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Trauma, Revenge, and Cycles of Violence in the Exodus Story

Benjamin Bixler

Abstract
The author explores how the violence committed against the people 
in Egypt as retold in the exodus story becomes a traumatizing 
event that, in turn, creates a capacity for violence as the community 
seeks revenge for the initial unhealed trauma. Making connections 
with the musical Hamilton, the author raises concerns about how 
community is formed by violence as it remembers its foundational 
story and suggests that an honest understanding of traumatic origins 
is bound up with efforts to combat ongoing violence.

This is not a moment, it’s the movement.
Where all the hungriest brothers with something to prove went?
Foes oppose us, we take an honest stand.
We roll like Moses, claimin’ our promised land.
And? If we win our independence?
Is that a guarantee of freedom for our descendants?
Or will the blood we shed begin an endless
Cycle of vengeance and death with no defendants?1

-Lin-Manuel Miranda, “My Shot,” Hamilton

The end result of the biblical exodus event, begun in the book of 
Exodus, was the violent destruction of the whole nation of people, 
the Canaanites, described in the book of Joshua…theologians 
should reflect upon exodus from Egypt as holistic story rather 
than event. This would allow the community to see the exodus 
as an extensive reality involving several kinds of events before 
its completion in the genocide of the Canaanites and the taking 

1 Lin-Manuel Miranda et. al., “My Shot,” Hamilton Original Broadway Cast Recording, Atlantic 
Records, 2015, MP3.
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of their land. The community would see the violence involved in 
a liberation struggle supposedly superintended by God.2

-Delores Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness

The musical Hamilton has become a cultural phenomenon in recent years 
by asking tough questions of how a national identity founded on violence 
can lead to an endless cycle of vengeance and death. Its creator, Lin-Manuel 
Miranda, cleverly presents the story of America’s founding moments 
through the story of Alexander Hamilton, while at the same time 
asking contemporary questions about the colonized state of Puerto 
Rico, where his parents were born. In listening to the soundtrack, I 
was struck by how Miranda also alluded to the story of the exodus, 
tying the character of Moses and Hamilton, and linking the promised 
land to America. What Miranda does so well is to link the trauma 
of the loss of Hamilton’s parents in his childhood to the tragedy that 
follows him throughout his life, resulting in the dueling deaths, first 
of his son and finally of his own. By recognizing that identity is “not 
a moment, it’s the movement,” Miranda helpfully reveals that “the 
blood we shed begin[s] an endless cycle of vengeance and death.”3 
This connection between beginnings and ending is what Delores 
Williams is also pointing to in her evaluation of the exodus as story 
rather than event. I resonate with Williams’ insistence on reading the 
story of exodus holistically in order to understand how violence and 
liberation are intertwined. Williams points to the end of the story, 
focusing on how “the genocide of the Canaanites and the taking of 
their land”4 reveals that a liberated people are capable of committing 

2 Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2013), 133. Williams uses uppercase “Exodus” to refer to the 
biblical book and lowercase “exodus event” to point toward the entirety of the exodus story 
extending beyond the book of Exodus itself to include the conquest narratives in Joshua. I 
have followed this usage.
3 Miranda et. al., “My Shot.”
4 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness,133.
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violence in order to maintain that liberation. I am also interested in 
the beginnings of the story, in the event(s) which lead to the violent 
destruction of another people at the end of the story. Exploring the 
death of the young Hebrew boys in chapter 1 as another integral event 
in the “holistic story” opens questions of how this initial violence has 
formed the collective identity of the Hebrew people. This formational 
event gives shape to the identity of the community and highlights the 
violence done against the community. The resulting trauma of that 
violence plays a significant role in the violence that the community 
then enacts throughout the story, most clearly connected to the death 
of the Egyptians in Exodus 14-15. This community includes both the 
human and divine characters, as the oppressed community has a divine 
warrior as its liberator, enacting violence on behalf of the community.

This trauma is related through the parallel narrative images of 
bodies consumed by the water in the book of Exodus. In chapter 1 the 
narrative elides mention of the drowned bodies of the young Hebrew 
boys who are to be thrown into the Nile, an image that finds words in 
chapter 15 as the Hebrew people celebrate their victory by describing 
the bodies of the Egyptian warriors sinking down into the sea of reeds. 
This foundational violence committed against the Hebrew people 
has shaped who they become. In this paper, I will explore how the 
initial violence committed against the people in Egypt has become 
a suppressed traumatizing event that shaped their identity and in 
turn created the capacity to commit violence as the community seeks 
revenge for the initial unhealed trauma. 

