Chapter 7

THE VIOLENCE OF POWER AND THE POWER OF
VIOLENCE: HYBRID, CONTEXTUAL PERSPECTIVES
ON THE BOOK OF ESTHER

Marie-Theres Wacker

Toward a Hybrid, Contextual Theoretical Framework
of Feminist Biblical Studies

Reflecting on my theoretical—methodological and hermeneutical—framework
when reading the Bible puts me on a journey through nearly four decades of my life.
I started as a rather classical historical-critical scholar in Old Testament from the
University of Tiibingen and its faculty of Catholic Theology, although the subject
of my doctoral thesis did not touch upon one of the classical fields of research, but
on the so-called intertestamental literature: I wrote on the Ethiopic book of Enoch,
which, in fact, is not a book but a composition of very different pieces and whose
linguistic tradition—fragments in Aramaic and Greek, a whole book in Ge'ez—
blurs clear distinctions between text, source, and redaction criticism.! During the
time of my doctoral studies, in the late 1970s, I spent one academic year at the
Ecole Biblique et Archéologique, the French Biblical School in Jerusalem, a year
that confronted me with fantastic and at the same time challenging experiences.
I lived in the Arab (former Jordanian) district of the city, in a politically complex
situation between Palestine and Israel, at a wonderful place within a community
of professors and students from five continents, myself being the only person from
Germany—hence a multicultural diversity bringing us sometimes to the opaque
aspects of difference.

When I in 1981 obtained my first academic position as a research and teaching
assistant at a German university, my students urged me to take note of a new
development: feminist theology. Quickly I found myself interested. Mary Daly’s
book Beyond God the Father, just translated into German,’ opened my eyes, and
I realized how deeply Christianity and its symbols were permeated with patriarchal
power.> Methodologically, I decided to continue working along two lines in my
further pursuit of biblical studies: one line had to be historical, on the religious
history of ancient Israel, the reconstruction of its religion in different segments of
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its society, and the search for ancient women'’s spaces and practices.* In terms of
this line of inquiry, [ am aware of the hermeneutical circle of working on ancient
texts with methods developed in modern times, and I am ready to reflect on the
presuppositions of historical reconstructions in general, especially concerning
silent, silenced, or distorted agents. I am also ready to renounce giving very precise
dates in favor of at least an approximate narrowing down of the possible era of
origin, but I feel I have to stick to that type of work as it links me with women’s lives
in cultures different from mine, and also with my own cultural and religious roots,
nourishing roots and also poisoned roots, traditions that influence me whether
[ wish it or not and that have to be brought to consciousness within myself.

The second line of inquiry that I pursued, especially with regard to narrative
biblical texts, is connected to a shift in my reading focus. Instead of primarily
trying to identify different layers of a text to understand its historical evolution
(source or redaction criticism), I moved on rather to reading the text as it stands
now and to including methods of literary criticism, structural analysis, and
narratology,® subsequently including intertextuality and reception history. These
methods allowed for readily relating biblical texts to contemporary themes or
problems, which constitutes the regular way feminist rereadings of the Bible were
done and continue to be done. But again I did not want to renounce an in-depth
understanding of a biblical text in its historical context, The text as it stands now
comes from a world very different from mine, and I want to—I have to—listen
to these distant voices before I can go on reading the text as a texture in explicit
dialogue with problems in our own context. One reason for this is that I want
to relate to these voices from the past, respecting the specific struggles hidden
in the texts; another reason is that going back to the world behind the texts is
one possible way to prevent fundamentalist, literal understanding, as one has to
respect the difference between the first readers’ understanding and that of oneself.
But there is also a third reason that shapes this line of inquiry that pertains to a
deep desire to learn more about the ideologies that ancient texts transmit.

