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Abstract

This thesis seeks to establish that the relationship between Naomi and Ruth in the
book of ‘Ruth’ is one best interpreted - for feminist purposes - as one of ‘ideal’
(riendship. I will show that Naomi and Ruth’s friendship is the context within which
their agency is expressed and their full humanity illuminated. In order to provide the
theoretical criteria for such an interpetation I will be bringing into my reading
Aristotle’s model of wﬁau’x ¢z/11'a (perfect/ideal friendship) which he develops in
books eight and nine of his Nichomachean Fthics. The resulting dialogue will provide
a revision of both Aristotelian theory and modern biblical exegesis of ‘Ruth’.

The boak of ‘Ruth’ has been inlerpreted in ways that emphasise exira-textual
considerations such as genealogy or divine providence despitc the centrality of the
women's role in the story. Furthermore, most feminist readings often project modern
ideals of womanhood onto the text which equally obscure the subversive potential of
the story as one in which {emale bonding determines plol development. On the other
hand, theories of friendship have equally excluded women despite the equally strong
presence of such ties in reality and 1n fiction. Starting with Aristotle and continuing
with the Roman and Humanist tradition, I will show that the history of writing on
‘ideal’ friendship compromises Lhis idcal on three levels, First, the overt exclusion of a
female presence as such and with it, any hint of femininity - as traditionally defined
and established as a set of 'essential’ traits - have produced theories which emphasise a
disembodied, rational ideal. P.ast, the belief in self-sutficiency further marginalises
women and compromises the potential of ‘ideal’ friendship as a basis for an
cgalitarian society. Both discourses - biblical exegesis and philosophy - will be
shown to suffer from androcentric biases which have celluded in preventing an
interpretation of Naomi and Ruth's relationship in terms of friendship. My rcading
will illustrate why the model of friendship these women project re-defines existing
androcentric models and provides a more inclusive theory and practice of friendship

on which community may be modeled.




By shifting the focus of the relationship from kinship to friendship tex(ual
nuances take on meanings which support a gynocentric reading and give way to a
feminist literary interpretation of the narrative. The interpretative [rmmework
throughout the thesis supports a redefining of concepts such as 'virtue', 'good’, 'self,
'tdentity’, 'duty’, 'freedom’, and 'difference’, so that they are compatible with a feminist
viewpoint and produce a revisiomst reading of the book of Ruth in which a utopian
vision of community is projected. If Naomi and Ruth's actions are seen to proceed
from feminist model of fiiendship - in its 'ideal' form, non-hierarchical, mutually
beneficient and responding to emotional need as well as intellectual engagement -
they become alternative models of community nol only for women but as a goal for

all humanity.
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Nor is it right for me to enjoy pleasures, I decided, while he who shared things with me
is absent from me.

Terence, Eautontimorumenos

Can I see another’s woe
And not be in sorrow too?
Can [ see another’s grief
And not seek for kind relief?

William Blake

Birth, and the Growth of the Soul;
The Soul, in the body cstablished,

Tn the ever - new beauty of childhood
In the wonder of opening power,

Still learning, improving, achieving,
In hope, new knowledge, and light,
Sure faith the world's fresh Spring,
Together we live, we grow,

On the earth that we love and know
Birth, and the Growth of the Soul.

‘His Religion and Hers’
Charlotte Perkins Gilman




Introduction

i

My thesis will develop an interpretation of the book of Ruth from the point of view of
[riendship and in turn this interpretation will re-define the theories of friendship I will
be using. Thus, | will be conducting a revisionist reading of both the concept of 'ideal’
friendship and this biblical text within a feminist literary framework. My re-
mterpretation of the book of Ruth will take issue with exisling interpretations (both
feminist and non-feminist) and the concepts I will be subjecting to a feminist critique
include 'the good', 'the self, 'selfish’, 'equality’, and ‘community’.

In the first chapter I will be looking at the Aristotelian tradition of writing on
friendship which I will be calling 'ideal' friendship because it encompasses ideas
which are important for the development of my thesis, such as equality, goodness, a
common life and as an alternative model for community., Other modern translations’
use supplementary words which are insufficiently descriptive or fail to encompass
what T sec Aristotle suggesting as the utopian character of ‘ideal' friendship®. The
tradition will include wrilers heavily influenced by Aristotle (Cicero, Bacon,
Montaigne, Kant and C. S. Lewis) who do not pass critique on his writing in any
fundamental way and as I will show, share 1n his androcentrism. Despite the temporal
and geographical differences these writers share a common aversion - some explicitly,
others implicitly - to including women, or anything related to the 'feminine' in their

theories of friendship. Moreover, they share a belief in self-sufficiency which I will

"'hese are: perfect, character, complete, primary, virtue, end, and companjon, Thete is no
consensus since Philia encompasses a broader range of attributes than its modern equivalent
‘friendship’ but all of these fouch on important facets of this term and refer to friendship of the highest
virtuc. Sce Neera Kapur Badhwar, Introduction, in Friendship: A Philosophical Reader (London:
Cormell University Press, 1993), p.4

* I will be using the term ‘utopian’ to refer to the vision or desire for a better society as
represented in the example of ‘ideal’ friendship. For a contemporary discussion of feminist revisions
of the utopian ideal see Tuey Sargisson, Contemporary Feminist Utopienism (London: Routledge,
1996)




argue is fundamentally opposed to an ideal of friendship. Thus, they compromise the
‘ideal” they sel oul (o argue in favour of lhrough a series of exclusions. So although
there is much to be salvaged in the Aristotelian model of ideal friendship this can only
be done if first, the androcenlric biases are foregrounded and then re-interprefed
within a feminist framework which emphasises inclusion.

In the second chapter I will utilise Aristotle's ideas on [riendship to interpret
the book of Ruth focusing on the point of view that the determining factor in their
relationship 1s best characterised as 'ideal friendship'. This will first entail a
discussion of how Naomi and Ruth are 'good’ both as people and to each other since it
is only the most virtuous who arc capable of such friendship according to Aristotle.
And while T would agree that showing that Naomi and Ruth are good friends is not
sufficient to establish whether they are also good to all, I will need to re-examine the
idea of goodness which will be shown to proceed from double standards based on
gender difference. Furthermore, the ideal of friendship which is promoted exludes the
female and the feminine by its very definition so thal even if the same standards were
applied women would fall short of the ideal. This will lead to a conclusion that reveals
how concepls of morality are bound up m conceptions of the sell in relationship
which are fundamentally opposed to ones developed in the patriarchal tradition. For
example, though Ruth and Naomi pass the 'lest' of moral excellence required in
friendship, I will show that it is not the kind of excellence that the patriarchal valuc
syslem promotics for women.