Exodus as constructed memory of a traumatic event
I am reading the exodus as a constructed narrative memory, not as a 
historical record of events. Robert Warrior argues that narrative functions 
as a more powerful actuality than history: “history is no longer with us. 
The narrative remains…Confronting the conquest stories as a narrative 
rather than a historical problem is especially important given the tenor of 
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contemporary theology and criticism.”5 As a constructed narrative memory, 
the exodus story functions to form the identity of the Hebrew people. Ilana 
Pardes describes the “textual manifestations” of this identity and explores 
how the biblical text then wrestles with “the fragmentary and slippery 
quality of memory” in creating identity.6 Judy Fentress-Williams sees that 
“remembering is as important as the event itself, if not more important…
If this event is central to Israel’s identity, then the command to remember 
and retell is one oriented toward survival.”7 Thus the holistic exodus story, 
beginning in the book of Exodus and continuing through the conquest 
and entry into the promised land, functions as an integral component in 
the self-identity of the Hebrew people, one that allows them to survive the 
traumatic events in Egypt. Fentress-Williams recognizes that survival is a 
key component of the narrative of the book of Exodus. Further to this, I ask 
whether that survival is framed as a healthy response to the trauma that the 
people endured in Egypt, a response that allows the people to heal from the 
trauma.

The traumatic nature of the beginning of the exodus story hardly 
needs detailing, as the people are enslaved by Egypt. Yet, I believe the most 
significant aspect of the remembrance of that trauma is the absence of 
describing the foundational traumatic event—the death of the Hebrew boys. 
The text cannot bring itself to name the destruction of the Hebrew boys, 
but rather remembers the event only through the decree of Pharaoh in 1:22, 
where he announces that “All the sons born, you will cast into the Nile.” 
The text does not provide additional details about the results of this decree, 
does not name the boys who would surely have been thrown into the water, 

5 Robert Warrior, “A Native American Perspective: Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians,” in 
Voices from the Margin: Interpreting the Bible in the Third World, ed. R. S. Sugirtharajah 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2006), 286, 288. I am reading these texts as constructed 
narrative memory and exploring narrativized violence. To be sure, the extent of the violence 
described in Joshua is challenged by historical-critical scholarship, and even by a close reading 
of the book of Judges. Yet, these questions are not the focus to this article.
6 Ilana Pardes, The Biography of Ancient Israel: National Narratives in the Bible (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2000), 3.
7 Judy Fentress-Williams, “Exodus,” in The Africana Bible: Reading Israel’s Scriptures from 
Africa and the African Diaspora, ed. Hugh R. Page and Randall C. Bailey (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2010), 80–81. Fentress-Williams goes on to describe the way the story gets re-
mixed over time as the story is retold to meet the needs of the community.
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and does not linger on this part of the story. This stands in contrast to the 
first decree of Pharoah in 1:16, when Pharoah tells the midwives Shiphrah 
and Puah to kill all the boys born to the Hebrew people. In that instance, 
the text names the rejection of that decree by the midwives and the positive 
outcome of that rejection, where Shiphrah and Puah are given families by 
God. In response to Pharoah’s second decree to cast the boys into the Nile, 
the text is silent about the results and instead immediately moves to narrate 
the birth of Moses, the boy who survives this decree of Pharaoh. Rather than 
reading about the boys who drown and sink down into the water, the reader 
is instead told of the boy who floats upon the water, who does not sink down 
but instead rises up. This gap in the narrative about the fate of those boys 
who drown in the water points to some of the unresolved and unnamed 
trauma of the Hebrew people. Their sons, and the future they represent, have 
been taken from them. Yet because the text elides this trauma, the people 
cannot mourn the loss and heal. This narrative gap represents the inability of 
the people to face their trauma.

Trauma theory explains this inability to name trauma in a variety of 
ways. Pierre Janet is attuned to the ways in which personal narratives often 
“disguised representations of intensely distressing events which had been 
banished from memory.”8 Janet names these representations “dissociation” 
and posits that these dissociations are made when words are inadequate for 
narrating the trauma. As Bessel van der Kolk summarizes:

Janet proposed that intense arousal (‘vehement emotion’) seems 
to interfere with proper information processing and the storage 
of information into narrative (explicit) memory. Janet, and 
subsequent students of this issue, noted that during conditions 
of high arousal ‘explicit memory’ may fail. The individual is left 
in a state of ‘speechless terror’ in which words fail to describe 
what has happened. However, while traumatized individuals 
may be unable to make a coherent narrative of the incident, 

