














with a pretty face” (Lofts, 129).

Esther does not hesitate to approach the king. When she confronts Haman at the banquet,
the king realizes that he is nothing more than “a gaily dressed puppet figure whose strings had
always been pulled by somebody else” (Lofts, 152). Ahasuerus is enlightened and sees “in one
mental flash, that if he were ever to rule his Empire as successfully as he had led his army the one
person whose help and support would be valuable, was Esther” (Lofts, 153).

Esther earns the respect of the king, and actually transforms him into a better leader. He
retains the power of the kingship, with the acknowledgment that sharing the authority of the
crown with Esther is both an effective and prudent way to rule a kingdom. Typical of early
feminist interpretations, Lofts does not challenge the monarchy or the king’s position as ruler, but
she does portray Esther as a powerful woman who earned the respect of the king and thus,
convinced him to consider an egalitarian throne.

Esther’s Relationship with her People

The primary image of Esther in early feminist images is that of liberator because the role of
the liberator is one of great significance in the history of the American women’s movement.
Feminist women are expected to confront injustice and advocate the equality of women just as
Esther must protest the immoral decisions of the men in the story and proactively pursue the
deliverance of her people, the Jews.

In the early stages of the Feminist movement, employing biblical examples was an effective
way for women to gain legitimacy as public speakers. Attempting to gain a voice in the
Abolitionist movement, Angelina Grimké “argued the biblical precedent of Esther, a woman who

dared to appear before the King of Persia and plead for the lives of her fellow slaves™ (Japp, 337).
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Grimké’s image of Esther was one of a woman who had been forced to step out of her
appropriate role as a wife in a case of extreme urgency, faced with the “death to herself and all
her nation” (Japp, 337). Grimké’s appeal to the model of Esther was not all positive. She
considered herself accepting the position of “slave and supplicant,” and she accused Esther of
employing “personal charms and sensual gratification” in order to achieve her means (Japp, 340).
Grimké saw herself as living in an age that “was too moral to admit of the adoption of [seduction]
to obtain as holy an end” (Japp, 340). Grimké found Esther to be a powerful role model and tool,
but she criticized Esther’s tactics in order to avoid any false conclusions that her predominantly
male audience would draw from the inference to Esther. Appealing to Esther as a moral
supplicant who does not willingly challenge her husband not only gave Grimké the rhetorical
power of biblical authority, but it also made her speech less inflammatory. Though Grimké’s
Esther is conciliatory, the main thrust of her message is that Esther was a true moral advocate for
the oppressed.

In All the Women of the Bible, Edith Deen also exalts Esther as obtaining “the position of
a queen of amazing power, a power which she manages to use wisely” (Deen, 147). Deen
emphasizes Esther’s role as a liberator and advocate of her people, saying of the Esther story, “it
has become a patriotic symbol to a persecuted people of the ultimate triumph of truth and justice .
.. the courage of Esther becomes the dominating factor in the salvation of her people” (Deen,
146).

Not only does Esther save the lives of her people, but she decrees that the Jews can
defend themselves and defeat their enemies. As Deen notes, “Again exhibiting solicitude for the

permanent protection of her people, she was instrumental in having it written into the law that the
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Jews not only could defend themselves but could slay their enemies” (Deen, 151). Deen defends
Esther against the criticism that she endorsed violence as a solution to oppression. She employs
the rhetorical tactic of the demonization of the enemy, saying “it must be remembered that she
was dealing with an implacable enemy” (Deen, 151).

Esther is ultimately the epitome of an early feminist woman. She is an advocate of the
oppressed. She is courageous and rational. She works within the power structures of her society
to institute change, and she never fundamentally challenges the power structures to the extent that
she is vilified by the majority population. Esther speaks her voice and is heard, an important
aspect of a feminist portrayal c.>f womanhood.

Recent Femini Esth

Recent feminist images of Esther differ radically from both pre-feminist and early feminist
images. Pre-feminist and early feminist images of Esther examine the character of Esther and
embrace her as an ideal, the exemplary “traditional woman” and the ideal “liberated woman”
respectively. Recent feminists question the process of creating and enforcing an ideal at all.
Recent feminists do not concern themselves with the image of Esther or the image of women, but
with the structure of society as a whole, which they see as patriarchal.

