
This Year We Are Slaves, Next Your We Will Be Free  
Pharaoh’s Intransigence to God (session 3) 

 
1.​ Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right 

The foundation of irreligious criticism is: Man makes religion, religion does not make man… 

Man is the world of man – state, society. This state and this society produce religion, which is an 
inverted consciousness of the world, because they are an inverted world. Religion is the general 
theory of this world, its encyclopaedic compendium… 

It is, therefore, the task of history, once the other-world of truth has vanished, to establish the truth 
of this world. It is the immediate task of philosophy, which is in the service of history, to unmask 
self-estrangement in its unholy forms once the holy form of human self-estrangement has been 
unmasked. Thus, the criticism of Heaven turns into the criticism of Earth, the criticism of 
religion into the criticism of law, and the criticism of theology into the criticism of politics. 
 

2.​ Henri Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion 
30-31 
The Egyptian state was not a man-made alternative to other forms of political 
organization. It was god-given, established when the world was created and it continued 
to form part of the universal order. In the person of Pharaoh a superhuman being had 
taken charge of the affairs of man. And this great blessing, which ensured the wellbeing 
of the nation, was not due to a fortunate accident but had been foreseen in the divine 
plan. The monarchy then was as old as the world, for the creator himself had assumed 
kingly office on the day of creation. Pharaoh was his descendant and his successor... 
He was the fountainhead of all authority, all power, and all wealth. The famous saying of 
Louis XlV l’etat cest moi, was levity and presumption when it was uttered, but could 
have, been offered by Pharaoh as a statement of fact in which his subjccts concurred… 
 
40-41 
Free enterprise did exist but it remained, as it were, marginal… Here again the distribution of 
goods was a function of Pharaoh, and this was expressed in the simple statement that Pharaoh 
owned the land… 
 
The main source of taxes was the harvest… at harvest time, officials of the treasury, 
accompanied by scribes and by policemen carrying sticks, came to take what was due to the 
royal storehouses, whence it reached all those who were directly or indirectly dependent on 
Pharaoh for their sustenance. Thus the Egyptian, whether he was part of the official hierarchy 
or not, was entirely subservient to the state as personified in Pharaoh. In Max Weber's words: 
"Everyone was tied to the function which he exercised within the social organism; in principle, 
no one was free."… 
 
Our summary description of the Egyptian state indicates that Pharaoh fulfilled an indispensable 
function: his personal power appears as the integrating factor of the body politic… The state 
was for the Egyptian simply the sphere of the king's activity; hence a civilized, orderly existence 



was dependent on the king… “What is the king of Upper and Lower Egypt? He is a god by 
whose dealings one lives, the father and the mother of all men, alone by himself without an 
equal.” 
 
"A god by whose dealings one lives"—that is the function of Pharaoh as the Egyptians saw it. 
And so we may understand that they did not consider their condition a state of intolerable 
slavery. The total absence of popular risings would otherwise be inexplicable. We know of 
troubles when the administrative machinery broke down; there were, for instance, strikes and 
demonstrations in the Theban necropolis in Ramessid times when rations fell a month behind 
time. But there is no trace of any political movement against the existing order. On the contrary, 
the people showed their affection for the institution of kingship by placing it in the center of 
their entertainment literature… For the king's power, though absolute, was not arbitrary. 
Pharaoh championed justice, maat. In fact, the king was the fount of justice as he was the 
source of all authority… 
 
We touch here on a fundamental feature of Egyptian kingship, a feature rooted deeply in the 
Egyptian mentality: the touchstone for all that was really significant was its permanence. That 
was important which had always been and would never change… 
 
Even the pattern to which government in Egypt was made to conform reflects the view of 
Pharaoh which we have described. The king who lives by Maat, who has a direct knowledge of 
the predestined order of the universe, cannot consult mere mortals. His decisions are 
represented as spontaneous creative acts motivated by considerations which are beyond 
human comprehension, although he may graciously disclose some of them…  
 
One might say—though only metaphorically—that the community had sacrificed all freedom in 
order to acquire this certainty, of harmony with the gods. 
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(1)​Afterward Moses and Aaron went and said to Pharaoh, “Thus says the LORD, the God of 

Israel: Let My people go that they may celebrate a festival for Me in the wilderness.”  



(2)​But Pharaoh said, “Who is the LORD that I should heed Him and let Israel go? I do not 
know the LORD, nor will I let Israel go.”  

(3)​They answered, “The God of the Hebrews has manifested Himself to us. Let us go, we 
pray, a distance of three days into the wilderness to sacrifice to the LORD our God, lest 
He strike us with pestilence or sword.”  

(4)​But the king of Egypt said to them, “Moses and Aaron, why do you distract the people 
from their tasks? Get to your labors!”  

(5)​And Pharaoh continued, “The people of the land are already so numerous, and you would 
have them cease from their labors!”  

(6)​That same day Pharaoh charged the taskmasters and foremen of the people, saying,  
(7)​“You shall no longer provide the people with straw for making bricks as heretofore; let 

them go and gather straw for themselves.  
(8)​But impose upon them the same quota of bricks as they have been making heretofore; do 

not reduce it, for they are shirkers; that is why they cry, ‘Let us go and sacrifice to our 
God!’  

