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. ְוסֹוף ְמִטיַפִי יְ     טּופּוןַאף הּוא ָרָאה גְֻלֹּגֶלת ַאַחת ֶׁשָּצָפה ַעל ְּפֵני ַהַּמִים. ָאַמר ָלּה, ַעל ַּדֲאֵטְפְּת, ַאְטפּו

Moreover, he saw a skull floating on the face of the water. He said to it: because you 
drowned others, they drowned you. And in the end, they that drowned you will be 
drowned. 

The main point of the mishnah is to emphasize the principle of midah k’neged midah – 
measure for measure. Hillel observed a human skull floating on the water. He assumed 
that it comes from a person who was drowned and applying the principle of midah 
k’neged midah, assumed that the current victim must have drowned someone else and 
thus deserved to be drowned. The cycle, however, does not end there because the 
person responsible for this victim’s death will also be punished midah k’neged midah 
and will also be drowned. This is reminiscent of the cycle of violence between warring 
factions. Group A injures someone from Group B so Group B feels compelled to 
respond and injure someone from Group A. In response, Group A injures two people 
from Group B and this cycle continues to spiral out of control with no end in sight for 
the violence. Accordingly, we can ask, according to Hillel, how did the cycle begin and 
how will it end? Who began the cycle by drowning someone and if this is an expression 
of midah k’neged midah, which is the system put in place by Hashem, is it within 
someone’s ability to halt this principle from happening? Seemingly not because it is the 
murder’s destiny and fate to be killed for his crime. 

Another explanation offered by some commentators is that Hillel was not describing 
the principle of midah k’neged midah because if all Hillel saw was a skull, how did he 
know what happened to it? Perhaps the person was an innocent victim who was killed 
in a random act of violence. Why would he assume that the skull that he saw was a 
murderer? Therefore, it is suggested that the mishnah should be divided into two 
separate parts. Hillel sees the skull and states: If this is the skull of a murderer, then, 
“because you drowned others, they drowned you.” On the other hand, if the skull was 
an innocent person, then, “they that drowned you will be drowned.1” 

The uncertainty regarding the mishnah drives home an essential point. Although we 
may be familiar with certain principles related to how Hashem runs the world, we 
cannot know or guess how they apply in any individual instance. There is a certainly a 
principle of midah k’neged midah but in any given situation, we cannot know if that is 
the applicable principle that determined how events would unfold. We know from 

 
1 Another possibility is that the skull that Hillel saw was the result of an accident and no one 
was responsible for his death. 
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experience that events occur and many people have different interpretations as to why 
it occurred. The truth is that absent hearing directly from Hashem or a navi, we can 
only speculate why events occur. This reminds us that we should be cautious and avoid 
explaining why individual events occur and we should take other people’s 
interpretations, regardless of how confident they are, with a mound of salt, 
understanding that we cannot know exactly how to apply the ways of Hashem. 
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