Recent feminists are informed by the work of reader-response criticism. They
acknowledge that the character of Esther is created in the context in which she is read, and they
challenge pre-feminist and early feminist images of Esther because they argue that these are
images of Esther created within a patriarchal context. Pre-feminist and early feminist images
refuse to challenge the central assumptions of their societies. Recent feminists find pre-feminist

and early feminist images to be problematic because the character of Esther is a mere pawn in the
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struggle to reinforce hegemonic norms. These recent feminists believe that pointing out the hoax
of Esther as a liberation figure is their contribution to the revolutionary abolishment of patriarchy.

Instead of re-interpreting the character of Esther as possessing desirable androgynous
character traits as early feminists do, recent feminists re-interpret the background of the story.
Seeking a meaningful perspective on the Esther narrative, they create a story in which the
patriarchal system is exposed and replaced with an egalitarian society. The image of Esther that
emerges from this new set of background assumptions is a complex and completely different
Esther.

Recent feminist criticism of Esther has developed within the last thirty years. Because of
this, most of these images of Esther exist in formal feminist scholarship rather than fictional
accounts or recreations, although recent feminists have created a few artistic, popular materials as
well. There seems to be a lack of this recent feminist material in the form of children’s books;
however, Diane Wolkstein’s Esther’s Story is an engaging exception to this observation. For the
most part, the recent feminist images of Esther emerge in feminist biblical critique and formal
feminist scholarship.

Because these images of Esther are relatively young and because they seek to criticize the
background of the story and not the character of Esther, the framework used to examine pre-
feminist and early feminist images of Esther is no longer useful. Recent feminists do not find an
examination of Vashti and Esther in relationship to their families, their husband, and their people
to be incredibly enlightening.

The body of recent feminist scholarship surrounding Esther and Vashti is widely varied,

and if any common themes are to be found they center around the primacy of experience and the
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development of voice. As Denise Larder Carmody notes,

If there is one common characteristic uniting current feminist theologians and bringing

them into potential conflict with the past, male dominated orthodoxies, it is their insistence

on the primacy of experience. They are tired of having men tell them what they should be
feeling and thinking, . . . how God works in their lives, and what God’s plan is for them.

Increasingly, they are defining fidelity to God as keeping faith with what they know

firsthand, from their lived experience of what it means to be women struggling to make

sense of their lives and the world . . . (Carmody, 181).

Alongside this insistence on the importance of women’s experience is a series of themes centered
around the struggle for a woman to find her voice and use it in a society that values her input
regardless of her gender. These three characteristics define a recent feminist reading of Esther: a
challenge of the patriarchal framework of the Esther story, an insistence on imagining Esther’s
experience, and a development of Esther’s personal voice.

Esther Vashti: Challenging Patri ?

There are a range of recent feminist opinions on exactly how the book of Esther
challenges the patriarchal structure. Some feminists criticize it and argue that it is a book about
maintaining the status quo, and that not the text itself, but the recognition of the patriarchal nature
of the text will challenge the hegemonic norms. Other feminists find it to be a partially liberating
message and feel that it needs only minor revisions, so they add texts to make Esther an ideal
liberation text. Still others hold that the book of Esther is so absurdly patriarchal that it must be a
satire, over-exaggerated only to point out the need for change.

For many Jewish feminists, the festival of Purim is not a completely festive occasion
because they see patriarchy left intact at the end of the story. For these feminists, critiquing the

patriarchal nature of the story is their primary way of instituting change. Katheryn Darr cites a

friend of hers who, on the festival of Purim, tells her daughter, “don’t be Esther, be Vashti!,”
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because Esther appears too docile (Darr, 188). Judith Stein finds the same faults in Esther. In the

prologue to her feminist retelling of the Esther story, she writes,

As a Jewish feminist, Purim had become a particularly troubling holiday. It was wonderful

to have a holiday where the hero was a woman . . . but other aspects of the story were

hard to accept. Why was the first queen, Vashti, banished? Why should she have obeyed
an order to appear naked before the king and his court? How could I celebrate a heroine

who was chosen by a beauty contest? (Stein, i).