(9)​Let heavier work be laid upon the men; let them keep at it and not pay attention to 
deceitful promises.” 

 
4.​ Alain Badiou, Philosophy of the Event, 9-10 

For me, an event is something that brings to light a possibility that was invisible or even unthinkable. 
An event is not by itself the creation of a reality; it is the creation of a possibility, it opens up a 
possibility. It indicates to us that a possibility exists that has been ignored. The event is, in a certain 
way, merely a proposition. It proposes something to us. Everything will depend on the way in which 
the possibility proposed by the event is grasped, elaborated, incorporated and set out in the world. 
This is what I name a 'truth procedure'. The event creates a possibility but there, then, has to be an 
effort - a group effort in the political context, an individual one in the case of artistic creation - for 
this possibility to becorne real; that is, for it to be inscribed, step by step, in the world. It's a rnatter, 
here, of the consequences in the real world of the rupture that the event is. I speak of truth because 
something is created that sets down, not simply the law of the world, but its truth… 
 
The simplest example is love. It's said that you 'faIl in love'. You meet someone. It so happens that 
between you and he or she, between he or she and you, an unexpected and unforeseeable possibility 
opens up in your personal, empirical existence. This doesn't mean that love is formed by the 
encounter on its own. It will be necessary to live something; there will have to be consequences. The 
encounter is the opening in my own life of a possibility that wasn't calculable in advance. 
 

5.​ Alain Badiou, Being and Event, 328-329 
Encyclopedia  

Knowledge is the capacity to discern multiples within the situation which possess this or that property; 
properties that can be indicated by explicit phrases of the language, or sets of phrases. The rule of 
knowledge is always a criterion of exact nomination. In the last analysis, the constitutive operations 
of every domain of knowledge are discernment… and classification… Knowledge is realized as an 
encyclopaedia.  



Remember that knowledge does not know of the event because the name of the event is 
supernumerary, and so it does not belong to the language of the situation… What qualifies the name 
of the event is that it is drawn from the void.  

 
)פרשת ג פרק שמות​.6

מ)יג אֹ יּ וַ ׁג ( מֹש א הָאֱלֹהִ הִנּ אבאנָֹכ ְּנ רָאב ְׂ ּיִש לָהוְאָמַרְת אֱלֹה יֵכ אֲבוֹת לָחַנ ְׁ יֵכש אֲל לוְאָמְר
מ מְׁמ אֹמ אֲלֵה

)יד(   ו�   א� רֶ ים ל מ� ֶ  הֶ  א� הֶ  רֶ   ו� הֶ ֶר ה ֹ  רַ   ֵי י�  לֵ   ֶה  יִ
)טו(  ֶר � ו�  א� דֹ ים ל מ� ֶ ֶה ה ֹ רַ ֶל   ֵי י� ֵל  א� קָ   יֵ  א� םֶ  ֵי  א� םָ  ֵי קָ  ֵי

   ֹב  ֶםיִ  ֶה �  יִ םָ  ֶה  יִ ֹר
 

(13) Moses said to God, “When I come to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your 
fathers’ [house] has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is [God’s] name?’ what shall I say 
to them?”  
(14) And God said to Moses, “Ehyeh-Asher-Ehyeh,” continuing, “Thus shall you say to the 
Israelites, ‘Ehyeh sent me to you.’”  
(15) And God said further to Moses, “Thus shall you speak to the Israelites: יהוה, the God of your 
fathers’ [house]—the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob—has sent me to 
you: This shall be My name forever, This My appellation for all eternity. 
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(2) I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as El Shaddai, but I did not make Myself known to 
them by My name  
(3) I also established My covenant with them, to give them the land of Canaan, the land in which 
they lived as sojourners 

 
8.​ Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination  

7 
The gods of Egypt are the immovable lords of order. They call for, sanction, and legitimate a society 
of order, which is precisely what Egypt had. In Egypt, as Frankfort has shown, there were no 
revolutions, no breaks for freedom… the religion of the static… served the interests of the people in 
charge, presiding over the order and benefiting from the order. And the functioning of that society 
testified to the rightness of the religion because kings did prosper and bricks did get made.  
It is the marvel of prophetic faith that both imperial religion and imperial politics could be broken. 
Religiously, the gods were declared no-gods... Moses introduced not just the new free God and not 
just a message of social liberation. Rather, his work came precisely at the engagement of the religion 
of God’s freedom with the politics of human justice.  
 
23 



As George Mendenhall has urged, the social purpose of a really transcendent God is to have a court 
of appeal against the highest courts and orders of society around us. Thus a truly free God is 
essential to marginal people if they are to have a legitimate standing ground against the oppressive 
orders of the day… 
 
34 
He is a God with a name of his own, which cannot be uttered by anyone but him. He is not the 
reflection of any, for he has his own person and retains that all to himself. He is a God 
uncredentialed in the empire, unknown in the courts, unwelcome in the temple. And his history 
begins in his attentiveness to the cries to the marginal ones. He, unlike his royal regents, is one 
whose person is presented as passion and pathos, the power to care, the capacity to weep, the energy 
to grieve and then to rejoice. 
 

