
Céspedes 1 

 

Carla Céspedes 

LIT 102 

Sahota 

27 Jan 2014 

From the Mouth of God: Linguistic Punishments in Benjamin, Derrida, and Kafka 

In the writings of Walter Benjamin, Jacques Derrida and Franz Kafka, the origins and 

nature of language are discussed through the Biblical lenses of the Old Testament stories of the 

Tower of Babel and the Fall of Adam and Eve. Both stories place the figure of God as the 

originator of all life, proper names, and pure , unadulterated language while humans are depicted 

as overreaching their gifted authority from God.,  They provokeing His lasting punishment of 

mankind through the weakening and multiplication of languages. While all three theorists and 

writers confront the same Biblical tales, each does so through their own theories of translation 

the mediated human condition and interpretations of the linguistic punishment inflicted upon 

people by God. Benjamin’s “On Language as Such and the Language of Man,” Derrida’s “From 

Des Tours de Babel,” and Kafka’s “The City Coat of Arms”  explore the externalization of 

mediated language, the multiplicity of meanings for individual words, and the futility of 

linguistic unity through the introduction of the multiplicity of meaning, respectively,  as being 

God’s retribution for errors of Man’s pride and desire to create his own linguistic legacy.  

Before applying extracting his translational theories to from the Biblical narrative of the 

Fall, Walter Benjamin establishes the purpose of language not as a means of communication 

between people, but as the communication of people and things in his piece “On Language as 

Such and the Language of Man: “The language of an entity is the medium in which its mental 

being is communicated. The uninterrupted flow of this communication runs through the whole of 
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nature, from the lowest forms of existence to man and from man to God” (Benjamin 46). For 

Benjamin, because man was created in the Word of God, there is both a linguistic and mental 

figure making up each person who originated from and is made “in the image of the creator” 

(43). The idea of naming is especially important, especially when considering the Fall of Adam 

and Eve, because unlike things found in nature, man has the ability to communicate his linguistic 

being, or his language, through words and speech:, “it is therefore the linguistic being of man to 

name things” (41). Unlike using other words to communicate the linguistic being of a person, 

“the name is that through which, and in which, language itself communicates itself absolutely,” 

because it communicates both the linguistic and mental entities of a person (41). Through 

naming, Llanguage integrates itself into a person’s identity through the concept of the name, and 

becomes a self-reflexive signifier signifies the unity that comes from  of the purity of language as 

originally given by God. and the power of man to name all things.  

When Adam and Eve partook of the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge in the Garden of 

Eden, God not only punishes them by expelling them from Paradise for their blatant 

disobedience, but as Benjamin posits, He also takes away the possibility of a single language of 

“perfect knowledge” made real in the Garden for future generations (44). Man falls prey to the 

“unnameable and nameless” knowledge of good and evil that “stand[s] outside the language of 

names, which man leaves behind precisely in the abyss opened by this question” (45).  By 

stepping outside of the previously established boundaries of language by God, the first humans 

alter how language functions internally by externalizing it: no longer purely self-referential, 

language becomes the mediator of communication, signaling the “birth of the human word” (44).  

Benjamin writes that language does not communicate itself or the linguistic being of things as it 

did before the Fall, but becomes a mere “means” of communication, a weakened tool of “empty 
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word[s]” used by people but separate from them (45). In this way, God’s punishment for man is 

the starting point for the future multiplicity of languages with the growth of the human 

population and altered function of language for practical communication and translation. 

