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Figure 1. M. C. Esher, 1898-1972: Tower of Babel,

1928. A confused group of different peoples

quarrel and cry out as the work comes to a

standstill.

Question: At the beginning of the Tower of Babel story, we read that “the whole earth was of one language, and

of one speech.”[ii] Later, we are told that “the Lord did there confound the language of all the earth.”[iii] But

the scientific history of languages tells us that the diverse tongues of the world did not originate from the

splitting of a single language. Must we choose between science and scripture?

Summary: To begin with, the Hebrew word eretz used in Genesis 11:1 (and also in the story of Noah’s

flood[iv]) can mean either “earth” or “land,” and it is impossible to know which except from context.[v] Here,

the phrase probably just means that the people in the land where the story took place originally spoke a
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common language.[vi] In addition, despite the chapter’s focus on the confounding (mixing up) of languages,

God’s most important concern seems to have been the confounding (mingling) of the covenant people with

their unbelieving neighbors.

As with other stories in Genesis 1-11, temple themes are woven throughout the account of the confusion at

Babel. In this case, the Tower can be seen as a sort of anti-temple wherein its builders attempted to “make … a

name”[vii] for themselves rather than acknowledging God as the one who gives names to those He has chosen

because of their faithfulness. Abraham’s posterity will be separated out from other nations. His great name

“will be achieved not in the present through heroic feats and imposing monuments but rather in a divinely

promised future through the begetting of numerous offspring.”[viii] Though Abraham successfully passed the

tests of his day,[ix] his latter-day posterity must continue their vigilance, for the project of Babel is making a

strong comeback today.

The Know

Does science support the idea of a splitting of an original language at Babel? The answer is “no.” The story

is an interesting puzzle for scholars and scientists. On the one hand, the details of the Babylonian setting and

construction techniques for the tower are believable,[x] even if the time frame for the story is difficult to pin

down.[xi] On the other hand, in light of what is known about the way languages evolve, the biblical story of the

confusion of languages at the Tower of Babel seems incredible.
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Figures 2 and 3. Katherine Scarfe Beckett, 1972-: Family Trees of the Indo-European and Semitic Languages,

2005[xii]

Figures 2 and 3 beautifully illustrate the family trees of the Indo-European and Semitic languages. Guy

Deutscher explains how the splitting of language occurs:[xiii]

Linguistic diversity is … a direct consequence of geographical dispersal and language’s propensity to

change. The biblical assertion that there was a single primordial language is not, in itself, unlikely, for it is

quite possible that there was originally only one language, spoken somewhere in Eastern Africa, perhaps

100,000 years ago. But even if this were the case, the break-up of this language must have had much more

prosaic reasons than God’s wrath at Babel. When different groups started splitting up, going their own ways
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and settling across the globe, their languages changed in different ways. So the huge diversity of languages

in the world today simply reflects how long languages have had to change independently of one another.

Figure 4. Tablet with Fragment of Enmerkar and

the Lord of Aratta

Could there have been some kind of “confounding” of language at Babel after all? The answer is, possibly,

“yes.” Perhaps there is a believable way to understand the “confounding” of language at Babel as referring to a

local breakdown in the use of a common, regional language rather than a complete breakup of a single,

universal language. Some scholars believe that such a language could have played the role of a lingua franca,

enabling cooperative work among people who came together from throughout the empire to execute large

building projects. In our times, languages such as English, French, and Swahili similarly allow individuals

hailing from different places to do business with one another in a common language.

