Subversive Femmes: Vashti and Esther

Curated by Jackie Maris, Jaimie Krass, and Rabbi Micah Buck-Yael

The story of Purim features two queens: Queen Vashti (disgraced royal, feminist icon) and Queen
Esther (beauty contest winner, covert Jewess, savior). Explore what’s subversive in their stories
with a chevruta or study partner to arrive at new insights. The term “chevruta” also means
“friendship” or “companionship:” text study is inherently collaborative and relational. We suggest
you take turns reading these texts aloud - in English or Hebrew.

One traditional framework for interpreting Jewish text is described by the abbreviation PaRDeS,
which is Hebrew for orchard and shares a root with the English PaRaDiSe:
e Pshat (uy9) —“simple” or the literal, direct meaning
e Remez (m") — “hints,” the allusions, symbols, or “read between the lines” meaning
e Derash (v071) — “interpret,” comparative, interpretive meanings
e Sod (Tio) — “secret,” the mysterious hidden meaning, especially that moment where a
new insight or relevation pops into your mind.

We invite you to dig in wherever you are interested, but stick with these texts until you hit that moment
of revelation, when your mind is blown!

Vashti’s Banishment

The Purim story is told in Megillat Esther, Book of Esther, which is a part of the Ketuvim or Writings.
These are found in the third section of Tanach (the Hebrew Bible). If you’re not at all familiar with
the Purim story, check out this summary, or visit sefaria.org/Esther to read it in full.

Esther Chapter 1: verses 12-22
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...Queen Vashti refused to come at the king’s command conveyed by the officials. The king was
greatly incensed, and his fury burned within him.
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Then the king consulted the sages learned in legal procedure... “What,” [he asked,] “shall be done,
according to law, to Queen Vashti for failing to obey the command of King Ahashverosh conveyed by
the eunuchs?”
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Then Memucan declared in the presence of the king and the ministers: “Queen Vashti has
committed an offense not only against Your Majesty but also against all the officials and against all
the peoples in all the provinces of King Ahashverosh. For the queen’s behavior will make all wives


https://www.jwi.org/articles/iamvashti
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-story-of-purim/
https://www.sefaria.org/Esther

despise their husbands, as they reflect that King Ahashverosh himself ordered Queen Vashti to be
brought before him, but she would not come.
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“This very day the ladies of Persia and Media, who have heard of the queen’s behavior, will cite it to
all Your Majesty’s officials, and there will be no end of scorn and provocation! If it please Your
Majesty, let a royal edict be issued by you, and let it be written into the laws of Persia and Media, so
that it cannot be repealed, that Vashti shall never enter the presence of King Ahashverosh. And let
Your Majesty bestow her royal state upon another who is more worthy than she. Then the judgment
executed by Your Majesty will resound throughout your realm, vast though it is; and all wives will
treat their husbands with respect, high and low alike.”
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The proposal was approved by the king and the ministers, and the king did as Memucan proposed.
Dispatches were sent to all the provinces of the king, to every province in its own script and to every
nation in its own language, that every man should wield authority in his home and speak the
language of his own people.

Discuss:
1. What is subversive about Vashti’s refusal to respond to Ahashverosh’s command?
2. Why does Memucan state that Vashti’s offense is not only against Ahashverosh but also
“against all the officials and against all the peoples?”
3. The final lines of this piece state that “every man should wield authority in his home and
speak the language of his own people.” Why are these two decrees listed together?

Vashti’s Subversion

The first text is from Megillat Esther (as above), and the second is a commentary on that verse from
Esther Rabbah. This work of midrash (rabbinic commentary/interpretation) on the Book of Esther
consists of two distinct parts: the first, compiled ~500 CE, provides verse-by-verse interpretations.
The second, compiled ~1200 CE, retells and expands upon the Esther story. The two parts were
likely combined around the 12th or 13th century.

Esther, Chapter 1, Verse 12
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...Queen Vashti refused to come at the king’s command conveyed by the officials. The king was
greatly incensed, and his fury burned within him.