8 Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and Recovery (New York: Basic Books, 2015), 12. Herman 
also notes that Freud works with ways in which traumatic stories are told in fragments. 
While this is a helpful way to understand trauma, for my reading of the narrative gap, Janet’s 
“dissociation” seems more fitting than Freud’s fragments, although in a fuller exploration, 
Freud’s work would warrant incorporation.
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there may be no interference with implicit memory; traumatized 
people may ‘know’ the emotional valence of a stimulus and be 
aware of associated perceptions, without being able to articulate 
the reasons for feeling or behaving in a particular way. Janet 
proposed that traumatic memories are split off (dissociated) 
from consciousness…9

This inability to name the trauma, yet to have the emotions of the 
trauma be known in implicit ways was one of Janet’s helpful insights. Even 
as the trauma is not named, the emotive and affective results of that trauma 
still manifest themselves in the individual. Janet makes a distinction between 
the implicit memory of “dissociations” and explicit memory which is how 
other events are stored. Van der Kolk understands that “there is a dramatic 
difference between the ways in which people experience traumatic memories 
versus other significant personal events. It supports the idea that [it] is in 
the very nature of traumatic memory to be dissociated, and to be initially 
stored as sensory fragments that have no linguistic components.”10 Despite 
this inability to initially narrate trauma, van der Kolk argues that these 
traumatic memories are incorporated into explicit memory, into ‘ordinary 
memory’ when “people start talking about [the actual imprints of traumatic 
sensations] and try to make memory of them.”11 But what happens when 
people do not start talking about their trauma, when that trauma remains 
unnamed?

Van der Kolk interprets Janet to be saying that while dissociation can 
be a useful tool for responding to some traumatic events, it too often results 
in a pathological condition.12 Thus the death of the Hebrew boys because of 
Pharaoh’s decree in Exodus 1:22 becomes an unnamed trauma, one that is 
not talked about by the people. This key formational event, the trauma of 
which becomes part of the self-identity of the Hebrew people in Exodus, 
has never been added to the explicit memory of the people. Due to the 
dissociation that has accompanied this traumatic event, the event has not 

9 Bessel A. van der Kolk, “Trauma and Memory,” Psychiatry and Clinical Neurosciences 52, no. 
S1 (September 1, 1998), S101.
10 Ibid., S102.
11 Ibid., S106.
12 Ibid., S101.
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been named in the narrative, which has led to a pathological response to the 
trauma. Van der Kolk describes this pathology as distortions in the stories 
that are told: “Like all stories that people construct, our autobiographies 
contain elements of truth, of things that we wish did happen, but that did 
not, and elements that are meant to please the audience. The stories that 
people tell about their traumas are as vulnerable to distortion as people’s 
stories about anything else.”13 When combined with Pardes’ notion of the 
exodus account as a biography, I see that implicit traumatic memories are 
incorporated into the story of the national identity and have become part 
of the explicit memory, part of the narrative memory, but that this story 
contains distortions, pathological responses to the unnamed trauma. So, 
what does it mean to heal from the trauma, to avoid a pathological condition 
as a result of the trauma?

The concept of trauma healing provides a window into the 
mechanism by which this unnamed trauma can be resolved. Judith 
Herman proposes that “Recovery unfolds in three stages. The central 
task of the first stage is the establishment of safety. The central task of 
the second stage is remembrance and mourning [emphasis added]. The 
central task of the third stage is reconnection with ordinary life.”14 The 
second stage, that of remembrance and mourning, reveals that if the 
narrative can’t write about trauma in a coherent way (in this case, by 
incorporating it into the narrative), then how can the community be 
healed from the trauma? If there is no remembrance of the unnamed 
trauma of lost children, then there is no mourning of the trauma. 
Consequently, there is no third stage of the healing, no “reconnection 
with ordinary life.”15 This is the pathology of the exodus story as the 
book of Exodus relates it: because the trauma is not named, the task of 
healthy mourning becomes nearly impossible. In the end, the cycles of 
violence are what come to dominate the life of the community, rather 
than a return to ordinary life.16 

13 Ibid., S106.
14 Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 155. 
15 van der Kolk, S106.
16 In my mind, ordinary life has some element of a utopian dream. I don’t mean a return to 
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These cycles of violence come about in part because the 
community is continually seeking justice for the death of the boys, 
which still lingers in their implicit memory, in the emotive and 
affective results of that trauma.17 Because this particular trauma is a 
reflection of an injustice, as long as the trauma remains unhealed and 
disintegrated from the self-narrative of the people, the traumatized 
people will have a continuing longing for justice, to bring justice to the 
traumatic event of injustice. Trauma healing is a process of reconciling 
oneself to the injustice that has been done and no longer seeking 
justice in retributive ways. Integrating the trauma into the narrative 
in a way that allows the people to move forward without seeking 
justice for the unnamed trauma would provide a healthy response. 
However, the trauma has not been integrated, and to compound the 
issue, the trauma’s omission from the narrative has been reinforced as 
an unhealthy response and has been ritualized by the community in 
its ritual practice. 