One candidate for such a lingua franca among the Babylonians is Akkadian.[xiv] A second candidate is

Sumerian. In this regard, a segment of a Mesopotamian epic entitled Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta is of
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special interest. Although translators differ about whether the story describes a past event when one language

became many or a future event when all languages would become one, it may resemble the Babel story in its

account of the disruption of languages.[xv]

If we take the “one language” of Genesis 11:1 as being Sumerian, Akkadian, or even (as a long shot)

Aramaic[xvi] rather than a supposed universal language,[xvii] some of the puzzling aspects of the biblical

account become more intelligible. For example, “Genesis 10 and 11 would make linguistic sense in their

current sequence. In addition to the local languages of each nation,[xviii] there existed ‘one language’[xix]

which made communication possible throughout the world”[xx] — or, perhaps more accurately, throughout the

land.[xxi] “Strictly speaking, the biblical text does not refer to a plurality of languages but to the ‘destruction of

language as an instrument of communication.’”[xxii]

In summary, Victor Hamilton[xxiii] writes that it “is unlikely that Genesis 11:1-9 can contribute much, if

anything, to the origin of languages … [T]he diversification of languages is a slow process, not something

catastrophic as Genesis 11 might indicate.”[xxiv] The commonly received interpretation of Genesis 11 provides

“a most incredible and naïve explanation of language diversification. If, however, the narrative refers to the

dissolution of a Babylonian lingua franca, or something like that, the need to see Genesis 11:1-9 as a highly

imaginative explanation of language diffusion becomes unnecessary.”[xxv]

Are “confounding” and “confusing” the same thing? While modern use of the word “confound” typically

expresses the element of surprise experienced by someone when an event runs counter to expectations (“the

inflation figure confounded economic analysts”[xxvi]), the King James Bible translators would have been

aware of its Latin origin as confundere. This word means literally “to pour together, mix, mingle” (com +

fundere = together + to pour).[xxvii] Because “confound” has changed its primary meaning in modern English,

more recent translations often substitute the closely related term “confuse.” In modern English, “confuse” is a

helpful translation, preserving the basic meaning in Hebrew text of mixing up and mingling.
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Figure 5. J. James Tissot, 1836-1902: Building the Tower of Babel, ca. 1896-1902

What seemed to be God’s most important concerns about the confusion at Babel? Hugh Nibley argues that

the confusion (mixing-up) of language is necessarily connected to the confusion (mingling) of the covenant

people with their unbelieving neighbors — a phenomenon that the Lord condemns elsewhere in the Bible and

the Book of Mormon.[xxviii]

Though we should remember that textual and interpretive difficulties present in the version of “Genesis” on the

brass plates of Laban could have made their way into Moroni’s summary of the story of Babel,[xxix] the Book

of Mormon provides some helpful perspectives on the confusion of languages and people. For example, while

warning that “we need to be cautious of … simplistic readings of the scriptural text,” Hugh Nibley provided

this careful analysis of the Jaredite story:[xxx]

The book of Ether, depicting the uprooting and scattering from the tower of a numerous population, shows
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them going forth [in] family groups [and] groups of friends and associates[xxxi] … There was no point in

having Jared’s language unconfounded if there was no one he could talk to, and his brother cried to the

Lord that his friends might also retain the language. The same, however, would apply to any other

language: If every individual were to speak a tongue all his own and so go off entirely by himself, the races

would have been not merely scattered but quite annihilated.

We must not fall into the old vice of reading into the scripture things that are not there. There is nothing

said in our text about every man suddenly speaking a new language. We are told in the book of Ether that

languages were confounded with and by the “confounding” of the people: “Cry unto the Lord,” says Jared,

[xxxii] “that he will not confound us that we may not understand our words.”

The statement is significant for more than one thing. How can it possibly be said that “we may not

understand our words”? Words we cannot understand may be nonsense syllables or may be in some foreign

language, but in either case they are not our words. The only way we can fail to understand our own words

is to have words that are actually ours change their meaning among us. That is exactly what happens when

people, and hence languages, are either “confounded,” that is, mixed up, or scattered.[xxxiii]

In Ether’s account the confounding of people is not to be separated from the confounding of their

languages; they are, and have always been, one and the same process: the Lord, we are told,[xxxiv] “did not

confound the language of Jared; and Jared and his brother were not confounded … and the Lord had

compassion upon their friends and their families also, that they were not confounded.”[xxxv] That

“confound” as used in the book of Ether is meant to have its true and proper meaning of “to pour together,”

“to mix up together,” is clear from the prophecy in Ether 13:8, that “the remnant of the house of Joseph

shall be built upon this land; … and they shall no more be confounded,” the word here meaning mixed up

with other people, culturally, linguistically, or otherwise.

