build ourselves a city and a tower future wr v
£ Yahweh's descent “one”
D' the people are one future ur y
C' letus go down and confuse disunity
B' Yahwch scattered them scattered
A" Yahweh confused the language multiple languages

The first 4 sections (A. B, C. D) dcal with the human realm. and the sense of unity
is unmistakable. All humanity has one language. and together they have migrated from
the cast to arrive in one place, Shinar. where they decide to bu  Lacity and a tower. After
the people reveal their intention to build a city and a tower., Yahwceh descends (18). The
final 4 scctions (A", B'. C. D") deal with the systematic reversal of the opening verses:
Yahweh. step by step. erases what humanity has done.

Scction A describes how the wor is one language (literally, ~one lip™ (nAX 79w
and “one word” (2vnx 27a7)). Section B shows that.  erhaps bee se of their ~one™
lar  1age. they have se " d in one place. the land of Shinar in the cast. Section C shows
their unity as they b 'n a massive builc g project. The outcome of this unity is clearly
shown in the following section (D) wi the construction of the city and a tower that
rcaches the heavens. This is by no means a minor feat and should be recognized as a
major triumph. Only with an entire community working tirelessly together could such a
massive building project be accomplished. It is not merely the physical effort that is
impressive here. but also the united etforts to complete such a monumental task. This

tower 1s what a united hum  ty conceives of and is able to achieve.
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Part One

A A
And all the earth had one langnage and Theretore its name is called Babel because there
one words. Yahweh confused the langaage of all the eartfand

from there Yahweh scattered them upon the face of

atl the earth.

In section A, all the world was ~one lip™ (nnx 792) and “one word™ (277X 2™2M): section
A’ reverses that situation when Yahweh “confuses™ (792) the language of the people.
Section A, relates how all the earth has been scattered following the confusion of
language: this is the new circumstance in which humanity lives. and is directly opposed to
the circumstance described in AL iLe.. that the carth has one language. The people. once
united. are now characterized as “scattere — (139) and “confused™ (772). 1 we systematic
reversal is complete. the situation neutralized. This is what Fokkelman calls hard
repetition. “All the carth™ (y787- 23) appearing once in A and twice in A'Cas well as dual
appearance of the word “lar 1 »°

In A, "all the carth™ refers to the people as does the first occurrence of the phrase
in A" though first they are united and in the end they are scattered. However, the second
occurrence of the phrase refers to the land rather than the people. According to
Fokkelman, referencees to time and space also help structure a narrative and here there are
numerous spatial t 5 which reinforce the chiasmus delineated above. Thus we can see

how the spatial terms reveal another level of the narrative. In this wav. the Tower of



Babel can be viewed as a journey. in fact a redirected journey. Even Yahweh is depicted
as a source of movement and it is of course the deity who redirects the people’s journey.
llen van Wolde maintains that the phrase “all the carth.” as it opens and closes
the narrative, points to the fact that the tower narrative centres on the carth rather than the
people. The people have done nothing wrong. but Yahwech scatters them for the good of
the carth. She writes:
the human desire is positive. that is. even in our modern cevaluation we are
inclined to consider it as good that the human beings are striving to be social and
communicative. that they want to be one and united: there is nothing wrong with
that, from the human point of view. Nevertheless it turns out to have negative
conscequences for the carth and God acknowledges here the carth as a subject in its
o127
own right.
Though I agree that the people have committed no ¢rime and were indeed scattered to
bring an ¢nd to their unity and to fill the earth. I believe van Wolde goes a step too far in
arguing that the earth is the main focus of the narrative. The people are clearly the core of
the story in terms of the repetition of the pronouns referring to them: they are the actors in
the first halt of the narrative and the recipients of the action in the second half. In fact.
two of the five times when the narrator uses the phrase ~all the earth.” 1 believe he is
indeed referring to the people (11:1 and 11:9a). T also agree with van Wolde that there is a
reciprocal relationship between the people and the carth, but it is the people. rather than

the carth. whom the writers of Genesis 1-11 hold as the central tigures.

127 . , o . . . . S .
Ellen van Wolde, “Facing the Larth: Primeval History in a New Perspective.™ in 7he World of

Genesis: Persons, Places, Perspectives, eds. Philip . Davies and David I. A, Clines, (Shettield: Shettield
Academic Press. 1998), Jo.
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Part Two

B3 '

And in their journey from the east. they And Yahweh scattered them fro there upon the
found a plain in the land of Shinar and /ey | face ot all the carth and /ey stopped building the

dwelled there. city.

Unit B describes —all the earth™ (7x7-72) settling in the land of Shinar: B' reverses that
action by deseribing how Yahweh “scattered™ (579) them. Contusing their language.
accomplished in section C'. was insuflicient to quash the unity of the people: more drastic
measures are required. B and B' are not only thematically connected by the contrast of the
actions depicted (settling and scattering) but also through the hard repe  1on of the word

an

“there™ (aw). FFirst they settled “there™ and finally are scattered “from there™ (aun).

Note also the spatial terms. In Bl the unity of place is emph  cally established.
Indeed. in this one verse there are five references to one place (cast. plain. land. Shinar,
there) and three verbs describing how 1 people first embarked on a journey to find a
place and tinally to ¢hwedl there. In B, in contrast to all the spatial terms in B, the people
are scattered “from there™ to across the ¢ h destroving their unity of place.

Kikawada points out that there @ only two words in B’ ("them™ (2anX) and “and
they stopped™ (3971)) that do not appear carlier in the narrative. All of the remaining
words thus form an antithesis to the carlier point in which the word or phrase appeared.
“Scattered” and “upon the face of the carth™ alludes to D where the people expressed tear
of this possibility. *Yahweh™ is the ¢h eter behind the action in this section. “There’

(o) according to Kikawada, “is a key word used in v 2 and elsewhere which now
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underlines the heightened theme of the land.”""* And. tinally. the phrase “building the
city” (7w n1ab) refers back to D where the people first expressed their desire to build a
city which now has come 10 an end (tand they stopped™ (32771)). Thus we can sce the
extreme compactness. the careful and artistic use of language. of the nar 1ve. especially

as seen in this verse.

Part Three

C C

And a man said to Qs friend., “come let us | Come, et ns go down and confuse there their
mold bricks and burn them thoroughly . language so that they will not hear the language of
And rhey had bricks for stone and bitumen | Aiis friend.”

they had for mortar.

The unity that is emphasized in section C is then countered in section C' by the
confusion of the language. In C, the ni 1tor notes the speech of a man o his friend™
(rizm-2X) and the result of the speech (i.c.. the materials necessary for their building).
Language is the symbol of their unity, and the means by which they achieve their goals.
The people state. “come let us make bricks™ (73271 727) in proposing the building project.
the physical representation of their unity. In €', Yahweh mimies their words by also
saying, “come, let us go down™  1727). This draws a distinet parallel between the two

verses using  hard repetition where the actions depicted in the inital verse are

" [saac Kikawada. “The Shape of Genesis 11 1-9."in Rhctorical Criticism.— savs in Hosnor Of
James Muilenburg. eds. Jared 1. Jackson and Martin Kessler (Pittsburgh: Fhe Pickwick Press. 1974). 25,
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counteracted and contrasted in the corresponding verse.'™ Furthermore. God also repeats
the word “friend” (any7). In C. the idea of unity. or more specifically community. is
evoked. Humanity is working t¢ ther for a common goal and kinship is implied. When
Yahwceh uses that same word. such an implication is completely missing. Yahweh does
not want unity or community. It is quite the opposite. in fact. as he plainly wants division.
Not only will the people be unable to understand one another’s speech. but as a result will
not address cach other as “friend.” Without community. there can be no [riendship. Lastly.
in both C and C" the verbs describe a proposed course of action first by the humans then
by God. this is the planning stage.

Some scholars. including Fokkelman. believe that Yahweh's choice of words here
is ironic. Fokkelman writes, “what a blow. what disillusion for man and his plans. which
are. as it were, ridiculed from within by God singing with the people and working against
them. In fact, the humour is subtle. corroding irony.” "™ As discussed in e first chapter.
Fokkelman, among many others, believes that this narrative details the i ris of humanity
and is essentially atale of crime and punishment. For Fokkelman. hum ity’s attempt to
rcach heaven by way of their tower is iror -, or at least so incomprehensible so as to be
laughable. God uses humanity’s own wor  in a mocking tone to show that their eftort
pales in comparison with his own capabilities. However. when discussing D', Fokkelman
cites the reason for Yahweh™s action is that he fears what humanity s ¢ ible ofl in other

words. Yahweh sces their unity as a threat. Fokkelman writes. “how much he lears the

120 . T .o .
Many commentators ar¢ perpleaed by the use of the plural us™ here (and ¢f. Genesis 1:26 and
3:22). A literary explanation. however. indicates that it is used to make the parallels stronger and more selt-
evident.

130

Fokkelman, Nurrative Art. 14,
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creativity of language and its possibilit 5 for man is evident in the reason for his
. . 131 . . . L.

intervention. It is extremely unlikely that Yahweh would fear humanity in D" and then
mock them in C'. Furthermore. although Yahweh is often  ortrayed as anthropomorphic

in Genesis. tear 1s never one of his characteristics.

Part Four

D D

And they said. ~come let us build ourselves | And Yahweh said. ~behold. the people are one and
a city and a tower with its top in the and they have one language for afl of then and this

heavens and let s make ourselves a name | is the beginning to make and now nothing will be

lest we are scattered upon the face of all impossible for them all that they propose to make.

the Earth.”