Ritual Practices
Paul Connerton’s work with “commemorative ceremonies” sheds light on 
the ways in which ritual practices come to create identity for a community. 
Connerton analyzes the phenomenon of ritual practices and argues that 
these commemorative ceremonies remind the community “of its identity 
as represented and told by the master narrative…if there is such a thing as 

Eden and ease, but an ordinary life of steady existence marked by hard work with some level 
of safety and security. But maybe between the struggle to supply food and raise children, the 
unpredictability of the earth, and the threat of other tribes, ordinary life in the cultural setting 
of the exodus story was simply one of cyclical violence.
17 Vamik Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity: A Study of Bloody Conflicts, 1st ed. 
(Charlottesville, VA: Pitchstone, 2006), 108. Volkan’s notion of intergenerational trauma 
supports this point in more detail, but for space constraints, I simply note that Volkan 
understands that “members of a traumatized society may not be able to fully perform 
certain necessary psychological tasks, such as mourning their losses. They then ‘transfer’ 
such unfinished tasks to the next generation(s) so that their offspring might perform these 
unfinished tasks for them.”
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collective memory, we are likely to find it in commemorative ceremonies.”18 
He looks specifically at the exodus story, detailing how “the core of Jewish 
identity is established by reference to a sequence of historical events,” one of 
which is “the exodus of the Jewish tribes from Egypt.”19 The details of their 
remembrance is explained by Connerton in this way:

…‘remembrance’ becomes a technical term through which 
expression is given to the process by which practising Jews 
recall and recuperate in their present life the major formative 
events in the history of the community…of the major festivals 
of the Jewish year, Passover is explicitly historical, reminding the 
people every year of the central event of ancient Jewish history, 
the Exodus from Egypt as told in Exodus 12. Seder annually 
reminds practising Jews of the most formative moment in the 
life of their community, the moment in which that community 
was redeemed from bondage and made into a free people, 
and it reminds them of that moment in the form of a home 
celebration, in which a prominent part in the service is assigned 
to the child.20

In this description of the Seder and remembrance of the exodus story, 
the unnamed trauma of lost children becomes even more evident. In this 
commemorative act of remembering the formative event of the Hebrew 
people, the community involves their living children in the ritual act, while 
failing to name their dead children, the Hebrew boys lost in Egypt. While 
there is a celebration of the survival of their own firstborn children on the 
night of the Passover, the ritual also commemorates the death of the Egyptian 
firstborn children who are killed during the Passover. This ritualization 
reveals the extent to which the community has failed to remember the death 
of their own children in Egypt and is instead focused on the death of the 
Egyptian firstborn, a violent attempt at correcting the initial injustice of 
Pharaoh’s edict.

Kimberly Stratton also notes how ritual acts serve to establish the 

18 Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), 70–71.
19 Ibid., 45.
20 Ibid., 46.
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identity of a community. She observes that “Through [the process of 
memorializing traumatic events], however, the traumatic event can become 
sacralized—that is, it becomes paradoxically valorized by the community: 
rather than moving past the traumatic event, the community enshrines it as 
central to their identity.”21 The traumatic event of the death of their sons in 
1:22 is re-enacted throughout the first 15 chapters of Exodus and beyond. 
This re-enactment can be seen most clearly in chapter 12, where the Egyptian 
firstborn boys are killed. It also comes to light in the narrative accounts of 
the death of the Egyptians in the water in chapters 14 and 15. While this re-
enactment is essential for the survival of the identity of the Hebrew people, it 
is based on this original traumatic violence. Stratton summarizes this reality 
well in this passage: 

It is through this enshrining of past pain and trauma in 
narrative and ritual practice that violence comes to function as a 
quintessential aspect of many groups’ self-understanding: we are 
the people who survived this traumatic event, we experienced 
this cataclysmic persecution and survived. Integral to the story 
of the violence, therefore, is a complementary narrative of 
survival, resistance, and endurance. Nonetheless, that sense of 
victorious solidarity cannot emerge, cannot exist without the 
defining moment of violence that generated it.22