9.​ Midrash Tanchuma, Vaera 5  

And afterwards Moses and Aaron came (Exod. 5:1).5They came alone. Moses neglected to keep watch over the 
elders, who slipped away, because of his preoccupation with many matters. R. Hiyya the son of Abba said: This 
was the day of Pharaoh’s reception, when all the kings came to crown him, since he was a 
cosmocrator.6One of the titles of the Roman emperor. While they were placing the crown on his head, 
Moses and Aaron stood at the entrance to Pharaoh’s palace. His guards went to him and told him: 
“Two old men are standing at the door.” “Do they hold a crown in their hands?” he asked. 
“No,” the guard replied. “Then let them enter last,” he declared. When they finally stood 
before Pharaoh, he said: “What do you desire?” Moses replied: The God of the Hebrews has sent me to you 
to say: Let My people go that they may serve Me (Exod. 7:16). He retorted angrily: “Who is the Lord, that I 
should hearken unto His voice? Does He not know enough to send me a crown? With reference to the 
matter concerning which you have come, I know not the Lord (ibid. 5:2).”  

R. Levi stated: He then took the list of gods and began to read: The god of Edom, the god 
of Moab, the god of Sidon, etc. And he said to them: “I have read the entire list, but the 
name of your God is not upon it.” R. Levi said: This may be compared to a priest who had a 
foolish servant. On one occasion, after the priest had left the city, his servant went to the 
cemetery to seek him. He inquired of the men loitering about: “Have you seen my master 
here?” They replied: “Isn’t your master a priest?” Indeed, he replied. “Fool,” they said, 
“who has ever seen a priest in a cemetery?” Moses and Aaron likewise rebuked Pharaoh, saying: 
“Fool, these gods that you mentioned are all dead, but the Lord, the true God, is a living God, the 
King of the Universe.” Pharaoh asked them: “Is He young or old? How many cities has He 
captured? How many provinces has He humbled? How long has He been King?” They replied: 
“The strength and power of our God permeates the world. He was before the world was created, 
and He will be at the end of all worlds. He fashioned you and placed within you the breath of life.” 
“What else has He done?” he asked. They replied: He stretched forth the heavens and the earth and 
His voice heweth out flames of fire (Ps. 29:7); He rends the mountains and breaketh in pieces the rocks (I Kings 
19:11); His bow is of fire; His arrows are flames; His spear is a torch; His shield is of the clouds; His 
sword is lighning; He formeth mountains and hills; covereth the mountains with the grass; the 
heavens with clouds; He bringeth down rain and dew, cạuseth plants to grow and fruits to ripen; He 
afflicteth the beasts; He formeth the embryo in the womb of the mother and bringeth it forth into 



the light of the world. He removeth kings and setteth up kings (Dan. 2:21). He said to them: “You have 
been speaking falsehood from the start! For I am the lord of the world, and I created myself 
and the Nile, as is written: The Nile is mine, I made it (Ezek. 29:3).” At that moment he 
gathered all the wise men of Egypt, and said to them: “Perhaps you have heard about the 
god of these?” They said to him: “We have heard that he is the son of wise men and the son 
of early kings.” The Holy One, blessed be He said: They call themselves wise men, but Me (they 
call) a son of wise men! By your life, I will destroy you for your wisdom, as is written: All the wisdom 
of Pharaoh’s advisers, their plans are foolish. How can you say to Pharaoh, “I am a son of wise men, I am the son of 
early kings? (Isa. 19:11). See what is written of them: The wisdom of his wise men and the understanding of his 
discerning men will be hidden (ibid. 29:14). He (Pharaoh) answered them (Moses and Aaron): “I do not 
understand what you are saying. Who is God that I should harken to His voice? (Exod. 5:2).” The Holy 
One, blessed be He responded: Evil one! Who is God? you asked. (With) who (mi) you will be plagued. 
Mi equals fifty in gematria.8Mem = 40, yod = 10. These are the fifty plagues which the Holy One, 
blessed be He, brought upon the Egyptians in Egypt. What does Scripture say regarding Egypt? The 
sorcerers said to Pharaoh: “This is the finger of God” (ibid. 8:15), and regarding the sea, what does 
(Scripture) say? Israel saw the great hand (ibid. 14:31). How many plagues did they suffer with a finger? 
Ten plagues. Calculate the five fingers on a great hand; each one corresponds to ten, hence fifty. 
Another interpretation: mi (“who”), switch the letters of mi (mem-yod)and you spell yam (yod-mem, 
“sea”); the Red Sea will inform you who God is. By your life! With your own mouth you will 
exclaim: ‘The Lord is righteous.’ You have said: I will not send, but tomorrow you will take hold of 
each of them by the hand and say: Go in peace, take even thy sheep and thy cattle, and the Egyptians were 
urgent upon the people, to send them out of the land in haste (ibid. 12:33). And thus it is said: And it came to 
pass, when Pharaoh had let the people go (ibid. 13:17). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