I will then go on to a textual analysis of the bool which. will focus on the three
'requirements’ of ideal’ friendship: mutual beneficence, equality and a common life, 1
will show that the events which take place and the verbal exchanges between Naomi
and Ruth not only exemplify all of the above characteristics but also posii an
inclusive/feminist model of ideal friendship which challenges Aristotle's exclusive
male/masculinist model. Thus, just as Aristotle’s theory of friendship illuminates a

dimension of Naomi’s and Ruth’s relationship hitheito unexplored®, the relationship




itself challenges the theory in its androcentric bias. The result is a feminist revision of
both theory and story in which both parties benefit by the interaction.

Other issucs implicated in ideal friendship which 1 will be looking at include
Axistotle's statemnent of 'the friend as another self. Here the concept of 'self is again
under scrutiny and the points that need to be examined are the similarities between the
two women which in Aristotle's scheme would make this statement valid. There will
also be a need to re-define this phrase from a feminist point of view which will allow
a greater inclusion of differences in friendship than Aristotle's cthics permit. For in
Aristotle, the rational part of oneself is the ‘essential’ part - the one with which friends
identify. I will argue that identification at this level is not sufficient nor desireable as
it omits the range of characleristics that constitute identity beyond the merelv rational.
The 'differences' which proceed from these characteristics need to be assessed in
relation to the women's fricndship to ascertain not only whether they are
insurrmnountable but also whether they entail a total sacrifice on Ruth's part. 1 will
argue that this kind of sacrifice is unnecessary and incompatible with 'ideal’ friendship
and that it is possible for Ruth and Naomi to retain their distinct identitics but also
remain 'other selves'.

It is not only the concept of 'self which will be redefined in view of Naomi
and Ruth's relationship but also the concepts of duty and freedom in friendship. First
I will argue that "ideal' friendship is the only relationship where the conflict between
duty and desire is non-existent because of iis emphasis on mutual goodwill which
stems from moral goodness. 1 will then examine whether the conflicting loyalties to
the community and to one's friend can be resolved favourably on the part of 'ideal'
friendship. For Aristotlc there is ne conflict between the demands of the state and the
‘demands’ of friendship but he does not involve the case of women where the dilemma

lies in obeying both the rule of the state and the rules of men - thus leaving the

> The only exception is the short exegesis by C.£. Smith in The Interpreter’s Bible vol. 11
{(New York Abingdon: Cokcesbury Press 1953), pp. 834-844. The friendship between Naomd and Ruth
is assumed but not developed. Unfortunately, it is undernmined in the very same section by fames T.
Cleland’s exposition, se¢ especiaily pp. §35-338. '




‘demands’ of friendship to one another last. What ensves is the suppression of
women's friendship as a prierity. I will argue that in the case of demands made by
sociely which would sever ttes of {tiendship it is the friendship which should not be
sacrificed and that such a demand is indicative of a dystopic/patriarchal socicty which
cannot/will not revere the significance of women’s sustained relationship. This will
bring me to the utopian potential of friendship to act as a modcl of rclationship
opposcd to oppressive stiuctures of hierarchy and alicnation. Iu the example of Ruth
and Naomi, this subversive potential of their relationship acts as a model of

community unparalleled in the Hebrew Bible,

The sub-title of this thesis: 'Friendship and the Book of Ruth' and in particular the
conjunction 'and' points to the initial difficulty of establishing an argument which
would support my original title 'Friendship in the Book of Ruth', that is, my view that
what is going on in this text, between these two women, fits casily with my idca not
only of women's friendship but also ideul friendship. The difficulty lies in the usual -
lor the Bible - lack of data on character motivation and intention®, Though it seemed
obvious to me that Naomi and Ruth did not want fo part because no good friends do, 1
soon discovered that this was not at all obvious to most other interpreters - including
feminist biblical interpreters like myself. To supporl my position my only clues lay in
the text itself: the abundant dialogue available, the detailed report of these women's
often clandestine actions and the suspicion that this story was unique in the Iebrew
Bible in its portrayal of women's relationships.

What cnsucd was the problem of rcconciling my own firm belief in the
validity of such a reading with two disparate tendencies in the interpretations of this

text which 1 found to be on the extreme two ends of my own posifion. On the one

“Robert, Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (London and Sydney: George Allen and Unwin,
1981): "The biblical narrative is often silent where later modes of fiction will choose to be loguacious,
it is selectively silent in a purposeful way", p.115




hand was the traditional, mostly male readings which included both historical-critical
and more modern, literary approaches which also completcly ignored the nature of the
women's relationship as a salient point in the story but assumed and celebrated it as an
amicable one defined by kinship. On the other hand were the mostly feminist
approaches which, though innovalive and thoughl provoking, more often than not
criticise the women for failing to confront patriarchal power or for desiring anything
other (han (he usuaf sceurity of marriage’.

In dealing with these distinct tendencies in Section two, I will bring to the text
Auristotle's classic - and classical - theory of friendship. The analysis which will
follow T hope will illustrate how neither of these approaches successfilly deals with
the 'excess' of emotion expressed by Ruth since kinship relationships - especially oncs
involving women and their mother-in-laws - are not typicully represented in biblical
literature with such manifestations of loyalty. By explaining the women's behaviour
with reference lo [riendship I will show how such an exceptional case in the Bible can
be read in a positive light for feminist critics and at the same time, Naomi and Ruth's
particular friendship may yield an equally positive re-interpretation of friendship.

