Independent Project

An in-depth analysis of the Book of Ruth, from a feminist perspective. This will be in correlation to the themes of the book: Motherhood, womanhood, ownership and the duty of a wife. 


Introduction

This independent project will examine in detail, the Book of Ruth and outline key themes and parts in the Book’s narrative. The Book of Ruth is an interesting part of the Hebrew Bible to study form a feminist perspective as it is one of only two books to have a female name, the other being Esther. The titular character is engaging form a feminist viewpoint as she is a traditional woman for the period. However, as we learn about her character, she proves to be a topic for feminist discussion. As Ruth sometimes shows typical masculine qualities such as resourcefulness and defiance. For example, Ruth did not go back to her original family. Instead, she stayed with Naomi, who is of no blood-relation to her. This is quite was bold action in the time of the narrative. The key themes of motherhood, womanhood, ownership and the duty of a wife are quite intriguing from a feminist perspective. As ownership and the duty of the wife are oppressive themes. Jewish feminism is a relatively modern invention. Jewish feminism is a form of Reform Judaism, which questions the ideology of Orthodoxy. Jewish feminism questions Jewish texts and challenges the down played importance of women in the Hebrew Bible and Judaism. Finally, it could be argued that Judaism and Jewish texts are rarely explored with a feminist viewpoint and it is worthy of more research. Overall, the aim of the project is to outline and examine the importance of the Book of Ruth. The Book of Ruth runs parallel to the previous chronological book of the Hebrew Bible , Judges. The Book of Ruth’s narrative is a response to the narrative in Judges. 

Rationale for Methodology 

In this essay, I will analyse and interpret the Book of Ruth in it’s entirety. To do this, I will look at the role, morals and agenda of the narrative in correlation to the themes of the book. However, I will be mainly focusing on the role of the characters in the Book of Ruth and how they are connected to the themes of the book. To achieve this, I will look at a range of peer-reviewed essays, commentaries and articles. In addition to this, I will also be adding my own interpretation and view of the Book of Ruth. To ensure I use non-bias sources, I will use the New Standard Revised Version of the Hebrew a Bible for my quotations. I will use this version as it is commonly used for academic work and is recommended by the university. In this independent project, I hope to achieve a fair and thorough interpretation of the Book of Ruth. 

Womanhood

Chapter One of the Book of Ruth sees the introduction of the main characters, Ruth and Naomi. This is also where we see the theme of womanhood and loyalty most predominantly. This chapter is key for the feminist interpretation of the Book of Ruth as the chapter focuses on two women, Ruth and Oprah. The chapter examines their relationship with their mother-in-law and the differences in loyalty between the two women. Firstly, Naomi in the chapter, has lost her sons, the two women were married to, and her husband. Her attitude in the narrative is one of despair as she asks God to rename her ‘Mara’. In Hebrew, Mara is translated into meaning bitter. This is important as it shows Naomi has lost all self-worth and identity as a women. For a feminist, the passage teaches Jewish women the message of a patriarchal society, that women are worthless without men in their lives. Naomi is displayed as weak because that is what God has made her. In turn, the narrative suggests that womenhood and the duty of being a wife is related. Secondly, the womanhood theme is present in the actions of Ruth. Ruth is shown to be loving and devoted towards Naomi, her mother-in-law. The theme of womanhood is displayed a number of ways by Ruth in chapter one. Firstly, a feminist would argue that Ruth comforting Naomi in the loss of her sons and husbands is a sign of womanhood. Another sign of womanhood from Ruth, is her total devotion to Naomi. The feminist definition of womanhood is Total devotion amongst and towards other women.  From a feminist viewpoint, the narrative strongly conveys the idea to be a good Jewish woman, you have to serve the men in your household. 

Ruth is suggested, in the narrative, to be a Moabite immigrant. She marries Naomi’s son; of whom is out of her own culture as he is a Judean man. This is a bold decision for women at the time of the narrative and was frowned upon. However, it displays well Ruth’s bravery and willingness to face adversity and difficulty head on. This is where Ruth makes the example of a modern Jewish women.
Ruth decides, instead of going back to Moabite, to go back with Naomi. Even though Naomi protests the decision. Ruth also pledges loyalty ‘even unto death’ to Naomi. This strongly conveys a bond between Ruth and Naomi and suggests unity. From a feminist perspective, unity in adversity is what womanhood is about. Therefore, Ruth sets the perfect example for Jewish women.

