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The intersection of religious tradition and mass media often creates a sanitized veneer over 
ancient texts that are, at their core, politically complex and viscerally violent. The Book of Esther 
serves as a primary case study for this phenomenon. Celebrated annually as the holiday of 
Purim, the narrative is traditionally framed as a miraculous reversal of fortune for an oppressed 
minority. However, when analyzed through the lens of George Orwell’s sociopolitical critiques—
specifically the concept of the "Two Minutes Hate"—the ritualized celebrations of Purim reveal 
a more unsettling psychological infrastructure. The practice of "blotting out" the name of a 
villain through collective noise mirrors the mechanics of state-controlled animosity designed to 
unify a populace through the identification of a scapegoat. When these ancient rituals are 
translated into modern "mega-productions," such as those found in high-tech theatrical hubs 
like Branson, the scale of the spectacle amplifies the potential for manufactured emotion and 
revisionist history. This paper explores the "Orwellian" dimensions of the Esther narrative, 
examining how the transition from victimhood to state-sanctioned retaliatory slaughter is 
obscured by festive tradition. By deconstructing the systemic violence at the conclusion of the 
text and the modern psychological conditioning of the audience, we can better understand the 
role of religious epic as a form of cultural programming and collective catharsis. 
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1. The Mechanics of the Megillah: An Overview of the Purim Narrative 

The Book of Esther, known in Hebrew as the Megillah, serves as the primary textual foundation 
for the holiday of Purim. Unlike other books in the biblical canon, it is structured as a court 
procedural, a political thriller set within the sprawling administration of the Achaemenid Persian 
Empire. To understand the "Orwellian" potential of this narrative, one must first deconstruct its 
mechanical parts: the setting of the Diaspora, the erasure of individual identity for political 
survival, and the creation of a systemic threat that necessitates a state-level response. 

Historical context of the Persian Diaspora 

The narrative unfolds in the 5th century BCE, specifically in Susa, one of the four capitals of the 
Persian Empire under King Ahasuerus, commonly identified as Xerxes I. This era marks a critical 
juncture in Jewish history known as the Diaspora. Following the Babylonian conquest of 
Jerusalem and the subsequent destruction of the First Temple, the Jewish population was 
forcibly relocated. However, by the time of the Persian ascendancy, the decree of Cyrus the 
Great had already permitted the Jews to return to Judea. The characters in the Book of Esther 
represent those who chose to remain in the heart of the empire—assimilated yet distinct, living 
under the shadow of a global superpower that stretched from India to Ethiopia. This setting is 
inherently political; it is an environment of surveillance, rigid hierarchy, and imperial caprice 
where the whim of the monarch is the absolute law of the land. The Jews in Susa existed in a 
state of precarious "otherness," a condition that the Orwellian state relies upon to define the 
boundaries of the "in-group" versus the "out-group." 

The transition from Hadassah to Esther: Identity and assimilation 

Central to the mechanics of the story is the dual identity of its protagonist. Born Hadassah, a 
name rooted in the Hebrew word for "myrtle," she is renamed Esther upon entering the royal 
harem. This linguistic shift is the first act of state-enforced assimilation. The name Esther is 
widely linked to Ishtar, the Babylonian goddess of love and war, symbolizing a total immersion 
into the pagan, imperial culture of Persia. At the instruction of her cousin and guardian, 
Mordecai, she conceals her Jewish heritage entirely. This "hiding" of the self is not merely a plot 
point but a survival strategy within a totalitarian framework. Esther becomes a cipher, a woman 
who navigates the corridors of power by presenting a facade that matches the expectations of 
the Ministry of the Palace. This erasure of the original "self" in favor of a state-sanctioned 
persona mirrors the loss of individual autonomy seen in Winston Smith, who must constantly 
monitor his own expressions to avoid "thoughtcrime." In Esther’s case, her silence is her 
protection, but it also renders her a tool of the very system that will eventually seek to destroy 
her people. 

 



5 
 

The decree of Haman: The birth of a systemic threat 

The narrative engine is ignited by the elevation of Haman the Agagite to the position of Grand 
Vizier. The conflict begins not with a grand theological dispute, but with a refusal of ritualized 
submission: Mordecai refuses to bow to Haman in the palace gates. Haman’s reaction is not 
merely personal pique but a pivot toward systemic genocide. He does not seek to punish 
Mordecai alone; instead, he frames the entire Jewish population as a singular, internal threat to 
the stability of the empire. In his appeal to King Ahasuerus, Haman uses the classic language of 
the propagandist, noting that there is a "certain people" whose laws are different and who do 
not obey the king’s laws, concluding that "it is not in the king’s interest to tolerate them." By 
offering a massive bribe to the royal treasury, Haman secures a decree for their total 
annihilation, to be determined by the casting of "Pur" (lots). This decree is the birth of the "Big 
Brother" mechanism within the text—a legalized, dated, and state-endorsed plan for mass 
death. It transforms a group of citizens into "unpersons" by law, setting the stage for the 
collective rage and eventual retaliatory violence that defines the remainder of the text. 