Utilising Aristotle's theory, however, raises questions of methodology in terms
of the applicability not only of a Greek classical text to a Judaic biblical one, but also
of a male/masculine theory to female relationships. This is why I have chosen the
conjunction and - in order to focus on the nature of the dialogue between classical
Greek masculinist theories of fiiendship and a masculinist/Hebraic inscription of
women's relationships. I would like to examine the results such a dialogue will yield
and especially whether there is anything worth salvaging from a modern feminist

viewpoint’, Finally, if I am approaching the Bible as a literary text, what do I mean

*I agree with Mieke Bal who points out that "...in spite of major differences in the
innumerable readings in the Bible there has been...a continuous line toward a dominant reading...this
does not imply that all female characters are seen as negative; quite the contrary. 1t does imply that
any positive view of a female character has to be reevaluated for its recuperation within male
interests," p. 2 in Lethal Love: Feminist Literary Readings of Biblical Love Storfes (Indianapolis and
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987)
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by literary and how do I deal with the question of theology in a text which makes littie

mention of God?

The first problem is that of employing a Greek 4th B.C.E century text to
approach a much older, Hebrew text. It is necessary here to clarify the present
reader's position vis-a-vis the Judaeo-Clhristian inheritance of the past three thousand
years. There are two parts to this answer: first, as a Westerner, my understanding of
the Hebrew Bible is informed by concepts which have long evolved and interacted in
a common geographical space and therefore, even as a reader without a theological
agenda, it would be impossible to scparate a history of interpretation which has
evolved with mutual influence’. Secondly, as a feminist reader, the equally long
inheritance of male centred interpretations has shown itself to be quite similar - at
least in some of its assumptions on women ~ in: spile of evolution. For example, the
lack of belief in women's potential for ideal friendships by the classicists goes hand in
hand in my opinion with the lack of mention of such a possibility in Hebrew
interpretations of the book of Ruth. Or is this only due to cultural differences T am not
aware 0f? My answer 1s no, because of the fact that where the 'wrong' questions are
asked® - in this case none concerning the nature of Naomi and Ruth's relationship -
then 1t would be impossible to expect the kind of ‘answers' I am looking for.

My position as a feminist in the latter half of the 20th century will inevitably

*I owe this idea of dialogue between theory and biblical text to Mieke Bal,
‘Dealing/With/Women: Daughters in the Book of Judges’, pp. 16-39, in Repina Schwartz, (ed.), The
Book and the Text: The Bible and Literary Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990). Bal utilises 'and’ to
produce & reading in which theory and text stand as equals “speaking and listening to each other”. She
uses narrative theory which will then be “challenged on its own terms and the texr, in response to that
challenge will chaltenge the theory, point out its limits and force it to go beyond itsel”, p. 17, This is
akin to my own project except here, the content of my thesis mirrors the content of my methodology,
i.e. the equality which defines friendship is mirrored in the equal and dialogic nature of my
interdisciplinary thesis - and both 'parties' are transformed as a resull,

. ’As Luce Irigaray states: "We are all involved with the many Greek, Latin, Oriental, Jewish
and Christian traditions at least, through the art, philesophy and myths we live by, exchange, and -
perpetuate, often without our realising. The passage from one era to the next cannot be made simaply
by negating what already exists,” p. 23 1 Alison Martin, (tr.), Je, 7u, Nous, Toward ¢ Cultire of
Difference (London and New York: Routledge, 1993, orig. published 1990}

¥See for example, D. R. G. Beattie, Jewish Exegesis of The Baok of Ruth (Shefficld: Journal
lor the Study of the Old Testament Supplement Series, vol. 2, 1977) for the kind of questioms ancient
and medieval Jewish exegetes were interested in.
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influence the kinds of expectations 1 bring to the ancient texis I read but as in reading
any literature, I do nol expect it to conform to my idea of what "proper’ feminist
concerns should be. In my desire to allow the text to speak for itself 1 will focus on
the biblical textual evidence in supporting my argument. In order to deal with the
many modern interpretations I will also examine extra-textual information which will
allow me to find equally posilive meaning for the present without forcing the past to
conform to this present. In other words, reading the Bible as literature means that I do
not believe there is only one ‘true’ message in the text but that-this approach opens the
way for a reading that has great relevance for feminist biblical exegesis today. That
is, Ruth can remain a book which will continue to be read and interpreted as a positive
iltustration of women's agency in the past without necessifating recourse to historical
or theological knowledge.

By reading the Bible as literature I do not mean as Robert Alter does, a study
of “the manifold varieties of minutely discriminating attention to the artful use of
language, to the shifting play of ideas, conventions and imagery, syntax, narrative

»y

viewpoinl, compositional units™ which he then uses to support a theological
interpretation. The textual nuances are important for what they reveal of the plot and
characters lhemselves and for what at the same time is left out of the narrative. Noy
as Northrop Frye asserts, am [ interested i “presenting a unified structure of narrative

LRI g

and imagery”"”. What [ aim 1o do is consider the thematic interest of the book as one
would first read any story, without a theological agenda in mind, although clearly, my
feminist viewpoint will colour my reading. What theological issues may arise will
then be grounded in the literary reading which precceded. The issue of structure is an
mteresting one but it will be discussed only briefly at the end of the thesis in relation

1o the possible correspondence between form and content. My hope is that the unique

“Alter, p. 12

“Narthrop Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (Routledge and Kegan Paul:
London, 1982) p. xiii, Introduction. Strangely enovgh, Frye decides to omit the book of Ruth
completely from his discussion even though it has “a particularly obvious lilerary reference”, p. xxii,
Why then does he nol justify this omission?

)y
gt




cantent of the book of Ruth is reflected in its structure and not vice versa'’. That is, I
aim to show how the harmony and balance which characterises friendship is reflected

in the literary 'perfection' of this short story'?.

jil

Writing about women's stories or stories about women in the Bible is not necessarily
in itself a feminist endeavour - although it does serve the purpose of making women
visible in the context of a male-centred cuitore defined by female suppression and
oppression”™.  Recognising however that a reading of the Bible that will take into
consideration the “social, institutional and personal power relations between the
sexes’™ is a part of the feminist project. But in the case of the book of Ruth which is
already quite visible in the context of the Hebrew Bible a feminist reading would
entail an exploration of the issue of female agency in a world where options for
women without spouses are precarious and even dangerous. Within this context, the
theme of fiiendship serves as a potentially subversive force which undermines
patriarchal power by placing same sex relationships as a priority ta which male rule
must respect and ultimately, accommodate. Bul it must not be assumed or expected

that this is done via some direct or violent confrontation with male power. [t must be

understood within the context of a past whose 1deological climate was not conducive

"'3ee Phyllis Trible, 'A Human Comedy’, God and The Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1978), p. 166-199, for a fominist interpretation of countent and structure in the book of
Ruth which although not explicitly stated is, in mv opinion, utopian.