Neither the Bible nor the Book of Mormon attributes the scattering of the people to the confusion of tongues. In

Genesis, no explicit cause and effect is described — we are told only that “from thence did the Lord scatter

them abroad upon the face of all the earth.”[xxxvi] Likewise, as Nibley describes:[xxxvii]

After the brother of Jared had been assured that he and his people and their language would not be

confounded, the question of whether they would be driven out of the land still remained to be answered:

That was another issue, and it is obvious that the language they spoke had as little to do with driving them

out of the land as it did with determining their destination.
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Gardner summarized as follows:[xxxviii] “The confounding of languages is related to the mixing

(confounding) of different peoples in creating this great tower in Babylon. From such a mixing of people who

were attempting to build a [counterfeit] temple to the heavens, Yahweh removed some of His believers [e.g.,

the Jaredites and, at a future point, Abram] for His own purposes.”

Figure 6. Model of the Marduk Temple Tower at

Babylon. Vorderasiatisches Museum, Staatliche

Museen, Berlin, Germany, 1999

Is there any evidence for a confusion of peoples in ancient Mesopotamian building projects? The Tower of

Babel was almost certainly designed as a Mesopotamian ziggurat. At the top of a ziggurat was a gate where

gods would enter the structure from their heavenly abode. At the bottom was a temple, where the gods would

further descend to receive the gifts and worship of the people.[xxxix]

Records are scarce for the earliest ziggurats, but inscriptions describe later reconstructions, such as the

rebuilding of temple complexes at Babylon (E-temen-anki)[xl] and Borsippa (Eur-me-imin-anki) by
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Nebuchadnezzar II. Inscriptions relating to these later towers attests the use of “bitumen and baked brick

throughout” the structures[xli] as described in the biblical account.[xlii] More intriguingly, we read an elaborate

description of how workers were gathered from throughout the empire to execute a ziggurat-building project,

recalling the biblical imagery of a confusion of languages and peoples:[xliii]

In order to complete E-temen-anki and Eur-me-imin-anki to the top … I mobilized [all] countries

everywhere, [each and] every ruler [who] had been raised to prominence over all the people of the world

[as one] loved by Marduk, from the upper sea [to the] lower [sea,] the [distant nations, the teeming people

of] the world, kings of remote mountains and far-flung islands in the midst of the] upper and lower [seas,]

whose lead-ropes [my] lord Marduk placed in [my] hand so [that they should] draw [his] chariot.

An inscription from Borsippa tells us that the ziggurat had been left unfinished and that, prior to the

reconstruction by Nebuchadnezzar II, it had fallen into ruins — a reminder of the uncompleted structures of the

biblical Babel:[xliv]

I built É-temen-anki, the ziggurat of Babylon (and) brought it to completion, and raised high its top with

pure tiles (glazed with) lapis lazuli. At that time E-ur-(me)-imin-anki, the ziqqurrat of Borsippa, which a

former king had built and raised by a height of forty-two cubits but had not finished (to) the top, had long

since become derelict and its water drains were in disorder. Rains and downpours had eroded its brickwork.

The baked brick of its mantle had come loose and the brickwork of its sanctum had turned into a heap of

ruins.[xlv] My great lord Marduk stirred my heart to rebuild it.