These women wrestle with a heroine who seems to work within the patriarchal structure.
Because they disagree with the structure, they also disagree with the portrayal of Esther as a
heroine.

Susan Niditch exhibits similar criticism of Esther in her essay, “Esther: Folklore, Wisdom,
Feminism, and Authority.” She comments that the author intends the foolishness of Vashti to be a
foil for the wisdom of Esther, but that feminists often empathize with Vashti, considering Esther
to be a weak collaborator. Esther is not an “image meaningful or consoling to modern woman”
(Niditch, 39). She critiques the book of Esther noting that “its heroine is a woman who offers a
particular model for success, one with which oppressors would be especially comfortable.
Opposition is to be subtle, behind the scenes and ultimately strengthening for the power structure”
(Niditch, 33).

Niditch names the central focus of the work as how Jews should live in the diaspora,
becoming and staying a part of the status quo (Niditch, 35). Life in the diaspora was difficult for
the Jews, for they had to balance assimilation and self-preservation. Niditch sees the Esther story
as an image of how to deal with this conflict, a wholly unacceptable model for feminists.

Bea Wyler does not agree that Esther is completely an ineffective text for feminists. She

believes that the book of Esther carries a liberating message that merely does not go far enough,
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so she adds an appropriate end to the tale. In her essay entitled, “Esther: The Incomplete
Emancipation of a Queen,” Wyler argues that Esther is a well written liberation text, but that the
literary device of reversal is not completed by the end of the story. Esther and Mordecai may be
liberated as Jews, but Esther has not been liberated from her position of bondage to the men in her
life. Says Wyler, “if the book of Esther is about liberation from bondage in general, then it simply
‘lacks’ two chapters” (Wyler, 133). She goes on to relate these two chapters.

In Wyler’s eleventh chapter of the book of Esther, Esther hosts another feast, this time
inviting the king and her cousin, Mordecai. At the feast, the king asks her what she wants, up to
half of the kingdom. She accepts his offer of half of the kingdom, instituting an egalitarian rule.
Then, in chapter twelve, Esther and Mordecai issue a decree that the subjugation of women
should end. Vashti is re-instituted and celebrated as the queen’s personal advisor. Wyler notes
that this revolution is less bloody than the previous one.

Not only does Wyler amend the Esther text to make it favorable to feminists, she also
resolves many feminists’ problems with the festival of Purim. She suggests that Jewish women
utilize the “Fast of Esther” (Ta’anit Esther), currently a part of the Jewish calendar, as “a fast of
current mourning for the lasting discrimination against and subjugation of women, Jewish and
non-Jewish alike” (Wyler, 135). Though she may charge that without her additions, the book of
Esther is not a complete liberation text, the festival of Purim can become a festival meaningful to
women once again.

As a child, Celina Spiegel struggled with the image of Esther in Purim. She resolves her
inner conflict by suggesting that feminists accept the book of Esther as “satire, expertly structured

to mock the established order while empowering the Jews” (Spiegel, 193). She believes that the
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Esther text is fundamentally a liberating text, strengthening the identity of the Jewish people and
teaching them how to challenge their oppressors in the diaspora. Unlike Wyler, Spiegel does not
take issue with the image of women in the text. She sees both Vashti and Esther as liberation
figures.

Spiegel defends Vashti’s actions. She notes that if the seven day festival of the king was
truly a “saturnalia” (Spiegel, 194), then it was appropriate for Vashti to challenge the drunken
king. In fact, this may have been “her only sanctioned opportunity to disobey the king” (Spiegel,
194). Spiegel says that the drunken king’s edict banishing Vashti is grossly exaggerated. It
“merely restates the status quo with absurd force, exposing the king and his ministers’ insecurity
as rulers, as men, and as husbands” (Spiegel, 195). Vashti emerges triumphant, and her
banishment only serves to portray the poor judgement of her husband.