“Many have corumented on the special lilerary altribules of the book of Rutls. Sce for
example, Edward F. Campbcll, Ruth: The Anchor Bible, A New Transiation with hitraduction, Notes
and Commentary (New York: Doubleday, 1975)

"“Toril Moi, ‘Feminist, Female, Feminine', p. 129, in Catherine Belsey and Jane Moorc,
(eds.), The Feminist Reader, Essays in Gender and the Politics of Literary Criticisin (London:
Mucmillan, 1989). Sce cspecially the section on 'female criticism and feminine theory' for a Jucid
discussion, pp. 120-132,

"bid., p. 118




to open and direct action by women whose desires did not suit or defer to the status
quo',

This is an even more difficult enterprise when considering the temporal
distance of this Hebrew text from today. And though my own reading is not
cancerned with the means by which the book of Ruth in its present form became part
of the canon, I am concerned with interpreters who rely on such data for the task of
interpretation. For example, the question of whether the genealogy at the end of the
story was a lalter addition and how this influences the "message’ of the text though
interesting in its own right, does not help the assumptions with which I am working
i.e. those of a studenl of literature who reads the Bible while assuming the unity of the
final form of each text. The problem of dealing with such interpretations will he dealt
with in the second chupter, but I would like to introduce here some of my own reasons
for taking issue with most of these (feminist or non-feminist) interpretations™®.

As with uny lilerature of the past - and especially the depiction of women's
lives in the past due to biased masculinist inscriptions in litcralure and history® - there
is a danger of “colonising the text with our meanings from the viewpoint of the

present’"*

. As Gillian Beer points out, this 1 a {allacious enterprise since it assumes a
stable, fixed and unyielding present subject - to which alt else must assume relevance

or be discarded”™. To be sure, some interest in the likeness of past women's lives to

"“Mieke Bal also finds Naomi and Ruth's actions subversive, though not for the same reasons
as my owl1, sce pp. 85-87, passim, in Letha! Love

'(’Amy-.Till Levine, in Carol, A. Newsom and Sharon, H. Ringe (cds.), The Women's Bible
Commentary (London: John Knox Press, 1992), p. 78. Levine expeets Ruth's actions to offer a
“prescription for changing the circumstances in which women find themselves impoverished and
without financial independence™. She is not alonc in these expectations, but 1 will show how they
prove to be unjust not only to past texis but alse to their own aims in the act of reading.

Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, argues that: "Historical sources on women are not descriptive
but prescriptive...ideas of men abour women, therefore, do not reflect women's historical reality”,
'Remembering the Past in Creating the Future: Historieal-Critical Scholarship and Feminist Biblical
Interpretation,’ pp. 43-63, in Adela Yarbro Collins (ed.), Feminist Perspectives on Biblical Scholarship
(Cal., U.S.A.: Scholars Press, 1985), p.57

"*Gillian Beer, 'Representing Women: Re-presenting the Past', pp. 63-80, in Belsey and
Moore, p. 69

"1bid., p. 67
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our own is a matter of importance but this does not involve a stretch of the
imagination - it would be naive to assume that we are not experiencing some of the
same oppression under patriarchy®”. For example, the constraints on women’s
freedom for self-determination are still very much present today. On the other hand,
in the case of Naomi and Ruth, this “presentist mode of argument™ has lead many
feminist commentators to forget about our differences from women of the past,
subjecting them consequently to ideals that have enly attained significance in the past
thirty years, forgetting also thal the ideals themselves are subject to shifts in meaning
over time™.

Bqually, in the case of friendship, though some characteristics still hold true
today, there 1s no 'essential’ or 'universal' notion of ‘ideal' friendship which one can
refer (0™, The point is that if such words can change meanings then, as Mieke Bal
says™, patriarchy can change also since there is a “relation between fiction and reality
which is more fundamental than a simplistic theory of fiction”. My point is that the
mutual influence of theories of friendship with a biblical cxample of women's
relationships has implications beyond (but including) the assessment of whether they

are compatible or whether either is irretnievable from u modem perspective.

“Tiorenza, p. 58 in Collins. Fiorenza states: “Women's expericnce of solidarity and wnity as a
social group is...based ....on their comman historical experiences as an oppressed group struggling to
hecome full historical subjects, such a theoretical framework allows women to locate their strength,
historical agency, pain and struggle within their conunon historical experiences as wonen in
patriarchal society and family. It is also theoretically able to accouat for the variations of soctal status,
class differences and cultural identity”. I would like to emphasise that the latter is equally important in
the act of reading.

Beer, p. 67

*1n any case, as Toril Moi points out: “there is not , unfortunately, such a thing as an
intrinsically feminist text: given the right historical and social context, all rexts can be recuperaied by
the ruling powers - or approprialed by the leminist opposition”, p. 132

*The same halds true for other kinds of ‘friendship’ or even ‘love' which is another word for
[riendship. See Victor Luftig, Seeing Together: Friendship Between the Scxes in English Writing from
Mill to Woolf (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1993). Cf. Goftfied Quell and Fthelbert
Stauffer, Love, Bible Key Words (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1949), for a history of” ancient
meanings of 'fove’ in the Hellenic and Hebraic world.

*Bal, ‘The Bible as Literature: A Critical Bscape’, p. 79, in Digeritics, winter 1989, vol, 16,
no. 4, pp. 71-79. She goes on to say “that gender is poetically relevant, and that fiction is sacially
relevant, as two indissociable aspects of the one problematic of the place of texts in society.”
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Since the Bible has influenced both people's lives and imagination for much
longer than any other text in western culture it would be useful I think - again as with
any literaturc and theory - to allow ourselves, as Gillian Beer concludes, to be
engaged in an activity of rcading which “tcsts and de-natures owr assumptions in the
light of the strange languages and desires of past writings™. It would not be ‘radical’
to subjecl past (male) inscriptions of women’s lives, actions and relationships 1o
expectations distinctly modern but instead to allow ourselves Lo be equally influenced,
and this, I agree with Gillian Beer, is radical reading. If readers are open to the
possibility of reading with an emphasis on the women’s perspective perhaps they too
will re-assess their biases and ‘sce” in this ancient Hebraic text, a powerful
representation of women’s friendship. In turn, perhaps their assumptions on
friendship may be tested and re-defined. My aim is that this thesis will open the way
towards this different approach to interpreting both ideal {riendship and the book of

Ruth.