2/6/22, 5:28 PMDoes Science Support the Idea of the Splitting of an Original Language at the Tower of Babel? | Meridian Magazine

Page 12 of 25https://latterdaysaintmag.com/does-science-support-the-idea-of-a-splitting-of-an-original-language-at-the-tower-of-babel/

Figure 7. Jerry Thompson: Lehi’s Dream[xlvi]

The Tower of Babel and the “great and spacious building.” When we look closely at the descriptions of the

Tower of Babel of Genesis 11 and the “great and spacious building” that “stood as it were in the air, high above

the earth” of Lehi and Nephi’s vision[xlvii] we realize that they refer to one and the same building. Indeed,

Ellen van Wolde points out that the Hebrew term for “heaven” in Genesis 11:4 “can also mean air, and the word

is frequently used in the Hebrew Bible in connection with impressive buildings such as fortresses or towers, as

in Deuteronomy 1:28 and 9:1, which speak of ‘great cities and fortresses in the air.’”[xlviii] Nephi described

the inhabitants of the building as “the world and the wisdom thereof” and the building itself as “vain

imaginations” and “the pride of the world.”[xlix] Like the Tower of Babel, “it fell, and the fall thereof was

exceedingly great.”[l]

The aspirations of the builders that the top of the tower “may reach unto heaven”[li] are

contradicted by the statement in Genesis 11:5 that the Lord had to come down to it. Gordon Wenham observes:

[lii] “With heavy irony we now see the tower through God’s eyes. This tower which man thought reached to
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heaven, God can hardly see!”

Figure 8. Julee Holcombe, 1972-: Babel Revisited,

2004[liii]

The Why

The story of Babel has never been more relevant that it is today. The expanding global monoculture replicates

with cold precision the essential conditions for human projects in the style of Babel to sprout and flourish.

Paying homage to the 1563 work by Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Julee Holcombe’s Tower of Babel is “built of

collaged digital images of various buildings from crumbling cheap housing to neo-classical palaces and topped

by skyscrapers reaching for the heavens.” According to the artist: “Babel Revisited takes an allegorical gaze at

history and modernity and how human beings, like nature, are doomed to the continual repetition of what has

gone before.”[liv] André LaCocque concludes that the author of Genesis 11 “wants his readers to realize that,

among other things, they participate in Babel’s building. ‘Babel’ then becomes the symbol of all of our

constructions and fabrications, with their inexorable outcome: confusion (of our life messages) and scattering

(of all the pieces of our projects).”[lv]

In light of the scattering of the Babylonians, Leon Kass poses these penetrating questions:[lvi]

Did the failure of Babel produce the cure? Has the new way succeeded? The walk that Abram took led

ultimately to the biblical religion, which, by anyone’s account, is a major source and strength of Western
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civilization. Yet, standing where we stand, at the start of the twenty-first century (more than thirty-seven

hundred years later), it is far from clear that the proliferation of opposing nations is a boon to the race.

Mankind as a whole is not obviously more reverent, just, and thoughtful. And internally, the West often

seems tired; we appear to have lost our striving for what is highest. God has not spoken to us [speaking of

Western civilization collectively] in a long time.

The causes of our malaise are numerous and complicated, but one of them is too frequently overlooked: the

project of Babel has been making a comeback. … Whether we think of the heavenly city of the philosophes

or the post-historical age toward which Marxism points, or, more concretely, the imposing building of the

United Nations that stands today in America’s first city; whether we look at the [Internet], or the globalized

economy, or the biomedical project to re-create human nature without its imperfections; whether we

confront the spread of the post-modern claim that all truth is human creation — we see everywhere

evidence of the revived Babylonian vision.

Can our new Babel succeed? And can it escape — has it escaped? — the failings of success of its ancient

prototype? What, for example, will it revere? Will its makers and its beneficiaries be hospitable to

procreation and child rearing? Can it find genuine principles of justice and other non-artificial standards for

human conduct? Will it be self-critical? Can it really overcome our estrangement, alienation, and despair?

Anyone who reads the newspapers has grave reasons for doubt. The city is back, and so, too, is Sodom,

babbling and dissipating away. Perhaps we ought to see the dream of Babel today, once again, from God’s

point of view. Perhaps we should pay attention to the plan He adopted as the alternative to Babel. We are

ready to take a walk with Abram.