 

2. The Orwellian Parallel: Two Minutes Hate and the Gragger 

To analyze the modern celebration of Purim through a socio-political lens, one must examine 
the psychological mechanics of the "Two Minutes Hate" as depicted in George Orwell’s 1984. 
The parallels between this fictional tool of state control and the religious ritual of "blotting out" 
Haman are striking, particularly in how both utilize collective sound and synchronized emotion 
to define the boundaries of community and enmity. 

Defining the "Two Minutes Hate" in the context of 1984 

In Orwell’s Oceania, the "Two Minutes Hate" is a daily ritual where Party members gather to 
watch a filmed broadcast of Emmanuel Goldstein, the supposed "Enemy of the People." The 
purpose of the exercise is not to convey information, but to provoke a primal, uncontrollable 
rage. Within seconds of Goldstein appearing on the screen, the audience erupts into a frenzy of 
shouting, foot-stamping, and physical aggression directed at the image. This is a masterclass in 
psychological conditioning; the State provides a designated target for the frustrations and 
miseries of the populace, redirecting their internal anxieties toward a safe, externalized "other." 
The "Hate" serves to unify the crowd, turning a collection of isolated individuals into a single, 
throb of collective animosity. It is a mandatory performance of loyalty that ensures no room is 
left for nuance, doubt, or empathy toward the accused. 
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The ritualistic erasure: Booing, hissing, and the physical drowning of Haman’s name 

The traditional reading of the Megillah on Purim mirrors this acoustic and psychological 
structure with startling precision. Whenever the name of Haman is read aloud, the congregation 
is encouraged—and in many contexts, culturally mandated—to erupt in noise. This is achieved 
through booing, hissing, and the use of the gragger, a wooden or metal ratchet designed to 
create a sharp, grinding din. This is not merely a expression of dislike; it is a ritualistic fulfillment 
of the commandment to "blot out the remembrance of Amalek," the ancestral tribe of Haman. 
By drowning out the sound of the name, the community engages in a symbolic "un-making" of 
the villain. Just as the Party in 1984 seeks to turn individuals into "unpersons" by erasing them 
from records and memory, the Purim ritual seeks to render the name of the enemy un-hearable 
and, by extension, non-existent. The sonic wall created by the gragger acts as a barrier that 
prevents the narrative from proceeding until the "Hate" has been sufficiently performed. 

Collective catharsis versus manufactured animosity 

The critical tension lies in the distinction between genuine catharsis and the manufacturing of 
animosity. Proponents of the ritual argue that the noise-making is a healthy, therapeutic release 
for a community that has historically faced real-world persecution. By mocking the villain and 
drowning out his power, the community reasserts its survival and agency. It is an act of "topsy-
turvy" humor where the victim gets the last word. However, an Orwellian critique suggests a 
darker possibility: that the ritual functions as a form of early-childhood conditioning in the 
mechanics of mob psychology. When thousands of people—whether in a synagogue or a 
massive theater in Branson—are cued to react with instantaneous, scripted rage at the mention 
of a name, the line between "remembering history" and "practicing hate" becomes blurred. If 
the animosity is manufactured through theatrical cues and reinforced by peer pressure, it risks 
becoming a tool for narrowing the moral imagination. The "joy" of Purim, in this light, is 
inextricably linked to the successful performance of collective loathing, raising questions about 
whether such rituals prepare a population to accept the "us versus them" binaries required by 
more authoritarian structures. 

 

3. From Scapegoat to Spectacle: The Bransonization of Esther 

The transition of the Esther narrative from a communal, liturgical reading to a high-tech 
theatrical "mega-production" represents a significant shift in how religious stories are 
consumed and internalized. This process, often referred to as the "Bransonization" of biblical 
epics, moves the story out of the realm of shared sacred memory and into the sphere of 
professional entertainment. When the narrative is amplified to this scale, the traditional "rage" 
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against the villain Haman is transformed from a folk ritual into a choreographed sensory 
experience that further complicates the audience's relationship with the underlying text. 

