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The Tower of Babel and the Midwives of Egypt: 

The Quest for Individuality and the Path to Redemption  

Judy Klitsner 

1. Genesis 11 

: ָשםַויְֵּשבּו , ַוִיְמְצאּו ִבְקָעה ְבֶאֶרץ ִשְנָער; ְבָנְסָעם ִמֶקֶדם, ַוְיִהי (ב) :ֲאָחִדיםּוְדָבִרים , ָשָפה ֶאָחת, ָהָאֶרץ ָכלַוְיִהי ( א)

ֹּאְמרּו ִאיש ֶאל( ג) הּו ַוי עֵּ ִנים ָהָבה, רֵּ ָנה ,ְוִנְשְרָפה, ִנְלְבָנה ְלבֵּ ָפה ַוְתִהי ָלֶהם ַהְלבֵּ ָמר, ְלָאֶבן, ִלְשרֵּ  ָהָיה ָלֶהם, ְוַהחֵּ

ֶמר ֹּאמְ ( ד): ַלחֹּ ם, ָלנּו ְוַנֲעֶשה ,ּוִמְגָדל ְורֹּאשֹו ַבָשַמִים, ִעירָלנּו  ִנְבֶנה ָהָבהרּו ַוי י ָכל ַעל, ָנפּוץ ֶפן שֵּ  (ה): ָהָאֶרץ ְפנֵּ

ת ֶאת, 'ַויֵֶּרד ה י ָהָאָדם, ָבנּוֲאֶשר , ַהִמְגָדל-ְוֶאת ָהִעיר ִלְראֹּ ֹּאֶמר ה (ו): ְבנֵּ ן ַעם , 'ַוי , ְוֶזה, ְלֻכָלם ַאַחתֶאָחד ְוָשָפה הֵּ

ֹּא; ַלֲעשֹות ַהִחָלם ֶהם ְוַעָתה ל ר מֵּ ל ֲאֶשר ָיְזמּו ַלֲעשֹות, ִיָבצֵּ ְרָדה, ָהָבה (ז): כֹּ ֹּא ִיְשְמעּו ְשָפָתם, ָשםְוָנְבָלה , נֵּ , ֲאֶשר ל

הּו ְשַפתִאיש  עֵּ ָתם  'ה ַוָיֶפץ (ח): רֵּ י ָכל ַעל, ָשםמִ אֹּ ת , לּוַוַיְחדְ  ָהָאֶרץ ְפנֵּ ן ָקָרא  ַעל (ט): ָהִעירִלְבנֹּ  ִכי, ָבֶבל, ְשָמּהכֵּ

י ָכל ַעל, 'ה ָהָאֶרץ ּוִמָשם ֱהִפיָצם ָכל ְשַפת, 'ָבַלל ה ָשם  :ָהָאֶרץ ְפנֵּ

And all the earth was of one language and of one set of words. And as they 

journeyed from the east they found a valley in the land of Shinar and settled 

there. And they said to one another, “Come let us make bricks and burn them 

hard (lit. “burn burnings”), and the brick served them as stone, and bitumen 

served them as mortar. And they said, “Come let us build a city and a tower, with 

its top in the heavens, and we will make a name for ourselves, lest we scatter 

over the face of all the earth. And the Lord descended to see the city and the 

tower that humanity had built. And the Lord said, “If, as one nation and one 

language this is how they have begun to act, then nothing that they propose to do 

will be out of their reach. Come let us descend and confuse their language there 

so that they will not understand each other’s language. And the Lord scattered 

them from there over the face of all the earth and they ceased building the city. 

Therefore, He called its name Babel, because there the Lord confused the 

language of all the earth and from there the Lord scattered them over the face of 

all the earth. 

2. Rashi 

 .באו בעצה אחת ואמרו לא כל הימנו שיבור לו את העליונים נעלה לרקיע ונעשה עמו מלחמה -דברים אחדים 

U-devarim ahadim.  They came with one counsel and said, “Not all depends on 

Him [i.e. He had no right] to choose for Himself the heavens. Let us ascend to the 

firmament and wage war with Him.” 
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3. Haamek Davar 

We must understand what they were afraid of [and that is] that some would leave 

for another land. This was certainly connected to the "devarim ahadim" among 

them, as they feared that since not all human thoughts are identical, if some 

would leave they might adopt different thoughts. And so they made certain that no 

one left their enclave. Anyone who deviated from the “devarim ahadim" that was 

among them would be sentenced to burning, as was done with our forefather, 

Abraham. What emerges is that their "oneness of speech" was an impediment, as 

they decided to kill anyone who did not think as they did.  

4. Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5 

 .ן ואין אחד מהן דומה לחבירוה טבע כל אדם בחותמו של אדם הראשו''הקב

God imprinted each person with the stamp of Adam, and no one person is like 

another. 

Buber 

Not before a man… can say I, can he…to God—say thou, And even if he does it 

in a community, he can only do it “alone”. 