Spiegel also portrays Esther in a positive light. She says that the image of Esther in this
exaggerated satire actually turns out to be an affirmation of “unselfconscious, unfallen female
sexuality” because the Jews owe their salvation to Esther’s sexuality (Spiegel, 202). She says that
Esther’s sexuality is actually presented as the “embodiment of Jewish virtues,” suggesting a
positive image of female sexuality (Spiegel, 202). Esther is beautiful, and the king listens to her
because she exerts power over him. Whereas many feminists would criticize this element of the
story, Spiegel says that it proves that “the subtle, indirect workings of a woman can be more
effective than the brash carryings-on of a man” (Spiegel, 202). She is not suggesting a traditional
role for women, working within the role patriarchy assigns them to exert some influence over the
men of their lives. Spiegel suggests that the Esther text, as a grossly exaggerated farce, actually

exalts women and supports an egalitarian view of society. Spiegel actually introduces the idea of
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genre into the feminist criticism. She does not necessarily deny the elements of patriarchy within
the text, but she suggests that the reader understand the text as a satire or as a farce. The focus of
Spiegel’s criticism then becomes how to read the text and not what is within the text.

Recent feminists differ immensely on how they read and interpret the relationship between
the Esther story and the influence the patriarchal structure of her world. In one way or another,
all recent feminist analysis criticizes the patriarchal structure, but the feminists themselves disagree
to what extent patriarchy is an accepted value within the Esther text.

Imagining Esther’s Experience

In the attempt to overcome patriarchal barriers to understanding Esther, many feminists
find it meaningful to imagine Esther’s experiences as a woman. By placing herself within the role
of Esther or Vashti, a recent feminist can re-write the story to be more affirming of women’s
experiences.

Judith Stein rewrites the Esther story in her “Purim Megillah: A Feminist Retelling.”
Stein’s retelling is a conversation between the voices of Vashti, Esther, and Zeresh, the wife of
Haman. These three women tell the story of how they were beaten and oppressed by the men of
the Esther story. Ahasuerus, Mordecai, and Haman all appear to be self-serving men who abuse
the women in their lives to their own ends. As Stein relates, “this particular Megillah is not a
festive one. It does not leave much room for celebration. It is less about the survival of the Jews
than it is about the oppression of the women™ (Stein, i).

Stein develops the three women’s viewpoints from her modern, feminist perspective. She
obviously does not have a very positive view of men, for all the male characters are described as

dirty, greasy, and possessing ulterior motives. Stein graphically describes how Vashti and Esther
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were drugged and raped into submission by the king, his advisors, and their relatives. Zeresh,
Haman’s wife, labels herself as “used by men to be the rotten woman who punished other
women” (Stein, 13). In imagining the experience of these women, Stein reveals her personal
prejudice against men.

She believes that men oppress women because they envy them. In her story, the wife of
Haman, Zeresh, has a lesbian relationship with one of the king’s concubines, Teshneh. When
Zeresh describes this relationship and her rejection of men, she says “that’s why men ignore me,
and mock Vashti for being strong. On some level they know that sooner or later, the power of
women together will unmake all of their lies” (Stein, 14).

Stein writes from a lesbian feminist perspective, so her answer to the oppression of men is
that the women of the story run away to join a tribe of women in the desert. This action
represents not a defiance of patriarchy, but an utter rejection of it. Stein finds patriarchy so
offensive and oppressive, that the best way for her to deal with it is to abandon it. Stein does not
promote harmony between men and women in a structure that transcends patriarchy. She thinks
that men are all sinister and power-hungry, and she encourages women to break away from them.
She possesses radical feminist beliefs, but she expresses them in a form that is typical of both
radical and conservative recent feminists. Stein imagines the Esther story from the point of view
of the women in the story. She affirms women’s experiences by relating the Esther story on a
personal level.

loping the Voice of Esth
Recent feminist images of Esther differ dramatically from the other images because they

almost always employ the first person to tell the Esther story. The reader hears from Esther
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herself, and the story is not relayed through a supposedly objective third person narrator. Much
of the power of the Judith Stein’s piece noted above resides in the fact that it is a conversation
between the voices of Esther, Vashti, and Zeresh. Each of these women speaks with her own
voice, relating her own experiences. The development of the female voice is empowering to
women, therefore, recent feminists often employ the first person in their re-imagining.