Further Study

As a video supplement to this lesson, see Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, “A Tower of Literary Beauty: Wordplay and

Chiasmus in the Story of Babel” on the Interpreter Foundation website

(https://cdn.interpreterfoundation.org/ifvideo/TowerOfLiteraryBeauty.m4v).

For a verse-by-verse commentary on the story of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11, see J. M. Bradshaw, et al.,

God’s Image 2, pp. 378-438. The book is available for purchase in print at Amazon.com and as a free pdf

download at www.TempleThemes.net.

For a video that discusses some of society’s current “Babel projects,” see Jeffrey M. Bradshaw, “The future

https://cdn.interpreterfoundation.org/ifvideo/TowerOfLiteraryBeauty.m4v
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isn’t what it used to be: Artificial Intelligence meets natural stupidity.” Presentation at the Second Interpreter

Science and Mormonism Symposium, March 12, 2016

(https://www.templethemes.net/media/videos/Jeff%20Bradshaw-480p.m4v). Links to an expanded, written

version of this presentation published in a series of Meridian Magazine articles can be found here

(https://www.templethemes.net/publications.php#mm-future).
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Endnotes

[i] Used with permission of Book of Mormon Central. See https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/reference-

knowhy.

[ii] Genesis 11:1.

[iii] Genesis 11:9.

[iv] Addressing the question of the Flood, Elder John A. Widtsoe, writing in 1943, stated (J. A. Widtsoe,

Evidences, p. 127):

We should remember that when inspired writers deal with historical incidents they relate that which they

have seen or that which may have been told them, unless indeed the past is opened to them by revelation.

[For example, t]he details in the story of the Flood are undoubtedly drawn from the experiences of the

writer. … The writer of Genesis made a faithful report of the facts known to him concerning the Flood. In

other localities the depth of the water might have been more or less.

[v] See, e.g., H. W. Nibley, Lehi 1988, p. 172; W. Bradley, Why, pp. 177-179.

[vi] It may be significant that the Joseph Smith Translation for Genesis 11:1, 6 reads: “the same language,” not

“one language.”
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[vii] Genesis 11:4.

[viii] R. S. Kawashima, Sources and Redaction, pp. 58-59.

[ix] D&C 132:37.

[x] See J. M. Bradshaw et al., God’s Image 2, pp. 382-386.

[xi] Scholars disagree on the timeframe for any historical events associated with the story of the Tower of

Babel. For example, John Walton attempts to date various developments that were necessary precursors to the

building of Babel (baked brick technology, the ziggurat, urbanization, government by ruling assembly) to the

late fourth and early third millenniums BCE (J. H. Walton, Mesopotamian Background. See also J. H. Walton,

Ancient, pp. 120-121; J. H. Walton, Genesis, pp. 60-65). Walton also describes changes in climate and water

levels that favored migration into southern Mesopotamia toward the end of the fourth millennium. In light of

these findings, he argues for the site of Eridu as a possible site for the occurrences described in Genesis 11.

In his essay on chronology in the book of Ether (B. A. Gardner, Second Witness, 6:146-154), LDS scholar

Brant Gardner surveys arguments for the dating of the Jaredite migration that range from around 3000 BCE

(John Sorenson) to around 1100 BCE (Gardner’s own conclusion). Some scholars date the details of the story

of Babel to the reign of Nebuchadnezzar II (ca. 604-562 BCE), which seems implausible at first glance. It is

always possible, however, that a redaction describing an earlier event may anachronistically include details

from a later time.

Hugh Nibley distinguished the story in the Book of Mormon from the story in the Bible, arguing that the “great

tower” of the Jaredites was linked with Nimrod, and that the “Tower of Babel” was later (H. W. Nibley,

Teachings of the Book of Mormon, 1:345. Cf. H. W. Nibley, Lehi 1988, pp. 165-167; H. W. Nibley, Approach,

p. 329).