If in D humanity was capable of achieving in, e¢ssive technological
accomplishments, D' describes Yahweh's vision of what a united humanity is capable of,
namely. anything that they put their mind to. The text is characteristically laconic here
and no details are “ven as to what Yahweh might i n by “nothing will be impossible™
(N¥2-x7) for humanity. Perhaps. it is not whar they can do but simply the fact that they
can do it that is at issue here. Again we see hard repetition. Both sections begin with the
verb tsaid” (X)), include "make” (7ey) in D once and in D' twice and two pronouns cach.
In D. the people say “for ourselves™ (137) twice and Yahweh says “for all of them™ (2737)

and “tor them all® (@rn 92). The contrast is clear: both sections represent completely
U Fokkelman, Narrative Art. 28.
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opposing viewpoints on the desired future of the people. The people want to remain
together in the city they are building. and Yahweh, as we find out in the following
section. wants 1o separate them so that they may fill the carth. The  wson behind his
reaction is never quite explained but the most promising clue is found in section b the
central and pivotal section of the chiasmus. As in the previous section. several action
words occur in D and D'. In D, the people quickly build themsclves a community. In D'
all the actions words refer to hypothetical — tions that the people are capable of doing.

In D' we also have the appearance of the word “behold™ (727). Berlin and
IFokkelman both discuss the variant uses of this word in the Bible. Wh it is used by the
narrator its basic function is to indicate point of view. to show that the narrator is
perceiving events through a particular character’s eyes. Similarly. “behold™ can also
denote a shift in point of view from one character to another. what Berlin refers to as
showing a different camera ar e When, however. it is used in direet discourse. its
purposc is to focus attention on what the speaker is saying. In this way. according to
Berlin. “behold™ is better translated as “look!” The latter is the case in section D' Though
Yahweh is not speaking to anyone, it is still direct discourse rather than narration. Like
the examples cited by Berlin, Yahweh's words are intended to draw the hearer’s attention
(in this case the reader as Yahweh's speech is essentially an interior monologue and no
characters can hear him) to the significance of his words, namely. as stated above, that
what Yahweh pereeives as he descends is the unity of the people in terms of their

langue :and place.

1994). 62.

= Adele Berhin, Poctics and huerpretation of Biblicat Narrative, 2d ed. (Indiana: Eisenbrauns,
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While D' is direct discourse, the other function of the term detailing a shift in
point of view is still fitting. In this verse, there is indeed a shift from the realm of
humanity to that of God. Following Berlin's analogy. it can be described as the camera
being pulled back to see that the people are not alone and are being observed by the deity.
essentially switching from a close-up to a panoramic view.

While it is evident that sections A are systematically reversed in sections A'-D'
we are still eft with the question of why Yahwceh interv  od in the first place? In other
words. why exactly did Yahweh “come down.™ and what exactly did he find so troubling.
i anything at all? T believe that the structure of the text is artfully  ranged so as to
provide a clue for Yahweh's intervention. This clue oceurs in section L. Section | is not
included in the parallels considered above. It deseribes the descent of Yahweh to see what

the sons of men have built. This is impor  tin chiastic structures.

Part Five
I

And Yahweh came down to see the city and the tower which the sons ¢ men had built.

As we have seen. it is the central verse which holds the key in a chiastie structure.

Welch writes. an emphatic focus on the center can be employed by a ilful composer to

clevate the importance of a central cone  t or to dramatize a radical « [t of events at the
. e w33 g . . ) . . .

turning-point. I'his pivotal verse stands out in many ways. With the exception of the

opening verse. it is much shorter than the remaining verses. Of the many repeated words

Y welch, Chiusmus. 10,



and phrases. “language.” “all the carth,” as well as the pronouns referring to the people. do
not oceur here. It is in 11:35 that the human and divine realms are linked: it is essentially a
bridge between both worlds as well as between both sections of the narrative and it 1s
precisely this that is the “radical shift of events.”™ In Kikawada's words, “the unique fifth
verse marks the crossover point of the na wive, summarizing what has gone betore and
forecasting what is vet to come.™* Kikawada points out 1at all of the elements in this
“crossover point” can be linked to either the first half of the narrative m the human section
or in the sccond half relating Yahweh's actions. The phrase “Yahweh descends™ (7137 77m)
is linked to C" where Yahweh is again ret ¢d to as descending. The verb “to see™ (axa).
according to Kikawada, ~finds its destination in another sensory verb waee Y The
phrase “the city and tower™ (277-nR wa-nX) as well as 2 verb “built” (12) both refers
back to the first half in D where cach of these words appears. Lastly. as Kikawada writes.
“the unique o787 reflects the signiticance of the human actors in Ep. 1.7 o

Yahwceh descends to carth to ook 1 on his creation and to see the city and tower.
tHe does not descend to sce what “the p o ple’ or “they™ have built br rather what “the
sons of men™ have built. How. therefore. can we make sense of the use of this one and
only appellation? Its singular usage again draws attention to this pivotal verse. but the
name itself must also be significant, not  nly its appear  ce. We have already seen the
importance of repetition. but as Alter wr s, when changes occur. they “can point to an
intensification, ¢limatic development. acceleration, of the actions and attitudes initially

represented, or, on the other hand, to some unexpected. perhaps unsettling, new revelation

H Kikawada. “The Shape.” 30.
™ Ibid.. 24,
P bid.. 24,



of character or plot.”"*7 1 believe that the phrase emphasizes the people’s unity.
anonymity and independence of God all of which causes the deity 1o act. and of which,
until now. the reader had no indication.

FFokkelman maintains that the narrative tells of the people’s hubris which is
revealed by the height of the tower."™ The alliteration of ¢ phrase “the sons of men
built™ (287 "2 13) cmphasizes that the people are builders by nature. which for
Fokkelman is another piece of evidence as  humanity’s high intentions. owever. the
neutrality of the narrator who uses the phrase makes such a connection unlikely. In cach
example where humanity, or an individual. has sinned and were described as wicked or
evil. it 1s Yahweh who judges them so. When. for example. Yahweh decided that
humanity was corrupt beyond all hope and determined to flood the carth, humanity was
said to be corrupt in the eyes of God."™ Thus. it is Yahweh who makes such values
judgments and the narrator always maintains neutrality. Therefore 1s seems doubttul that
the narrator would prove to be the mouthpicee of the deity here and nowhere else.

The importance of the phrase does not point to what they are building or that they
are builders but that they are singular in their purpose. one group worki  together for a
common purposce. Many factors have shown that unity is what is at issue here. The
repetition of the key words “one™ may be the most obvious indication that Yahweh finds
thetr unity problematic. FFurthermore. what is Yahweh altering? It 1s of course the
people’s unity of place and language. 1Y weh were indeed incensed by or even feartul

of the existence of the city and tower as Fokkelman n ntains. would scattering the

YU Alter, The At 97.
'Y See chapter one for details.
B 65, "OINT NPT 530 0D St R
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people truly address the problem? The fact that they are builders plays no part in
Yahweh's assessment of the people. 1 agree with Alter when he writes of FFokkelman that
he —gives us some brilliant analysis of formal patterns in the Hebrew  rose and of how
they function thematicallv: but I also shows a ¢ 1 tendeney to interpretive overkill in
his explications. at times discovering patterns where they may not be.™""

Not only does the phrase “sons of men™ emphasize their unity and anonymity but
also their perceived independence from God. The pivotal verse being a link between the
human and divine realms also demonstrates this. In the first tour verses. only the people
exist with no thought of. or intervention by, God. Yahweh is simply nio - mentioned. Here,
however. though they may think 1ey are in control of their lives, both Yahweh and “the
sons of men” inhabit the same verse and indeed the same world. The reader learns. just as
the people do. that how humanity conducts their lives depends on the approval of God
and. whether or not one fteels the presence of God. he is there ready to enforee his cosmic
plan. As will be argued in the fourth and  nal ¢l ter. there is a link between the first and
last human-related scenes in the Primeval History. namely the Garden of Eiden narrative
and the tower narrative. In that carlier narrative the woman also decided to make up her
own mind with regards to the forbtdden tree rather than simply acce ing the tree as off
limits without question. This perceived independence ot God. the desire to choose for
onesell, which tree to cat or whether or not to live untted. 1s among the recasons which
cause Yahweh to act but, as will be argued in the next chapter. not to punish.

Yahweh's act of scattering the people to fill the carth also | another purposce:

that of establishing proper relationship between peoples. As T have emphasized. it s the

Y Alter. The Ari 6.



peoples™ unity which Yahweh finds problematic when it is diversity and properly
maintained boundaries that Yahwceh deems necessary. Creation is a classic example.
Several scholars. including Alter, Fokkelm: . and Sternberg. maintain that Genesis 2 is
not a second creation story but rather a more detailed account of the creation of
humanity."" Other scholars further state that the same is true for the tower narrative.
Sarna writes, “the Babel narrative is thus in e first place etiological and complementary
to the preceding chapter: it provides the ne ssary historical hackgrmmd."m The tower
narrative does not contradict the proliferation of humanity as it is relating in the Table of
Nations but instcad depicts how these events came about. As such. after Babel when the
people have formed many different nations in Genesis 10, it is repeated three times that
cach group has its own land. language. family. and nation (10:5. 10:20. 10:31). They arc
no longer one. but are rather separate cach according to their own kind (7170%) as is
cmphasized as proper and good during creation.™ When viewed in this way. the phrasc
“the sons of men” is again revealed to be o important key to the narrative. The people of
Babel arc one group. essentially one family. As Genesis 10 details the various groups. it is
the sons of Noah. (10:1. 10:32). the sons of Japeth (10:2). the sons of Gomer (10:3). the
sons of Javan (10:4). the sons of I m (10:6, 10:20). the sons of Cush (10:7), the sons of
Shem (10:22, 10:31). the sons of Aram (10:23). the sons of Joktan (10:29) who ¢merge.
The people are now many families spread throughout the carth, separate and distinet. This

would make the opening and closing of the Primeval History dealing. at least in part, with

"USee Alter, The Ari. 141: Fokkelman, Reading. 124: Meir Sternbere. The Poctics of Biblical
Narrative: ldeological Literature aind the Drama of Readic Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1987). 414,

Y Sarna, Understanding. 67. Anderson also argues this point, see Bernhard W. Anderson, /-rom
('rcu/iunlllq New Creation: Old Testument Perspectives (Minneapolis: Fortress Press. 1994). 174,

200 12401225,
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proper relationships between all things. first in the creation of the carth. then with the
formation of the various nations.