In this regard, before I discovered the notion and the concepts of gender,
I experienced a double controversy, which marked the 1980s in Germany. One
controversy concerned racism in feminist theory and theology, pertaining to
color blindness and exoticism, as one of the German feminist theologians of the
day, Christine Schaumberger, puts it.* Women are different in their skin colors, a
difference indicating a number of other differences according to contexts, and a
feminism of the “White Lady;” as Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza labeled it,” should
not claim to speak in the name of all women. As I did some work with refugees
from Eritrea at that time, I learned much about racism in my country, of well-
meaning, stupid, and also aggressive forms, and I felt I had to know more about
that community and their gender relations before being able to support these
women, men, and children in their struggle to root themselves in their new context.
I discovered that many of them were Roman Catholics, this forming between us a
bridge of common experiences and values.

The other controversy starting in 1986 was centered on anti-Judaism in
Christian feminist theology. I had some experience with Jewish studies during
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my time in Tiibingen and knew about Christian anti-Judaism and modern anti-
Semitism; however, I was surprised and sometimes shocked by the ignorance of
some Christian feminist theologians in Germany who fell into the traps of such
stereotypes or thought patterns.® I tried to learn more about Jewish feminist
theology, and I began to develop a better sense for similarities to as well as
differences from Christian feminism. There is not only the problem of the White
Lady, but also the problem of Christian women silencing women of other religions!
In the context of the commemoration of fifty years of the Reichspogromnacht/
Kristallnacht pogroms (November 9-10, 1938) in Germany I carried out, together
with my husband, a research project on the history of the Jewish community in
the small town in which we were living at that time—one of the many Jewish
communities erased in the Third Reich. We published our findings in a book,’
which gave rise to much public dispute regarding our perceived arrogance as
late-born youngsters, but also regarding our boldness in showing the everyday
collaboration of all those citizens of that town, most of them Catholics, in the
process of discrimination, persecution, and elimination of their Jewish neighbors,
men, women, and children.

A deeper understanding of what the concept of gender comprises came through
my collaboration with the practical theologian Stefanie Rieger-Goertz. Together
we organized, in spring 2005, the first colloquium in a German-speaking country
on masculinity studies in theology' including a wonderful tandem presentation
about lesbian and gay theology—in the largest classroom of our Roman Catholic
faculty at Miinster. My contribution was on ddam, the first man according to
Genesis 2, the first male, and the instability of his maleness." Since then I have
used gender perspectives to include masculinity studies and to sharpen Simone
de Beauvoir’s notion that we are not born women but made into them. My most
recent attempt at an explicitly gendered approach is a study on the so-called Cycle
of Elijah in 1 and 2 Kings, In this contribution, I also work with a queer perspective
to understand the strange image of Elijah the hairy man in 2 Kings 1:8-9.2 Queer
studies help me to interrogate the matrix of a simple duality of sexes as well as
the matrix of heteronormativity and to explore transgressions of the boundaries
between the human and the animal.

Stephanie Feder, an expert on African biblical studies who also turned my
attention to South African biblical studies on the book of Esther, helped me to
discover postcolonial theory. Together we studied some of the classics by which
we found affirmed and theoretically underpinned the importance of decentering
perspectives and deconstructing meanings, and which provided us with new
analytic or descriptive categories, such as orientalism in literature, but also in
sciences and politics (Edward Said);'* the effects of colonialism on colonized
people of color who take over white masks (Frantz Fanon);'* the constraints
of nationalism and the need to perceive, think, and construct a third space
accepting hybridity (Homi Bhabha, who builds on both Said and Fanon);¢ and
the multifaceted and not strictly class-related concept of (female) subalterns who
cannot speak, or better, whose voices pass unheard within existing economic
or cultural structures (Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak).” Musa Dube’s fine book
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Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible'® and her Rahab prism of analysis
greatly helped us to apply postcolonial theory to biblical studies. For me it was
rather a painful experience to embrace that prism and to understand—in the
sense of perceiving and accepting as correct—that the Exodus-to-Joshua narrative
of the Hebrew Bible reveals structures of colonialism. I tried to find out more
about concepts of land in the Hebrew Bible' and the reception of such concepts
in contemporary Christian-Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli approaches,? as I felt
that such receptions influence our perceptions of what is at stake in the biblical
texts. Postcolonial biblical studies involve the critical study of the reception or
appropriation of biblical concepts, so that these two recent trends in biblical
studies intersect. However, postcolonial studies want to go beyond a mere critical
standpoint and toward new, hybrid perspectives and spaces, and perhaps hybridity
is indeed a concept that does justice to complexity, to the increasing complexity
of situations, needs, and challenges people have to face—even when one has to be
aware that such a concept can be co-opted to stabilize old forms of hegemony and
establish new ones.?!