The shift from community ritual to "Mega-Production" 

Traditionally, the retelling of the Esther story—the Purim Spiel—was a local, amateur affair 
characterized by its "topsy-turvy" and often chaotic nature. It was performed in basements and 
community halls with handmade costumes and cardboard props. In this setting, the booing and 
hissing remained a grounded, human interaction with history. However, the modern "mega-
production," exemplified by Sight & Sound Theatres, replaces this intimacy with industrial-scale 
storytelling. The shift to a professional stage with hundreds of performers and a literal 300-foot 
wraparound stage alters the power dynamics between the story and the observer. The audience 
is no longer a group of participants in a shared history; they are spectators of a massive, 
immutable truth. This transition mirrors the move from the local "prole" culture in Orwell’s 
1984 to the rigid, high-production propaganda of the Party, where the scale of the message is 
intended to dwarf the individual’s capacity for personal interpretation. 

Technological immersion and its effect on critical distance 

In the context of the Branson production, the use of cutting-edge technology—ranging from 
mechanical sets that tower several stories high to immersive surround sound—creates an 
environment of total sensory capture. This technological immersion is designed to produce a 
"state of wonder," but it also serves to eliminate critical distance. When the audience is 
physically surrounded by the sights and sounds of ancient Susa, the ability to question the 
morality of the plot or the legalistic violence of the finale is diminished. In Orwellian terms, this 
is the "Ministry of Truth" via the "Ministry of Plenty"—an abundance of visual and auditory 
stimulation that fills every cognitive gap. The spectacle becomes so overwhelming that the 
viewer is moved to accept the narrative’s conclusions not through logical assent, but through 
sensory submission. The collective "rage" at Haman, in this high-tech setting, is no longer a 
choice made by a reader; it is a programmed response triggered by professional lighting cues 
and orchestral crescendos. 

The "Florence" factor: How spectacle sanitizes the underlying political violence 

Perhaps the most striking example of "spectacle as sanitizer" is the inclusion of "Florence," the 
massive, animatronic elephant used in the Sight & Sound production. While such an element is 
historically plausible as a display of Persian royal wealth, it serves a specific psychological 
function in the modern adaptation: it provides a "distraction of scale." By focusing the 
audience’s awe on the mechanical marvel of an elephant or the parade of live camels in the 
aisles, the production shifts the narrative focus away from the grim reality of the Persian legal 
code and the impending slaughter. The "Florence" factor ensures that the story is remembered 
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as a parade of wonders rather than a complex political struggle involving ethnic cleansing and 
state-sanctioned retaliation. In this way, the spectacle functions as a form of cultural anesthesia, 
numbing the audience to the sharper, more violent edges of the Old Testament text. By the time 
the final act of violence occurs, the audience has been so thoroughly charmed by the 
production value that the bloodshed is viewed as a "happy ending" to a grand show, rather than 
the disturbing climax of a systemic failure. 

 

4. The Silent Deity: God’s Absence and Human Agency 

One of the most profound and unsettling features of the Book of Esther is a literary void that 
sets it apart from almost every other text in the biblical canon: the name of God is never 
mentioned. There is no burning bush, no prophetic voice, and no supernatural intervention. This 
absence creates a narrative landscape that is uniquely secular and political, yet modern 
adaptations—particularly those designed for the "mega-church" or "spectacle" demographic—
frequently seek to fill this vacuum. By reinserting a visible or audible divine presence, these 
adaptations fundamentally alter the story’s moral and psychological weight, moving it from a 
study in human responsibility to a narrative of divine inevitability. 

The unique secularity of the Book of Esther 

In its original form, the Megillah functions as a masterpiece of "hiddenness." The absence of the 
divine name forces the reader to focus entirely on human agency, palace intrigue, and the cold 
machinery of the Persian state. The survival of the Jewish people is not presented as a miracle 
of parted seas, but as a series of "coincidences": the King’s insomnia, Esther’s beauty, 
Mordecai’s overhearing of an assassination plot. This secularity makes the text incredibly 
modern and, in many ways, more "Orwellian" in its realism. It depicts a world where the 
individual must navigate a godless, bureaucratic system where the only power available is that 
which can be seized through cunning and political maneuvering. The "silence" of God in the text 
places the entire ethical burden of the narrative—including the eventual violence—on the 
shoulders of the human actors. 