Diane Wolkstein’s children’s book, Esther’s Story, is written to be Esther’s diary. She
tells the story from Esther’s point of view, including personal doubts and reflections that give the
story a realistic quality. Wolkstein’s image of Esther does not seem contrived. It is well written
and researched, for it contains elements of the story from the Talmud and Jewish folklore in
addition to the story as it appears in the Masoretic text.

The reader develops a sense of Esther’s emotions, especially her fear, which is seldom
mentioned in pre-feminist or early feminist images. Because it is told from the first person, and
appears to be forthright and honest, the Wolkstein Esther story presents an incredibly realistic
image of Esther. She is not revered or exalted. She does not seem divine in her bravery or her
astute judgement. She makes mistakes, possesses insecurities, and questions herself.

In the beginning of the story, Esther is a bewildered young girl, confused because her
uncle Mordecai has changed her name from Hadassah to Esther. She has many questions, but she
was astute enough to recognize that “somehow I knew that the answers, even if I asked for them,
were not yet known” (Wolkstein, 6).

When she is taken to the palace, a few years later, she exhibits the voice of a confused
young teen, saying “I don’t want to be queen. I miss Uncle Mordecai. 1 want to go home”

(Wolkstein, 11). Later, Esther becomes acclimated to palace life. She is very confident when she
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finally meets the king. She imitates his actions, and when he compliments her, she challenges him
by complimenting him back. Wolkstein relates a playful, flirting exchange between Esther and the
king before he chooses her to be his queen.

Wolkstein’s image of Esther has psychological depth, which is typical of recent feminist
portrayals of Esther. As a queen, Esther says that “some days when I look in the mirror, I see the
queen of Persia. Other days, I see Esther, who was once Hadassah.” (Wolkstein, 16). Though
Esther may struggle with her identity as any woman coming of age, she does not doubt the
powers of her god. When confronted with the possibility of death in defending her people, she
remembers the words of the Prophet Isaiah: “When your hair is white, I will be with you. I made
you. I will care for you. 1 will sustain and rescue you” (Wolkstein, 22). Mordecai has all the
Jews in Susa blow the shofar to remember Esther, and when she hears it, she is encouraged to
approach the king.  The story concludes, “I am over seventy now and my hair is white. Many
people say I was very brave, but I do not remember feeling brave. I remember feeling afraid, yet,
despite my fear, wishing to help my people (Wolkstein, 38).

Wolkstein’s Esther is an exemplary recent feminist first-person account of the Esther
story. Esther is not an exalted character in the story. She is fully human, making mistakes and
expressing self-doubt and anxiety as well as happiness and encouragement. The reader does not
find her to be some great heroine, but a character with whom she can relate. This Esther is a
character who deserves the respect, but not the reverence of the reader.

Developing the voice of Esther in the first person is an effective way of relating the power
of her point of view as a woman. In the few creative retellings of the Esther story by recent

feminists, the voice of Esther powerfully legitimizes her experience and makes it seem realistic
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and meaningful to women.

Recent feminist images of Esther do not present one coherent image of a character as do
the pre-feminist and early feminist images of Esther. Recent feminist interpretations are widely
varied with a few characteristics in common. All recent feminist images of Esther challenge the
patriarchal structure of the Esther story, emphasize the importance of Esther’s experience, and
develop the voice of Esther and the other women characters.

onclusion

It must be acknowledged that this scheme for understanding Esther is limited. There are
images of Esther that cannot easily be labeled as pre-feminist, early feminist, or recent feminist.
With other images of Esther, these categories overlap or do not apply at all. Such is the nature of
a heuristic typology. Imposing order upon the numerous contemporary portrayals of the Esther
story requires making generalizations and broad observations, which often do not account for the
wide variety of images that exist within any one category.

The Romance Novel

An excellent example of an image that is both pre-feminist and early feminist is Ellen
Gunderson Traylor’s . The Wom red the H fa King. This novel is
written by a conservative Christian author, but it is typical of a modern romance novel with its
writing conventions and portrayal of modern woman.