Combs maintains that “the sons of men™ or “of Adam™ draws  distinct contrast
with the beginning of Genesis 10 where the people are called “the generation of the sons
of Noah.”"™ According to Combs. “generations™ (27797) refers to peoj + who have been
separated into families and who are “historical beings.”"™* *The sons of Adam™ are. on the
other hand, one single group and therefore cannot be referred to as the generations of
Adam. Combs writes. ~if the men of Genesis X have accepted their historicity. the men of
Genesis XI have rejected theirs. They seck their eternality. ™' Therefore Combs sees the
phrase as an indication of the people’s intentions which are. in his mind. misguided. He
views their unity as a bad thing. Indeed. it is certainly possible that the  rm “generations’
does refer to proper plurality and correspondingly its absence refers to improper
rclulionships.w

We must now return to the heart of the matter. In section B2 Y aweh descends to
sce the city and tower built by the sons of men. Oncee there. Yahweh's first remark about
the people is they are “one™ (nrx). He not only sces that the people are “one™ but also
hears this fact in their “one” langu: . It is then that immediate action is taken to correct
the situation. As stated. 1 believe the problem lies in the people’s unity. To get a better
grasp of this issuc. it will be necessary to have a closer look at the tower narrative as seen

in the larger context as the conclusion to the Primeval History. When seen in this way. it

M Combs views Genesis 10 and 11 as linear, the nations first being separate in 10 then coming

together in 11 rather than the tower narrative being a1 iback to establish how the nations were divided as
I have stated.

" Combs. Foundations. 410.

M bid.L 410,

[N . . . - . . .
Generations™ appears in 2:4. 5:1,6:9.10:1 and 11:10 and in cach case unity is not a problem.
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becomes clear that the tower narrative is alluding back to the Garden of xden narrative
where the man and woman undergo a process of maturation. | will argue that the people
of Babel develop in a similar fashion. though on a universal scale as Adam and Eve
mature on a personal level. It is this reading of the tower narrative as a story of

development that will be the tocus of the following and final chapter.
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Chapter - Universal Development

As T argued in the previous chapter. a chiastic structure of Genesis 11:1-9 aids in
revealing the meaning of the narrative. This structure highlights the central verse where
Yahweh descends to observe humanity. Nevertheless. we are left with two important
questions. “why did Yahweh come down™? and “what caused him to scatter the people™?
Many authors state that the people clearly did something wrong, but exactly what remains

. 118
ambiguous.

If. however. we do not assume that the scattering is a punishment on
account of some sin. then much of the confusion of the narrative s climinated: in other
words one cannot identify their sin because they have not committed one. As we have
scen. understanding  the narrative throv 1 the lens of “sin-punishment™ does not
sufficiently deal with all the nuances of the text. Many scholars. including Cassuto.
Clines. Fokkelman, and Skinner.  aintain that the people are guilty of hubris. Others.
including Fretheim, Lim. Mauldin. and Westermann, argue that the people attempted to
alter their created status by building the tower to reach the heavens. Neither of these
interpretations is directly supported by the text in that the people’s actions are in no way
overtly sinful. and Yahweh's reaction cannot be deseribed as a condemnation. Perhaps
even more importantly. the idea of sin does not adequately deal with the clear focus of the

narrative. the unity of the people. It sin™ does not adequately account for the meaning of

" See Bernhard W. Anderson. From Creation to New Creation: Old Testament Perspectives
(Minncapolis: Fortress Press, 1994); Isaac Kikav  a, " The Shape of Genesis 11:1-9.7 in Rhctorical
Criticism: Exsavy in Honor Of James Muilenburg, eds. Jared ). Jackson and Martin Kessler (Pittsburgh: The
Pichwick Press, 1974): James Kugel. Traditions of the Bibfe: A Guide 1o the Bible As [t Was at the Start of
the Commron Era (Cambric - Harvard University Press, 1998): Nahum Sarna. {Understanding Genesis: The
Heritage of Biblical Isract (New York: Schocker  boks. 1974): Gerhard von Rad. Genesis: A
Commentary. trans. John H. Marks (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press. 1972).
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the narrative or the account for the reason Yahweh “descended.”™ what might the narrative
concern? Perhaps a way to approach this question is to notice how the tower narrative
closely parallels the Garden of Iiden t rative in Genesis 2-3. By comparing these
narratives we will begin to see the glimmerings of a solution to our prol m.

Similaritics between the tower narrative and the Garden ol Eden narrative. the
opening and closing human-related sco s of the Primeval Tistory, have long been
recognized.™ David Clines, while linking the two narratives in a literary manner. argues
that the sin of the people of Babel parallels the sin of Adam and Eve in the garden and
therefore Genesis 1-11 ~exhibit|s] the common literary technique of inclusio. with the
final episode in the story of human sin repeating and bal cing the first.”"™ 1 agree that
the two narratives are indeed linked. but the theme of sin is perhaps missing the point. As
I will try to demonstrate. the two nart ives are linked thematically. structurally. and
grammatically.

Isaac Kikawada is another who links the tower narrative with creation, although
his inclusio 1s with Genesis 1 more than with the garden narrative. He maintains that the
text is suffused with irony which becomes clear when it 1s placed into its larger context of
the Primeval History., He writes that ¢ original Hebrew audienc  would have been

amused by the actions of the people of Babel depicted in the narrative, especially of their

" See Bernhard W. Anderson. From Creation 1o New Creation: Old Testament Perspectives
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994): Terance K. Fretheim. Creation, Fall and Flood: Studics in Genesis |-
[ 1 (Minnesota: Augsburg Publishing Housc. 1969); Sce David J. A. Clines, The Theme of the Pentareuch
(Sheftield: Sheftield Academic Press. 1978): AL Lugene Combs and Kenneth H. Post. The Founduations of
Political Order in Genesis and the Chiandogva Upanisad. vol. 1. (Queenston: The Edwin Mellen Press.
2006): Claus Westermann, Geneses 1-11: 4 Commenrary, trans. John 1. Scullion S.1. (Minneapolis:
Augsburg Publishit - House. 1984).

" David 1. AL Clines. The Theme of the Pentatench (Shetfield: Sheltield Academic Press. 1978),
09.
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attempt to build a tower that could rea  the heavens as well as their fear of being
scattered (given that the nomadic Hebrews would have been accustomed to such a
litestyle). Though I disagree with his inte  retation of irony and punishment. Kikawada’'s
structural and rhetorical analysis reveals many parallels both within the narrative (as
discussed in the previous chapter) as we  as to Genesis 1-11 as a whole. Te cites the
phrase “upon the face ot all the carth™ (7x7-73 "18-7v). and the words “humanity™ (27X).
and ~“heavens™ (2ne) as some of the verbal links between the first and last chapters of the
Primeval History. He also st tests that the “two peculiar rhetorical features concerning
Divine speech are found in both: one is the direct Divine discourse. and the other is the
plural verb referring to the st alar divine subject. “let us make  an™ in 1:26. and
“[lubah. let us go down. let us confuse™ in 11:6.”"" According to Kikawada, the point of
the inclusio is to show that the scattering of the people fulfills the blessing of” Genesis
1:28 tor humanity to fill the carth. His interpretation is therefore mue — different than the
majority ot commentators who view the scattering as merely a pw hment. Kikawada
sces Yahweh's actions as —a gracious act.” and is afong the same line as 1 will argue.™
Verbal features link the tower narrative to the garden narrative including “one™ (Xnn),
“name’” (aw). us.” and “east™ (o7p) which will be discussed below. But the similarity

between 3:22 and 11:6. specifically in Yahweh's words. is noteworthy.

154 (- N . -
Kikawada. " The Shape.” 31.
" 1bid.. 32
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3:22 11:6

And Yahweh God said (2797% 75357 98M) And Yahwch said (795 nx™)

Behold (17) Behold (3m7)

the man the people

is like onc of us are one

knowing good and cvil this is beginning of what they will do
and now (7ny1) and now (7ny)

he can become immortal nothing will be impossible for them

Both of these direct discourses ol Yahweh describe his reaction  the
development of humanity. first on an individual level and secondly on a collective one.
After the man and woman cat the fruit. the first thing they “know™ (£77) is that they are
naked. suggesting that they have not attained any special “insight™ (o). By 3:22.
however. Yahweh recognizes that they have not just reached adulthood. but also reached
a level of maturity or development which entails knowledge comparable to his own.
There is no reason to believe that this outcome was in any way unexpected for Yahweh.
Since Yahweh placed the tree of knowle  »in the garden. it appears that his intention
was for the humans to cat of it. in other  Hrds. to mature when they were ready. " This
knowledge. accordin  to Lyvn Bechtel. entails general knowledge including moral.
experiential and sexual knowledge. I :htel writes. it is never knowledge that reaches

beyond the limits of human possibility. Lating the fruit of this tree will symbolically

" This argument was alluded to many years ago by the philosopher Immanuel Kant. Kant's
argument is helpful here in clucidating this key component of the story. For Kant. Eden represents life
cuided by instinct. Once reason enters into the human mind. symbolized by the cat | of the fruit, there is
no going back to the simplicity of a life led by the senses. Kant writes. “nature had now driven him trom the
safe and harmless state ot childhood — a garden. as it were, which looked after his needs without any trouble
on his part (3:23) into the wide world. where so many cares. troubles. and unforeseen ills awaited him™
(Immanuel Kant, “Conjectural Beginnings of Human Histors . in On History, trans. Lewis White Beck.
Robert E. Anchor and Emil 1. Fackenheim (Indiana: The Bobbs-Merrill Company. Inc.. 1963). 39). Such a
transition is nothing less than freedom for Kant. Without this conscious choice. we would still be immature
human beings. Humanity was not meant for a« ple existence in¢ rden paradise but one characterized
by procreation, at times by hardship. and. most importantly. knowledge. Knowledge is not the result of sin
but of choice: the choice of knowledge which entails adversity over and above a life of case and intellectual
oblivion (sce page 56).



begin the process of adolescent maturation, which can be characterized by the beginning
of sexual maturation and the development ¢ awareness of oppositional forces.”™" ™ This
tree 1s forbidden to children but essential to prepare for life outside the g len. The notion
that the knowledge gained 1n the garden was the natural course for human maturation 1s
important. It was not sinfully begotten with the intent to reach beyvond their created status,
but a part of natural maturation.

