Critique: ‘The Book of Ruth can be described as a modern-day feminist narrative.’
In evaluating the degree to which the Book of Ruth may be described as a modern-day feminist narrative, one must first assess the pre-modifying ‘modern-day’ preceding ‘feminist narrative’ as redundant. All feminist narratives have only ever been described as such within the past two hundred years, since the ideology's inception as a Western concept. Therefore, within this statement, there is an inherent juxtaposition between ancient and modern narrative themes. Accordingly, this study seeks to analyse the Old Testament book alongside a contemporary article of feminist biblical interpretation, published by internationally esteemed scholar Phyllis Trible: ‘Two Women in a Man’s World: A Reading of the Book of Ruth’. Feminism did not exist in the ancient Near East of the eleventh century B.C.—when the Book of Ruth is generally believed to have been written. One must hence consider that retrospective interpretations by contemporary feminist scholars may be at best significantly influenced and at worst entirely motivated by ideological biases. 
One of the issues highlighted within the works of esteemed feminist scholars is the purported historical and ongoing exploitation and oppression of women by men. The general consensus within feminist theory is that women are culturally conditioned to depend upon men for their own well-being and fulfilment—for physical protection, emotional support, financial security, material resources, social status, and political capital—and that such a dependency is inherently problematic. Consequently, the feminist struggle may be broadly understood as the pursuit of liberation from an unequal distribution of power and agency imposed upon women by men. 
Set within a patriarchal society, the Book of Ruth tells a woman's story within a man's world—that much is true, independent of any ideological prejudice. However, it may be argued that Ruth's contextual radicality results only in feminist means to serve patriarchal ends. So, to what degree may the narrative be accurately described as feminist?

During the time of the judges, a famine strikes the land of Bethlehem in Judah, compelling a man named Elimelech to relocate to the country of Moab with his wife Naomi and their two sons. When Elimelech unfortunately passes away, the two sons marry Moabite women named Orpah and Ruth. Approximately a decade later, both sons—like their father before them—also pass away. After the death of both her husband and children, Naomi is left stranded in a foreign land (Ruth 1:5). Not only is she a stranger to the country of Moab, but she also experiences a sense of estrangement from herself—now aged, husbandless, and sonless.
Within her journal article, Trible describes Naomi as having been ‘stripped of all identity’[footnoteRef:2] and left without the security typically afforded to women by a male-dominated culture.[footnoteRef:3] As a result, Naomi commands her now-widowed daughters-in-law—Ruth and Orpah—to return to their homelands to find husbands (Ruth 1:8–13). Trible agrees that redeeming the status of wives is a desirable outcome for the girls, as no other possibility of fulfilment exists within their patriarchal society.[footnoteRef:4] While this assertion may be true, must the prospect of remarriage be attributed only to the prevailing societal norms within ancient Near Eastern culture? After all, upon her return to Bethlehem, Naomi speaks not of her widowed status of subordination within a male-dominated society; she expresses a feeling of emptiness (Ruth 19:21). [2:  Phyllis Trible, ‘Two Women in a Man's World: A Reading of the Book of Ruth’, Soundings: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 59.3 (1976), pp. 251–279 (p. 253) http://www.jstor.org/stable/41177998. Accessed 20 July 2023 [accessed Thursday 9 March 2023].]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid., pp. 254–255.] 