And this unnamed trauma from chapter 1 is what reverberates 
throughout the rest of the exodus story. It is at the same time the “defining 
moment of violence” and the unnamed trauma. Paradoxically, it is the 
controlling force of the text and also absent from the text. Rather than 
narrate this traumatic event and use the textual memory to work through 
the pain, the unresolved trauma finds its way back into the narrative. When 
it surfaces, it takes on elements of revenge, as the people joyfully recount 
the destruction of the Egyptians in celebratory song and dancing, such as in 

21 Kimberly B. Stratton, “Narrating Violence, Narrating Self: Collective Identity in Early 
Rabbinic Literature,” History of Religions 57, no. 1 (August 2017): 69.
22 Ibid., 70. Stratton also names the intergenerational aspect of this ritualization: “Suffering 
violence and trauma, thus, tends to have a profound and long lasting impact not only on 
victims who experienced it, but on subsequent generations who share the memory through 
its ritualized commemoration and narration” (69).
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Exodus chapters 14 and 15. 

Exodus as Revenge Fantasy
Within the narrative construction of the book of Exodus, there are certain 
signposts or markers that connect events. One set of these signposts mark 
the time that the Hebrew people spent in Egypt by framing that time by 
death in water, the death of the Hebrew boys, and the death of the Egyptian 
army. What is the reader to make of these narrative signposts of death in 
water, which bookend the exodus account of the time in Egypt? In this 
section, I argue that the text uses these signposts to demonstrate a reversal of 
the violence done to them in a fantasy of revenge.

The theme of reversal has been noted by many scholars who see 
points of narrative connection between the beginning chapters of Exodus 
and chapters 14-15 that reveal the reversal that is apparent in the story. 
Charles Isbell points out the connection between “at the river’s edge” in 2:3 
and “at the sea’s edge” in 14:30 noting that “this transformation from a place 
of hiding…to a place of victory signaled by “at the edge of ” parallels the 
development of the story line in general.”23 Nahum Sarna observes that the 
reeds where Moses is hidden in chapter 2 and the “Sea of Reeds” in chapter 
15 are connected, “prefiguring Israel’s deliverance at the Sea of Reeds.”24 This 
image of reeds is extended by Keith Bodner, who argues that 

Exodus 14/15 recounts the surprising reversal and rescue at the 
Sea of Reeds/Red Sea, even as Exodus 2:3 narrates the placement 
of the ark by the reeds of the Nile in a more reserved style, and 
a much quieter providence at work. When the two events are 
brought together, the reader grasps the larger irony of water in 
the story, for just as water was the king’s means for destroying 
the future of Israel, so the waters bring Egyptian destruction in 
chapters 14-15 and silences the voice of Pharaoh that decreed 

23 Charles Isbell, “Exodus 1-2 in the Context of Exodus 1-14,” in Art and Meaning Rhetoric 
in Biblical Literature., ed. David Clines, David Gunn, and Alan Hauser (Sheffield, England: 
Journal for the Study of Old Testament Press, 1982), 48.
24 Nahum M. Sarna, Exploring Exodus: The Origins of Biblical Israel (New York: Socken Books, 
1996), 29.
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annihilation for the people.25

This theme of reversal is quite clear in the first 15 chapters of Exodus, 
but much of the focus is on chapter 2 and Moses’s story. By shifting the focus 
toward the end of chapter 1 and the narrative gap between chapters 1 and 2, 
the theme of revenge becomes clearer.

It is possible to read the parallels between the death of the young 
Hebrew boys in chapter 1 and the Egyptians in chapters 12 and 14 as a 
narrative enactment of the ordinance given in Exodus 21:23. This verse 
speaks to restitution for the death of an (unborn) child, stating that “If harm 
follows [a miscarriage], then you shall give life for life.” The harm done to 
the Hebrew children in chapter 1 is repaid life for life through the death of 
the Egyptian first-born in chapter 12 and the death of the Egyptian army in 
chapter 14. Yet the delight that accompanies the taking of Egyptian life is 
what causes me to read this text as revenge, rather than simply as reversal or 
as justice served. Here, I read with Cheryl Kirk-Duggan who understands 
that “The final hymn celebrates YHWH as deliverer. A womanist reading 
would challenge the necessity of such horrific bloodshed. For a perspective 
of candor, how can we interpret such blatant injustice against innocent 
Egyptians as righteousness?”26 This moves the story from one of reversal 
towards revenge fantasy.27

This theme of revenge has been noted by Pardes, who focuses on how 
revenge fantasies are aspects of hero birth myths.28 This revenge is evident in 
the story of the birth of Moses as an individual and the birth of the nation of 