ת שֵּ  ֶלה תֹוְלדֹּ ם ֶבן ְמַאת ָשָנה ַויֹוֶלד ֶאת ַאְרַפְכָשד ְשָנַתִים ַאַחר ַהַמבּולאֵּ  :ם שֵּ

This is the line of Shem. Shem was 100 years old when he begot Arpachshad, two years 

after the Flood. 

5. Exodus 1 

ל ַהָבִאים ִמְצָרְיָמה ( א) י ִיְשָראֵּ ֶלה ְשמֹות ְבנֵּ יתֹו ָבאּוְואֵּ ב ִאיש ּובֵּ ת ַיֲעקֹּ ִוי ִויהּוָדה( ב) :אֵּ ן ִשְמעֹון לֵּ ( ג) :ְראּובֵּ

ר( ד) :ִיָששָכר ְזבּוֻלן ּוִבְנָיִמן ף ָהָיה ( ה) :ָדן ְוַנְפָתִלי ָגד ְוָאשֵּ ב ִשְבִעים ָנֶפש ְויֹוסֵּ י ֶיֶרְך ַיֲעקֹּ ְצאֵּ ַוְיִהי ָכל ֶנֶפש יֹּ

ל ַהדֹור ַההּואַוָיָמת י( ו) :ְבִמְצָרִים ף ְוָכל ֶאָחיו ְוכֹּ ד ( ז) :ֹוסֵּ ד ְמאֹּ ל ָפרּו ַוִיְשְרצּו ַוִיְרבּו ַוַיַעְצמּו ִבְמאֹּ י ִיְשָראֵּ ּוְבנֵּ

ָתם א ָהָאֶרץ אֹּ ף( ח) :ַוִתָמלֵּ ֹּא ָיַדע ֶאת יֹוסֵּ ֹּאֶמר ֶאל ַעמֹו ִהנֵּה עַ ( ט) :ַוָיָקם ֶמֶלְך ָחָדש ַעל ִמְצָרִים ֲאֶשר ל י ַוי ם ְבנֵּ

ל ַרב ְוָעצּום ִמֶמנּו ינּו ְוִנְלַחם  ָהָבה (י) :ִיְשָראֵּ ִנְתַחְכָמה לֹו ֶפן ִיְרֶבה ְוָהָיה ִכי ִתְקֶראָנה ִמְלָחָמה ְונֹוַסף ַגם הּוא ַעל שְנאֵּ

תֹו ְבִסבְ ( יא) :ָבנּו ְוָעָלה ִמן ָהָאֶרץ י ִמִסים ְלַמַען ַענֹּ ם ְוֶאת ַוָיִשימּו ָעָליו ָשרֵּ ה ֶאת ִפתֹּ י ִמְסְכנֹות ְלַפְרעֹּ ֹלָתם ַוִיֶבן ָערֵּ

ס ל( יב) :ַרַעְמסֵּ י ִיְשָראֵּ י ְבנֵּ ץ ַוָיֻקצּו ִמְפנֵּ ן ִיְפרֹּ ן ִיְרֶבה ְוכֵּ תֹו כֵּ ל ( יג) :ְוַכֲאֶשר ְיַענּו אֹּ י ִיְשָראֵּ ַוַיֲעִבדּו ִמְצַרִים ֶאת ְבנֵּ

ָדָתם ֲאֶשר ָעְבדּו ָבֶהם ַוְיָמֲררּו ֶאת ַחיֵּ ( יד) :ְבָפֶרְך ת ָכל ֲעבֹּ ָדה ַבָשֶדה אֵּ ִנים ּוְבָכל ֲעבֹּ ֶמר ּוִבְלבֵּ ָדה ָקָשה ְבחֹּ יֶהם ַבֲעבֹּ

ִנית פּוָעה( טו) :ְבָפֶרְך ם ַהשֵּ ם ָהַאַחת ִשְפָרה ְושֵּ ת ֲאֶשר שֵּ ת ָהִעְבִריֹּ ֹּאֶמר ֶמֶלְך ִמְצַרִים ַלְמַיְלדֹּ ֹּאֶמר ְביַ ( טז) :ַוי ֶלְדֶכן ַוי

תֹו ְוִאם ַבת ִהוא ָוָחָיה ן הּוא ַוֲהִמֶתן אֹּ ת ֶאת ָהֱאֹלִהים ( יז) :ֶאת ָהִעְבִריֹות ּוְרִאיֶתן ַעל ָהָאְבָנִים ִאם בֵּ ַוִתיֶראןָ ַהְמַיְלדֹּ

יֶהן ֶמֶלְך ִמְצָרִים ַוְתַחֶייןָ ֶאת ַהְיָלִדים ֹּא ָעשּו ַכֲאֶשר ִדֶבר ֲאלֵּ ֹּאֶמר ָלֶהן ַמדּוַע ( יח) :ְול ת ַוי ַוִיְקָרא ֶמֶלְך ִמְצַרִים ַלְמַיְלדֹּ