The theme of motherhood is most important in the Book of Ruth. The narrative of Ruth is accredited with restoring order in the land of the Israelites. As it is said in Judges 19;21, there was abuse and rape of innocent people. Through the birth of Obed, King David of the Israelites was created. As it is thought that Obed is King David’s ancestor. This can also be used as an example of the importance women have in the biblical narrative.

Phyllis Trible did a feminist interpretation of the Book of Ruth. The bond of Ruth and Naomi is signalled by the take over of women in the narrative. Trible argues that Naomi’s actions deeply displays the key themes of motherhood and womanhood as she does actions because she cares for Ruth. The argument that it is a one sided relationship is simply not true as Naomi is also realistic. Naomi knows Ruth will not be accepted as she is an immigrant and a widow, unless she is protected by a powerful Jewish man. It is important to note, that the social status of unmarried or widowed women were equal to slaves. Trible notes that feminists would look positively on Ruth and Naomi’s relationship as it crosses cultural, religious and generational boundaries. Therefore, it is a clear example of the theme of womanhood. Another point to look at, is the physical journey taken by Ruth and Naomi. It can be argued that some form of connection had to be there as Moab is on the other of the Dead Sea to Judah. Their relationship had to have been strong and they are both admirable as women.

For Trible, Ruth and Naomi’s age difference is a big factor in the dynamic of their relationship and in turn, the role of womanhood in the narrative. Naomi is suggested to be considerably older than Ruth, making Ruth’s pledge hold more importance. Trible suggests Ruth and Boaz’s marriage is not about marrying a powerful man in society. But about Naomi’s care for Ruth and her ensuring her protection after her death. It is also about total devotion.

On the subject of womanhood, Kristen Nielsen notes, in her book, the academic Hermann Gunkel rejected any hidden agenda or motives in Ruth. Instead, he suggested that it was just good literature. Gunkel rejects the idea that the Book of Ruth could be used for a political agenda, to legitimise the Jewish ancestry of King David. From a feminist perspective, clearly the Book of Ruth was written to affirm King David’s dynasty amongst other things. Nielsen notes while the narrative is very much ‘patriarchal’; It is important to remember the story is not completely masculine. Women are the main characters. The two women presented in the narrative, Naomi and Ruth, are positive role models as they are strong, loyal and devoted to one another. Nielsen argues without women there are no patriarchs and no kings for that matter.

Motherhood

Baroness, the condition of infertility is a key theme in Ruth. In narrative of Ruth, this often runs alongside with the theme of motherhood. Naomi is a key character embroiled in this theme, as she loses her two sons in Chapter One. Despite the total devotion of Ruth, Naomi still feels sadness and baron. However, in Chapter two, Naomi gets over her feeling of baroness. She replaces it with a sense of motherhood towards Ruth. From a feminist perspective, Naomi is a very interesting character to examine as she has very Orthodox views on a woman’s place in society. A feminist would argue that Naomi is not baron, just grieving and elderly. I would strongly argue that a feminist would criticize Naomi’s actions in Chapter two and four. As Naomi has a conversation with Ruth about Ruth needing a man to protect her and instructs Ruth to go to Boaz and to ‘uncover his feet’. In Chapter Four, Naomi is mistaken for Obed’s mother, who is really Ruth. However, Naomi does not correct the mistake as she believes Obed is her second chance. This can be interpreted two ways. Most people would argue that this act is morally wrong and sets a bad example of womanhood. Another interpretation could be that Naomi could be trying to protect Ruth and her baby. As Ruth was foreign, she wouldn’t have been accepted and neither would have the baby. Also, Naomi had expressed her love for Ruth, in previous chapters. Thus, the action could not have been out of spite.