“Beer, p- 80




Chapter One

Some (male) theories of (female) exclusion from ideal fricndship

Although male [riendship has been a celebrated topic since ancient times both in
Itlerature and in philosophy female friendship has not been the focus of much attention
until quite recently', Its absence from literature may be attributed to an equivalent lack
of female writers but in philosophy this exclusion takes on more complex ramifications
which incorporate concepts directly and indirectly related to that of ‘ideal’ firiendship.
Since the concern was to define not only ‘ideul friendship’ but also what kind of
attributes were necessary in people to attain such a relationship it soon becomes clear
that the assumptions male philosophers have been working with - ones concerning
rcason and moral virtue for examplc - necessarily exclude any consideration of female
friendship. The ability to 'reason' well has traditionally (in the western, male, Judaeo-
Christian context) been attributed to men,” aud this | see as coniributing to the
devclopment of a discourse of exclusion for women from ideal friendship. What I am
interested n doing is 'rescuing' the notion of ideal friendship from such androcentric

restrictions not only so that women's fricndships arc not subject to such criteria but also

"Tam not speaking here of erotic/friendship as discussed in Lillian Faderman's Surpassing the Love of Men
Love and Romantic Friendship Between Women from the Rennaissance to the Present (London: Women's Press,
1985) or 'ordinary' friendship as in for example, Janet ‘l'odd's Women's Friendship in Literature (Columbia
University ress: New York 1980), Unfortanately, Todd does not discuss ‘ideal' friendship but a much broader
range of relationships befween women as illustrated in the 18h century novel, including 'manipulative’ friendships.
Sce her introduction for a description of the five categories, (sentimental, erotic, manipulative, political, and social)
p- 1-6.

? Genevieve Lloyd, The Man of Reason 'Male and Female’ in Western Philosophy (Routledge; London,
1993, first published in 1984 by Methuen). According to Tloyd it is not g0 much that women are considered
incapable of reasoning but that the development of ideas on 'reason' have been based on characteristics that are
associatcd mctaphorically with the inclusion of the masculine and an exclusion of the feminine whose definition
subsequently has develeped based on this exclusion
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so that the delineation of ideal friendship ilsell is influenced and redefined from a
feminist perspective which emphasises inclusion and does justice to the ‘ideal’.

By foregrounding the levels on which women and the feminine are excluded I
will show how these writers arc compromising the very ideal they are honouring. The

diachronic ftrajectory [ will follow will show that male discowrses on ideal friendship

function on assumptions thal preclude actual women from partaking it ideal friendship 5
as well as barring characteristics - such as emotion and need - traditionally associated
with women. Thus, they are compomising this ideal on aunother level beyond the
simple exclusion of women. The feminist ideal I will be supporting will value not only
the inclusion of women but also the necessity of emation and inter-dependence as
determining factors in developing such a relationship.

I will then be using the term friendship to signify ‘ideal’ rendship (from the
Greek tedeta - perfect/end/ideal) in order to designate the kind of relationship I am
interested in - one stemming from equal moral goodness and beneficience. It is also
one that is continnally negotiated and not static and fixed®, one which involves the
possibility of realisation in the present but also of dissolution and most importantly, one
which differs at key points from cluassical definitions but retains its potential for a new
vision of socicty which is nop-hierarchical but also non-exclusive. The 'ideal
friendship I will describe shares in some of the characteristics classical writers included

while at the same time testing them against modern concerns especially with regard to

} Although Aristotle calls this friendship a ‘state’ his description is a dynamic oue, p. 267, The Ethics of
Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, (ir.} J.A K. Thomson, {T.ondon: Penguin, 1955)
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gender issues since their 'ideal' was constructed without this considcration®. At the
sume time, “friendship can be used as a test itsclf..of the adcquacy of rival meral and
political conceptions™, There is much to he salvaged from Aristotle's model of ideal
friendship but always from within the feminist critical viewpoint.

Feminist readers/interpreters are faced with the problem of deciding which
ideas on friendship to reject/overlook/replace and which to utilise. Unfortunately, the
problern is not limited {o explicit references to the female sex or even to the feminine.
More significantly, as T will discuss in the (hird section - 'The Other' - there are also
masculinist assumptions on the concept of 'inter-dependency’ which must be dealt with.
for their reliance on essentialist ideas of the ‘nature’ of relationship and autonomy. By
exposing these assumptions and foregrounding their coutradictions® my purpose is to

demonstrate how women are ‘naturally’ excluded from such a discussion not only

*1 disagree with Amelie O. Routy, that "Aristotle's account of philia...is havdly recognisable as the ancestor
of our notion of loving friendship" on the basis of the different role of friendship due 1o closer familial tics. Rorty
does not make clear if this is meant for both men and women or is he assuming male friendship? In either casc |
believe there is much relevance not only because of women's entrance into the public sphere but also because of
common ethical requirements of this kind of relationship. What I can agree with is the questioning of their emphasis
e.g. on the question of whether it is better to love than to receive love (p. 83). See "The Historicity of Psychological
Attitudes: Love Is Not Love Which Aliers Not When It Alieration Finds™ pp. 73-88, in Badhwar

s Badhwar, Introduction, p. 36. Badhwar is bringing together the polarization of views on moralily as
either an intrumental means {0 well-being or as an end in itself, und therefore unrelated to well-heing. Friendship
becomes the space where this pelarity is challenged. I would add only that gender difference, i.¢. as exlibited in
wonen’s friendship, is a decisive factor in the merging of these two cxtremes,

® As Michel Le Doeuff points oul:"...when philosophers talk about women their discourse unfolds without
the usual theotetical requirements,” p. 68. . sce Hipparchia's Choice: An Essay Concerning Women, Philosopiy,
efc. (ur.), Trista Selous, (Oxford and Cambridge, Ma.: Blackwell, first published 1989 as L'Etude ¢t le Rouet by Les
Editions du Seuil). This will become evident in the examples I have chosen.
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because of practical considerations (status in society, education cte.) but also because of
theoretical presuppositions.

