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Parashat Bo: Immoral Complicity
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Shemot 12:30
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And Pharaoh arose in the night, with all his courtiers
and all the Egyptians—because there was a loud cry in
Egypt; for there was no house where there was not
someone dead.

1. No Innocent Bystanders

Pesiktah D’Rav Kahana 7:6
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A Tanna said in the name of R. Nathan: On the day that
the firstborn of one of [the Egyptians] would die, [the
Egyptian] would carve an icon of him and place it in the
house. On that day, [the icon] was crushed, pulverized,
and scattered, and it was as hard on the [Egyptian] as if
he was burying his son again. R. Yudan said: Since the
Egyptians would entomb [their dead] in their own
houses, [on that day] the dogs went into the catacombs,
pulled out the [bodies of] the firstborn from their tombs,
and tore into them. It was as hard on [each Egyptian] as
if he was burying his son again.

Mekhilta D’Rabbi Yishmael, Tractate Pischa 13:8

7ia NVI2 NIY NINT 72Y 7TATY DR 12T
NNIY DN 'NNY "M D LI
DAY X71..."Npa X7 TR nnw" (0,1 "7un)
NNIY NIN9WH D'TAY 179K N7X , 1272
YN NN9YN 1D TY" (N,X' NIY)
DN DX

And we are hereby apprised that the captives rejoiced
in all the decrees inflicted by Pharaoh upon Israel, (for
which they were punished) in keeping with (Proverbs

17:5) "He who rejoices in (another's) misfortune will not
be absolved"...And not only captives alone (were thus
smitten), but even men-servants and maid-servants,

viz. (Exodus 17:5) "... until the first-born of the
maid-servant."

2. Moral Decadence

Rashi on Shemot 12:30
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There was no house where there was not one dead-
If there was a firstborn there, he died: if there was no
firstborn there, then the chief person in the house died
because the chief person in the house is called 1102, as
it is said, (Psalms 89:28) “I also will appoint him to be a

" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.



D' NIT?iY D252 DDA Niatn NiNyn
nYnn 0'My9 ,n2a7n NiNida DRy 1'N1,0'19
I1ANT7 2D TN 72 NNR NWXY

102.” Another explanation is: the Egyptian women were
unfaithful to their husbands and bore children from
young men, unmarried, and thus they (the Egyptian

men) had many firstborn sons; sometimes there were
five to one woman, each being the firstborn to
his own father.

Siftei Hakhamim

on Shemot 12:30
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An [Rashi’s] alternate explanation: The Egyptian
women were unfaithful. . . This raises a difficulty: Now
too, the Egyptians will say that Moshe is a liar, for sons

who are not first-born were dying. The answer is:
Moshe will tell them that they are all first-born because
the women were unfaithful. And all this was in order to
show the Egyptians’ lowliness and impurity. (Maharshal)

Midrash Te

hillim 78:11
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Rabbi Huna in the name of Rabbi Ivon says that every
blow that was inflicted on the Egyptians was measured
and weighed, and it was inflicted upon them
accordingly. Their souls were not spared from death.
Another explanation: Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said
that every blow that was inflicted upon them was a
specific punishment for a specific sin. And they survived
only because of God's protection. And all the firstborn in
Egypt were struck. Rabbi Abba bar Acha says that the
firstborn refers to the firstborn son of a man, the
firstborn daughter of a woman, the firstborn of an
animal, and the firstborn of everything. And if someone
did not have a firstborn, the death of someone else in
their household served as atonement, as it is stated:
"For there was no house where there was not someone

dead" (Exodus 12:30)

3. Immoral Complicity

Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism

The totalitarian mass leaders based their propaganda on the correct psychological assumption that, under such

conditions, one could make people believe the most fantastic statements one day, and trust that if the next day

they were given irrefutable proof of their falsehood, they would take refuge in cynicism; instead of deserting the

leaders who had lied to them, they would protest that they had known all along that the statement was a lie and
would admire the leaders for their superior tactical cleverness.

Rabbi Mosheh Lichtenstein, Parashat Bo, “And There Shall Be A Great Cry Throughout” (5781)

When a population is subject to oppression, everyone reveals his violent instincts and casts thorns and thistles in
the eyes of the oppressed people. No ruler can enslave a population by himself...

Big Question: How complicit do you think ordinary Egyptians were in the oppression of

the Israelites by Pha

roah? Does it matter?
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