In this regard, allow me to add an observation about international
scholarship: it seems to become more and more difficuit to follow developments
in biblical research going on around the world. Language barriers—but even more,
economic limitations—prevent easy exchange. Efforts to listen to voices outside
the mainstream are necessary, together with the acknowledgment of our own
inevitable limitations.

The Challenges of a Biblical Book

The text I suggest as an example to show how my theoretical framework informs
my interpretive practice is the book of Esther.”2 I chose Esther about fifteen years
ago as a text | wanted to explore more deeply, for many reasons. It is one of two
writings in the Hebrew Bible with its heroine in the title of the book, which of
course makes it interesting for feminist readings. Its heroine, Esther, is in close
interaction with three male figures: her cousin Mordecai; her husband, the Persian
king; and the figure of the antagonist, Haman, the king’s counselor. A gendered
perspective seems promising, then—all the more so since two other women
characters complete the image: Vashti, Esther’s predecessor as Persian queen, and
Seresh, Haman's wife. And there is even a third gender emerging at the stage, the
eunuchs at the court of the king. Today most biblical scholars agree that the book
of Esther is a fictional book with typecasted characters, and that it is a book from
Hellenistic times, using the Persian court as background for a reflection on Jewish
identity under Hellenistic rulers, an identity, by the way, without reference to a
land of Israel where Jews should live, The book is hence a voice from and for Jewish
diaspora.

Esther is moreover a book that stands in rich intertextual relationship to the rest
of the Jewish Bible, especially with regard to its wisdom traditions. Furthermore,
it is a book with a complex reception history already in Jewish antiquity, as
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besides the Hebrew version there is the version of the Septuagint and a Second
Greek Text, considered today as another Jewish variant of the story;** there is
an early commentary on the book in the Talmud’s tractate Megillah, and there
are two extant Targumic versions. They all show that, in its Jewish contexts, the
story of Esther was not considered a fixed and intangible text but a fluid entity
to tell, retell, and comment upon. The book of Esther, for Catholics, constitutes a
canonical text different from the one in the Jewish Bible or in Bibles from churches
after the Reformation. In modern Roman Catholic Bible translations, the six so-
called additions of the Septuagint are usually inserted into the text taken from
the Hebrew Bible. The book is hence presented as a mixtum compositum of the
Hebrew and the Greek text, translated into a contemporary Western European
language, a hybrid text.

At the same time, the book of Esther has quite a problematic reception history
in Christian contexts. The first complete commentary appeared rather late, in the
early Middle Ages only, when Rhabanus Maurus read the book as an allegory with
Queen Esther standing for the church and Queen Vashti for the synagogue. Since
Martin Luther and his turn to the literal meaning of the text, the book was found
to be too Jewish, not “promoting Christ” as he would say, and in modern times
Christian commentators took offense at an alleged Jewish particularism speaking
through its text. The question of why, how, or in what way the book can be of
interest for Christian readers is not trivial, then.

Finally, Esther is a book whose story, namely, the genocide of the Jewish
people planned and set in motion by state authority (although under premodern
conditions), cannot, for German contemporary readers, be heard without the
specific background of our history: the Holocaust planned, set in motion, and
realized by the German state and by the collaboration of many ordinary people.
Against this background of genocide for reasons of racist anti-Semitism, the fact
that in the Hebrew book of Esther God is not mentioned, and the motives given
to annihilate the Jews are not religious, gained much significance. In my context,
then, it seems obvious that I have to connect gendered readings of the book of
Esther to an analysis of the dimensions of power and violence as detectable in the
text of that book and in its early receptions. Building on my former publications,*
I have proceeded in three steps (I-I1I in the following sections). To grasp the book’s
narrated (and probably historical) setting better, and also the challenge of multiple
possible receptions today by readers under different political circumstances, it
becomes meaningful, if not indispensable, to include aspects of postcolonial
studies in my analyses.