How modern adaptations "insert" the divine to justify human action 

Modern theatrical adaptations, such as the Sight & Sound production in Branson, often find this 
theological silence uncomfortable for a contemporary audience. To remedy this, these 
productions "correct" the text by inserting overt religious dialogue, prayers, and worship songs. 
Characters who are silent or secular in the Bible are given soaring ballads about "God’s plan" or 
scenes where they seek divine guidance through prayer. In the Branson production, Esther’s 
father is added to the backstory to instill in her a religious foundation, famously telling her to 
"be still and know He is God." This "insertion" of the divine serves a specific narrative function: 



9 
 

it provides a moral "blank check." By framing every human decision as a response to a divine 
mandate, the production removes the ambiguity of the original text. The political maneuvering 
of Mordecai and the retaliatory violence of the Jews are no longer seen as human choices made 
in a desperate situation, but as the fulfillment of a heavenly script. 

The theological implications of making the "hidden" miracle visible 

Making the "hidden" miracle visible has significant psychological implications for the audience. 
In the original text, the "miracle" is the human courage required to act when God seems 
absent—a message of empowerment in a dark world. However, when a production uses 
stagecraft to make the divine hand obvious, it shifts the genre from a political thriller to a 
morality play. From an Orwellian perspective, this is a form of narrative "closure" that prevents 
the audience from questioning the ethics of the protagonists. If God is explicitly "on our side" in 
the play, then the subsequent "rage" against Haman and the mass killing of Persians are not just 
justified; they are sanctified. By making the deity a visible character in the drama, the 
production effectively "shouts over" the silence of the text, ensuring that the audience leaves 
with a sense of divine order rather than the uncomfortable questions about state violence and 
human morality that a truly secular reading of Esther might provoke. 

 

5. The Second Edict: The Legalization of Retaliation 

The turning point of the Esther narrative is not the death of Haman, but the issuance of a 
second royal decree. Because the laws of the Medes and Persians were considered irrevocable, 
the original edict marking the Jewish population for destruction remained in effect even after 
the villain’s downfall. To solve this bureaucratic crisis, King Ahasuerus issued a counter-decree, 
effectively legalizing a state of internal warfare. This chapter of the story provides a profound 
look at how violence is formalized and sanitized through the language of law. 

Analyzing the King’s decree for Jewish self-defense 

The language of the second edict, as recorded in Chapter 8 of the Megillah, is strikingly specific. 
The King granted the Jews the right to "gather themselves together, and to stand for their life, to 
destroy, to slay, and to cause to perish, all the power of the people and province that would 
assault them." On the surface, this is framed as an act of self-defense—a necessary response to 
an existential threat. However, from an Orwellian perspective, this is the moment where the 
state creates a "legal" vacuum for violence. By giving a specific group the right to kill "all the 
power" of those who might assault them, the King did not just authorize defense; he authorized 
a paramilitary operation. The state remains the silent partner in this violence, providing the 
parchment and the seal that turn a massacre into a sanctioned legal procedure. 
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The transition from defensive measures to preemptive strike 

A critical reading of the text suggests that the line between "standing for one's life" and 
executing a preemptive strike is dangerously thin. The decree allowed the Jews to act on the 
very day Haman’s original decree was set to take place. In practice, this meant that the Jewish 
population was not merely waiting to be attacked so they could parry a blow; they were 
organized into armed units, ready to identify and eliminate "enemies" before those enemies 
could move. In military theory, this is the "preemptive" turn—where the fear of future violence 
justifies immediate, lethal action. This transition is essential to the architecture of animosity. In 
an Orwellian state, the Ministry of Peace justifies its wars by claiming they are the only way to 
prevent a greater destruction. By the time the sun rose on the thirteenth of Adar, the 
"defensive" nature of the decree had morphed into a mandate for a totalizing offensive. 

The role of the state in facilitating mass violence 

Perhaps the most chilling aspect of the Second Edict is the way it utilizes the machinery of the 
Persian Empire to facilitate the bloodshed. The decree was sent out by royal couriers riding 
"swift steeds that were used in the king's service," ensuring that the news of the authorized 
retaliation reached every corner of the 127 provinces. This was not a local skirmish; it was a 
state-sponsored mobilization. The text notes that "the fear of the Jews fell upon them," and 
that royal officials and governors "helped the Jews" because they feared Mordecai’s growing 
power. Here, we see the state’s role as the ultimate enabler of mass violence. By signaling that 
one group now had the "official" right to kill with impunity, the administration ensured that the 
resulting body count would be high. This mirrors the Orwellian concept of the state as the 
author of reality: if the King says you are a victim, you are a victim; if the King says you are an 
executioner, you are an executioner. The morality of the act is subsumed by its legality. 

 

6. The Body Count: Deconstructing the 75,000 

While popular retellings of the Purim story often conclude with the triumph of the protagonist 
and the hanging of the villain, the biblical text continues into a final, bloody chapter that is 
frequently overlooked. This segment of the narrative shifts from a story of survival to a record of 
significant casualties, presenting a body count that challenges the "fairytale" framing of the 
epic. Through an Orwellian lens, this section represents the point where the "oppressed" adopt 
the machinery of the state to execute a totalizing victory over their designated enemies. 

