
The myth of Babel does not exist in the Quran as 
such. There is no mention of a place with that name, 
nor is there a story that tells of the sundering of an 
original language into multiple tongues. But Arab 
exegetes of the classical period—i.e., the first eight 
centuries after Muhammad’s revelation—knew of 
the myth from Judeo-Christian sources and were 
sufficiently enamored of it that they smuggled the 
story back into their own tradition. There are several 
ambiguous surat that were understood as referring to 
the Babel tale, “the myth of myths,” as Derrida has 
called it, “the translation of translation.” There is, for 

example, the sura of the Bee, which begins by reminding believers of the various bounties God 
has granted them: all kinds of fruit, mountains to stabilize the earth, landmarks and stars for 
navigation. It then reminds the believers of the fate of idolaters, who “have schemed in the past, 
and consequently, Allah destroyed their building at the foundation, causing the roof to fall on 
them. The retribution struck them when they least expected.” [16:26] This passage and others 
were understood by classical commentators as referring to the infamous tower, whose builder 
they also identified with Nimrod. And like Judaic and Christian commentators, Mulsim exegetes 
understood the Babel story to be a parable of how mankind’s hubris, in the form of a desire for 
knowledge or an attempt to reach the heavens, leads to divine punishment. The subsequent 
confusion of human idioms and scattering of peoples is a second fall from grace, an expulsion 
from the paradise of monolingualism.  Henceforth, translation becomes at once necessary and 
impossible—impossible in the sense that no translation could ever match the transparency of 
the original Ur-Sprache. So the Islamic tradition, like the Judaic one in particular, comes to bear 
a tremendous nostalgia for the lost language of Eden.

In La langue d’Adam, a series of four lectures presented at the Collège de France in 1990, the 
Moroccan critic Abdelfattah Kilito scrutinizes this Islamic tradition of speculation about the 
language of genesis and the story of Babel. But Kilito’s investigation inquiry into origins quickly 
gives way to a deeper concern, which is the mundane fact of bi- or multilingualism, “the mystery 
of many tongues,” as George Steiner has put it. After reviewing the conventional interpretation 
of the myth, in which transgression leads to divine punishment, Kilito examines less well know 
strand of Islamic exegesis, stemming from the geographer Yaqūt and the greatest of Arab 
lexicographers, Ibn al-Manzūr. This alternate tradition tells of a great wind that gathers all the 
human tribes together at a place called Babel, and then apportions to each of them a distinct 
language. This story, whose fragments are collected and arranged by Kilito, strongly recalls the 
Christian episode of Pentecost, where the Apostles are also gathered together and receive the 
“gift of tongues”: “Suddenly there was a noise from heaven like the sound of a mighty wind. It 
filled the house where they were meeting. Then they saw what looked like fiery tongues moving 
in all directions, and a tongue came and settled on each person there” [Acts 2:2-3]. Building on 
this tradition, Kilito goes on to suggest that the myth of Babel, can be read not only as a story of 
divine chastisement, but one of divine gift-giving. For it is only through making distinctions of 
tribe, culture, and language, that humans come to have knowledge of one another: knowledge 
of themselves in their differences. Or, in the words of a Quranic verse: “O people, we created you 
from the same male and female, and rendered you distinct peoples and tribes, that you may 
recognize one another” [49:13].

Kilito’s rereading of this myth reminds us that knowledge of the self—including knowledge of 
one’s “own” language as well as an aesthetic appreciation for that language—often if not always 
arrives via some form of estrangement. Who knows if the Islamic interpretation of the Babel 
myth—a (mis)reading that arises out of an estranged sense of its own tradition—doesn’t do 
justice to the one we find in Genesis? Verfremdung, its pitfalls and pleasures, are one of the 
themes of Kilito’s own fiction, written in French as well as Arabic. Like many of his fellow Maghrebi 
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authors, Kilito has sought to illuminate this local history of bilingualism and multilingualism, 
with its historical strata of Arab-Berber conflicts, French colonialism, and post-colonial 
authoritarianism. The Clash of Images, a collection of short stories I’ve translated into English, 
narrates the progression (or translation) of a young boy growing up in Rabat from the old world 
of Arabic texts—the Quran, the Thousand and One Nights, classical poetry—to the new world of 
French comic books and American films. One consistent suggestion of these stories is that the 
world of books and reading cannot be fully recognized, or perhaps even fully experienced, until 
the narrator is forced to leave it by venturing out into the French lycée. More generally, a rereading 
of the Babel myth along the lines suggested by Kilito allows us to think about the political effect 
of conceptualizing translation as the recognition of difference, or historical unevenness, rather 
than the substitution of the same for the same. In this light, mistranslation or the failure of 
translation, may come to seem both necessary and desirable.  