Structures of Power and Violence I—Image of the Persian Empire

In a first step, I want to bring to the fore the violence of power by which the
Persian Empire is held together in the narrated world.** The king’s political and
economic power stretches over a gigantic area, from India to Ethiopia (Esth 1:1).
The first chapter shows how the king exercises his power toward his rebellious
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and insubordinate wife, Queen Vashti, which results in the promulgation of a
law affirming the subordination of women, children, and slaves to the patriarch
of every house in the empire (1:22). The second chapter regards the extension
of the king’s power into every household of the kingdom, by “[gathering] all the
beautiful young virgins to the harem in the citadel of Susa,” as the king's servants
suggest (2:3). The Persian king is presented as lord of times and lord of the bodies,
as Sarojini Nadar has pointed out,”® as each of these young women is prepared
during twelve months, one whole year, to meet the king for one night. One could
add the king’s lordship over the bodies of eunuchs, boys or men transformed into
no-males by genital mutilation. This king creates a specific gender system with
one male, himself, at its top, hence claiming hegemony. The king is subsequently
surrounded by a body of male representatives of different ethnic origin (cf. Esth
1:3), thus integrating ethnic difference into the gendered structure—the other
males dependent on him with restricted power over women, children, and slaves,
as well as no-males who for their part participate in the king’s power as his servants.

It is within these structures of gendered violating power that Esther enters the
stage (cf. Esth 2:7). Esther herself is a vulnerable person, an orphan but under
protection of her cousin Mordecai, a woman of great beauty, which is her risk
and her chance. The way Mordecai is introduced (2:5-6) does not give him much
political power, which is quite different from the Septuagint version, in which
Mordecai is called a great man at the king’s court from the outset of the story.
Both Mordecai and Esther belong to a specific ethnic group, the Jews, within an
empire, the Persian Empire. The book of Esther reflects the situation of people not
so much colonized in their country of origin but colonized as displaced persons.
Under these precarious conditions of absolute or even absolutistic power, the
Jewish woman and the Jewish man tried to make their way. The book of Esther
seems to be structured around these two characters: a man and a woman, who
together represent their people. A feminist focus on Esther only would not allow
one to see this complexity; the book invites a gendered reading. However, a
mere gendered reading, on the other hand, misses the intersection of gender and
ethnicity.

Once Esther is taken into the king’s harem, she seems to collaborate with the
system. Vashti, on the other hand, resists and refuses collaboration. This is why,
in early feminist commentaries, all sympathies were with Vashti as a model of
resistance, resistance interpreted as directed against patriarchy. But things seem to
be more complex. Later in the story, Esther will also be insubordinate and risk her
life when going to the king who did not call her to come (Esth 5:1-8)—an inverted
correspondence to the character of Vashti, who did not go to the king in spite
of having been called (Esth 1:12). Esther’s insubordination has become necessary
because her cousin chose rebellion or resistance against the king’s order and
provoked Haman's desire to annihilate all the Jews, Mordecai's people. Mordecai,
in his own way, performs anew Vashti’s refusal of a royal order that, in her case,
provoked a decree of submission for all women. The Hebrew book of Esther seems
to negotiate the scope of actions for Jews under the conditions of an empire; it
does so by showing the agency of a singular Jewish man and woman. Read in
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the context of Jewish scriptures, Mordecai and Esther together rewrite the life of
Joseph, Jacob’s son, in Egypt, in the context of the book of Esther.