The two narratives are indeed closely related but, as 1 will try to demonstrate. not
in the manner previously st iested by cither Clines or Kikawada. Other interpretations
which regard both stories as dealir — with sin and punishment. also regard the punishment
for both as expulsion, first from Lden, and then from Babel. Towever, with the sin and
punishment aspects removed. we get a very different reading from both narratives. The
Garden of Eden becomes a story of individual human maturation and the Tower of Babel
becomes a story concerning collective i an maturation.  The maturation theme is first
told on a personal level with Adam and Eve as they mature into adults then on a universal
level as humanity matures from a single, united culture to the diversitied cultures of the

world."™

The tower narrative. taken on its own and read closely. can be understood as
dealing with the theme of the clash between human and divine aspirations. specifically
humanity’s wish for unity and Yahweh's wish for diversity. As Alter writes, it is the

inescapable tension between human freedom and divine historical plan that is brought

" bid.. 12,

" The theme of maturation in the Eden narrative is the subject of 1. Beehtel's illuminating essay
(Lyn M. Beehtel, “Genesis 2.4B-3.24:0 A Myth About Human Maturation.”™ Jowrnal for the Study of the Old
Testanient 67 (1995)). T want to suggest that the maturation theme is also evident in the tower narrative. We
are alerted to this allusion by a variety of literary clues in both narratives.
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forth so luminously through the pervasive repetitions of the Bible™s narrative art.”
However, when the narrative 1s seen in the larger context as the ending to the Primeval
History (Genesis 1-11). we get a fuller picture of the text. In fact our literary methodology
requires itz as Lislinger writes. we can “analyse a single scene by itselt as long as the
rcader bears in mind that the seene and its interpretation should ultimately be reintegrated

with the slory."]57

These texts also both record a m nent when Yahweh is “thinking out loud.”
addressing no one in particular.  Interpreters often suggest that Yahweh's thoughts in
these two places indicate his disapproval or even fear.”™ but it is possible that his
thoughts indicate something completely difterent. Just as Yahweh's words in 3:22 reflect
the man and woman’s readiness to leave their childhood home of Fiden behind due to
their maturing knowledge., now the people of Babel, who have developed the ability to
build cites and high towers. are ready  populate the carth as the divine mandate

stipulates. 1t the first ¢ity established by Cain is characterized by violence. the city of
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Alter. The Are. 113,
“Lale Eslinger, Kingship in Crisis: 0 Close Reading of 1 Samuel 1-12 (Decatur: The Almond
Press. 1983). 45,

" Some of the scholars who interpret Yahweh's words in 3:22 as part of the punishment (i c.
those who view Genesis 2-3 as relating the fall o amanity ) are: UL Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of
Gienesis Part 1 (Jerusalem: Central Press, 1974).  rhard von Rad. Genesis: ot Commenitary, trans. John H.
Marks (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press. 1972); David J. A. Clines. The Theme of the Pentatench
(Shettield: Shefficld Academic Press, 1978): He: i Gunkel. Genesis. trans, Mark E. Biddle (Georgia:
Mercer University Press, 1997): Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A4 Commentary, trans. John 1. Scullion
S (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House. 1984): Similarly. some of those who read 11:6 negatively.
in terms of Yahweh cither being feartul of what humanity may achieve or simply disapproving of it, are: J.
P Fokkelman, Narrative Art in Genesis: Specimens of Sivlistic and Structural Analvsis. 2d ed. (England:
Shefticld Academic Press, 1991); Leon Kass. " The Humanist Dream: Babel Then and Now ™ Gregoriantm
81 (2000): von Rad. Genesis: Gunkel. Genesis.
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Babel is characterized by cooperation.”™ Perhaps this is an indication that humanity has
lcarned to live in peace. at least for the time being. It is, then. these values that Yahweh
wished to spread throughout the carth: Yahweh does not want one large. unified
community. but many smaller commun ¢s capable of working together for a united
purpose and of building a socicty. The people of Babel are armed with newfound
knowledge just as the man and woman of Eiden are prepared for life guided by reason.
Both of these divine speeches are followed by expulsion.

It 1s the tower narrative’s placement in the Primeval IHistory as its concluding
account which gives it its ultimate significance. There are five more clues which the
narrator includes in both narratives in order that the reader may perceive the deeper
meaning of the tale.' These ¢l which are references to an carlier narrative in the
Primeval Ilistory not only add nuance but also reveal meaning in an undeniably artistic
and complex way.

The five clues concern (1) unity: (2) cast: (3) the use of the plural: (4) dispersal:
and () the use of direct specch. Unity is emphasized throughout the tower narrative and
has been discussed in detail in previous chapters. But unity 1s also an issue in the garden
narrative where the man and the woman are “one™ flesh. A second clue coneerns the

geographical location. The narrator rele s that the people journeyed “from the cast™

=
=

" The cases of Enoch and Babel. however., cannot be viewed as one-dimensional. Cooperation
must also have been present for the completion of the first city. Also. it was in the city of Enoch where
music and metalwork began. The negative aspects of such unity as related to Babel will be discussed below.

" The narrator. indeed. is loath to spell out the meaning preferring rather that the reader
participate in the unfolding ot his narrative creation. As Sternberg writes. the narrator “disorders where he
could follow the natural order. conceals where he might reveal. twists a coherent action into incoherence.
challenging the reader to straighten out the incongruity by his own efforts™ (Meir Sternberg. The Poctics of
Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literate and the Drama of Reading (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1987). 284).
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(77n). This small detail reveals much about the character of the people. namely that they
may come from the cast. or have an “easterly™ character to them. East is where the
Garden of Eden is located and where the man and the woman became “one.”™ A third clue
is the usage of the plural pronoun “us™ which recalls Genesis 3 where Yahweh also

refers to himselt in the plural, t.c.. “behold the man has become like one ol us™

(Mmm IR0 71 2783 1), A fourth clue deals with the Yahweh™s reaction to the people.,
namely. the fact that he “scatters™ (5719) them. This is a thematic link to the garden
narrative where Adam and Eve are similarly ~sent forth™ (752). Though the words are not
the same the idea of dispersal is evident in both narratives. A fitth and tinal clue 1s the
use of direct discourse. In both the garden narrative and the tower narrative direct
discourse 1s used to emphasize the impe  anee ot the scene. With these  ve clues or
signs, therctore. the narrator is relating Babel to Eden thematically. structurally. and
grammatically. The narrative depicts the development of humanity on a universal scale
just as the narrative of the Garden of Lden relates the development of two humans on a
personal scale from childhood to adulthood. Henee, Babel is only a starting point. a safe

haven in which society can develop. and cannot be a permanent home.

Unity

The unity ot the people is without a doubt a major impetus in ahweh's decision
to scatter the people. The people™s will for unity clashes with the divine will for diversity.
While we are not explicitly told what Yahweh's specitic problem with the people is. the
issue of their unity is clear enough. The unity of the people s the first thing he notices

when he descends to earth. and Yahweh's thoughts, related in direct speech. gives them

&
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extra force. The unity of the | ple is stressed throughout the narrative by the repetition
of the word “one™ as well as other words and pronouns referring to the people as a
universal. single group. The exposition ¢  biblical narrative. as discussed in the scecond
chapter. does not include information that . not pertinent to the plot. It is not simply unity
that 1s related in the first line of the tower narrative, but unity of language. It 1s the use of
one language that defines the group as a single entity. The unity of language and place is
compounded by their unity of purpose. All of the people of Babel @ joined in their
purposc. namely to build a city and a tower and. most importantly. to r - 1ain together.

At first glance we may look at their endeavour as worthwhile. even commendable.
As Kass writes, it expresses powertul human impulses., at first toward safety and
permanence. eventually toward tull independence and self-sufficiency. And it is
accomplished entirely by rational and peacetul means.”™ ! However. a closer reading
shows this first impression as mistaken. Kass agrees with the majority of scholars who
maintain that it is the pride of the people as apparent in their building or desire for a name
that causes Yahweh to react. Kass sees tir unity as a major concern for Yahweh yet he
takes the problem of unity beyond the contines of the narrative. He mamtains that the
people’s unity will lead to a beliet in the own superiority and will ultimately erase any
distinction between themselves and God. In fact, it we took at the Creation narration
Yahweh decides to create humanity inb . image and likeness (330172 3327582 27X 7UL).
The fulfillment of this creative act comes at the end of the garden narrative when Yahwceh
remarks that “the man has become like one ot us™ (umz X2 5°7 27K85). Theretore it seems
clear that it was his intention for humanity to gain the knowledge once the man and the

! Leon Kass. = The Humanist Dream: Babel Then and Now.™ Gregorianim 81 (2000): 035,
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woman were ready to take that step. It is not a negative comment on the condition of
humanity. but rather the recognition that the maturation process is complete and
Yahweh's goal for humanity has been attained. Therefore Kass™s fear of | nanity °s over-
identification with the deity is unfounded. Yahweh himself created humanity in his own
image. Recognition of this relationship s not evidence of hubris or of a mistaken notion
of their superiority. The simple fact remains. however, that the people of Babel do not
broach this topic whatsoever. Evidence of their self-identification with Yahweh is wholly
lacking.