Finally, T would like to discuss how friendship, because of its voluntary naturc,
is the ideal topos for the expression and development of a different kind of 'self)’ one
that is in many ways al odds with the - self-sufficient, independent - 'self' these
Aristotelian influenced theories have been supporting/praising. This individualistic
'sclf is in direct contradiction to the kind of friendship their own theories propose i.e
friendship as constitutive of the good life. This is because the possibility of autonomy
which they celebrate is only compatible with a different notion of fiiendship - one
which 15 only an mstrument of the good life. On the other hand, the development of a
relational 'self,’ is at the same time not the communal 'self opposed to the western ideal
of individualism but purposefully between the two cxtremes. It is one in which reason
alone is not adequate as the defining cornerstone of the self in friendship but care for
the other and responsibility towards their emotional needs is equally important®. And it
is one which not only suits the feminist project hut alse one which embodies a utopian
vision for both men and women, their relationships to each other and to the world they

inhabit”. By imagining an alternative self on the small scalc of fiendship, [ will show

" 1 will be drawing on Caral Gilligan's work on moral development in refation o my arguinent on the
'relational self’ in friendship, especially from her /n a Different Voice: Psychological Theory aid Women's
Development (Cambridge, Ma., and London: Harvard University Press, 1993 first published 1982), hereafter /D7

* I am not then aiming Lo re-define reason itself or to judge its usefulness - that would be beyoad the scope
of this thesis - only fo emphasise that it must be in constant dialogue with other factors, such as desires, emations
and needs.

7 ''his last point is an important one and will be discussed more fully in chapters four and five. It is a point
raised in Aristotle but also central to a feminist vision of society since, as Karen Green points out: “this relational
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in chapter five how one can set the foundations of an alternative model life on the larger
scalc of community. Thus both the individual and the community may function on the ‘
basis of a ‘reason’ complemented by emotion and the awareness that inter-dependency

is not only assumed but also necessary for the fulfiliment of such an ideal in friendship.

The Female

The first point I would like to make clear is on what grounds women arc
unambiguously disqualified from partaking in ‘perfect/ideal’ fricndship since il is this
term which is employed even when the tone of these texts and subjoct mailer often

suggest more accessible models. I other words, 'perfect' fiiendship is considered a

demanding condition to aspire to but not altogether unrcalisable which is why other
{esser friendships are discussed. Women, as we will see, are found lacking in both
practical and theoretical spheres and therefore can only form friendships of the {atter
kind.

Both Cracco-Roman writers and the Renaissance Humanists wham they ‘
influenced accept the importance of discussing the ideal as the desirable goal. Before
speaking of the present I will present a survey of examples by Aristotle, Cicero,
Montaigne and Bacon, as well as Roussean who did not speak of friendship as such but

wlhose writings align themselves with those of his predecessors in his discussion of

self embuodies a new ethic of care which atiempis to bring about the good of womien as well as the good of men™,
pp. 150-1 in The Woman of Reason: Feminism, Humanism and Political Thought (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995)
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women’s roles and abilities. Reference to C.S. Lewis™ as an cxample of a twentieth
century wriler familiar with and sinularly influenced by the classical tradition will help
to iflustratc how despite the allowances he makes for women’s inclusion in the public
sphere, Lewis’s own theory still suffers from the same biases concerning women and
the feminine. By focusing on this survey of writing on friendship, I aim to show that
although these writers purpote to be describing perfect fricndship they actually fall
short of this ideal on the basis of their own logic of exclusion. Therefore this cannot
simply be rectified by including women uncritically into their model.

1t is Aristotle who has had the greatest influence in the later discourses on
friendship as his Nichomacheun Ethics (NE) proposcs an analytical and systematic
exposition of multifarious facets pertaining to this kind of relationship. Throughout the
text, the discussion refers to men only with no hint of a non-generic nse except when
referring explicitly to other individuals. For example, Aristotle makes it clear how
women or other groups of people deviate from the standard male norm. [n the cighth
book, his first reference to women occurs when the poinl is stressed that ideul
friendship can exist only between equal persons and the husband-wife union is

compared to that of an asistocracy of ‘separate roics for separate spheres™ '

But there is another kind of fricndship, which involves superiority: i.e...of a husband
for a wife, and of cvery person in authority for his subordinates...For each of these
persons has a different excellence and function, and different reasons for feeling love;
and thercfore their loves and affections are different too. It follows then, that the

* His well-known misogynism notwithstanding, C.S. Lewis departs from some of his ‘predecessors’
contentions in The Feuwr Loves {Glasgow: Collins, 1963, orig. published 1960)

" Aristotle, pp. 269-270 and p. 276
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partics do not, and should not expect to, reccive the same benefits each from the
ather,

The man rules by virtae of merit, and in the sphere that is his by vight; but he hands
aver to his wife such matters as are suitable for her...the husband (as superior)
receiving the greater good, and each party what is appropriate.

The notion of equality will be discussed at a later point but suffice to say that it
involves a whole spectrum of praclical and thearetical considerations. At least,
Aristotle allows the possibility of a lasting friendship between such individuals
provided certain obligations are fulfilled in terms of mutual affection and care.
However, this kind of ‘friendship’ is less than ideal when compared to the one between
free men/citizens of high status and when the possibility for rolc changes is ruled out
children are seen as the main common interest between men and women: “for the
children are an asset conunon to them hoth and common possession i1s cohesive...which

212

is why childless marriages break np more quickly””. Since friendship between women
is not mentioned explicitly, and if men and women are of different merit, it then follows
that women will form friendships with each other which are of lower valuc since the
ideal is realised only in the male. Yet it is not enough simply to inctude women in his
theory of friendship since, as I will discuss in the next section, there are other levels at
which women's relationships could not conform to this theory.

Aristotle's influence continues to be strong in the Roman petiod when Cicero

employs many of his ideas in his dialoguc, On Friendship (Laelius de Amicitia).

