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The Book of Ruth is read on Shavuot in the synagogue. Some people also study 
it as part of their night of study on Shavuot. This article suggests ways and 
provides materials that will allow you to conduct a discussion about the question 
of whether the Book of Ruth is a feminist work.

Materials: 
w Handout with the content below
w TaNaKh (or Book of Ruth – available from Sefaria.org)

Format:
Have participants sit in a circle so that they can see each other. Hand out the document 
and discuss the pieces briefly. Establish ground rules that include supportive listening, 
civility, open-mindedness, and suspension of previous interpretations.

Preview the handout and be sure that the terms are understood in both Tod Linafelt’s 
notes on Biblical Narrative (Appendix B) and Lois Tyson’s Feminist Literary Criticism 
(Appendix D), as they will be the lens through which the Book of Ruth will be viewed. 
Acknowledge that at the time the text was written, society had norms that conflict with 
modern feminist thinking; within that constraint, we are looking at the text to see to 
what extent we can call it feminist.

Have each person read aloud so that every voice is heard. It is important to read the 
entire text aloud as most people are familiar with the plot of the story, yet reading it 
aloud slows it down enough for participants to see dialogue or character’s actions in 
more detail. Encourage participants to “interrupt” the reading as they see connections 
between the text and the questions on the handout or to share new insights.

As comments are made, be sure to reflect the ideas back to the group and invite 
discussion. At the end of the session, invite a few participants to summarize what they 
heard in the group as an answer to the primary question of “is the Book of Ruth a 
feminist work?”

Appendix A
Handout for “Is the Book of Ruth a Feminist Work?”

Helen Mirren’s remarks as she sent the Tulane University class of 2017 into the world. 

Though the award-winning actress joked that she had very little practical advice for 
anyone who wasn’t “born in England, who decide to become Shakespearean actresses, 
and end up doing nude scenes in 10 films,” she used the speech to boost the merits of 
feminism while also admitting it was a label she didn’t come around to until recently. 

“No matter what sex you are or race, be a feminist,” she said. “In every country and 
culture that I have visited, from Sweden to Uganda, from Singapore to Mali, when 
women are given respect, and the ability and freedom to pursue their personal dreams 
and ambitions, life improves for everyone. I didn’t define myself as a feminist until quite 
recently, but I had always lived like a feminist and believed in the obvious: that women 
were as capable and as energetic and as inspiring as men.”
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Appendix B
Some helpful notes on Biblical narrative (Tod Linafelt)

1. Biblical narrative tends to be understated, laconic, and sparse. 
2. Dialogue is the primary means for advancing the plot.
3. Some characters grow and change, portraying lived lives, not just traits.
4. It is important to pay attention to repetition — of words and of themes. 
5. Human and Divine agency both present, interact, and are sometimes in tension.

Appendix C
Ruth’s Statement of Personal Agency

The theme of Ruth’s conversion to Judaism is central to this story. In Ruth 1:16–17, she states: “Entreat me not to leave you or to 
return from following after you. For wherever you go, I will go. Wherever you lodge, I will lodge. Your people shall be my people, and 
your God, my God. Where you die, I will die, and there will I be buried. Thus and more may God do to me if anything but death parts 
me from you.” Ruth is often considered to be the archetype of all who “choose” or convert to Judaism — accepting the Torah, just as 
Jews accepted the Torah at Mt. Sinai — and this passage traditionally has been understood as her conversion statement.

Appendix D
Some helpful notes on Feminist Literary Criticism  by Lois Tyson

Though a number of different approaches exist in feminist criticism, there exist some areas of commonality. This list is excerpted 
from Lois Tyson (PhD. 1989, Ohio State):
1. Women are oppressed by patriarchy economically, politically, socially, and psychologically; patriarchal ideology is the primary  
     means by which they are kept so.
2. In every domain where patriarchy reigns, woman is other: she is marginalized, defined only by her difference from male norms and  
     values.
3. All of Western (Anglo-European) civilization is deeply rooted in patriarchal ideology, for example, in the Biblical portrayal of Eve as  
     the origin of sin and death in the world.
4. While biology determines our sex (male or female) [sic], culture determines our gender (masculine or feminine) [sic].
5. All feminist activity, including feminist theory and literary criticism, has as its ultimate goal to change the world by prompting 
     gender equality.
6. Gender issues play a part in every aspect of human production and experience, including the production and experience of  
     literature, whether we are consciously aware of these issues or not (91).