The biblical record of the slaughter of the Persians 

The Book of Esther records that on the thirteenth day of the month of Adar—the day originally 
set for their own destruction—the Jews across the Persian Empire "struck all their enemies with 
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the sword, killing and destroying them." According to Chapter 9, the Jewish population killed 
500 men in the citadel of Susa alone, followed by another 300 the next day. Beyond the capital, 
the text states that they killed 75,000 of their enemies throughout the provinces. This figure is 
staggering, especially considering the timeframe. In the context of ancient warfare, 75,000 
deaths represent a demographic catastrophe. From a critical perspective, this is the moment 
where the narrative's "rage" translates into physical reality. It is no longer a symbolic booing of 
Haman; it is the systematic elimination of a segment of the population. The legalistic nature of 
this act—carried out under a royal decree—mirrors the cold efficiency of an Orwellian 
"liquidation," where the state provides the legal cover for mass violence. 

The execution of Haman’s sons as a symbolic and literal end to the bloodline 

The violence of the narrative is personalized through the fate of Haman’s ten sons. Despite 
Haman already being dead, his sons are killed in the fighting, and at Esther’s specific request to 
the King, their bodies are publicly hanged on the gallows. This act goes beyond self-defense; it is 
an exercise in symbolic and literal erasure. By hanging the dead bodies of the next generation, 
the victors signal a total termination of the "enemy" bloodline. In 1984, the Party doesn't just 
kill its enemies; it seeks to ensure they "never existed." The public display of Haman’s sons 
functions as a grim visual deterrent and a final act of "blotting out" the memory of the 
antagonist. This ensures that the "Hate" is not just a temporary emotional release but a 
permanent restructuring of the social hierarchy where the threat is permanently uprooted. 

Why this chapter is frequently omitted or minimized in popular retellings 

In modern theatrical and educational contexts, this specific chapter is often the most heavily 
edited or entirely omitted. In "mega-productions" like those in Branson, the focus remains on 
the "miracle" of Esther’s courage and the "justice" of Haman’s fall. The subsequent death of 
75,000 people creates a moral dissonance that is difficult to market as family entertainment. 
Including the full scale of the retaliation would force the audience to confront the transition of 
the protagonist from a vulnerable orphan to a figure who wields the power of life and death 
over tens of thousands. To maintain the "good vs. evil" binary, the narrative must be sanitized. 
This editing is a form of Orwellian revisionism: the "history" is adjusted to ensure the "heroes" 
remain untainted by the complexities of mass violence. By minimizing the body count, popular 
culture preserves the festive spirit of Purim while obscuring the grimmer reality of the text’s 
conclusion. 

 

7. Topsy-Turvy Justice: The Concept of Venahafoch Hu 

The theological and literary heart of the Purim story is found in the Hebrew phrase Venahafoch 
hu, which translates to "and it was overturned" or "the opposite happened." This concept 
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describes the sudden, radical reversal of fate where the intended victims become the victors 
and the persecutors become the persecuted. While this is celebrated as a divine "flip" of the 
script, a deeper analysis reveals it to be a complex study in the volatility of power and the thin 
line between the restoration of justice and the initiation of a new cycle of violence. 

The "Overturning": A study in power dynamics 

In the Book of Esther, power is depicted as a fluid and dangerous commodity. The "overturning" 
is not merely a change in luck; it is a total displacement of one political faction by another. 
Haman’s authority—symbolized by the King’s signet ring—is physically transferred to Mordecai. 
The gallows Haman built for his enemy become the instrument of his own death. This 
mechanical symmetry is satisfying to the reader, but it also underscores the "Orwellian" nature 
of the Persian state. The system itself does not change; only the hands holding the levers of 
power change. The laws remain absolute, the King remains a fickle autocrat, and the machinery 
of death remains fully operational. The "topsy-turvy" nature of the day suggests that in an 
imperial system, justice is often just a matter of who currently holds the King’s favor. 

Is the reversal of fortune a triumph of justice or a cycle of vengeance? 