Cicero also relies on ‘nature’ to justify his conclusions and like Aristotle, stresses the

2 Ihid., p. 281

Y o P I




importance of “common interests, wishes, and opinions” and virtuc”. But since from
the very start he lists only men from history or mythology commonly believed to have i
achieved such a relationship'® and there is no mention of women at all, hints as to his 3
non-generic use of ‘man’ come from other sources. One of his main conces is the

difficulty of maintaining friendships where politics are involved and when the demands

of political office are imposed on men, then friendship becomes intpossible. It is clear
from this extract that women are not a part of Cicero’s arguinent since women were not
a political force:"

Iuman nature is at its weakest when it comes to refusing power; and those who ;
achicve power at the expense of friendship think the fact will go unnoticed, because
they had a good reason for their neglect of friendship’s duties.

Thus, although he is in the midst of praising friendship as the highest virture, *
he undermines his argument both by admitting friendship’s vulnerability to power and X
by assuming it is an obstacle only men will encounter. Since women do not have this
access to power then it is not a factor in their [endships in the way that it presents

itself as w conflict of interest in male fiendships. It does however become a factor to

consider when the power of men over women force the latter to make choicces

Y . s

concerning their priorifies. The result is more often than not obedience to patriarchal

power - whether it is one's husband, father or the statc - over one's friendship to another

s T

B Cicero, On Friendship and the Dreum of Scipio, Edited with Introduction, Translation and Commentary 7
by LG.F. Powell, (Warminster, England: Aris and Phillips Ltd., 1990), p. 35 :

" Ihid., for example, Paulus, Cato, Galus, Acipio and Philus, p. 39

Y Ibid., p.57
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woman. Although the intricacies of this dilemma will be discussed more thoroughly in
the third section suffice to say here that the dilemma for these male philosophers lies in
the conflict between their own access to power and their ties to others. For women who
are doubly excluded from power this would mean alienation which is absent from male
friendships and is associated with their peripheral position in relation to public centres
of decision making. At the basic level then of female exclusion from friendship, Cicero
1s in agreement with Aristotle, This conflict of power however, cannot be solved merely
by including women into the realm of political power, it is also necessary to critigue the
societal forces that produce such a conflict'® for how ‘perfect’ can the [rieudship be
when it is assumed (o break under the pressure of power?

The influence of Cicero (and through him Aristotle) in the Renaissance was
considerable and with reference to friendship quite clear in the Humanists of the time'”,
Michel de Montaigne is aware of both but is less concerned with justifying his views
and simply agrees with his predecessors when he asserts that it is the weakness and

untrustworthiness of women that make them'®:

'® The societal dimension of this conflict will be examined in the following chapters.

'" Lorna Hutson de-miythologises the influence of the idealisin of the writers in the early modem period
by arguing that the saturation of the literature of 16th centtury England with De Amiticia formulae is only ostensibly
about the age’s commitment to an ideal of male friendship and more about a new kind of system of credit replacing
the ties fostered by the old feudal society. See chapter two, pp. 52-85 in The Usurer's Daughter: Male Friendship
and Fictions of Women in Sixteenth Ceatury England (Roudedge: London and New York, 1994)

'® Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Essavs, (tr.) MLA. Screech, (London and New York: Penguin, 1993,
originally published, 1580), pp. 205-219
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..not normally capable of responding o such familiarity and mutual confidence as
sustain that holy bond of friendship, nor do their souls seem finm enough to
withstand the clasp of a knot so [asting and so tightly drawn... There ig no example
yet of a woman attaining it and by the common agreement of the ancient schools of
philosoply she is excluded from it.

Montaigne's use of language such as 'holy bond' shows that he too is concerned
with ideal friendship and like the others raises it above the ranks of those tied to the
earthly. The fault here again is due to women’s nature and the language of ‘the soul’ re-
affirms that it 1s a permanent deficiency - women’s proximity (o the ‘malerial, physical
world’ that prevents them from forming such bonds. e does not make clear why they
are incapable of long lasting ties unless he s implying it is because they are
unreasonable and therefore unstable. While Montaigne denics his carthly siatus using
the vocabulary of the heavenly he accepts the heavenly as part of the earthly because of
his belief in ideal friendship as something to be cultivated in this lite’. Women then
are denied this special space on earth since it is, as other spaccs, already ‘occupied’ by
men, For Montaigne then, friendship can only be ideal when developed by men
becuuse of lheir “spiritual strength’ - without nevertheless describing what this strength
comprises so that female exclusion may be argued against.

ITis contemporary, I'rancis Bacon, is not as explicit but he docs emphasise that
men need friends that are male and of equal status becanse they cannot communicate

with the same case with their wives (or lesser males): “(princes)...that had wives, sons,

o Jacques Dersida attributes this quality of immanence, as well as an added “beterology, transcendence,
and infinity” (which breaks and supplements the Greco-Roman model of reciprocity) to the influence of indaeo-
Clristianity, in “The Politics of Friendship”, pp. 353-91, in American Imago, Fall 1993, vol. 50, no. 3, (tr.) Gabriel
Moizkin and Michael Syrotinski with Thomas Keenan, p. 358
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nephews: and they all could not supply the comfort of friendship™™, When women are
categoriscd and groupcd together with men of a permanently lower status, the
implication is that they too, may never aspire to such a privilege. Thus, there is a
hierarchy (of ideal friendship) within a hierarchy (of lesser forms of friendship) which
goes against the basic tenet of ideal friendship - that of equality of moral excellence™.
But a feminist revision of friendship would not stop at simply including women within
this scheme of things. It would have these hierarchies broken down so that the equality
(of virtue, benevalence and beneficience) characteristic on a personal level would also
function on a societal level. When one is excinded from friendship on the basis of
gender, class or race the ideal of friendship cannot be realised beyond the narrow scope
of ‘a few good men’. For a model of fiiendship to be inclusive, it must frst accept
women ofn equal standing with men. It can then proceed to breakdown other barriers
which compromise the ideals of equality, virtue and beneficience.