If we apply the questions raised in Appendix D to the Book of Ruth, what can we learn?
• How is the relationship between men and women portrayed?
• What are the power relationships between men and women (or characters assuming male/female roles)?
• How are male and female roles defined?
• What constitutes masculinity and femininity?
• How do characters embody these traits?
• Do characters take on traits from opposite genders? How so? How does this change others’ reactions to them?
• What does the work reveal about the operations (economically, politically, socially, or psychologically) of patriarchy?
• What does the work imply about the possibilities of Sisterhood as a mode of resisting patriarchy?
• What does the work say about women’s creativity?
• What does the history of the work’s reception by the public and by the critics tell us about the operation of patriarchy?
• What role does the work play in terms of women’s literary history and literary tradition? 



NewCAJE                                                                                                                        Shavuot 2018/5778

THE JEWISH EDUCATOR 

Appendix E
“Shavuot: A Marginal Holiday,” by Rabbi Joshua Lesser (excerpt from Keshet website)

There are some interesting contrasts and parallels between the story of Naomi and Ruth and the revelation of Torah to the Jewish 
people. The two stories begin so differently. In the recounting of the Revelation, the entire community has recently celebrated its 
freedom and liberation from Egypt and are preparing for the giving of the Torah on the heights of Mount Sinai. In the Book of Ruth, 
literary devices are employed to imply despair and the absence of community. A famine forces Naomi to flee Canaan, her homeland, 
with her husband and sons. Ultimately, she finds herself in the valleys of Moab (an area/tribe with a mixed history as relates to the 
Israelites), a widow and the witness to the death of both of her sons. Her status is as low as it possibly could be in her society and 
time. The text ever-so-bluntly plays games with her name. (Though) Naomi means “pleasant,” she requests to be called Marah, 
“bitter,” because God’s hand is against her. Thus we begin with the inverse of the setting found in God’s grand revelation of Torah. 

What queer person cannot relate to Naomi’s fate at one time or another? Feeling lonely, without family, without support, and 
without a clear picture of the future — surely many of us remember a time like that. If we are lucky like Naomi, that reality changes. 
When she encourages her daughters-in-law to return to a more certain future with security and promise, one daughter-in-law, 
Ruth, stays and pledges an oath of fidelity inextricably binding her life to Naomi’s forever, giving us one of the Torah’s most poignant 
examples of a family of choice. Her pledge is so complete that some people question if there was more than a mother-daughter 
bond, but rather that of a life partner. Indeed many people, lesbians and straight folk alike, use Ruth’s pledge as part of their life-long 
commitment to each other. The text does not answer what their relationship is, but the question itself is important and allows us to 
wonder. To me, the even more powerful message is that through this pledge the future changes, a future that will eventually lead to 
the Messianic age. 

This transformation is the most queer part of the text. It is this pledge of mutuality and shared destiny in the face of the unknown 
that enables what is clearly a path of despair and hopelessness to be transformed so powerfully that it produces the seed of the 
Messianic line. Through a series of events, some even say through God’s hand, Ruth meets Boaz, a kinsman of Naomi. He admires 
her dedication to Naomi and offers them support and comfort. Eventually, Boaz decides to join their family of choice from which an 
offspring emerges, beginning the Davidic Messianic line. 

Here we see that God can be powerfully known and experienced through a relationship. If that is not a revelation as profound as 
Torah, I do not know what is. It is often through selfless giving that God is known as powerfully as if the earth was shaking and 
thundering. Even more revealing for queer folks is that this relationship occurred in the margins. The central elements of this story 
take place in Moab, a questionable place at the time, and in the fields — a place of danger and transition. The central players are 
likewise marginal: widows, older people, and strangers. And yet, here in the margins, godliness manifests. Ruth is a testament to 
everyone that God’s presence resides in those places society shuns or pities.