Moreover, both Mordecai and Esther remember in their actions a non-Jewish
woman, Vashti, Madipoane Masenya, in her efforts to reclaim Vashti for African
South African female readers,” believes that “the Jewish narrator attempts to erase
her [Vashti] from our memories,”® and asks if the figure of Vashti might have
gotten a better narrative treatment if she had been construed as part of the Jewish
people.” If seen the way I suggest, Mordecai and Esther’s actions continue Vashti’s
presence rather than erase her memory, and moreover place her on the side of the
biblical Joseph. Nevertheless, it is true that no textual voice is given to Vashti, and
her reasons for not obeying a royal order remain unexplained. Vashti, in a way, is
comparable to the Rani of Sirmur, a female ruler (1815-1827) in the northeastern
part of British India, whose reasons to ask for suttee/sati at a time in which she was
supposed to function as guardian of the minor king, her son, remained unsaid or
at Jeast untransmitted. For Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, the Rani of Sirmur serves
as an example of a subaltern who cannot speak.* The literary figure of Vashti
remains incomplete: a question mark for critical readers.

Two lengthy descriptions in these first two chapters, the only ones in the book,
attract attention. They expand on the splendor and luxury in the king’s garden
opened for the public (1:2-8) and on the inner space of the king’s harem (2:8-9,
12-14). In their style they represent, in terms of Edward Said, an “orientalizing
gaze” on the Eastern world as seen by Hellenistic authors. It is true that Jewish
readers familiar with their Scriptures would connect these descriptions with the
Deuteronomic prescriptions for a king according to God’s will (cf. Deut 17:17: a
king has to be moderate in his riches and moderate in the number of his wives).
Such readers would understand that these descriptions add to the Persian king’s
character as problematic. Jewish readers, further, familiar with Greek-Hellenistic
discourse on virtue, would find philosophical confirmation for such a negative
judgment of the king not practicing temperance. Conveying this message by using
“orientalizing” stereotypes borrowed from the global culture, then, might be a
stylistic means of Jewish-Hellenistic authors to further denigrate the figure of the
Persian king. On the other hand it remains true, as Sarojini Nadar underlines, that
the passage Esther 2:1-18 silently ignores the violent aspects of what is happening
with the young women during the night with the king.** On a superficial level,
readers might have delighted in peeping through the keyhole of the harem’s door.?
But were critical readers or listeners in Hellenistic-Roman times able to fill the
lacunae differently? Given the fact that the book of Judith, in many regards similar
to the (Greek) book of Esther, is quite sensitive to sexual violence, one may admit
that Hellenistic Judaism must have been a culture in which such sensitivity could
be found. Indeed, the Septuagint version of the book of Esther seems to grapple
with the problem. Esther 2:7 LXX mentions Mordecai’s intention to enter into
marriage with his cousin Esther, thus underlining the violent separation of a
couple, when Esther is brought to the king’s harem. In 2:13 LXX the lectio difficilior
of the manuscript tradition has Esther taking with her not an object (2:13 MT) but
a person of her choice during the night with the king. The king’s falling in love with
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Esther (2:17 LXX) might sound romantic but also might remind critical Jewish
readers of Dinah, Jacob’s daughter. In this story told in Genesis 34:2-4, Shechem,
the king’s son who falls in love with Dinah and wants to marry her, first is said to
have raped her (Gen 34:2). In contrast to the book of Judith, though, Greek Esther
does not explicitly side with a women's perspective. Nor does the Hebrew book of
Esther, as Itumeleng Mosala has already argued convincingly.»

