


Ramban goes on to explain that 
Pharaoh became scared. This fear 
began when Moshe and Aaron stood 
before him. Aaron’s stick turned 
into a serpent, which in turn ate the 
serpents produced by the Egyptian 
magicians. When his magicians were 
able to duplicate the first few plagues, 
Pharaoh, though scared, came to 
believe that these initial plagues were 
simply witchcraft. Seeing the plagues 
as witchcraft and not of a supernatural 
cause, gave Pharaoh courage and 
resilience, he hardened his own heart. 
In the first encounters between Moshe 
and Pharaoh, Pharaoh responds with 
silence. His fear mixed with the belief 
that the whole plague episode may 
simply be the result of witchcraft 
freezes him into silence. Rashi, in his 
commentary to Shemot 7:22, explains 
that Pharaoh was not simply silent; 
he was rather the quintessential ‘nay-
sayer’, in essence a silent person. 
Communication is not possible with 
such a person. 

For Ramban, the magicians’ successes 
in duplicating the first few plagues 
gave support to Pharaoh’s obstinacy. 
However from the plague of l ice 
onwards, the magicians could no longer 
replicate the acts of G-d and Pharaoh 
therefore lost all his excuses. Indeed 
from the sixth plague of boils the Torah 
tells that the magicians themselves 
suffered the plague’s effects. Ramban 
states that the magicians were so 

ashamed and embarrassed at having 
been afflicted with boils that they 
locked themselves in their houses, 
refusing to go to the King’s palace. 
At the plague of boils, Pharaoh’s 
reliance on any rationality had gone. 
He had only his inner obstinacy and 
impulses driving his resistance. There 
was no more real conflict within him, 
since there were no longer any real 
arguments against the reality of the 
plagues. Indeed Pharaoh was now 
simply unaccountably stubborn, no 
longer just deaf but simply closed up 
altogether. 

If we consider Pharaoh in this way, we 
can understand better what it meant 
for G-d to have ‘hardened his heart’. 
According to Chazal, the phrase, ‘the 
Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart’ does 
not imply that G-d deprived him of 
freedom or actually prevented Pharaoh 
from mending his ways. Rather it is 
simply the way in which the Torah 
speaks when wishing to describe a 
degree of stubbornness that is so high 
that one can only compare it or link it 
to a super-natural cause. The phrase 
is not taken literally but a euphemism 
for something highly unusual. It is only 
natural to link something so strange to 
the Divine and see G-d as the ultimate 
cause of this strange event. 

Let us return to our original question. 
If G-d ‘hardened Pharaoh’s heart’, 
removing Pharaoh’s free will, how 

could he be held responsible for his 
actions?

Rabbi Yosef Albo, writing in his Sefer 
Ha-Ikkarim, sees the hardening of 
Pharaoh’s heart to actually function 
to ensure Pharaoh actually had free 
will, rather than implying its loss.  
R’  A lbo explains that to make a 
clear, objective decision, all emotion 
and extraneous influences must be 
removed. The enormity of the plagues 
would have caused anyone to listen 
to G-d, influenced and overpowered 
by the awesomeness of the plague’s 
power. However this coercion does 
not make for rational evaluation. 
G-d had to harden Pharaoh’s heart,

which involved the elimination of the 
overwhelming effects of the plagues. 
Once eliminated, Pharaoh was able 
to assess the plagues unfettered by 
emotion and not compelled by their 
dramatic immediate realism. Pharaoh’s 
heart was hardened, allowing him to 
step outside of the events and evaluate 
them more objectively, in a state of 
freedom.

As the Sforno points out, G-d sent 
the plagues to move the Egyptians to 
repentance. However, had Pharaoh’s 
heart not been hardened, the Israelites’ 
freedom would have been won due to 
Pharaoh’s inability to withstand the 
suffering of the plagues any longer, 
his actions not motivated by sincere 
repentance. He had to see G-d’s 
greatness with a clearer mind. 

According to Chazal, R’ Albo and 
Sforno, the hardening of Pharaoh’s 

heart was not an imposition on free 
will, but rather actually needed to 
ensure Pharaoh would make a clear 
decision to repent and return to G-d. 

Rambam however does see the 
hardening of Pharaoh’s heart to be 
a major problem. He explains that 
Pharaoh’s heart being hardened does 
indeed mean that he lost free will. 
This loss of free will came however in 
response to his earlier refusals to let 
the Israelites leave. 

Rambam explains that a person’s 
sins can be so grave that their free 
will is removed in order to ensure 
that they will be punished. Pharaoh 
sinned, first of his own free choice 

but his sins were so serious that he 
eventually forfeited his right to free 
will. Rambam continues to expand 
on this idea in psychological terms. At 
first, a person sins of their own free 
will and has complete power to make 
their own decisions. However, as soon 
as that choice has been made, the next 
decision is not as evenly balanced. The 
more the person persists in the first 
path of their choosing, the harder 
it is to revert to a different path. 
Eventually the evil path is so routine 
and instilled that choosing a different 
path is almost impossible.  

Whether Pharaoh’s free will  was 
maintained or removed, the plagues 
de m ons t r ated G - d ’s  powe r an d 
supremacy over all powers in the 
world. Preventing Pharaoh from 
voicing complaint against the plagues 
enabled G-d to multiply His signs and 
wonders in the land of Egypt.

R’ Albo explains that to make a clear, objective decision, 
all emotion and extraneous influences must be removed.
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