25 Keith Bodner, An Ark on the Nile: The Beginning of the Book of Exodus (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 100.
26 Cheryl Kirk-Duggan, “How Liberating Is the Exodus and for Whom? Deconstructing 
Exodus Motifs in Scripture, Literature, and Life,” in Exodus and Deuteronomy, ed. Athalya 
Brenner and Gale A. Yee, Texts @ Contexts (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2012), 20.
27 Other aspects of the narrative also play into this reading as one of fantasy rather than 
simple reversal. The ways in which Pharaoh is lampooned and manipulated is indicative 
of characteristics of the genre of revenge fantasy marked by character manipulation and 
buffoonery. Pharaoh himself is subjected to fantastical thoughts as well, perceiving a threat 
from the Hebrew children, many of whom are unborn as he is concerned about them.
28 Pardes, The Biography of Ancient Israel, 27–28. Pardes describes the story as “the ultimate 
revenge” (27) and “something of a slave fantasy…the importance of the moment lies in its 
carnivalesque spirit, in the reversal of hierarchies. The master falls and the oppressed spring 
to life” (28). 
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Israel. Pardes notes this reversal of Pharaoh “who wished to cast the Hebrew 
babies into the Nile, now finds his soldiers and fancy chariots sinking ‘like 
a stone’ in the waters.”29 This ironic reversal30 between this desire to “cast 
babies into the Nile” and the destruction by water in chapter 14 becomes 
more than just simply a reversal of fortunes; it is about the reversal of those 
with the power to enact the violence. 

The revenge theme can also be seen in other elements of the narrative 
account of the time in Egypt. The plague of the first-born also pays back the 
Egyptians with the loss of their children. Here the text narrates the pain and 
anguish of losing children, where “there was a loud cry in Egypt, for there 
was not a house without someone dead,” (12:30) a cry that was not included 
in the narrative gap between chapter 1 and 2 in the account of the Israelites 
losing their sons (although their cry has been heard by Yahweh in 3:7 and 
3:9, the text never narrates the source of that cry). By naming the crying 
of the Egyptians and choosing to give no voice to their own cries, the text 
highlights the pain of the Egyptians, even delighting in the pain that leads 
Pharaoh to finally set them free. Finally, as the Hebrew people leave Egypt, 
they plunder the Egyptians, possibly as a form of reparations for their time 
in Egypt. While there is no direct connection between the plunder of the 
Egyptians and the death of the Hebrew children, this detail of plunder adds 
to the reading of this story as one of revenge. 

In addition to the moments of extreme violence in Egypt, the text 
also functions to enact a “slow violence” on the land of Egypt. Rob Nixon 
explains slow violence in this way:

By slow violence I mean a violence that occurs gradually and 
out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed 
across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically 
not viewed as violence at all. Violence is customarily conceived 
as an event or action that is immediate in time, explosive and 
spectacular in space, and as erupting into instant sensational 
visibility. We need, I believe, to engage a different kind of violence, 
a violence that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but 
rather incremental and accretive, its calamitous repercussions 

29 Ibid., 25–27.
30 Sarna, Exploring Exodus, 26.
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playing out across a range of temporal scales.”31

Understanding slow violence requires that, as readers, “we complicate 
conventional assumptions about violence as a highly visible act that is 
newsworthy because it is event focused, time bound, and body bound.”32 This 
is the power of a narrative: it can enact this slow violence and hide its effects 
from the reader. Nixon points out that “stories—tightly framed for time, 
space, and point of view— are convenient places for concealing bodies.”33 
In the same way that the narrative conceals the bodies of the Hebrew boys 
in chapter 1, so too do the stories of the plagues conceal the death and 
destruction that is wrought upon the Egyptians. Nixon examines the long-
term impact of wars by examining how land mines and cluster bombs have 
impacted life in the countries where the wars were waged. In the same way, 
the aftermath of the exodus event left Egypt devastated, with crops destroyed 
and eaten, livestock killed, water polluted, and people sick or killed. What 
were the long-term impacts of the plagues and the death of the Egyptian 
army in the water? What type of desolate space have the Hebrew people left 
behind? In many ways, 40 years of wandering in the wilderness seems to be 
an appropriate accounting for the slow violence that has been enacted on 
Egypt. This is what Delores Williams tells the reader to take notice of: the 
ways in which this type of slow violence has effects that come back later in 
the story.