Structures of Power and Violence II—Genocide

Second, it is important to focus on Haman and his planned genocide. When
Haman explains to the king that a certain nation has to be eliminated to stabilize
the empire (Esth 3:8-9), the king immediately agrees, genocide obviously being
for him an acceptable political strategy. By handing over his signet ring to Haman,
the king transfers his power to his counselor, thus making possible the planned
genocide of men, women, and children as legalized by the state. In the world of
the text it is clear that this monarch is ruthless when his power is concerned, and
that he has no specific interest in the life of his subordinates. Therefore, Queen
Esther cannot just go to the king and ask for the lives of the Jewish people. She
tries to avert the imminent danger by taking advantage of the kings attention. She
does this by virtue of her being an attractive woman who finds herself under the
king’s control as his wife. Moreover, Esther uses the king’s preference for luxurious
festivities. During a banquet, she describes Haman's attack as directed toward
her person together with her people so that her husband finds his possession
threatened by Haman (7:3-6). Ironically, Haman confirms the king’s suspicion
when he is found stretched out on Esther’s couch (7:8). In postcolonial terms, what
Esther performs is a sort of mimicry, playing the game of the emperor, to save the
lives of her people.

Linked to this is the fight between the two males Mordecai and Haman,*
Mordecai refuses to bow down before Haman knowing that he transgresses a
commandment of the king. The Hebrew text does not give any explicit reason
except that it refers to Mordecai’s explanation of being a Jew. Many Jewish and
Christian commentaries see the biblical antagonism of Israel/Saul and Amalek/
Agag (Exod 17; 1 Sam 15) coming back to the stage in Mordecai the Benjaminite
and Haman the Agagite. This is certainly one possibility well rooted in the text.
Besides this, I would like to highlight another perspective: at any rate, the gesture
of bowing down and prostration expresses submission, recognizing a hierarchy of
bottom and top. Mordecai will not bow down, not even when he faces the king (cf.
8:1-2). For readers in Hellenistic times, it must have been clear without explication
that Mordecai is painted as the prototype of resistance against self-divinization of
any human being. For Jewish readers this resistance would signify fidelity to their
one and only God; for non-Jewish Hellenistic readers it was rather an expression
of human dignity.

One should note that in light of the fact that the book of Esther is without
direct reference to God, both readings might well be possible. Haman’s hatred of
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Mordecai, then, is hatred for a man who does not submit to him, and Haman’s
hatred of the Jews is hatred for a whole people who, like Mordecai, will not
submit. Against this background it appears significant that Esther, when going to
see the king without being called to him, does not bow down. Instead, she stands
upright in the inner court; she is perceived by the king as standing upright, and
she approaches him to touch his scepter (5:1-2). Esther remains, so to say, on an
equal footing with the king, and her gesture can be seen as Esther acting as a Jew
without identifying her as such. In that moment she acts in a hybrid way, melting
her appearance as queen and her Jewishness into one. On the other hand, she
prostrates herself when she asks for the reversal of Haman's counter-edict (8:3).
Here, her prostration seems to be her last resort as she has to rely wholly on the
king’s mercy. Ironically, Haman tries to save his life by bowing down (or falling
down) before Esther the queen, by humiliating himself, but the king perceives this
gesture as expression of Haman's attempt to gain royal power.

Haman, in the Hebrew book of Esther, is the prototype of a person in power
ready to use his power for lethal violence. The proposal he presents to the king is
suggestive: there is a people with their own laws, dispersed all over the empire;
moreover they do not obey the king’s laws. To eliminate these people would fill up
the king's treasuries (3:8-9). For contemporary German readers, Haman's proposal
to the king is reminiscent of the myth of the global Jewish conspiracy effective
in Western and Eastern Europe since the late nineteenth century. It moreover
reminds one of Nazi Germany robbing its Jewish citizens before allowing them
to leave the country and even before their deportation into the death camps. In
an anachronistic way and referring to his speech before the king, one could label
Haman an anti-Semite. For German readers, it consequently seems inevitable to
admit that German politics during the Third Reich was Hamanic. State officials at
that time could point to Martin Luther’s invectives in his writing On the Jews and
Their Lies (1543), according to which this leader of the Reformation suggested that
the Jews’ houses were to be burned, their fortunes confiscated, and that they be
drafted into forced labor, or expelled.