Kass continues his argument in questioning “where will the builders of Babel find
any knowledge of justice. or indeed. of @ moral or political principle or standard?™'*"
For Kass. this is the heart of the matter br 1 believe. it misses the point of the narrative.
Kass states that the unity as scen in Genesis 11 will ultimately result in a sense of
superiority which will first lead to a mistaken perception of their equality with God and
tinally to a loss of morality (it morality is attained in the first place). It is not unity that
Kass finds most troubling. but their lack of picty. He sces the narrative as being a
morality tale about the dar  rs of scecular lite when the narrative can better deseribed
as one that promotes the importance of a diverse humanity. [t goes without saving that the
narrator believes in the importance of God. but such a statement is hardly worth
mentioning. It is, rather. a diffe 1t mat  what the narrator is addressing. namely. how

humanity is supposed to live. and how society and culture is supposed to develop. As

"2 1bid.. 649.
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Sicker wrote. the 1lebrew Scriptures portrays humanity s story. not God's.'™ The narrator
is not preaching to his audience about the proper attitude tonards God but relating the
conditions under which humanity is best able to prosper. in other wor . man’s proper
attitude towards his fellow man. Without diversity. a counterbalance, socicty cannot reach
its full potential.

The repetition of the word “one” not only emphasizes the unity of the people but
reminds us of Genesis 2:18 where Yahw  tells the man that it is not good to be alone
(3727 2787 NI 2I0-X7). Adam requires another being as a counterbalance which is what
the woman provides and the rcason for her creation. A problem arises. however. with
Adam’s perception of her. She was intended to be a counterbalance (37:33-718). vet Adam
sees her only in terms of himself as he ¢ es. “bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh™
(wan e mxvn 0¥Y). Where Yahweh intended diversity., Adam sees only unity. Parker
argues that such a desire to merge is also apparent in other parts of creation. most notably
between light and darkness. Yahweh attemipted to overcome this merging by establishing
the greater and lesser lights to rule over light and darkness. The tendency of humanity to
me  : was to be solved in a much difterent fashion. namely the establishment of the
~other.™" ™ The people of Babel have the same problem as the man: they strive for unity
when diversity is necessary for a balanced and fully developed society. As Combs writes,

“the multiple invocation of the use of “one” should recall to us the carlier use of one in

" Martin Sicker. Reading Genesis Politically: An Introduction 1o Mosaic Political Philosophy
(Westport: Pracger, 2002). ix.

"' Kim Tan Parker, “Adam: The Postmodernist Bourgeois Liberal?™ Jowrnal for the Stuch: of The
Old Testamem. Vol 29, 2005, 447,

89




ol

Genesis where it was first a problem in YHWI's eves (2:18).7'" Therefore. when
Yahweh warns that it was not good to be alone. or one. and subsequently acts on the
man'’s behalt to alter the situation. the reader is alerted to the possibility that the oneness
of the people of Babel will have a similar aftect on the deity. Thus, we see that the tower
narrative is. in many ways, a retelling of the garden narrative on a universal scale.
Genesis 2 introduces the theme that a woman is created after the man for an ~other,” a
creation necessary to maintain a balance. Yahweh once again sces a need for balance in
the tower narrative which causes him to scatter the people abroad. There was no “other™
until the woman. and the carth was not filled with a vartety of nations until atter the
people of Babel were scattered. The impe ance of the ~other™ will be further discussed

below,

Last

Unity, the foremost reason Yahw.  descends. is not the only ¢lue to the meaning
of the narrative. The location of Babel. in the cast. also relates information to the reader.
As Bechtel writes. Eden is “toward the cast’. symbolic of the beginning of the day or the
beginning of life (infancy and childhood).™"** Both Iiden and cast are mentioned for the
first time in 2:8 and it is at this point tI | man is placed in Eden. It would seem clear.
then, in line with Bechtel's maturation theme. that both Eden and the cast refer to
beginnings or youth. I:den is where Yahweh placed the man to grow and develop. In 3:24

after Adam and Iive have been sent out of the garden, the cherubim are placed in the cast

Y Combs., Foundations. 389.
" Lyn M. Bechtel, “Genesis — 4B-3.24: A My th About Human Maturation.” Jowrnal for the Study
of the Old Festament 67 (1995): 10,
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to protect the tree of life which. according to Bechtel, symbolizes childhood knowledge
just as the tree of knowledge represents adult knowledge illustrating another link between
cast and youth. However. sinee the tree of life is in the centre of the gar n it would seem
that the narrator i1s trying to make a point about the term “east™ as well as attach a quality
to it rather than the cherubim’™s location. I would argue that this reference to the east. thus.
seems o deal more with Eden as opposed to the tree. First it is a reminder of the
connection between cast and Eden and its connotation of beginnings, and sccondly that
re-entry into the childhood home or child-like state is impossible.

Therctore. when we see men miy ting castward. as in the account of the Tower
of Babel, we are mindful of the implications. As discussed in the previous chapter. the
narrator does not include details unless they serve a inction. Thus by the narrator
including this detail the reader is given the sense that this may be a story of further
development. The similarities between the two narratives make it very probable that they
are thematically related. When scen in this way. the tower narrative s about the
development of humanity from a single. eme et group to a fully developed humanity
with diverse societies, cultures and languages. In Eden, the rite of passage 1s cating the
fruit of the tree of knowledge: here it is developing the technology to build the tower.
Once that knowledge is achieved. Yahweh realizes that they are now able to leave Babel
with the knowledge they have acquired and to fulfill the divine command of filling the
carth, This would mean that what Yahwch says in 11:6 (D) is indeed positive, as
discussed carlier. It is not a condemnation that their actions are sinful or that he 1s worried
or fearful of their capabilities (as Fokkelman main " 1s) but an acknowledgment of their

maturity as a socicty. ot th ‘rreadiness H leave the nest as did Adam and Eve.
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Combs’ interpretation of the “east” is quite different. He cites the fact that the
man’s purpose in the garden is to keep it and that he is forbidden to cat of a specitic tree.
Therefore. it is in the cast that the “man first experiences deprivation.™*” The man and
woman's actions in I:den arc thereafter driven by this sense of deprivation. They
endeavour to overcome it by seeking to be like God. The knowledge they gain from
cating of the forbidden tree is outweighed by further deprivation (a cursed ground. the
nced to toil. childbirth pain. and the introduction of death). Cain similarly sees himself as
deprived once informed of his punishmer  that the groun will not vield food and he in
turn moves cast. Cain then builds a city to overcome his fear. Combs further states that
cast ~is used to designate those who do not believe they can be forgiven or who do not

168 . . .
™ Lastly, cast is used to designate those who believe that

believe that God is beneticent.
they are not free but rather controlled by the same force that causes the sun to rise. The
people of Babel build a city for the same reason as Cain. namely out of fear. Once.
however, “cast” is associated with Babel. it then takes on a new connotation. that of
oneness. Combs argues that by the tower narrative, humanity has developed in a way that
promotes oneness to the point of complete homogeny. what he calls an “castern view.”
According to Combs. cast has many negative connotations. though 1 believe it is
difficult to associate cast with an absolute negativity. Why are cherubim negative? Does
the association of cast to Iiden refer to Adam or to the garden? Is Ca s travelling to the
cast a reflection on Cain or the nature of the first city? Likewise. does Babel's castern

focation refer to the people or to the city? Do the man and woman truly feel deprived?

[TIRIPN . . o
“ Combs. Foundutions, 13.
" Ihid.. 201.
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Can humanity still be described as deprived sinee toiling. the pain of childbirth. and death
have continued to be a part of. if not epitomize, the human experiencee?

Rather than interpreting cast as signifving a feeling of deprivation and of being
controlled by fate in the midst of an unforgiving and unkind Ge¢  cast can more
consistently be understood as representing beginnings. In every instan  the term is used
it refers to the place rather than the people. This is evident from the first home of the man
and woman, to the first city. and finally to Babel where humanity takes the first step from
a single emergent group to many nations occupying and filling the carth. It is in Babel. in
the cast. where the people first develop impressive construction techniques which
facilitate their filling the carth. Populating the carth without first developing skills
necessary to accommodate large  oups. ., citics. would have been: n to the man and

woman tryving to mature without the sccurity of Eden.

U'se of the Plural Pronoun
A third clue 1s Yahweh's use of the pronoun “us™ which again brings us back to
the wrden. In Iiden. Yahweh reco izes that after the couple have caten the fruit that the

man is now “like one of us™ knowing good and evil. This signifies the completion of the

human’s maturation into adulthood. In the tower narrative. “us™ is an allusion back to this

development. When Yahweh says “come let us go down™ in 11:7 (C7) it is in recognition

164

of the readiness of humanity to delve into life outside Babel. " Of course, like Eden. the

people require a push.

169y, . . L. . . .
" Yahweh's use of the pronoun “us” also echoes the words of the people of the corresponding

section (C) as desceribed in the previous chapter about the chiastic structure of the narrative.



As discussed carlier. Kikawada views the “plural verb form referring to the
singular Divine subject™ as a verbal inclusio connecting the tower narrative with the
creation narrative.' " It is the sheer infre 1eney of the term as used by Yahweh which
gives the reader pause and causes him or her to wonder of the possible nuances of the
term. In fact. if we look at the two carlier uses. one in the creation narrative and the other
in the garden narrative. then the premise that Babel ends the Primeval History as the
earden narrative began. namely with an account of the development humanity, is
strengthened. In 1:26 Yahweh states “let us make a man in our image and after our
likeness™ (3mnT2 11732 07X 7evd). Then in 3:22 Yahweh recognizes that “the man has
become like one of us™ (ann N0 55 2787). Thus, it would appear that the man was not
like God until after he ate of the forbidden fruit. The creation of man was not complete
until this point. until maturity. Since Yahwceh intended to make human - in his image and
states that man is ~like one of us™ at the end of the garden narrative. Yahweh. theretore.
perceives himself in terms of knowled: . Humanity was never meant to remain in the
garden but to mature and gain the knowledge that Yahweh had intended for humanity

sinee the beginning ot creation.