As the narrative moves beyond Egypt, the violence continues. The 
pursuit of justice for the unnamed trauma has not been satisfied, and so the 
community is still caught up in the cycles of violence. Reading the exodus 
story as Williams suggest, as a “holistic story,” shows that the cyclical violence 
that follows comes as a result of attempts to find closure for the unnamed 
trauma. But because it is unnamed and unaddressed, the cycles of violence 
continue. And so, the narrative continues to enact violence, such as the 
Levites killing other Hebrews in Exodus 32, or the decree to kill Midianite 
children in Numbers 31,34 or as the Hebrews enter the Promised Land in 

31 Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2013), 2.
32 Ibid., 3.
33 Ibid., 200.
34 Pardes, The Biography of Ancient Israel, 147. Pardes notes that in this story, the Israelites 
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Joshua.35 Even the promised land itself ironically becomes a threat rather 
than a promise, based on the report of the spies in Numbers 13:32. The spies 
return to tell the Hebrew people that “the land that we have gone through 
as spies is a land that devours its inhabitants.” For so long have the people 
been unsettled, living in these cycles of violence that even the land promised 
to them appears unsafe. Even as they seek safety, which was the first stage of 
Herman’s trauma healing, they retell the story centered on violence. 

The need for a community to survive trauma is not to be taken lightly, 
and yet this re-enactment of the violence never seems to be enough. The cycle 
of ongoing violence becomes routinized for the people. In turn, this ongoing 
violence is then institutionalized in ritual acts. This survival is marked by the 
re-enactment of the violence that is done to the Hebrew people while they 
are in Egypt through the narrative accounts of the violence that the Hebrew 
people commit against others as the exodus story unfolds. While the revenge 
fantasy may function as a form of psychological release of stress and trauma 
for the people, the larger issue is that its negative effects may outweigh its 
benefits for identity formation. The failure to name and heal from the initial 
trauma reveals the pathological nature of the reality that one violence may 
never be enough to find justice, and that the community will continue to 
re-enact the violence in order to survive. Thomas Sizgorich speculates that 

rather than preventing the use of violence against members of 
other communities, some narratives of remembrance recalling 
dark moments of brutality and suffering visited upon defenseless 
and innocent [groups] seem to have made it easier for some who 
imagine their place in the world in accordance with such stories 
adopt aggressive and even murderous postures with members 
of other communities.36

For me, this raises the question of whether other “narratives of 

mirror Pharaoh with the killing of the young boys and sparing the young girls.
35 Again, historical-critical questions of the violence that takes place are not the focus of this 
article, but rather the ways in which the narrativized violence in these stories becomes the 
actuality of violence.
36 Thomas Sizgorich, Violence and Belief in Late Antiquity: Militant Devotion in Christianity 
and Islam (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014), 69, cited in Stratton, 
Narrating Violence, Narrating Self, XX. 
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remembrance” are possible. Are there other ways to narrate the story or 
other ways to address the unnamed trauma in the narrative gap that may 
have led to a different identity for the Hebrew people? Must those who 
find themselves in oppressed situations always view murderous postures, 
revenge, and violent reversal as their chosen identities? 

Non-violent Narrative Responses to Trauma
What would a reading that properly addresses the trauma of loss look like? 
How might the story have been narrated differently in order to tell the story 
of loss in a way that brings about healing rather than the perpetuation of 
violence? Is there a non-violent response to the trauma of loss? To be clear, 
my main intention is not to make ethical judgments against the Hebrew 
community for arriving at the decision to imagine violent revolution as a 
hopeful way to narrate their past. After all, as James Cone reminds us, “the 
only people who can answer the problem [of the distinction between violence 
and nonviolence] are the victims of injustice…no one can be nonviolent in 
an unjust society.”37 

The Hebrew people are indeed the victims of injustice. Bonder notes 
that Exodus 1:22 and Exodus 14 both “narrate dangerous times for the 
Israelites with an edict of destruction hovering over them.”38 The response 
in chapter 2 is to subvert Pharaoh’s orders and save the boy Moses. Can 
the story of Jochebed, Moses’ mother, placing him in the water be read as 
subversive resistance with risk involved, a making of oneself vulnerable in 
the face of oppression to become free?39 Does Jochebed’s act of resistance 
to Pharaoh’s decree, as well as the acts of the midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, 
to an earlier decree, provide a possible counternarrative to the dominant 
themes of revenge? I tentatively suggest that the self-sacrifice of Jochebed 

37 James H. Cone, God of the Oppressed, rev. ed. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), 201. This 
reflects Gilligan’s claim that “all violence is the result of injustice.”
38 Bodner, An Ark on the Nile, 99.
39 I am uncomfortable with this line of thinking as it asks the most vulnerable members of 
the community, in this case a Hebrew woman, to make the greatest sacrifice to bring about 
freedom. This seems an unreasonable demand to place on someone in a marginalized 
position. And yet this is the claim that the biblical writers repeatedly make, where in the 
stories of Esther, Ruth, and Daniel (to name three), those in marginalized positions of some 
sort are asked to take great risks in order to maintain a people and an identity. 
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may provide a reading that could counter the revenge narrative by providing 
hope in the form of subversive resistance. Yet as the narrative unfolds, this 
subversive resistance no longer seems to be sufficient. 