In Germany, there is indeed a long history of specifically Christian contempt,
even hostility toward Judaism and Jews that, together with accepted forms of secular
anti-Semitism, certainly prevented many faithful Christians during the Third Reich
from developing deeper moral scruples against the ongoing disfranchisement of
the Jewish population. One of the well-known German Old Testament scholars
active in Jewish-Christian dialogue since the 1970s, the Catholic Erich Zenger,
suggested to Christian readers to accept the book of Esther as examining their
conscience, individually and in their faith communities, regarding anti-Judaism
and anti-Semitism.*

In the context of the origin of the (Hebrew) book of Esther, Haman could be
conceived of as a dangerous but finally ridiculous figure. He falls into the pit he
dug for others. In the Septuagint version, Haman even forgot to seal his decree
of annihilation, so that it did not come into force at all (Esth 3:10-13 and 14-15
LXX; cf. 8:8-10 LXX). The historian Erich Gruen points out that for Hellenistic
Jewish readers the portion of humor inherent in the Hebrew book of Esther is
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considerable.* Commentators tend to neglect this aspect of the narrative and
assume or reconstruct a situation of imminent threat or persecution as the
historical frame of the book of Esther without being able to determine a specific
point of reference. Another, perhaps even better possibility is to read the book
without such a presupposition and rather think of Jewish everyday experiences
of being rejected as different or of being confronted with latent or open mistrust.
Against such a background, the book of Esther might be understood as a story of
a Jewish community in a non-Jewish environment, condensing such experiences
through a plot of lethal threat and a happy ending into wisdom language: of death
and life, to encourage one another and to affirm to one another that they are in
control of the situation.

Structures of Power and Violence III—Massacre

A third aspect is the power of violence exercised by the Jews as described in
Chapter 9. It is true that the counter-edict that Esther and Mordecai are allowed
to write and to seal with the king’s ring (8:11) is not the simple reversal of
Haman’s edict commanding the elimination of the Jewish people, men, women,
and children (3:13). Esther’s and Mordecai’s edict focuses on self-defense against
a military attack, and the syntax leaves serious doubt about whether the Jews are
allowed to kill women and children along with the attacking men.”” Chapter 9,
however, does not fit into that logic of restricted violence.”® The swords in the
hands of the Jewish fighters cause a massacre without direct need of self-defense
(cf. in particular 9:5). Esther demands a second day of fighting (9:13), which is
not in correspondence to the one day of annihilation ordered by Haman, thus
breaking the pattern of reversal as indicated by the metanarrative comment in
Esther 9:1.

Esther 9 in particular has earned the book of Esther harsh criticism as an
expression of mere thirst for revenge, in Christian as well as in modern liberal
Jewish commentaries. It is interesting, then, that already the Septuagint version of
that chapter seems to have felt the need to work on this problem. In the Septuagint,
the most offensive verse (9:5) is simply skipped and not translated, and the number
of persons killed is considerably reduced. As a whole, the Septuagint version places
much importance on insisting that cultural and religious differences of the Jews
are no threat for the dominant order. The Septuagint version tries, as I read it, to
trace the king as a modest, righteous, and rational ruler who is eager to eliminate
criminals from his empire. The problem is his trust in Haman, who succeeds in
persuading the king that the Jewish ethnos is a people of criminals and parasites.
Haman is the representative of Judeophobia,” already a reality in the ancient world,
and the Greek book of Esther is a document written to show that such Judeophobia
is a result of malign perception of cultural differences. This version of the Esther
story tries to define a space and a place for the Jewish people under conditions
of an empire. It does not challenge the structures of that empire, but believes in
its moral foundations as largely compatible with Jewish moral and theological
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presuppositions (cf. Addition E in the LXX). There are limits, however, to this
compatibility: if a human, be it even a counselor or an emperor, claims veneration
by prostration like a god, a Jewish man has to refuse, as Mordecai does (Addition
C, 1-10)*—and as Esther does: when going to see the king she would not bow
down, but faint! And a mixed marriage between a Jewish woman and a non-Jew
is something to avoid, as Esther presupposes in her prayer (Addition C, 12-30).
She describes her own situation as a kind of permanent mask as wife of the Persian
king, but at the same time she has interior distance toward her non-Jewish husband.

