The Tyranny of King Xerxes in the Book of Esther: Chapter One

When confronted with the book of Esther, it is very often viewed as a story of empowerment, and whilst this is true, it is equally, if not more so, a book that is full of oppression and subjugation, from the hands of tyrannical leadership. One of the primary oppressors in this story is King Xerxes, who is often overshadowed by Haman, the antagonist of the story, and while it is true that Haman was the antagonist, King Xerxes himself was certainly not innocent.
If we take a look at the definition of a tyrant and the characteristics of one, we see many alignments between those and the characteristics King Xerxes. These include, but are not limited to greed for power and influence, public displays of power, pretence of benevolence, power over bodies and bodily autonomy, unpredictable mood swings, fragile ego and the act of making others complicit.[footnoteRef:1] The first example that we are able to view in the text is found in chapter 1, verses 3-5 which says:  [1:  Riverbank Women’s Conference 2024, held at University of Warwick, 31 May – 2 June, ed. by Helen Paynter and others (Salvation Army UKI, 2024)] 

In the third year of his reign, he gave a banquet for all his nobles and officials. He invited all the military officers of Persia and Media as well as the princes and nobles of the provinces. The celebration lasted 180 days- a tremendous display of the opulent wealth of his empire and the pomp and splendor of his majesty. When it was all over, the king gave a banquet for all the people, from the greatest to least, who were in the fortress of Susa. It lasted for seven days and was held in the courtyard of the palace garden.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Holy Bible, New Living Translation (Tyndale House Publishers Inc., 2015) Esther 1.3-5)] 

It was through this great display of his wealth that he was able to reaffirm and exert his power, his dominance over the people. Because after all, in a time like this, money equated to power, which it continues to, to this day. Tyrants give, in order to gain loyalty, in order to establish a debt[footnoteRef:3]. They give in order to receive. Because it is not generosity, it is merely a pretence of generosity. It is manipulation. And it’s such “generosity” that would allow King Xerxes to hold something over his people’s heads when he did wrong. To quote Dr Rev Helen Paynter ‘a tyrant takes by the bucket-full and gives back in thimbles’.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Riverbank Women’s Conference]  [4:  Riverbank Women’s Conference] 

Throughout the book of Esther, we are able to see that King Xerxes’ primary motivation is power and lording that over his people’s heads. Only a little further in the chapter are we able to see another example of this, with plenty to be unpacked. The King commands his eunuchs to bring his wife Queen Vashti (implicating his eunuchs), to him and his nobles, “with the royal crown on her head”[footnoteRef:5]. It is possible to infer that when the King requested Vashti’s presence, he wished for her to only wear the crown and nothing more, stripping her clothes and dignity away from her. Whether this was the case or not, he was treating her as an object to be shown off and not a human being he respected, and when she chose to keep her dignity in refusing his command, he allowed his true colours to show through an abrupt change of moods, despite having previously been “in high spirits because of the wine”.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Esther 1.11]  [6:  Esther 1.10] 

This resulted in the deposition of Queen Vashti and the royal decree that was not allowed to be revoked, proclaiming that every man should be ‘the ruler in his own home and should say whatever he pleases’[footnoteRef:7]. However, this decree was not a lone choice or decision. The situation was consulted with his advisors, who were knowledgeable in all the law. These men were made complicit in his tyranny, in addition to all the men who subjected their wives to this law. It allowed oppression of women and even encouraged it. Him being the king, would allow the assumption to be made that he was correct about all things and was not to be questioned.  [7:  Esther 1.22] 
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