The moral ambiguity of Venahafoch hu lies in the scope of the reversal. If justice is defined as 
the prevention of a crime, then the "overturning" is complete the moment Haman is arrested. 
However, the narrative continues into a phase of "counter-persecution" that many critics view 
as a cycle of vengeance. The "topsy-turvy" logic dictates that if the Jews were to be killed, they 
must now be the killers. This mirror-image retaliation raises an uncomfortable question: does 
true justice require the victim to adopt the exact methods of the oppressor? From an Orwellian 
perspective, this is the ultimate victory of the State. The Party wins not when it kills its enemies, 
but when it convinces the "revolutionaries" to use the same brutal tactics as the establishment. 
When the celebration of Purim centers on the "joy" of this reversal, it risks validating the idea 
that power is the only true arbiter of morality. 

The psychological satisfaction of the "victim-to-victor" arc 

There is an undeniable psychological thrill in the "victim-to-victor" narrative arc. It taps into a 
primal human desire to see the "bullied" stand up and crush the "bully." This satisfaction is what 
makes the Esther story so effective as a piece of communal storytelling and as a theatrical 
spectacle. For a community that has historically experienced the "bottom" of the power 
dynamic, the idea of a day where they are on "top" is a powerful form of emotional survival. 
However, this same psychological mechanism is what makes mass spectacles dangerous. The 
"high" of the victory can blind the audience to the human cost of the "overturning." When we 
cheer for the "topsy-turvy" end of the story, we are often cheering for the successful application 
of force. The "joy" of Purim, in this light, is the joy of finally being the one holding the sword, a 
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sentiment that Orwell’s Winston Smith eventually finds himself succumbed to when he finally 
"loves Big Brother." 

 

8. State-Sanctioned Violence as a Tool of Stability 

In the final acts of the Esther narrative, the nature of the violence shifts from a chaotic ethnic 
clash to a highly organized, legally mandated operation. This transition reveals the Persian court 
not as a place of random whims, but as a precursor to the systemic control mechanisms 
described by Orwell. By examining the "Second Edict," we see how an imperial power maintains 
its own stability by outsourcing violence to its subjects, creating a landscape where the state 
remains the ultimate arbiter of life and death. 

The Persian court as a precursor to the Ministry of Peace 

In Orwell’s Oceania, the Ministry of Peace is concerned with war, functioning on the paradoxical 
slogan "War is Peace." The Persian court of Ahasuerus operates on a similar structural irony. The 
King’s decree to allow the Jews to "gather and defend their lives" was not an act of 
humanitarianism but a bureaucratic maneuver to maintain the "immutability" of Persian law. 
Because a royal decree could not be revoked, the King essentially created a state of legal civil 
war to resolve a political error. This transforms the empire into a controlled laboratory of 
violence. The court maintains its "peace" and "stability" by providing a legal framework for two 
segments of its population to annihilate one another. Like the Ministry of Peace, the Persian 
administration uses the threat and application of mass death as the primary tool for social 
engineering and the maintenance of the status quo. 

The use of minority-led violence to consolidate imperial power 

An overlooked aspect of the narrative’s conclusion is how the Jewish victory served the interests 
of the Persian throne. By the end of the book, Mordecai is second only to the King, and the 
Jewish people have eliminated 75,000 "enemies of the crown"—many of whom likely 
represented factions that were dissatisfied with the current administration. Through the 
"overturning," the King effectively liquidated a massive number of potential dissidents without 
ever having to deploy his own royal guard. By empowering a minority group to act as his 
"executioners," Ahasuerus consolidated his power and instilled a new level of fear across his 
127 provinces. This is a classic Orwellian tactic: the state encourages horizontal violence 
between its subjects to prevent vertical rebellion against the leadership. The Jewish 
community’s "triumph" was simultaneously a masterclass in imperial consolidation. 

 

 



14 
 

The ethics of celebrating "The Day After" a mass casualty event 

Purim is unique in that it is not a celebration of the battle itself, but a celebration of the "rest" 
that followed. The text specifies that the holiday was established on the fourteenth and 
fifteenth days of Adar—the days after the 75,000 were killed. This creates a complex ethical 
dilemma. To celebrate "the day after" is to celebrate the quiet that follows a mass casualty 
event. From an Orwellian perspective, this is the final stage of conditioning: the point where the 
population views the elimination of "the enemy" as the prerequisite for "peace." When we 
celebrate the "rest" of Purim, we are implicitly acknowledging that the violence was a necessary 
and joyous precursor to that rest. The ethics of this celebration are often buried under the 
festivities, yet they highlight the chilling reality of how a society can be trained to find joy in the 
aftermath of state-sanctioned slaughter, provided the "correct" people were the ones who 
survived. 

 

9. Cultural Programming and the Modern Audience 

The persistence of the Purim narrative in the modern era is not merely a matter of historical 
preservation; it is an ongoing exercise in cultural programming. Through religious education and 
communal ritual, the story is transmitted to new generations in a way that often bypasses 
critical inquiry. When viewed through an Orwellian framework, this process can be seen as a 
method of psychological conditioning that prepares the individual to accept specific group 
dynamics and the necessity of tribal defense, even when that defense involves significant 
violence. 