The Hebrew version, on the other hand, is not interested in mixed marriage or
circumcision, but in submission versus refusal only, and in the resulting mortal
threat. It puts all emphasis on the reversal of the situation after the counter-edict
was sent out. It can be read as a book of rejoicing about having been able to escape a
desperate situation, as a book of suppressed people who imagine being for once on
the bright side, being victorious. This is how South African scholar Gerrie Snyman
describes the reception of this text by some of his students who were asked to
prepare a sermon on Esther 9: they were ready to read apartheid structures and
the upheaval against them into the text and side as black people with the Jews
as the former victims who had to fight against their oppressors.* Snyman writes
how he himself was shocked by the fact that he as an Afrikaner white male is put
on the side of the Persians, the enemies who were to be killed. Perhaps this shock
is analogous to the hermeneutical process Erich Zenger suggests for German
Christian readers.

However, the book of Esther can also be read as in itself offering resistance
against a mere justification of counter-violence. If we take into account the
fictitious character of the book, it can be read as a counterfactual story, a
counter-history. Later in Jewish history the feast of Purim to which the book
is attached was enriched by carnivalesque customs. If we follow the analyses of
Mikhail Bakhtin,® carnival is a space and a time for subalterns to express their
fears, hopes, and aggressions and to show their power—a limited space and time
granted by the rulers, as the rulers are always uncertain about the stability of
these limits.

Jewish interpreters of the book, such as biblical scholar Stan Goldman and
Israeli film producer Amos Gitai, have emphasized the many reversals and
ironies in the book. They ask whether Chapter 9 could not be seen as a text
showing what happens when those who are downtrodden come to power, when
the oppressed take on the masks of their oppressors. Amos Gitai’s film Esther
(1984)% places the reading of Haman's annihilation edict against the Jewish
people in a scenic context evoking the suffering of the Palestinian people during
the Naqgba, but also later in the territories occupied by Israel. Moreover, he
shows, at the end of his film, in a kind of visualized reversal, Mordecai in the
garments of Haman, while the text of Esther 9:1-18 is read aloud by a speaker’s
voice: the Jews have taken over the masks of their enemies, and these masks
become part of their identity and transform them deeply. But as a further,
hybrid reversal, in a kind of epilogue, Gitai has the actors of his film appearing
and “Mordecai” revealing himself as Muhammad Bakri, a Palestinian from
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Nazareth. “We both hate Mordecai,” he says, pointing to Gitai, “and that is why
we made this film”

While Gitai’s film on the book of Esther concerns a dynamic in Israel/Palestine,
Stan Goldman, on the other hand, reads the book as a message for Jews who live
outside Israel and want to live in diaspora.* For Goldman, the book, with its
continuing reversals and ironies, stimulates a continuing self-critical reflection on
Jewish identity between adaption to the non-Jewish context and belonging to the
Jewish community.

Let me conclude with one last glance at the figure of Esther in Chapter 9.
She asks for a second day of fighting in Susa. And the king, overwhelmed by the
reports of successful Jewish fighters outside the city, grants it to her. For a moment
Esther seems to appear in the colors of the Assyrian goddess Ishtar, the goddess
of love and war, to whom she probably owes her name.* For a moment she is part
of the excess of bloodshed. How can feminist theologians deal with that? I think
the Jewish feminist rabbi Elisa Klapheck and the Christian theologian Marianne
Heimbach-Steins, who developed independently from each other,* bring in a
good perspective: both point to the development of Esther as a character—from
a young woman, beautiful, charming, and silent, to a woman who speaks up and
risks her life; from a morally quasi-innocent being to someone who becomes a
moral person, who dares to take decisions, who takes on responsibility, and who
is involved and entangled in violence and runs the risk of becoming guilty. The
ironic, subversive style of the narrative would then be a self-critical stimulus that
women, too, badly need.
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