[xii] Copyright Katharine Scarfe Beckett. With permission. Image from G. Deutscher, Unfolding, pp. 57, 179.

[xiii] Ibid., pp. 55-56.

[xiv] N. Ostler, Empires, p. 59.

[xv] J. H. Walton, Genesis, p. 64. The idea that the text “is really looking forward to a time when all mankind

would speak the same language, the Sumerian language … would be closer to Zephaniah 3:9 which looks
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forward to an age when God ‘will change the speech of all peoples to a pure speech’” (G. J. Wenham, Genesis

1-15, pp. 236-237). For an overview of the topics of language and speech in the biblical tradition, see P. M.

Sherman, Babel’s Tower, pp. 69-77. Samuel Morris Brown has written extensively about the history of the

Mormon quest for a “pure language” (S. M. Brown, In Heaven, pp. 115-141. Regarding Babel, see especially

pp. 129-131). See also J. Smith, Jr. et al., Documents 2, July 1831-January 1833, pp. 214-215.

[xvi] Aramaic would presume a setting for the story no earlier than the beginning of the first millennium BCE,

seeming far too late in time.

[xvii] Whether one thinks about this in terms of the LDS tradition of an “Adamic language” or in some other

way.

[xviii] Genesis 10:5, 20, 31.

[xix] Genesis 11:1, 6. It may be significant that the JST for these verses reads: “the same language,” not “one

language.”

[xx] V. P. Hamilton, Genesis 1-17, p. 350. Drawing a modern comparison, Nibley quipped that it was “like

some of these space thrillers on the TV where everybody knows English. No matter where you go in the

universe, the all speak the same language” (H. W. Nibley, Teachings of the Book of Mormon, 4:266).

[xxi] See quote by Nibley above on eretz.

[xxii] A. LaCocque, Captivity of Innocence, p. 66, citing Paul Ricoeur.

[xxiii] V. P. Hamilton, Genesis 1-17, p. 358.

[xxiv] Drawing a rough analogue between the development of genetic and linguistic differences, Cavalli-Sforza

writes (cited in R. T. Pennock, Tower, p. 143): “During modern humanity’s expansion, breakaway groups

settled in new locations and occupied new continents [cf. the Jaredites]; from these, other groups broke away

and traveled to more distant regions. These schisms and shifts took humanity to very remote areas where

contact with the original areas and peoples became difficult or impossible. The isolation of numerous groups

had two inevitable consequences: the formation of genetic differences and the formation of linguistic

differences. Both take their own path and have their own rules, but the sequence of divisions that caused

diversification is common to both. Their history, whether reconstructed using language or genes, is that of their

migrations and fissions and is therefore inevitably the same.”
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[xxv] V. P. Hamilton, Genesis 1-17, p. 358.

[xxvi] American Heritage Dictionary, American Heritage Dictionary, s.v., confound.

[xxvii] D. Harper, Dictionary, s.v., confound.

[xxviii] From an LDS perspective, it is ironic that the anti-Mormon newspaper, The Nauvoo Expositor, used the

term “confound” in condemning the necessity of those opposed to the Church (“the innocent and helpless”) to

mingle with the believers (“the criminal and guilty”) (Nauvoo Expositor, Nauvoo Expositor, page 3, column a,

emphasis added):

It is a subject in which we are all interested, more particularly the citizens of this county, and surrounding

country; the case has assumed a formidable and fearful aspect, it is not the destiny of a few that is involved

in case of commotion, but that of thousands, wherein necessarily the innocent and helpless would be

confounded with the criminal and guilty….

Thanks to Chris Miasnik for this reference.

[xxix] The first chapter of the book of Ether describes the origins of the Jaredites at the time of “the great tower,

at the time the Lord confounded the language of the people and swore in his wrath that they should be scattered

upon all the face of the earth; and according to the word of the Lord the people were scattered” (Ether 1:33).