It ts this connotation that the term “us™ brir 5 into the tower narrative. the idea of

completion. As the creation process ol imanity was complete upon gaining knowledge.
humanity on a universal scale becomes complete once it has acquired the knowledge at
Babel depicted as technical abilities. Yahweh'™s “let us go down™ in section € is not only
an ccho of the people’s words in section C but also the narrator’s way ot crafting this

nuance. The tower narrative is not a simple tale dealing with pride and punishment but a
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remarkably complex as well as artistic tale bringing in various clements of carlier
narratives. As the ending to the Primeval — storv. it s designed 1o be appreciated on a
variety of levels with numerous nuances. With the inclusion of Yahweh's plural pronoun.
we get the nuance of the completion of a process begun at creation but only fultilled at
Babel. namely filling the carth. As Kikawada states. “this motif of scattering in our story

- . . o T
would then tultil the blessing given in Genesis 1.

Dispersion

This brings us to the next clue to the meaning of the narrative. that of scattering.
The term “scatter™ (3719) 1s used in the previous two chapters. in 9:19 and 10:18. These
usages are in no way negative or punitive but merely describe the spreading abroad of the
descendants of Noah atter the fTood (9:19: “these are the three sons of Noah and from
these the whole carth was scattered™ (37-22 m¥01 oM - 12 FoX mee) and 10:18:
“afterward scattered the families of the Ci aanites™ (Rv305 Dimsen 101 ). I, as | have
argued. the events of chapter 10 occur after the Tower of Babel narrative. then the verb
“scatter” should be read as it is in these two instances without the punitive aspect. Even
the language of 9:19 1s reminiscent of the tower narrative with the phrases “sons of Noah®
and "all the carth” bringing to mind “the sons of men™ in section b5 and the repeated
occurrences of "all the carth.”

The relationship between the Table of Nations and the tower narrative chiastically
resembles that between Genesis 1 and 2. Genesis 1 gives a general account of creation

followed by Genesis 2 where the more detailed creation of humanity is given prominence.

IR TR
Ihid., 32.



Conversely. the Table of Nations describes the details of humanity scattering across the
carth relating names and places. At this point, the narrator usces the convention of a
fTashback in order to reveal the impetus bel 1d this scattering. As Genesis 2 gives a more
personal account of Genesis 1. the tower narrative provides an explanation for the
spreading aboard of Noah's sons. The biblical narrator is not constrained by linearity.
Rather. narrators use flashbacks. or analepses. 1o “stress a particular situation or idea.™"’
In this case, the narrator, who neglected to relate why the sons of Noah began to spread
across the carth. reveals. in the tower narrative, that humanity had strived for unity and it
1s. in fact. Yahweh who instigated the scattering that is described in chapter10.

Thus we have the tower narrative fitling in gaps, artfully illustrating how the
world has come to be what it is in the previous chapter. ‘Therefore, the scattering that
occurs in the tower narrative 1s not only to be seen in the same light as in the Table of
Nations. but is indeed the same act of scattering told on two different levels with two
different purposcs, first to describe the proliferation of the human race and secondly to
explain how it came about. Who is this generie humanity — at Yahweh has scattered in the
tower narrative? They are the sons of Noah, and where they have been scattered has
alrcady been detailed. Tho 7 the diversity is forced. it is no more a punishiment than
previous interpreters has viewed the “spreading” about ot the sons of Noah. The dispersal
of the people was carried out not as a punishment but as a necessary act in order to ensure
that the people fill the carth. As Anderson writes, “cthnic diversity is understood to be the

fruit of the divine blessing  “ven at the creation (1:28) and renewed in the new creation

U AmMIL Reading. 111
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after the flood (9:1 .7)."]73 It scems clear through the refrain of “multiply and fill the carth’
that Yahweh not only intends for diversity 1 his ereation but will enforee its realization.
The connection to the  irden narrative lies in the fact that the dispersion is caused
by Yahweh. Both the human couple and  mimanity on a universal scale needed guidance
upon achicving maturity. Adam needed to be “sent forth™ from the garden as Bechtel
writes, ““to fulfill his potential of cultivati 1 the ground in the world. tle is sent forth and
driven out (gr§. emphasizing physical removal), not because God is jealous of his
knowing good and bad. but because he is mature enough to leave the childhood world.”"™
The tree of life 1s guarded to ensure they will not return to childhood. In Babel. Yahweh's
intention is likewise to show humanity that it is prepared for the outside world. They no
longer need to be huddled in one united mass, but must venture out to achieve their
potential of filling the earth with the knowledge they have acquired at Babel. This is why
they are scattered rather than simply expelled ¢n masse. It punishment were the issue,
then expulsion would have been sufticient but Yahweh scatters them. prompting the

diversity he desires.

Use of Direct Speech
A final clue that reveals the meaning of the tower narrative is the use of speech.
Four of the nine verses of the narrativ  are direct spe . structured symmetrically and

divided equally between the people and God. Alter discusses in detail the importance of

1™ , . . . \ . . .
Bernhard W Anderson. From Creation to Noew Creation: Old Testament Perspeciives
(Minnecapolis: Fortress Press. 1994, 176.
" Bechtel. Genesis.” 26.
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language in the Tebrew Bible and maintains that the narrator will choose direct speech
and dialogue over narration whenever possible. He writes:

what is important to [the narrator] is human wi  confronted with alternatives

which 1t may choose on its own or submit to divine determination. Articulated

language provides the indispensat model tor defining this rhythm of political or

historical alternatives, question and response. creaturely uncertainty over against

the Creator’s intermittently revealed design. because in the biblical view words

underlice reality. With words God called the world into being: the capacity for
. . . 175

using language from the start set men apart from the other creatures.” ™
Specech is particularly important because it reveals the inner thou its of the characters as
thot "t process and decision-making are both related. it at all. in this manner. When
speech is used. we must consider the impact of speech. in other words, would the scene
be altered if narration were used instead? The impact here is that the reader is brought
into the story by the use of speech. The reader hears first hand what the characters’
intentions are and are thus encouraged to sce from the point of view of the people. to
identify with them. Without the speech of the people. the reader may not relate to the
characters at all. The same is true with the divine speech which echoes and contrasts that
of the people. Yahweh is given 2 last word and the reader then views the situation trom
his point of view.

When it comes to Babel. t! ¢ . nothing overtly negative @ out the attitude or
actions of the people but their words point to one very important fact that. in their unity.
the people have failed to uphold the diversity exemplified in creation. Rather, they
express through their language that oy are unified. As discussed carlier, unity is
emphasized in the narrative in cneral and in the speech of the inhabitants of Babel in

particular. As the | cople are anonymous. emphasizing the universality of the text. the

TAler. The Art. 69.
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words “us’. “we’, “they” are repeated numerous times. They say. “let us mold’™. “let us
build ourselves™, “let us make for ourselves™. and “lest we are scattered”™ (emphasts added).
In just two verses. they refer to themselves six times. Their speech does not relate
disobedience or sin but a desire to remain united. It 1s not insignificant. therefore. that
Yahweh directs his attention to that method of unification as he not only alters their unity
of place. but of their language as well. Had pride been the issue and not unity, then
altering their language as a punishment makes no sense. Such an action can only be
explained by the desire to encourage and — ing about diversity.

The mmportance of direct speech in relation to time is further illustrated by several
scholars including Bar-Efrat. Amit. and Rimmon-Kenan. When a narrative is presented in
the scenic method (when the “events themselves™ ™ are described as opposed to the
summary method where the narrator summarizes the events) and direct speech is used,
narration time and narrated time are virtually identical. With the summary method.
narrated time 1s accelerated and with the scenic method. time slows down which
consequently draws attention to the wo s of the speaker.””” As Bar  Tat writes. "if we
note the variations in narrated time in relation to narration time., we will discover the
narrator’s focal points and the relative  nportance of its various subjects.”™ ™ When we
examine the tower narrative. A and A" are description or explanation. B. B' and D are
summary. and C and C" and D as well as D" are direct speech or seene. The narrator can
pause narrated time for a variety of casons including to pass judgment. to give an

explanation, description or comment or to clucidate the motivations of a character. Bar-

[t e . . 5
" Bar-EBivat Narrative At 34
177 . . . . . . .
Summary and scene are also referred to as showing and telling and dicgesis and mimesis.
178 e . . -
Bar-Efrat. Narrarive Arec 151,
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Efrat writes, “explanations of events are a powertul tool in the hands of a narrator.
enabling clear and unequivocal messi s to be conveyed to the readers.”™"™ This is to
ensure that the reader correctly understands the significance of the narrative. The narrator
interjects twice in this narrative, in the exposition and conclusion. In A the narrator
emphasizes the unity of the people as evident by their one language. as discussed carlier,
and in A' relates the consequences ot this unity which are, of course. that they have been
scattered. The phrase “all the carth™ (7. 72) is used three times in A and A'. a stylistic
convention which Bar-Efrat refers to as an envelope and is primarily used for
emphasis.'®" It is vet another way the narrator focuses the reader’s attention on the unity
and universality of the people. The ending is reminiscent of the ending of the garden
narrative (3:23-24) where the narrator also interjects to  late how returning to Liden is
impossible just as the people cannot retu to Babel.

In scene (C and C' and D and DY), time passes more slowly than the actions
portrayed in summary. This use of time therefore stresses the inherent importance of
language in biblical writing. The words of the characters within the narrative are given
primacy over their actions. Therefore, as Bar-Efrat maintains. the narrator has

a clear tendencey to re-ord the  reparations preceding events and the reactions

following them as bei more  portant than the events themselves. denoting ¢

special interest in matters pertaining to the human mind. its motives. decisions.
and attitudes. In other words. the human aspects. whether psychological. spiritual.,
ormoral. are anted gre er emphasis than factual components. '™

This point is made clear when the people state their desire to build a city and a tower in D

and when Yahweh descends in B the construction is complete. [t is not the buildings that

™ Ibid.. 26.
" bid.. 216.
U bid., 152,
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arc of consequence but the people’s mindset to stay together which is emphasized in their
speech. The effect of the repetition of “us™ and ~ourselves™ could not have been achieved
in narration. or indirect discourse. As Fokkelman writes, “the Bible does not contain one
single instance of small talk: almost every word by a character is existentially revealing or
rooted.”"™ Many characterizations are revealed about the people in only two lines of
speech including their tear of being scattered (which leads to their wish to remain united).
their desire to be remembered. as well as their technical skills in construction.