Esther Rabbah Chapter 3: Verse 14

DXI ,ANIX DN 2 WUARYT DN N0 D ,NX) IR ['RN DX 17 0K LR 1'Y2id DY D277 DXl Ry
D" NIN N 7Y 'ORT00'K 0" 17 MK NNYY YRy K71 IRXRY T NK71ATAT .12 NJANN NX DY 'NIR 'K
N711RYXY TR K714RTY QAHP7R0 DTN K7 D277 DOV 'YVl NIAY NIT 0'Y) 3197 012910 DR TNy D)
N9 7N XA 'TRA (KD ,2 7RIT) 2'NHT KIN KT ,DMAY 1ITI N7 NIX D' 7Y O NTIN 179K, NN NNTY YY)
w‘i'r,?a I'® ,|gr_1|" ol DQJZ:L NN XAX N2 |iUY;H} o} .||'n'om'n; X XXMN A7 ,||'n"z-n:;1 MY T AN .||'n'ujo_9 ||'n",z;1'10:;1
(5,2 0*70MN) NPT ,0YY NNY DAY K7N DIN'AD DY DX |T NN N3

She [Vashti] sent for him [Ahashverosh] and said to him things that upset him. She said to him: ‘If
they consider me beautiful, they will set their sights on taking advantage of me and will kill you. If
they consider me ugly, you will be demeaned because of me.” She alluded, but he did not grasp the
allusions; she provoked him, but he was not provoked. She sent for him and said to him: ‘Weren’t
you the stable boy of my father’s house, and you were accustomed to bringing naked prostitutes
before you, and now that you have ascended to the throne, you have not abandoned your
corruption.’ She alluded, but he did not grasp the allusions; she provoked him, but he was not
provoked. She sent for him and she said: Even the opposition to my father’s house was not judged
naked; that is what is written: “Then these men were bound in their trousers, their tunics, their
hats” (Daniel 3:21).

Suggested Discussion Questions:
1. What does this text say about Vashti’s refusal to respond to Ahashverosh’s command?
2. What precedent is Vashti citing?
3. What is meant by the repeated line, “She alluded, but he did not grasp the allusions; she
provoked him, but he was not provoked?”

Esther’s Subversion

These texts come from Talmud Bavli, the Babylonian Talmud, a collection of arguments, laws,
musings, and stories, collected and then composed in Babylonia spanning roughly the third
through the sixth centuries. The Talmud documents and interweaves learned rabbinic conversation
and debate over a period of centuries. These texts are all drawn from the tractate/section within
the Talmud called Megillah, which deals mostly with how we read the story of Esther at Purim. The
voices collected here are specifically offering their interpretations of the first verse quoted,
Megillat Esther 5:4.

One useful piece of vocab: A baraita is a quote or opinion from the rabbinic oral tradition, predating
the period of the Talmud, that would have been widely known and important to the discussants in
their time. One analogy in the American context would be that this is like later legal theorists
quoting the Federalist Papers, which were written by some of the Framers of the Constitution, but
not the Constitution itself.

Suggested Discussion Questions:
1. What tactics does Esther utilize in each text to prepare and to explain her situation to
Ahashverosh and Haman?
2. What reasons could the rabbis have for portraying Esther in these different lights?



3. What are the rabbis saying about gender roles and subversion/subversive tactics?

4. Looking at these texts is not about “finding the real story,” but about examining the biases
and expectations we bring to the story. With the centuries-old rabbinic commentary in mind,
what do we need to be learning from a story like this right now?

Esther 5:4
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[Esther:] If it seems good unto the king, let the king and Haman come this day to the banquet that |
have prepared for him
Megillah 15b:12
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The Sages taught in a baraita: Why did Esther invite Haman to the banquet?
Rabbi Elazar says: She hid a snare for him, as it is stated: “Let their table become a snare before
them” (Psalms 69:23), as she assumed that she would be able to trip up Haman during the
banquet.
4: Megillah 15b:13
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Rabbi Yehoshua says: She learned to do this from the Jewish teachings of her father’s house, as it
is stated: “If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to eat” (Proverbs 25:21). Rabbi Meir says: She
invited him so that he would be near her at all times, so that he would not take counsel and rebel
against Ahashverosh when he discovered that the king was angry with him.
5: Megillah 15b:15
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Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korha says: She said to herself: | will act kindly toward him and thereby make
the king suspect that we are having an affair; she did so in order that both he and she would be
killed. Essentially, Esther was willing to be killed with Haman in order that the decree (of murder of
the Jews of Persia) would be annulled.
Rabban Gamliel says: Ahasuerus was a fickle king, and Esther hoped that if he saw Haman on
multiple occasions, eventually he would change his opinion of him.
Rabbi Gamliel said: We still need the words of Rabbi Eliezer HaModa’i to understand why Esther
invited Haman to her banquet. As it is taught in a baraita: Rabbi Eliezer HaModa’i says: She made
the king jealous of him and she made the other ministers jealous of him, and in this way she
brought about his downfall.

The creators of this text study share our deep appreciation for SVARA, a traditionally radical yeshiva
dedicated to the serious study of Talmud through the lens of queer experiences, which has deeply
influenced how we read and teach Jewish text.