How religious education conditions the acceptance of tribal violence 

From an early age, religious education often presents the Book of Esther as a binary struggle 
between absolute good and absolute evil. Children are taught to identify with the "victim" 
status of the Jewish people and to see the eventual "overturning" as a purely heroic feat. This 
pedagogical approach rarely pauses to examine the ethical implications of the 75,000 casualties 
mentioned in the text. By focusing on the "miracle" of survival and the pageantry of the 
celebration, the educational system conditions the student to accept that violence is a 
legitimate—and even celebratory—response when the "tribe" is threatened. This mirrors the 
way Oceania’s youth in 1984 are trained to be "Junior Spies," conditioned to prioritize the 
survival of the collective over any individual moral hesitation. The violence is not just excused; it 
is rendered invisible by the framework of tribal necessity. 
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The role of "villainy" in maintaining community cohesion 

In any Orwellian system, the existence of a "Goldstein" figure is essential for maintaining 
internal unity. In the Purim narrative, Haman serves this function perfectly. By concentrating all 
malice into a single, archetypal villain, the community is able to define itself in opposition to 
that "evil." The ritual of the gragger—the collective drowning out of the villain's name—is a 
powerful tool for community cohesion. It creates a shared "Hate" that bonds the group 
together. When the audience in a Branson theater or a synagogue boos in unison, they are not 
just reacting to a story; they are performing an act of belonging. The villain becomes the "other" 
against which the "us" is defined. Without the external threat of Haman, the internal 
complexities and potential divisions within the community might become more apparent; thus, 
the "villain" is a structural necessity for maintaining the social order. 

The danger of uncritical engagement with ancient epic 

The greatest danger in the "spectacle" of modern Purim celebrations is the lack of critical 
distance. When an ancient epic is presented with the immersive power of modern stagecraft, 
the audience is encouraged to "feel" rather than "think." Uncritical engagement with a text that 
culminates in mass retaliation can lead to a desensitization toward state-sanctioned violence in 
the real world. If we are trained to cheer for the slaughter of 75,000 "enemies" because they 
belong to a group that once threatened us, we risk adopting the very "Big Brother" mentality 
that Orwell sought to expose. The challenge for the modern audience is to engage with the 
Esther narrative while maintaining the intellectual independence to question its conclusions. 
Without this critical lens, the story remains a form of cultural programming that reinforces the 
"architecture of animosity" rather than fostering a deeper understanding of human rights and 
universal justice. 

 

10. Revisionism and the Ministry of Truth 

In the world of George Orwell’s 1984, the Ministry of Truth is responsible for the constant 
"rectification" of history to ensure that the past always aligns with the interests of the present. 
This process of revisionism is not just about deleting facts; it is about altering the emotional 
resonance of events to suit a current narrative. A similar mechanism is at work in the modern 
presentation of the Purim story. By selectively editing the Book of Esther to fit modern moral 
sensibilities, contemporary culture creates a "sanitized" version of the text that functions as a 
celebratory myth, effectively obscuring the darker, more "Orwellian" realities of the original 
record. 
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The editing of the Esther story for modern moral sensibilities 

Modern adaptations, whether in the form of children’s books, synagogue pageants, or massive 
theatrical productions, engage in a systematic pruning of the biblical text. The focus is almost 
exclusively on the "Cinderella-like" rise of Esther and the clever political chess match played by 
Mordecai. The more problematic elements—such as the fact that Esther was essentially part of 
a royal sex competition, or the visceral details of Haman’s sons being publicly impaled after their 
death—are either omitted or heavily allegorized. This editing is done to ensure the story 
remains "marketable" and "uplifting." By removing the grit and the gore, these adaptations 
perform a Ministry of Truth-style rewrite: they present a version of the past that is morally 
uncomplicated, allowing the audience to identify with the heroes without having to reconcile 
their actions with modern ethics or international laws of war. 

How the "joyous" holiday obscures the "bloody" text 

The festive atmosphere of Purim—characterized by costumes, sweets, and wine—serves as a 
powerful cognitive mask. It is difficult to contemplate a body count of 75,000 people while 
wearing a colorful mask and eating fruit-filled cookies. The holiday's insistence on "joy" (simcha) 
acts as a psychological barrier to critical analysis. In an Orwellian sense, the carnival atmosphere 
is the "Ministry of Plenty" distracting the populace from the "Ministry of Peace." The "bloody" 
reality of the text’s conclusion is not just ignored; it is actively drowned out by the noise of the 
gragger. The more exuberant the celebration, the less room there is for the uncomfortable 
realization that the "victory" being celebrated was a massive, state-sanctioned slaughter. The 
joy becomes a tool of erasure, where the "happy ending" for one group is achieved through the 
total silencing of another. 