ת ִכי ָחיֹות ( יט) :ֲעִשיֶתן ַהָדָבר ַהֶזה ַוְתַחֶייןָ ֶאת ַהְיָלִדים ת ָהִעְבִריֹּ ֹּא ַכָנִשים ַהִמְצִריֹּ ה ִכי ל ת ֶאל ַפְרעֹּ ַותֹּאַמְרןָ ַהְמַיְלדֹּ
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ֶהן ָנה ְבֶטֶרם ָתבֹוא ֲאלֵּ ד( כ) :ַהְמַיֶלֶדת ְוָיָלדּו הֵּ ת ַוִיֶרב ָהָעם ַוַיַעְצמּו ְמאֹּ ַוְיִהי ִכי ָיְראּו ( כא) :ַויֵּיֶטב ֱאֹלִהים ַלְמַיְלדֹּ

ת ֶאת ָהֱאֹלִהים ַוַיַעש ָלֶהם ָבִתים ָרה ַתשְ ( כב) :ַהְמַיְלדֹּ ן ַהִילֹוד ַהְיאֹּ ר ָכל ַהבֵּ אמֹּ ה ְלָכל ַעמֹו לֵּ ִליֻכהּו ְוָכל ַוְיַצו ַפְרעֹּ

 :ַהַבת ְתַחיּון

 

These are the names of the children of Israel who came to Egypt; with Jacob 

came each man and his household. Reuben, Simon, Levi and Judah; Issachar, 

Zebulun, and Benjamin; Dan and Naphtali, Gad and Asher. And all those who 

issued from Jacob were seventy, and Joseph was in Egypt. And Joseph died, and 

all his brothers, and all of that generation. And the children of Israel were fruitful 

and they and they swarmed and they increased and became very mighty, and the 

earth was filled with them. A new king arose over Egypt, who did not know 

Joseph. And he said to his nation, “Behold the nation of the children of Israel is 

greater and mightier than we are. Come let us deal cleverly with them [lit. him] 

lest they [lit. he] increase, and it will be when war occurs that they [lit. he] will join 

our enemies in fighting us, and rise up from the land.” And they placed 

taskmasters over them [lit. him] to oppress them [lit. him] with their burdens; and 

they [lit. he] built storage cities for Pharaoh, Pitom and Ramses. But the more 

they oppressed them [lit. him], the more they [lit. he] increased and spread out, so 

they came to dread the Israelites. The Egyptians enslaved the children of Israel 

with hard labor. And they embittered their lives with hard labor, with mortar and 

bricks and with all kinds of work in the field—they enforced all labor ruthlessly. 

The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives, one whose name was Shifra and 

the other whose name was Puah. And he said, “When you birth the Hebrew 

women and you see them on the birthing stools, if it is a boy kill him, and if it is a 

girl let her live.” And the midwives feared God, and did not do as the king of Egypt 

had said to them, and they let the children live. The king of Egypt called to the 

midwives and said to them, “Why have you done this thing, letting the children 

live?” And the midwives said to Pharaoh, “The Hebrew women are not like 

Egyptian women: they are vigorous. Before the midwife can come to them, they 

give birth.” And God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied and 

increased greatly. And because the midwives feared God, he established 

households for them. Then Pharaoh charged all his people saying, “Every boy 

that is born you shall throw in the Nile, but let every girl live.” 

6. Exodus 2 

ִוי ַוִיַקח ֶאת  ית לֵּ ִויַויֵֶּלְך ִאיש ִמבֵּ ֶרד  ...ַבת לֵּ הַותֵּ ֶרא ֶאת  ַבת ַפְרעֹּ ר ַותֵּ ת ַעל ַיד ַהְיאֹּ ְלכֹּ ֶתיָה הֹּ ר ְוַנֲערֹּ ץ ַעל ַהְיאֹּ ִלְרחֹּ

ָבה ְבתֹוְך ַהסּוף ַוִתְשַלח ֶאת ֲאָמָתּה ַוִתָקֶחהָ  ל ָעָליו ַותֹּאֶמר ַוִתְפתַ  :ַהתֵּ ֶכה ַוַתְחמֹּ הּו ֶאת ַהֶיֶלד ְוִהנֵּה ַנַער בֹּ ח ַוִתְראֵּ

י ָהִעְבִרים ֶזה   :ִמַיְלדֵּ
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A man of the house of Levi went and married the daughter of Levi. The woman 

conceived and bore a son; and when she saw how good he was, she hid him for 

three months. When she could hide him no longer, she took a wicker basket… 

And she put the child into it and placed it among the reeds by the bank of the Nile. 

And his sister stationed herself at a distance, to learn what would be done to him. 

The daughter of Pharaoh went down to bathe in the Nile, while her maidens 

walked along the Nile. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her slave 

girl to fetch it. When she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. She 

took pity on it and said, “This must be a Hebrew child.” 

7. Rashi 

 :סרס המקרא ופרשהו ותרד בת פרעה על היאור לרחוץ בו -לרחץ על היאור 

To bathe at the river. Transpose the verse and explain it: “And the daughter of 

Pharaoh came down to the river to bathe in it.” 

 

 

Shemot Rabbah 1:23 

 לרחץ מגילולי אביה--פרעה לרחץ על היאורותרד בת 

Pharaoh’s daughter came down to wash upon the river—to cleanse herself of 

her father’s idols. 

 

 

 

 