By chapter 14, these actions of Jochebed, Shiphrah, and Puah are no 
longer sufficient and instead the response to the oppression of the Egyptians 
is the death of all those Egyptians who are pursuing the Hebrews. In the 
narrative space between chapter 2 and chapter 14, the people move from 
subversive resistance to outright rebellion as Yahweh commits violence on 
behalf of the community. Pixley’s observation about liberation is helpful 
here: “the oppressed themselves must become aware of their oppression and 
organize to reject it. Under the guidance of Moses this is what happened in 
Egypt.”40 While the violence is done by Yahweh, the community has sensed 
that the time has come to fight back, to no longer passively accept their 
oppression. They have suffered long enough that they are ready for active 
revolution, to take revenge on the Egyptians for the harm they have inflicted.

Yet, I am left with unanswered questions: Why does the narrative 
choose to recreate the violence they have suffered for the Egyptians? Why 
is the revenge fantasy the way in which the narrative shapes their identity? 
Has the revenge fantasy moved beyond simply seeking justice? Kirk-
Duggan realizes that “At the end of the pericope, the Egyptians’ firstborn are 
slaughtered and the remaining soldiers drown by divine edict, divine action. 
Why does God kill the Egyptians who have nothing to do with Pharaoh’s 
will?”41 These ethical questions are the problem with imagining a hopeful 
future, because too often freedom is achieved through unfreedom, as Lyman 
Sargent observes:

Hope is essential to any attempt to change society for the better. 
But this raises the possibility of someone attempting to impose 
their idea of what constitutes a desirable future on others who 
reject it. Utopians are always faced with this dilemma when 
they attempt to move their dream to reality – is their dream 
compatible with the imposition of their dream; can freedom be 

40 Jorge Pixley, “Liberation Criticism,” in Methods for Exodus, ed. Thomas B. Dozeman 
(Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 161.
41 Kirk-Duggan, “How Liberating Is the Exodus and for Whom?” 17–18.
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achieved through unfreedom, or equality through inequality?42

The essential component of this process of building identity for a 
hopeful future is to name the traumas that have informed the collective 
identity. This honesty opens up the potential for healing and makes the 
community aware of the potential they have for inflicting that same trauma 
on others. In this way, the cycles of violence might be brought to an end.

Conclusion 
This revenge fantasy in Exodus 1-15 raises concerns about how the community 
is formed by violence as it remembers its foundational story. As Delores 
Williams points out, to appropriate a story without a full understanding of 
how the story ends (and begins) is fraught with danger. This danger is that 
the event of the exodus can be co-opted as persons fail to understand where 
the story ends. Kirk-Duggan echoes Williams’ concerns and realizes the 
harm that can be caused as the exodus event can be claimed by those who 
go on to oppress others: “Communities have incorporated Exodus for hope 
and for tyranny, often producing a simplistic reception of the texts amid 
mainline faith that fails to examine the entire story.”43 Communities would 
do well to name and address traumas that have shaped them, rather than to 
allow them to continue on as unnamed trauma. 

In the same way that the exodus story reveals the problematic nature 
of not naming or addressing trauma while seeking the promised land, so too 
can it illuminate contemporary situations. This is what makes the musical 
Hamilton such a timely work. By connecting the story of Moses with the story 
of America, it raises the questions of America’s unhealed traumas and its 
troubling history of violence—the genocide as the land was taken, the slavery 
that sustained the country, and the continued injustice for many segments of 
the population today. With a history steeped in violent bloodshed, how might 
American national identity come to have a more honest understanding of its 
own traumatic origins and cease its ongoing violence? Can the collective 
country find a way to tell better “holistic stories,” to recognize that this is not 
“a moment” but rather a time to shape “the movement” of a people, and to 

42 Lyman Tower Sargent, Utopianism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), 8.
43 Kirk-Duggan, “How Liberating Is the Exodus and for Whom?” 27.
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create an identity that leads to a place of healing?
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