Related references in the Book of Mormon include Mosiah 28:17 (“the building of the great tower, at the time

the Lord confounded the language of the people and they were scattered abroad upon the face of all the earth”),

Ether 1:3 (“the great tower”). See also Mosiah 27:17; Helaman 6:28, and the Title Page and the Testimony of

Three Witnesses in the Introduction of the Book of Mormon.

Some LDS scholars have looked to the account in the book of Ether as an independent witness of Genesis 11.

However, in his lucid commentary on the Book of Mormon, Brant Gardner cautioned that the details of the

Jaredite story are not so straightforward as they seem (B. A. Gardner, Second Witness, 6:163). He reminded us

that Mosiah only summarized, but did not actually translate the “first part” of the record of the Jaredites that

spoke of “the creation of the world, and also of Adam, and an account from that time even to the great tower”

(Ether 1:3-4). Thus, it is unlikely that the passing references to that early history we have in the Book of

Mormon are based on the Jaredite record. Rather, it is more probable that they have been carried over by

Moroni into the book of Ether from what he had learned previously in his study of the brass plates. Specifically,

he argues that “the material being translated and Mosiah’s understanding of the [biblical story of the Tower of
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Babel] had enough resemblances that Mosiah shaped the Jaredites’ original story to match the brass plates’

story at a crucial point” — namely the description of how the language of the builders was confounded.

Continuing, he explains (ibid., 6:162):

Based on what we know of how Joseph Smith translated Nephi’s plates, we might expect that Mosiah used

a similar method. Thus, when Mosiah saw similar content, he used the familiar language from the brass

plates, much as Joseph Smith used the familiar KJV language of Isaiah and Jesus’ 3 Nephi sermon. It would

be dangerous to assume that Mosiah used a better or more accurate or literal translation method than Joseph

Smith did while translating a document from an unknown language through the same [Nephite

Interpreters].

By this means, whatever textual and interpretive difficulties were present in the version of “Genesis” on the

brass plates could have made their way into Moroni’s summary of the events surrounding the departure of the

Jaredites from the Old World. In the words of Gardner, “By the time Moroni adapted Mosiah’s adaptation, we

have the story as given in Genesis because of Genesis, not as an independent confirmation” (ibid., 6:166).

Some might object to this interpretation of events, thinking that since Moroni and Mosiah were prophets they

would have surely known what happened of their own accord, not through the medium of the written record.

However, Elder John A. Widtsoe explained (J. A. Widtsoe, Evidences, p. 127): “when inspired writers deal with

historical incidents, they relate that which they have seen or that which may have been told them, unless indeed

the past is opened to them by revelation.”

[xxx] H. W. Nibley, Lehi 1988, pp. 172-173.

[xxxi] Ether 1:41.

[xxxii] Ether 1:34.

[xxxiii] In Hosea 7:8, the Lord uses the same Hebrew verb to condemn the way that Ephraim has become

“confusedly mixed with nations” (A. LaCocque, Captivity of Innocence, p. 37). Cf. Hosea 9:1.

[xxxiv] Ether 1:35-37.

[xxxv] This sort of “confounding” is always relative to a particular group of people. For example, in Ether 3:24,

the Lord tells Jared that “the language which ye shall write I have confounded,” however, in this case He means

simply that the language of his record “cannot be read” (Ether 3:22) except by those who will later make a



2/6/22, 5:28 PMDoes Science Support the Idea of the Splitting of an Original Language at the Tower of Babel? | Meridian Magazine

Page 23 of 25https://latterdaysaintmag.com/does-science-support-the-idea-of-a-splitting-of-an-original-language-at-the-tower-of-babel/

translation using the stones that He had prepared for this purpose.

[xxxvi] Genesis 11:9.

[xxxvii] H. W. Nibley, Lehi 1988, p. 175.