Signiticantly. Yahwch addresses both the people’s tear as well as their desire for a
name in his two lines of speech. In scattering them to bring about the diversity he desires.,
perhaps he is showing them that they are  ore than capable of building nations and there
is no reason to fear separation. Recall that this is precisely what happens in Genesis 10,
which looks ahead to what happens after the dispersal. Yahweh also recognizes their
technical skill in 11:6. Thov 1 far from straightforward. Yahweh's words in 11:6 show
that the people have developed a great do as a society. In the people’s own words. they
can make bricks and build towers, but Yahweh sees the  full potential. In essence. like
the garden narrative. their eyes have been opened: the essence of life has not changed. but
they have become capable of much  ore. Finally. the fact that they have been
remembered goes without saving. Without Yahweh's intervention. there would be no
story to tell.

Thus we can see that the tower narrative, when placed in its larger context of the
ending to the Primeval History. is linked to the garden 1t rative. The tower narrative is in
no way meant to be read as an indepe lent tale devoid of contextual background. The

" Fokkelman. Reading. 68.
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case is, in fact. just the opposite as its relevance lies in its placement.  The narrator
obviously took great care in creating these narrative links so that the reader may bear in
mind all of the themes presented along the way to this closing tale. As Gunn and Fewell
write. “the search for narrative significance is the serutiny of words.”™"™ Without the close
examination of the language that the narrator chooses. then many nu ices of the text
would be lost. How, then, dor  the idea that the Tower of Babel narrative relates, in a
positive way. the account of human development from a single, unified group to the
diverse cultures of the earth affect the overall construct of the Primeval History? Let us

now look at the possible implications.

The Implications of the Development Theme on the tower narrative and Genesis [-11
In reading the tower narrative as a story of development, we wonder what would
happen if Yahweh had not intervened and had rather allowed humanity to remain united.
Apart from the fact that Yahweh opposes the unity that is described in Babel, many
scholars also see such unity as problematic because they believe it is potentially or
inherently dangerous. Kant writes:
Holy Writ is quite right in 1 e g the tusion of peoples into one society — and
their complete liberation from external dangers at a time when their culture had
hardly begun — as an impediment to all turther cultural progress. and a plunge into
. 84
incurable corruption.
Though diversity breeds antagonism it also results in progress and new ideas. Without the
interaction that comes with diversity and the subscquent influx of new ideas. such a

socicty would fail to reach its full potential and would rather result in stagnation. There is,

Y Gunn and Fewell. Narrative, 147.
' Kant. ~Conjectural.” 67.
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however, a graver implication, that of corruption. Though Kant does not claborate on
falling into “incurable corruption.” he is surely referring to moral depravity. This 1s in all
likelihood along the same lines that Kass was thinking when he argued that the unity of
the people would ultimately lead to a loss ot morality due to the mistaken beliel of their
equality with God."*

Combs sees the matter of unity in much the same way. He writes. it leads to
exeesses because there is no need to search for justice because nothing that happens, even
the most horrendous violence. ever actually changes or alters the “one substance™ ™™ As
long as the group is unaftected, the individuals do not matter. and can cven be considered
expendable. In such a system, the rights of the individual can disappcar which can only
have disastrous results.

Parker’s interpretation is, arguably. closer to what the narrator is trying to convey
and cnvisions a less dramatic outcome than Kass or Combs. Ile mamtains that a
successtul society requires both a united people but also an “other™ to act as a balance
much in the same way as the woman was to counterbalance the man in Genesis 2. Parker
wriles:

the desire for universal brother/sisterhood. therefore, has to be seen in conjunction
with a situation in which individuals or groups are scparate from one another, and in
which competitiveness. distrust, and mutual hostility might come about. tere one can
recognize. but not overcome and assimi 2. the “Other™.'Y

For Parker. it is individuality that is the issue, not morality. In order for an

individual not to be subsumed by the group. proper distinction between him/her and the

"% See Kass, “The I nist Dream.™
e Combs, Foundations. 411
" parker. “Adam.” 447,
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group as a whole must be maintained. The same 1s true for socicties on a larger scale. It

1s. fundamentally. an issue of boundaries. The importance of boundaries was established
at the very beginning of Genesis during creation. As Ajzenstat writes. we have already

met a God who intended a creation of ¢lear boundaries and difterences. a God who all

- |88 .
Yahweh separated the light om

through this passage repeatedly works by separating.
the darkness. the waters above and below the firmament. and tinally day from night. The
greater and lesser lights where  “ven the charge of ruling over day and night respectively
because they continued to merge at dawn and dusk. Thus. Yahweh recognized the natural
tendencies of certain things 1o mix. to unite. and theretore put procedures in place to
guard against them. The retrain “according to their/its kind” (7377) acts ina similar
fashion. Yahweh created an abundance o iverse creatures yet they are all meant to stay
among their own kind. This is perhaps why God gave dominion over the animals to the
man and woman, so that they could enforee the boundaries. When humanity itselt fails to
uphold the balance of unity and separation. ot diversity and uniformity. he acts to correct
the situation.

Perhaps the most notable implica Hn of the development interpretation is the
change of tone stemming from the absence ot sin. This 1s not only true for the tower
narrative but the whole of Genesis 1-11. When both the maturation theme of the Garden
of Liden narrative and the development theme of the tower narrative are in conjunction

with cach other, then Genesis E-11 changes to a more positive note. Rather than the

" Samuel Ajzenstat. “Liberal Democracy and the Biblical Account of Creation: Some Structural
Analogies.™ in Liberal Democracy and the Bible, ed. Kim lan Parker (Queenston: The Edwin Mellen Press,
1092), 24
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narrator relating the repeated sins of humanity, Genesis 1-11 becomes a narrative
recounting the history of humanity from creation to the varied cultures of the world.

Itis with Bechtel's analysis of Genesis 2-3. which is devoid of the notion of sin,
which not only re-evaluates the narrative but also allows the garden narrative to be seen
in an entirely different light than the problematic ~fall™ interpretation.'® Bechtel argues
that the cating of the fruit symbolizes the humans® maturation into adolescence. She
writes, it is not that the world changes once of the fruit is caten. but that the humans sce
the world as it really is through the eves of mature adults. rather than through the eves of
immature children.”™™ The adolescents are now self-aware. cognisant of the reality of the
world around them as their eyes are now « en. Not only was the process a natural one.
but it was intended by God as 1t was he who created the snake and the woman. the means
by which maturation was brought about. The humans have not reached adulthood at this
point as evidenced by their inability to take responsibility for their actions as both blame
another for what they have done. What is traditionally seen as a dispensation of
punishment is, rather. God relating to the humans the “reality ol adult life.” of life outside
the garden.'”! For the woman, adult life  characterized by procreation and for the man,
working the land. The final transition is into adulthood. At this point the couple get their
adult names. Adam and Eve. God prepares them to leave the childhood world of the

garden by clothing them fully, a sign of civilization and social. physic  sexual and

w0 . . I -
" Beehtel writes. “scholars have long recognized the problems and illogical aspects of this

traditional interpretation.” Bechtel, 3-4.
" Ibid.. 19.
" Ibid.. 21
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. . 192 o e . . ..
psychological maturation.”™ ™ Since the tree of lite symbolizes childhood knowledge. it is
cut oft from them. Now, fully matured. Ad. v and Eve are ready for life outside the
garden armed with the knowledge. that ot oppositional forces. necessary 10 survive,
procreate and. ultimately. to build a socicty. As Parker writes. “the removal from Liden.
that gigantic womb which is no lor r appropriate now that the man and the woman have
language and knowledge. completes the maturation process: the man and woman. though
alienated beings, are suitable for social lite.”"

The maturation theme is thus a very fitting interpretation of the text. The language
nowhere promotes a sin and punishment (or tall) reading. © ose words are not used in the
text. and as Bechtel points out. “the “sin and fall” interpretation is not mentioned
clsewhere in the Hebrew Scriptures, despite the plentiful opportunities - particularly in
the prophets.™ In other words. Adam and Lve are not referred to as the paradigm of
sinners in the Hebrew tradition. Furthermore. the phrase knowing ~good [and/or| evil™ is
used several times in the Hebrew Bible and never to denote knowledge that is bevond the
scope of human development. Therefore the interpretation that cating e torbidden fruit
was an attempt to alter their created status is unjustitied. As a result of this recent. but
perhaps original. reading of the text.  is only natural that such a re-evaluation be
aftorded to the Tower of Babel.

As a result of reading the tower narrative as being absent of sin. then Yahweh's

actions cannot be viewed as a punishment. As Anderson writes. “there is no basis for the

" Ibid.. 25

M Kim lan Parker, “Mirror, Mirror on the Wall. Must We Leave Eden Once and for AII? A
Lacanian Pleasure Trip through the Garden of Eden.” Jowrnal for the Study of The Ofd Testament 83
(1999): 28.

" Bechtel. “Genesis,” 4.
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negative view that pluralism is God’s judgment upon human sinfulness. Diversity is not a
condemnation.™” Yahweh's intention was that the carth be filled with diverse creatures
and human beings. During creation. Yahweh does not create a couple of species. but
many varicties of species to fll the occans. carth and sky. Likewise, he did not create
Adam and Lve to be the sole humans but to multiply and fill the carth. Eden was a safe
place to grow and learn the ways of the outside world; it was never intended to be a
permanent home. As is clear from the stru e of the six days of creation, humanity is the
culmination of creation. Why would Yahweh create the world if he only intended for the
human population to number two people who were secluded in the gi len? Rather. the
world was created for humanity and humanity was then given the respe  ibility of having
dominion over the animals and to till the carth. This can only be accomplished onee
humanity has multiphed and filled the carth, not if they are gathered together in a group at
Babel. Tis intentions demarcated during the Creation and garden narratives have not
changed by the tower narrative thov 'y the people are cither unaware of this divine will or
unwilling to acquiesce to it. Lither way.  versity is enforced and the now mature people
arc cattered to fulfill the mand > of filling the carth. The people. first feartul of this
outcome. are well equipped to face the outside world. just as v ¢ Adam and ve were:

they just required a little push.