 In rebuttal of Trible’s presumption that this emptiness connotes a gender-based vacuum of political powerlessness within a patriarchal system, might this emptiness be more reasonably interpreted as sorrow, grief, and nihilistic despair in mourning the loss of one’s husband and children? By what impetus might remarriage be the desired outcome for these young widows: the necessity for social standing within a patriarchal system, or the Divine command for man and woman to unify in one flesh (Gen. 2:24)? While Trible’s assumption is valid, it is crucial to remember that this viewpoint is reached using a modern, Western ideological lens through which the scholar is interpreting an eleventh-century Near Eastern text. Needless to say, the authors of the Old-Testament Book of Ruth knew nothing of the concepts and themes of feminist ideology. Irrespective, it remains true that without their patriarchal providers and protectors, Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah find themselves devoid of both familial and cultural stability and security. 
In opposition to Trible’s feminist reading, one might instead attribute Naomi’s command of remarriage to scriptural adherence—to forming the harmonious union between man and woman. It may even be argued that the assigned gender roles within the cultural context of the Book of Ruth in fact mirror those outlined by God in the Book of Genesis: God gives man the role of toil and cultivation (Gen. 2:15); in conjunction with this, He gives woman the role of servicing man as a suitable helper (Gen. 2:18). As Trible does not share this traditional interpretation of Creation,[footnoteRef:5] it is perhaps unsurprising that she favours patriarchal compliance over biblical adherence as the most likely reason for Naomi to encourage her daughters-in-law to pursue remarriage.  [5:  Phyllis Trible, ‘Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation’, Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 41.1 (1973), pp. 30–48 (p. 36) https://www.jstor.org/stable/1461386 [accessed Thursday 9 March 2023].] 

This is less surprising still when one considers Trible’s own attitude towards God. She refers to Naomi and Ruth as ‘models for Yahweh’ who ‘show the deity a more excellent way’.[footnoteRef:6] At best, one might argue that Trible is expressing the way in which Naomi and Ruth are perceived to embody Divine virtues; at worst, one might consider the statement utterly blasphemous. Regardless, it is clear that Trible is unable to perceive any competitive reason for remarriage while scrutinising the text through a feminist lens. [6:  Trible, ‘Two Women in a Man's World’, p. 255.] 


Unlike Orpah, who follows Naomi's instructions and returns to Moab, Ruth makes a divergent decision that contradicts the orders given by her mother-in-law (Ruth 1:15). Trible's feminist interpretation of these two contrasting responses may be briefly summarized in the following ways: a) Despite ultimately following Naomi's advice, Orpah in fact asserts her autonomy in bidding her mother-in-law farewell having made the decision to comply; b) Ruth, on the other hand, defies expectations altogether by refusing to leave Naomi, differentiating herself from both sister-in-law and mother-in-law in a single act of courage and defiance. 
In critique of Trible’s analysis, one might consider the idea that Orpah decides rather than submits—based merely upon the supposed significance of a farewell kiss—to be an ideological stretch. While it may hold linguistic significance in mirroring Naomi's kiss from five verses prior (Ruth 1:9), one might fairly attribute a considerable degree of ideological motivation to Trible’s interpretation of this scene. Furthermore, although Ruth’s actions almost certainly demonstrate love and loyalty, the idea that she is enacting a bold decision of brave radicality by refusing to leave Naomi is equally disputable. 
At this point, after the death of her husband, Ruth's primary family connection is with Naomi. While it is widely accepted among biblical scholars that Ruth makes an extraordinary avowal of loyalty to Naomi by choosing a future without promise or hope (Ruth 1:16),[footnoteRef:7] one might argue that Ruth's safety may have almost certainly been compromised if she had decided to part ways with her mother-in-law. Given the cultural context, it is reasonable to infer that a young widow such as Ruth may have found herself in a vulnerable position had she decided to heed Naomi’s advice. To have remained in Moab without the support of a husband, mother-in-law, or sister-in-law, Ruth may have lacked the stability and self-sufficiency to provide for herself; she may have experienced marginalisation; she may have faced difficulties in the pursuit of remarriage—as instructed by Naomi—due to her diminished social status as a widowed woman within a patriarchal society; and she may have been susceptible to exploitation without the protection and support traditionally provided to women through marriage and family ties.  [7:  Grace Emmerson, ‘Ruth’, in The Oxford Bible Commentary, ed. by John Barton and John Muddiman (Oxford
 and New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 192–195, p. 193.] 

While Ruth's decision to stay with her mother-in-law almost unquestionably shows loyalty, was it feminist? Was it radical? Or—contrary to Trible’s reading—was it in fact a decision motivated by insecurity rather than independence?