[xxxviii] B. A. Gardner, Second Witness, 6:165.

[xxxix] See J. H. Walton, Genesis, pp. 61-63.

[xl] Two of the most popular sites proposed for the Tower of Babel for early modern adventurers in the Middle

East were Borsippa (Birs Nimrud, i.e., “tower of Nimrod”) and Dur-Kurigalzu (‘Aqar Qur), but these sites were

eclipsed by the discovery of Babylon’s ruins (See A. George, Truth; J. E. Reade, Search).

Babylon was the namesake of the biblical Babel. Sargon of Agade (ca. 2350 BCE) claims to have removed

rubble from a clay pit near Agade and heaped it up, naming it Babylon, though the name and the city are

thought to have been in use earlier (D. J. Wiseman, Nebuchadrezzar and Babylon: The Schweich Lectures of

the British Academy 1983, pp. 43-44).

[xli] A. George, Stele of Nebuchadnezzar II, p. 160.

[xlii] Genesis 11:3.

[xliii] A. George, Stele of Nebuchadnezzar II, p. 160.

[xliv] Ibid., p. 160, p. 169. Note that the time period of this description is far too late to have referred to the

Tower described in the Bible. However, if any Israelites saw the ruins of this structure during the time of their

exile, it could have inspired their concrete descriptions of the Tower of Babel.

[xlv] A French translation of this inscription by Jules Oppert that was based on the limited scholarship of a

century and a half ago is still sometimes quoted. The italicized phrase in Oppert’s obsolete translation misleads

in its implication that the text refers to a flood and to some kind of difficulty with speaking (J. Oppert, Textes, p.

192, translated from the French original):

The Temple of the Seven Lights of the earth … was built by an ancient king (reckoned to have lived 42

generations before) but he did not complete its head. People had abandoned it at the time of the Flood,

without order uttering their words (French: Les hommes l’avaient abandonné depuis les jours du déluge, en
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désordre proférant leurs paroles). Earthquakes and lightning had shaken its sun- dried bricks; had split the

baked bricks of the encasements, and the retaining walls had collapsed in heaps.

One sometimes sees a similar English translation mistakenly attributed to William Loftus (Inscription on

Borsippa, Inscription on Borsippa). However the book by Loftus that contains this inscription actually relies on

a better translation by Henry Rawlinson that neither contains a reference to the Flood nor to any phrase similar

to “without order uttering their words” (W. K. Loftus, Travels, p. 29).

[xlvi] https://www.lds.org/media-library/images/lehis-dream-jerry-thompson-82746?lang=eng.

[xlvii] 1 Nephi 8:26. See also 1 Nephi 8:31; 11:36; 12:18.

[xlviii] E. van Wolde, Words, p. 92. This reading of the account obviates the need for more elaborate

explanations of Nephi’s terminology. For example, it is sometimes assumed, erroneously, that the building

hovered above the earth. For example: “[The building] is apparently detached from the ‘world’ because the

large and spacious field in which Lehi stands is directly connected to celestialization (the Tree); and the

building, though visible to and interactive with those in the field, has no true place in the world of the Tree” (B.

A. Gardner, Second Witness, 1:178). See also S. K. Brown, New Light, p. 68, cited in B. A. Gardner, Second

Witness, 1:178, for a description of the “so-called sky-scraper architecture” of ancient south Arabia that may

have contributed to the imagery of Lehi’s dream.

[xlix] See 1 Nephi 11:35-36; 1 Nephi 12:18.

[l] 1 Nephi 11:36. Cf. J. Smith, Jr., Documentary History, August 1832, 1:283, 13 August 1843, 5:530.

[li] Genesis 11:4.

[lii] G. J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, p. 240.

[liii] Copyright Julee Holcombe. With permission.

[liv] Julee Holcombe.

[lv] A. LaCocque, Captivity of Innocence, p. 21.

[lvi] L. R. Kass, Wisdom, pp. 242-243.
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