The necessity of reclaiming the grit and ambiguity of the original narrative 

To move beyond the "Architecture of Animosity," there is a desperate necessity to reclaim the 
original Book of Esther in all its ambiguity and grit. The "Orwellian" danger lies not in the text 
itself, but in the uncritical, sanitized repetition of it. Reclaiming the narrative means 
acknowledging that Esther is a story of survival in a brutal, godless empire where the line 
between victim and victimizer is often blurred. It requires us to look at the 75,000 casualties not 
as a "win" for a sports team, but as a catastrophic failure of diplomacy and human rights within 
a totalitarian system. By engaging with the "un-edited" version of history, we strip away the 
Ministry of Truth’s veneer and confront the real-world complexities of power, revenge, and the 
cost of survival. Only by acknowledging the darkness of the "bloody" text can we prevent the 
ritualized "rage" of the holiday from becoming a blueprint for modern tribalism. 
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11. Synthesis: The Architecture of Animosity 

The preceding analysis of the Esther narrative and its modern manifestations reveals a 
structural framework designed to channel human emotion into specific, politically useful 
directions. This "Architecture of Animosity" is not a relic of the ancient world; rather, it is a 
sophisticated psychological toolset that has been refined through centuries of ritual and, more 
recently, through the magnifying glass of mass media and high-production spectacle. By 
synthesizing the ancient text with Orwellian theory, we can see how the mechanics of the 
"Hate" serve to stabilize identity at the cost of objective moral inquiry. 

Connecting the ancient ritual to modern mass psychology 

The connection between the ancient gragger and modern mass psychology lies in the concept 
of "entrainment"—the process by which individual biological or psychological rhythms 
synchronize with an external stimulus. In the context of a Purim reading or a Branson mega-
production, the audience is entrained to react with a singular, high-arousal emotion: rage. This 
synchronization bypasses the prefrontal cortex, the area of the brain responsible for nuance and 
critical judgment, and activates the amygdala. When a crowd boos in unison, the individual 
experience of the "self" is momentarily dissolved into the "collective," creating a powerful sense 
of belonging and rightness. This is the same psychological lever pulled by the "Two Minutes 
Hate" in 1984. It demonstrates that the architecture of animosity is portable across time; 
whether the medium is a parchment scroll or a 300-foot LED wraparound stage, the goal is the 
same: to create a "unity of emotion" that overrides the "diversity of thought." 

The enduring power of the "enemy" in defining the "self" 

One of the most persistent themes in both the Book of Esther and Orwellian philosophy is the 
necessity of an "enemy" for the definition of the "self." In the Purim narrative, the identity of 
the Jew is forged in the furnace of Haman’s decree. Without the threat of annihilation, the 
internal divisions of the Persian Diaspora—their varying levels of assimilation and differing 
political loyalties—might have led to the dissolution of the group. The "enemy" provides the 
boundary. As long as there is a Haman to boo, there is a "we" to protect. This reliance on an 
antagonist for communal health is a hallmark of the Orwellian state, which requires a perpetual 
"Goldstein" to keep the population from looking too closely at the failures of "Big Brother." The 
danger of this architecture is that it makes "peace" a threat to identity. If the animosity is 
removed, the structural integrity of the "self" is called into question, leading to a perpetual 
search for new Hamans to maintain the walls of the community. 

Final reflections on the necessity of an Orwellian critique of religious tradition 

Applying an Orwellian critique to religious tradition is often viewed as cynical, yet it is a 
necessary act of intellectual hygiene. To critique the "rage" of Purim or the "spectacle" of 
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Branson is not to dismiss the importance of survival stories or the value of cultural heritage; 
rather, it is to guard against the "Ministry of Truth" that seeks to sanitize the past and automate 
the present. The Book of Esther is a text of profound grit, documenting the messy, violent reality 
of life under a totalitarian regime. When we allow it to be transformed into a programmed mass 
spectacle of ritualized hatred, we lose the very human agency that the original "silent" text 
intended to celebrate. An Orwellian lens forces us to confront the body counts, the legalistic 
justifications for violence, and the manufactured nature of our collective emotions. In doing so, 
we move from being "Junior Spies" of a tradition to being conscious participants in a history 
that is as much about the danger of power as it is about the miracle of survival. 
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