Feminist ideology asserts that women are culturally conditioned to rely on men for their own well-being and fulfilment, and feminism therefore seeks liberation from this dependency. While Ruth may initially defy this patriarchal structure through her decision to stay with Naomi, the narrative ultimately conforms to this perceived power dynamic through her reliance upon Boaz. Trible herself refers to the introduction of Boaz as a restoration of the balance between male and female creatures of life.[footnoteRef:8] However, when describing the initial interaction between Boaz and Ruth, Trible exerts a moral judgment: she claims that ‘his graciousness has not sought her out’ and ‘he already knew of the plight of Naomi and Ruth; yet until now, he, Naomi’s kin, has done nothing to help these women’.[footnoteRef:9] It is not for another six pages that Trible later invalidates this critical language with a distinction in the order of male redeemers asserted by Boaz: ‘it may account for the failure of Boaz to act thus far, since responsibility belongs to another man, and custom decrees that the proper order be followed’.[footnoteRef:10] While it is reasonably clear that Trible’s primary intention was to emphasize the significance of Ruth's autonomy, she readily seizes the opportunity to critique the male character for allegedly failing to fulfil the responsibilities typically expected of him by a patriarchal culture.  [8:  Trible, ‘Two Women in a Man's World’, p. 260.]  [9:  Ibid., p. 262.]  [10:  Ibid., p. 268.] 

Advancing this suggested theme of female liberation from male dependency, Trible suggests that Ruth asserts her ability to provide for both herself and her widowed mother-in-law in 2:18, when she returns home from work with enough food for the both of them. However, it is important to note the assistance provided to Ruth by the young men who draw water for her (2:9) and provide sheaves for her to glean (2:15). Furthermore, this assistance is carried out under the orders of Boaz, who instructs his men to allow Ruth to glean among the sheaves and to intentionally leave some for her (2:15–16). While it is undeniably true that Naomi and Ruth shape their own story through the active planning, execution, and evaluation of their actions, it is also clear that the participation of these men and the resources they offer is crucial for the success of their endeavour. 
Feminist scholars such as Trible argue that Naomi and Ruth’s dependence upon Boaz should be understood within its socio-cultural context. They highlight the agency and resilience exhibited by the female protagonists, challenging traditional gender roles and expectations despite cultural and circumstantial constraints. Rather than interpret the importance of Boaz as an undermining of feminist themes, Trible's interpretation instead emphasizes the resourcefulness and strength displayed by Naomi and Ruth. Conversely, it may be argued that gendered power dynamics are actually reinforced—and feminist objectives thereby contradicted—by the prominent role of Boaz and the narrative's ultimate resolution through marriage. One may contend that this further entrenches the traditional notion of women's dependence upon men and perpetuates inequality between the genders. 
Within 3:3–4, Ruth is told to dress in her finest clothes and go alone to the threshing floor where the men are eating and drinking in celebration of the harvest. After Boaz has satisfied himself with food and drink and has lain down to sleep, Ruth is told to approach him and uncover the lower part of his body. Feminist scholars such as Trible argue that Ruth's decision to engage in a sexual relationship with Boaz should be seen as a strategic and empowered choice, demonstrating her agency in seeking the well-being of both herself and her mother-in-law, Naomi. From a feminist perspective, Ruth's actions are seen as asserting her autonomy and navigating the societal context of the time. However, others may argue that Ruth's decision to sleep with Boaz reinforces traditional gender norms and power dynamics, where the value of women is judged in relation to the desires of men.

These contrasting perspectives underscore the ongoing debate surrounding a feminist interpretation of the Book of Ruth. In critically analysing the text, it is crucial to consider the complexities of gender dynamics, socio-cultural context, and the interplay between agency and dependence in order to arrive at a comprehensive understanding of the narrative's treatment of feminist themes. While Ruth's character most certainly exhibits strength, determination, and loyalty—as demonstrated by Trible—her empowerment is primarily achieved through her relationship with a man. She finds security and protection within the traditional institution of marriage rather than through challenging or subverting existing power structures. For these reasons, one might reasonably posit that the Book of Ruth aligns more closely with traditional gender roles than with feminist ideals.
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