The book’s perspective is Naomi’s viewpoint or tends to focus on more the actions of Naomi. The narrative disregards her (Ruth’s) actions. Whereas, if you analyse Ruth’s actions in comparison to Naomi’s actions, Ruth’s actions are more admirable to the Jewish community. Throughout the Book of Ruth, Ruth can be seen taking up roles usually a man would. For example, she takes on the role of primary carer for Naomi by marrying Boaz. It could be argued the Ruth’s presence in the story has a purely patriarchal message behind it. That message is a woman’s soul purpose in a Jewish community is to provide future generations. Ruth story is complete once she gives birth to Obed, she isn’t mentioned in the narrative again. Feminists would argue that in the later Chapters of the Book, the Book of Ruth has oppressive themes running through it. Particularly linked to the character of Boaz. Boaz is an intriguing character as he is a slave owner and is heavily invested in the theme of ownership. Boaz in chapter three and four, is portrayed as having ownership of Ruth rather than it being a marriage of love.

Ruth uses the real name of God, Yahweh. As she is not Jewish this can be interpreted as her showing devotion and commitment to Naomi, as Ruth knows Naomi is of Jewish heritage. There are many arguments to the dynamics of the relationship of Naomi and Ruth. One of which ties into the themes of womanhood and motherhood. Feminists would like to believe that the dynamic of Ruth and Naomi’s relationship is two women coming together to face the problems of a patriarchal world. However, the reality could be that the relationship is one sided, as there is loads of instances in the narrative of the book to suggest this and could put into question whether womanhood is a key theme of the Book of Ruth. For example, throughout the book, Ruth is seen to be doing a lot for Naomi, even pledging devotion to her. However, Naomi does not return the favour. It could be argued that Naomi even ‘marries Ruth off’ to Boaz to get rid of her. Even though there is a lot of evidence to support this argument, there is also evidence to support the other argument; the argument of a bond between Ruth and Naomi. Firstly, thee is no doubt that Ruth cared for Naomi as shown all the way through the narrative. Secondly, throughout the narrative Naomi refers to Ruth in a loving and motherly way; displaying a mother-daughter dynamic between them.

Ruth’s happy ending, feminists would argue is down to Naomi and their mother daughter relationship. For the majority of the Book of Ruth, the theme of motherhood is presented in the relationship between Naomi and Ruth, focusing more on Naomi as a character. The theme of motherhood is present in Naomi’s journey throughout the book from losing her two sons to her second chance at motherhood with Ruth’s child, Obed. Naomi displays the the ideal attitude wanted in a Jewish mother. When she loses her two sons , she wants God to call her ‘Mara’ because she is bitter. However, this poses the question, would Naomi still feel the same if she lost a daughter? Her attitude towards Ruth suggests that she would. Therefore, the male-oriented world has little importance in the theme of motherhood and the character of Naomi. Rashkow highlights the importance of Naomi, in terms of discourse. Even though she is not the central character, her speech and actions determine the direction of the Book. Naomi’s also highlights the key theme of motherhood in the Book.[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Rashkow, Ruth: The Discourse of Power and Power of Discourse. Mentioned in collection – See Bibliography.] 


Naomi still takes care of Ruth, when her son has passed and ensure her protection. In the final chapter of the Book of Ruth, it is complicated as Ruth gives birth to Obed, however, he is brought up to be Naomi’s child and is even mistaken for her child. This can be interpreted many ways, Naomi could be  protecting Ruth from being outcast. Ruth did swear loyalty to Naomi, so Ruth may have said to adopt Obed, as she knew Naomi was miserable. This action also ensures the ancestry of King David. The Jewish festival of Shavuot is closely related to the Book of Ruth and the theme of motherhood. It is known as the Jewish Mother’s Day and a festival of harvest. It celebrates the relationship of Naomi and Ruth. It also celebrates the birth of Obed.