Jacques Derrida confronts a similar Biblical subject matter as Benjamin in his work 

“From Des Tours de Babel;” however, when addressing the story of the Tower of Babel from his 

own theoretical linguistic perspective, Derrida addresses God’s punishment manifesting in not 

only the differentiation of languages, but also the introduction of the multiplicity of meanings 

able to be signified by the same word: “And from then on, just as Babel is at once proper name 

and common noun, confusion also becomes proper name and common noun, the one as the 

homonym of the other, the synonym as well, but not the equivalent, because there could be no 

question of confusing them in their value” (Derrida 13). When God saw the potentially 

successful construction of a tower aimed at reaching the heavens by humans who spoke the same 

language, He chose to intervene and punish them for challenging his authority and attempting to 

“make a name for themselves,” or establish a physical, lasting legacy (11). Derrida writes that 

instead of allowing the people to name themselves, God bestows upon them his untranslatable 

proper name, transforming the tower into ‘Babel,’ which means ‘confusion’ (10). By giving them 

His name, “the father would be at the origin of language,” and as He creates confusion and 

disorder among the people, the destruction of a single language is the birth of a multitude of new 

languages (11).   

While God’s proper name is “untranslatable,” according to Derrida, the name of Babel is 

transformed through the act of punishment into a “proper name [with] the function of a common 

noun” because it not only signifies God, but also the term ‘confusion’ (10, 12). By noting this 

profound introduction of the homonym, Derrida theorizes that while proper nouns are still 
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untranslatable, all words do not exclusively conform to the “system of the language,” because in 

at least one language, the word ‘Babel’ will not only signify the proper noun, but will be 

translated into the common noun ‘confusion’ (13). The Tower of Babel story as interpreted by 

Derrida shows demonstrates that by using His own name as the source of linguistic chaos for the 

future generations of the builders of Babel, God creates both the division in lingual unity as well 

as the potential division of the unique signification of words that demand translation and yet 

avoid full translatability. The futility of linguistic unity resulting from the Fall extends beyond 

the mere differentiation of languages, however, because of the nature of mediated language itself 

as see in Franz Kafka’s work, “The City Coat of Arms.”    

Unlike both Benjamin and Derrida, Franz Kafka relates his short story about the Tower 

of Babel entitled “The City Coat of Arms” in the chaos after humans have already been divided 

by multiple languages, as Kafka references “interpreters,” but before the great tower is erected: 

“People argued in this way: The essential thing in the whole business is the idea of building a 

tower that will reach to heaven. In comparison with that idea everything else is secondary” 

(Kafka 433). In this telling of the Biblical narrative, the problems that arise from building the 

tower stem not from the division of languages, as that has already happened before the 

construction of the tower begins, but from the clashing of personalities and nationalities as a city 

was is built around the construction site for the tower to house the workers of the project that 

could take generations to fully realize. Like the tower, the idea of God is the central motivation 

behind their efforts, and the city is the outward, indirect result of that main idea, one could also 

call it a mediate of the project. It is through the length of time that the construction of the tower 

was meant to take and the resulting chaos from the growing city, rather than the actual plan of 

the structure, that Kafka brings together the Biblical stories of the Fall and the Tower of Babel . 
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and cHe comments on the inevitably unattainable pure language, symbolized by the tower/God, 

because of the limiting nature of mediated language imposed upon humans, the city surrounding 

the tower but originating from it, as a result of the Fall of Adam and Eve. Kafka shows how 

language is used as a vehicle for the communication of different ideas and different opinions, 

never mind the different languages employed to express these thoughts. The purity of language 

once had is lost because it has become so inherently expressive of human interests and for the 

furthering of human desires, like the construction of the Tower of Babel.  

While the punishment of God is not as explicitly displayed in this piece as in those of 

Benjamin and Derrida, Kafka ends his short story on an apocalyptic note: “All the legends and 

songs that came to birth in that city are filled with longing for a prophesied day when the city 

would be destroyed by five successive blows from a gigantic fist” (434). By ending the story this 

way, Kafka introduces the idea of the destructive intervention of God, the multiplication of the 

unified, upon an already discordant people as something to be desired when one realizes that 

purity of language is truly unattainable. being desirable, because in In both instances of divine 

intervention discussed by Benjamin and Derrida, out of the destruction of the original nature and 

intents of language, something linguistically new and lasting was created: lasting so long that the 

legacy of the Biblical narratives explored by Benjamin, Derrida, and Kafka have succeeded in 

creating a name for themselves even to this day. 

 