The women in the novel, as a group, are subordinate to the men in their lives. The king
actually calls Vashti his “most precious possession” (Traylor, 34). Esther is described as “docile
as a doe” (Traylor, 39). When Esther questions Mordecai about whether or not she can remain a

faithful Jew despite the fact she was brought to the house of a pagan, Mordecai says, “When a
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young woman is forced into disgrace, she is absolved before God and man if she cries out. This is
all that is necessary . . . for it is all a girl can do” (Traylor, 109). Women in Traylor’s novel seem
powerless.

Besides being submissive, Esther and Vashti exhibit the traits of ideal women in pre-
feminist communities. Typical of a pre-feminist image, their beauty is emphasized and they are
consumed by retaining it. For example, Traylor says that Vashti’s feast in the opening chapters of
the story is a “fashion show . . . put together by the experts who wished to show the latest in
womanly attire for the interest and entertainment of the guests” (Traylor, 56). Esther is a
moderately humble character, but she is also described as ravishingly beautiful. There are very
strong elements of pre-feminist ideas about women exhibited in the Traylor novel.

The Traylor novel also possesses elements of an early feminist interpretation. It does not
challenge the patriarchal structure, but at the end of the story, the women appear as strong,
forceful women who achieve their desires. The women have been using the screen of submission
to hide their ambitions all along. Esther actually controls the king throughout the novel. She acts
and is not acted upon. She is far removed from the impotent and weak Esther of a pre-feminist
portrayal. At the conclusion of the novel, Esther asks the king to annul their marriage because
they never really loved one another. She all but tells him that he is an unsatisfying life partner to
her. In fact, Traylor says that her blush “was not the blush of a virgin, for she was that no longer.
Rather it was the result of unvoiced longings, unmet needs” (Traylor, 195). Esther tells the king
that “My soul belongs to the God of Israel and my heart to yet another” (Traylor, 196). At
Esther’s request, the king lets her go and restores Vashti to her rightful place. The novel

concludes with Esther returning to her pastoral cousin David, whom she loved all along. He
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meets her, and “bending over her, he drew her to his bosom and breathed into her hair. His sigh
said it all, and his lips met hers. . .”, and they lived happily ever after (Traylor, 206).

The Traylor novel exhibits all the conventions of a romance novel. Esther is an active
heroine who is faced with a dangerous situation, created and imposed upon her by men. Through
her unending virtue, she eventually persuades the man in question to bend to her will, and either
through argumentation or careful use of her sexuality, she gets her way. The genre of the
romance novel possesses characteristics that are neither pre-feminist nor early feminist. These
classifications fail to describe the ambiguous portrait of women found in romance novels.

tholic and Orthodox f Esther

The scheme fails entirely for Catholic or Orthodox images of Esther, because these images
are based on the Greek versions of Esther. The images of Esther examined in this paper are all
based on the Masoretic text in the Hebrew Bible or the Protestant Old Testament, and therefore,
all of these images are from either Jewish or Protestant Christian communities. An attempt was
made to include Catholic and Orthodox images of Esther, but very few were found. Perhaps the
dearth of images of Esther in these contexts is due to the wealth of other female biblical heroines
found in the Catholic and Orthodox traditions. Mary and a number of women saints overshadow
Esther in these communities. Esther is significant in the Hebrew and Protestant Christian canons
because she is one of the few women who plays an active role in the folklore. Since the figure of
Mary is unimportant in Jewish culture and a taboo subject in Protestant culture, Esther has
developed overwhelming significance as an exemplary woman in these contexts.

The categories of pre-feminist, early feminist, and recent feminist are useful in examining

contemporary enculturations of the Esther story. As a Biblical heroine, Esther is interpreted
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differently within different contexts, and how a community portrays Esther often explains more
about that group’s image of the ideal woman than it does about that group’s treatment of
scripture. The interpretation of the Esther story within Judeo-Christian traditions often indicates

the ideal image of American womanhood embraced by the community doing the interpreting.
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