Ownership  and the Duty of the wife

The Book of Ruth has the theme of ownership and the duty of the wife throughout. Ruth has a duty to her dead husband, Naomi’s son, to find a male relative of his and carry on his line. To clarify the line of the dead husband. Jewish law says that if man dies and leaves a widow, the responsibility of providing for the widow goes on to the brother and the widow and brother must marry. Since, in the book’s narrative, Orpah’s husband died as well, it comes down to extended family. This is known as the levirate law. In the Pentateuch, the levirate law is a legally binding obligation on the relative of the deceased . This means Boaz wasn’t being kind or generous by marrying Ruth, nor was he in love with her. He was just fulfilling a legal Jewish act. 
By marrying Boaz, Ruth carries on the line of her dead husband. This law clearly favour men rather than women and treats widows like second class citizens. However, you could argue that Ruth had an opportunity to decline to go with Naomi to Judah and didn’t. Therefore, she had an opportunity to decline the marriage. Another time she could have declined the marriage is when Naomi instructed her to make a sexual advance towards Boaz. Therefore, Ruth obviously wanted to redeem herself in society. The reason why the word redeem is used is in the time of the narrative, it was frowned upon to be a childless widow. In the first chapter, Ruth chose her family. 

 These themes, on first glance, might seem oppressive on there is evidence to suggest such a statement. As when Boaz and Ruth first meet, Boaz refers to as property and does not seem attracted to her, saying ‘Who does she belong to?’. He doesn’t even bother to learn her name. It is clear the relationship between Ruth and Boaz ties into the themes of ownership and the duty of the wife; As they are presented to be the idealistic couple. There is no romantic element to the relationship. Boaz does not recognise Ruth’s connection to Naomi and treats Ruth like excess rubbish. Boaz sees Ruth as a slave. In Chapter Two, Boaz says to Ruth ‘Listen, my daughter, do not glean in another field or leave this one, but keep close to my young women’ Ruth 2:8 (NRSV) This can be interpreted as Boaz starting to see Ruth in a different light. In response, Ruth drops to the floor in appreciation and relief. Compared to her earlier actions, this action seems wildly different. Ruth is displayed as weak and it suggests she cannot survive without Boaz. You could argue that Ruth is almost displaying submissive behaviour. However, this can also be interpreted as a smart move on Ruth’s part, pretending to be weak to build a relationship with Boaz to gain social security. Rashkow notes in her essay, Ruth: The Power of Discourse and Discourse of Power, when Ruth ‘fell on her face and bowed down to the ground’ (Ruth 2:10). She used the expression connected to the Gods and royalty. This could also be a foreshadowing of the conception and birth of Obed.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Rashkow, Ruth: The Discourse of Power and Power of Discourse.] 


When you consider the theme of ownership and the duty of the wife; The Book of Ruth is not feminist, however, it is feminine. Even though the main characters are two women, the character of Boaz seems to be of importance to the moral of the story as the narrator in the later chapters focuses more on his attitudes and feelings towards Ruth. Obed is described as Boaz’s son, not referred to as Ruth’s son. This highlights the themes of ownership and the duty of the wife. As the social structure at the time decreed that men were more important than women. Men owned woman and were expected to provide shelter to their wives and mothers. In return, the wife would be expected to provide male heirs. This way of life seems almost prehistoric and is certainly in favour of men, it oppresses women into basic, stereotypical and unfulfilling roles. This shows the perfect example of a patriarchal society. It can be argued that Ruth behaviour before she met and married Boaz was different. The narrator says she deviates from the instructions of Naomi. She also made sexual advances when she wasn’t married. This would have been frowned upon However, Feminists would argue that Ruth did not reject Ruth’s advances and therefore, is just as guilty of sin. It also highlights the patriarchal undertones in the Book of Ruth. However, the levirate law brings into question whether or not Boaz is actual classed as Obed’s father. The theme of redemption run parallel to some key themes of the book that are being investigated. 

The theme of ownership goes against the basic principle of feminism, A woman has a right to do whatever she wants with her body. Therefore, the Book of Ruth brings up questions that are mainly focused on Ruth’s relationship with Boaz. It is quite negatively portrayed as we are repeatedly reminded by the dialogue,Ruth is property and so are women in general. You cannot help but show empathy towards Ruth as she never chose to marry Boaz or chose to give birth to Obed. You could argue Ruth had no choice to do these acts because of law. Which makes the previous point of Naomi adopting Obed more appealing. 