Conclusion

194 - N .
Y Anderson. From Creation, 177,
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While many commentators have argued that pride lics at the root of the sin of the
people of Babel, my literary examination of the narrative has tried to demonstrate that
unity is more likely the matter at hand. The unity of the people in the Tower of Babel is
unmistakeable, The repetition of the word “one.” the frequency of the pronouns reterring
to the people as a unified. anonymous. ar  universal group are among the most obvious
signs. But. we also notice that collectively the narrator, the people themselves and
Yahweh all deseribe the people as one. of having one language. There are several signs
that point to creation, where diversity is emblematic of the proper characteristic of nature.
as well as to the garden narrative. In Eden. Adam and Eve develop the skills necessary for
life outside the garden as they mature from children to adults capable ¢ procreation. It is
the outside world. which encompasses hardship and pain as well as knowledge and
procreation, that is the proper home tor humans. Only there can humanity fulfill the
divine mandate to multiply and fill t1  earth. Likewise. humanity cannot remain in Babel.
Though there is security in numbers, hu  anity cannot thrive under such conditions. We

need a sense of selt that comes from the recognition of the “other.” the balance that comes
with opposition. the progress that comes with competition. It is the difference between
looking into a mirror and looking out the window: both are necessary for self-awareness
and knowing one’s place in the world.

When seen in this light, the tone of Genesis 1-11 1s much difterent. People do
indeed act in a sinful manner at times. 1 st notable in the generation of the lood. but sin
is certainly not the overall theme of the narrative as a whole. Witho  the assumption of
sin, a much more suitable theme emerges. that of maturation. The maturation of humanity

[=

from childhood to adulthood conveys. arguably. the proper meaning of the garden
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narrative and opens Genesis 1-11 with a specific purpose. Yet it is not the only narrative
that welcomes a departure from the traditional sin and punishment interpretation. The
artistic language and structure of the tower narrative unquestionably demonstrate the
complexity of the narrative which is often overlooked. These literary features deserve
more than the conventional “sinful-humanity”™ interpretation. The purpose of Genesis 1-
I'1, then, is to delincate the journey of humanity from creation to a dev: ped civilization

filled with a variety ot cultures, nations and languages.
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Conclusion

With the introduction and influence of literary criticism 1t 1s hoped that scholars
and readers alike will move past the notion that the Bible 1s a hopelessly fragmented text
and. rather. see what the biblical authors where capable of. As Sterr org writes, “the
Bible™s verbal artistry. without precedent in literary history and unrivaled since. operates
by passing off its art for artlessness, its sequential linkages and suprasequential echoes for
unadorned  parataxis. its  density  of evocation  for  chronicale-like  thinness  and
transparency.” ™" Readers must recognize that biblical authors were tirst and foremost
writers. not just compilers who assembled various tfragmentary tales but writers who took
pleasure in the creative act. in word play, structure and language. By accepting that the
Ilebrew Bible in general and our narrative in particular is a work of narrative art then we
the reader can appreciate the Bible on several differe  levels. including its writing,
language and design. basically as literature.

It 1s clear that the narrator of the tower narrative took great pains in creating a tale
that can be read on many levels. Perhaps its most basic meaning reveals the opposing
nature of humanity and God. God strives for diversity. for the rth to be filled.
[Tumanity. on the other hand. feels more secure when it can maintain - united tront. Their
fear of being scattered is completely justified on the one hand as Yahwceh does indeed
scatter them across the carth. However, since the people fare so well after the dispersion
as depicted in the Table of Nations it i+ car that Yahweh's foundation of diversity is the

proper route for humanity. Yet what prompted this fear in the first place? Where they

190 (o . -
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aware of the divine mandate and therefore fear Yahweh™s interventio ” The narrative
simply does not provide information to m: 2 a proper conclusion. The narrator does not
provide information he deems superfluous. Alternatively. the narrator also wishes tor the
reader. by his or her own efforts. to determine meaning and make judgments. As
Anderson writes. “the narrator does not attempt to fill in the gaps and resolve all tensions
prosaically. leaving nothing to the imagmation: rather the hearer is invited into the story’s
dimension of depth and mystery.™"’

To assist the reader. however, the narrator doces provide hints. These hints. or
clues, generate a second level upon which the narrative can be read. When the tower
narrative’s placement in the Primeval His  ry is taken into account then subtle nuances of
meaning emerge. The words the narrator chooses, then, become laden with significance.
pointing back to carlier narratives where the words had been used bet ». On this second

vel of reading. when the ni tor states that the people have one language and one
words, a statement which is echoed by Yahweh who similarly describes the people as
being one and having one language, the word “one™ is meaningfully conncected to the
garden narrative where Yahweh had told the man that 1t was not good to be alone. or one.
l.inguistic hints such as this abound in the tower narrative not only illustrating the
narrator’s mastery over language but also of the nature of storvielling.

One of the elements of the tower narrative which certainly brings it into the realm
of narrative art is its structure. As Fokkelman writes:

because the symmetrical struer ¢ is the most powertul and most fundamental

formal aspect of our story we may expect that its interpretation will enable us to
push through to the last pre-dominating perspective. to that one decisive coneepl

197 , .
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of the narrator’™s which inspired a | guided him in choosing and handling his
198
tools.

Using such a structure. the narrator i1s able to highlight certain fundamer 1l aspects of the
narrative without having to spell out his intentions to the reader or compromising his
artistic aim. By structuring the text to focus on 11:3 (section 12} where Yahweh descends
to carth. the narrator can do several things at once: he causes the reader to question what
the people have done to warrant Yahweh's immediate attention. what Yahweh will do
upon viewing the actions of humanity. and how the people will far¢ in the end. In
prompting such questions the narrator ensures the participation of the reader. In short.
employing a chiastic structure results in much more than displayving artistic ability.

The point the reader is perhaps meant to take om this narrative is that the
diversity called for by Yahweh in the creation narrative is the best way for humanity o
prosper: this means. of course. that the unity described in our narrative is at best a path to
social stagnation and. at worst. simply dangerous. As Ajzenstat writes. human merging is
~as much a spiritual danger as it is our deepest craving.™ ™ There are many things that
could go wrong in a society in which individuals are over-identitied with the group as a
whole. A lack of selt-identity could result in failure tor individuals to thrive and a loss of
imagination (the arts). On the more dangerous side. a soctety of “one™ could very well be
fearful. hostile. or feel superior to any outsider. This is not what is meant by “be fruitful
and multiply.”

There are as vet further avenues of study which may not only reveal noteworthy

aspects of the text but in doing so also enhance our understanding of it. Comparative and

"M Fokkelman, Narrative Art. 29,
RO “l - q
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contemporaneous literature. though scarce. could aid with cultural questions. This is.
however. a dubious course of action since texts written too long after the tower narrative
may have no more in common with it than today’s drama share a commonality with
Shakespeare. Words and language, after all. are tluid. always in motion. ever evolving.
An appealing course of study would be an attempt to successfully apply
Sternberg’s argument that the narrator does not create characters or situations which are
purely black and white to the tower narrative or to the Primeval History as a whole. He
writes the narrator’s presentation “stops well short of dichotomizing the world into
paragons and brutes, attractive protagonists and repulsive antagonists. Esau and Saul.
even Abimeleck and Ahab. have their sympathetic teatures: while Jacob and David. or

D000 e . N
It the narrator abstains from stercotypes

even [lijah. are certainly not idealized.”
leaving it up to the reader to make the appropriate value judgments then this trait would
have implications tor the tower narrative. If even characters traditionally viewed as
villains in fact are given sympathetic teatures by the narrator then why would the people
of Babel be depicted as wholly sintul as many scholars have traditior  ly argued? Would
an alternative to sin then be considered or would the response be that they are sinful but
also have a sympathetic quality? To «  ve deeply into this train of thought could be
indeed enlightening.

[ do not contend that my interpretation reveals (/e meaning ot the tower narrative.
only that it is a possible meaning whic [ believe is supported byt text. The cultural
and temporal gap between the biblical —ithor and present-day readers is a difficult one to

overcome. The nature of the text. leaving the reader with questions and forcing

200 .
Sternberg, Poctics, 494,



assumptions is without a doubt something that the original audience would have managed
without much difficulty if any at all. The fear that the people felt over the prospeet of
being scattered, for instance. would not have held the same ambiguity that i1t holds for us.
Though they may have understood the n ative without the same consternation as. for
example. the present interpreter. it does not mean that they could have appreciated the
text any more. 10 a reader must determine the language and structure of the text. it will
result in not only a more creative interpretation. but also a profound respect for biblical
Writing.

The placement of the tower narrative at the end of the Primeval History is a
perfect introduction to Abram and the P iarchal History. In the first cleven chapters of
Genesis the narrator has artistically crafted the history of humanity from creation to a
familiar time tor the audience. not exactly in the author’s time but one in which readers
could recognize. As Westermann writes, “the itinerary moves from the distant darkness of

N

primeval time into clear light where history begin.™"" Though this is no doubt sccondary
to the thematic purpose of the narrative it does add vet another layver onto the narrative.
With the tower narrative placed in a historical time frame it encourages the reader to
relate to the events and characters in a more personal way than narratives which depict
significant temporal or cultural gaps om the reader’s own experience. Indeed. the
narrative still resonates today with con ientaries. art. as well as movies. Has its original
meaning been lost to the ages or does the fact that it remains, however distorted. in the
minds of those living today offsct its evolving signiticance? This of course remains to be

seen. The importance. however. ol alvzing the Hebrew Bible using the techniques of

200 gy . L.
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literary criticism has hopetully become cvident. By examining the narrative in this

holistic manner. it is hoped that new light has been shed on an old tale.
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