The marriage of Boaz and Ruth highlights the role of the Book of Ruth in Jewish teachings. It is used as an example of a levirate marriage. The story also teaches an individual all the good qualities of a person and a wife through the character of Ruth.
The moral of the narrative is loyalty and determination. Overall, the story does shows this in a few ways. Whilst, historical context can be used to explain the situation of the narrative. We cannot ignore the story is flawed, form a modern perspective. Therefore, you cannot use the marriage of Boaz and Ruth as a positive Jewish example as the relationship purely benefits Boaz. 

The character of Boaz is portrayed as a trusting, powerful and protective man. However, it cannot be helped to suggest that Boaz only accepted Naomi and Ruth for his own gain. As we cannot forget, he owns a business and women, which he puts to work the land. (Ruth 2) Another point to add, is that the narrative said Boaz was in a position to marry. The only valid option for him would be Ruth. The narrative suggests that Boaz is doing Ruth a favour by marrying her, almost like she cannot protect herself. We know from previous chapters, (Ruth 1; Ruth 2) this is simply not the case  as she manages to care for Naomi and travel to Judah from Moab[endnoteRef:4] [4:  At other ends of the Dead Sea. ] 


The narrative of Chapter Four is interesting to interpret as Ruth has turned into a secondary character. Almost suggesting she holds no importance in the narrative. She is spoken about but never presented in the dialogue. The narrative suggests a woman holds no importance, once she has given birth to a male heir . This makes the book of Ruth a patriarchal narrative and is not feminist but feminine. Boaz is only a secondary character and is used as a plot point to redeem Ruth. The marriage of Boaz and Ruth only has one purpose, to provide Ruth’s deceased husband with male heirs.

Bledstein argues[endnoteRef:5] that the Book of Ruth is often misinterpret or mistranslated. Naomi is often seen seen as an over bearing mother-in-law, who doesn’t want Ruth around and thus, instructs Ruth to do actions Ruth does not want to do. Bledstein also states that Ruth can be misinterpreted as a helpless widow when clearly she is a strong individualistic women. Another point Bledstein adds is Boaz is often looked upon very negatively as a owner of slaves. His speech as treatment of Ruth and Naomi is often criticised as she argues people forget, when analysing the narrative, about historical context. Bledstein makes a point of saying a typical man for the time period would be Boaz. To counteract this argument, I would argue that it is not a case of people misinterpreting the narrative but the case of people looking at different versions. Even with historical context, the character of Boaz still can be interpreted as negative, with a modern perspective. [5:  Bledstein, A.J, Female Companionship: If the Book of Ruth were written by a woman..mentioned in a collection book – See Bibliography] 

Conclusion 

In general, the Book of Ruth has many themes. The key themes investigated were motherhood, womanhood, ownership and the duty of the wife. These themes were not the only themes to have major importance on the narrative, for example, the theme of loyalty and redemption were seen throughout. Clearly, the key themes investigated uncovered the the Book of Ruth not got an overly feminist narrative. However, the relationship between the two key characters, Ruth and Naomi can be interpreted as a positive model for feminists. Further research could be done on the relationship of Ruth and Naomi and how it compares to a modern Jewish mother daughter dynamic, the main character of Ruth seemed to be portrayed positively, reading the narrative with a feminist perspective. Ruth’s character displays positive attributes such as strength, kindness, determination and loyalty. She is a positive role-model for Jewish women. On the other hand, the character of Boaz proved to be interesting to interpret with a feminist perspective. It shed a new light on his character as originally, he is seen as generous to Ruth and Naomi for letting them stay. However, when you analyse his speech, he treats them like they’re property, especially Ruth. As a result, I think the character of Boaz is also worthy of more research, being a slave-owner, Boaz could be look at with post-colonial perspective. In conclusion, I throughly enjoyed researching and interpreting the Book of Ruth for my 
independent project as the moral of the story is strength and loyalty will always be rewarded. It could be argued that each key theme has a character to it. The theme of motherhood is represented by Naomi and also by the relationship between Naomi and Ruth. The theme of womanhood is represented by the character of Ruth. Finally, the themes of ownership and the duty of the wife is displayed between the relationship of Boaz and Ruth. However, the theme of ownership is mainly represented by Boaz.
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