When the ideal of friendship is set up with a series of requirements which are
unambiguously male/masculine within a context of socio-economic ineguality between
the sexes, it seems a foregone conclusion that women are both quantitatively and
qualitatively second rate. So although women cannot have [riendships wilh men for
reasons both intrinsic and extrinsic to their status, the friendships they can, or are
'capable' of, having are decidedly of poorer quality. That women's friendships were

defined in different lerms i1s understandable in light of the separation of the public and

0 grancis Bacon, “On Friendship” pp.138-144, in The Essays {London: Penguin Books, 1985, originally
published 1597, final form in 1625), p. 141

21 Aristotle p. 203




23
private sphere both groups opcrated within, What is not justifiable is the equation of
women’s second-rate citizenship with equally second-rate friendships. It is because of
this equation that the deeper assumptions concerning ideal friendship must be examined
since the simple inclusion of women in the public sphere will not automatically include
them in relationships of this calibre®.

To summarise this rhetoric of exclusion, it is preciscly because the ‘male ideal’
is being discussed that women falf short of the requirements. In an effort to explain
such differences resulting from the public/private sphere demarcation, the general
tendency has been to tender the descriptive, i.e. what was seen as ‘natural’, as
preseriptive, i.e. what (s ‘right’ or ‘proper’, (Aristotic uscs the word ‘just’). The
argument they depend on however s self-fulfilling, L.e. sincc women fack rcason, there
is no need to include them - therefore their exclusion on the basis of their perceived
‘irrationality’ is perpetuated.

It has only been since the previous century that even some of these assumptions
have been challenged. [n writing about The Four Loves, C.S. Lewis, in a chapter on
‘Philia’ makes concessions to some women provided they share a common education or
profession which will lead to common interests: “Where men are educated and women

arc not, where one sex works and the other is idle, or where they do totally difterent

2 According to Rosemary Radford Ruether: “The chain of being, God-spirits-male-female-inhuman-
nature-matter, is at the same time the chain of command. The directon of salvation follows the trajectory of
alienation of mind from its own support system, objectified as 'body’ and ‘matier,™ in Sexism and God-Talk,
{Boston: Beacon Press, 1983), p. 79

2 C.8. Lewis, The Four Luves (Glasgow: Collins, 1963), p. 68
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work, they will usually have nothing o be fiends about™. The lack of equality in this
area at least i1s not projected as a lack in women’s nature but in their dissimilar
upbringing.

But Lewis 1s familiar with both Aristotle’s 'Philia' and Cicero’s 'Amicitia’ and
attempts, like them, to delineate the attributes of ideal friendship - with some
interesting differences. Like them he often mentions the words ‘soul” and ‘spirit’ and
uses them mierchangeably, and though (or him they carry a more theological character,
they remain intellectual concepts ceniral to the discussion of ideal friendship. Lewis
speuaks of Friendship (sic)} as: “that luminous, tranquil, rational world of relationships
freely chosen - this alone, of all the loves, seemed to raise you to the level of gods or

angels”™.

He even offers an explanation/re-interpretation of what the ancients were
motivated by when they too exalted this ‘spiritual quality’ in friendship. Like them, he

accepts the higher value of the spiritual over the physical™:

The deepest and most permanent thought of those sages was ascctic and world-
renouncing. Nawre and emotion and the body were teared as dangers to our souls,
or despised as degradations of our human status. Inevitably that sort of love was
most prized which seemed most independent or even defiant, of mere nature,

The concept of “spirit’ though was a concept linked to reason and reason
(defined traditionally as male) was an essential ingredient in the discourses on ideal
friendship. And although the concept of reason, like all concepts, has evolved (since

the sixth century B.C. at least) from an idea associated with maleness io one that is

* 1bid., p. 56

% 1bid., p. 56
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'‘neutral’ - or more specifically 'male-neutral' *® Lewis remuins faithful to the old masters
by insisting on the mind/body split”’. As long as this split remains and women arc
paired with the second, '‘weaker' term their exclusion from fricndship is a given from the
androcentric point of view. For Lewis then too, the ideal is compromised because of
his cmphasis on an disembodied image of a being lacking in excessive emotions and
passions, as if these would threaten the bond of friendship rather than strengthen it.

This brings us to the more theorelical problem of what constitutes the ‘nature’
of friendship itself i.e. which characteristics are absolutely necessary on an intellectual
level for the potential of ideal friendship (o materialise. This is where the crux of the
matter lies for if it were only dependent on socio-economic factors that needed
changing for women then it would be very casy to omit such considerations when
applying them to any text, whether past or present. It is in the discussions of ‘cssential’
requirements that women do not qualify, since if women are antomaticaily deficient by
nature (not ‘spiritual’ enough) then there is no reason to consider the possibility of such
a relationship for then:.

So, if ideal friendship seems unfeasible between men and women, at least, what
of women amongst themselves? According to Aristotle’s argument their friendship

would simply be gqualitatively of a lesser calibre but the point here is not to try and test

?® pamela Anderson, "Myth, Mimesis and Multiple Identities: Feminist Tools for Transforming Theology',

in Literatyre and Theology, Volume 10, No. 2 June, 1996. Anderson defines the male-neutral as the “disembodicd
objectivity of the male point of view with ouly the pretence of neutrality and objectivity”, p. 113.

27 . e . . . .

For a review of femininily and Gieek theories of knowledge and ideals of reason from the sixth century
B.C. to the present see Lloyd, p. 2-9 passim. Lloyd finds a continnum of androcenldcism in which nature and the
feminine is a force that needs to be dominated and transcended by rational knowledge,
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women's relationships against male standards but to question the nature of the standards
themselves and the criteria by which they were cstablished, The next scction then will
focus on the theoretical criteria of 'ideal’ friendship rather than the explicit exclusion of
wolnen from the discussion since viewed within a historical context it is unlikely that
these writers would concede equal status to women in any sphere. By locking at the
criterion of reason as the basis of ideal friendship I will expose how these male theorists
are compromising this ideal not only in terms of excluding women themselves (and
other categories of people) but more importantly in terms of their assumptions on the

‘nature’ of reason.

The Feminine

At the very start [ would like to make clcar that by ‘the fcmining’ I mean patterns of
sexuality and behaviour imposed and expected of women by patriarchal culture and
social norms - patterns which include characteristics such as modesly, sweetness and
subservience®™. These characteristics are, of course, opposed to the constructed
masculine ones of strength, rationality, and dominance. As Helene Cixous has pointed
out, the opposilion belween masculine/male and feminine/female cannot be separated

from the central hierarchical opposition between activity/passivity”™ . This is nowhere

* Toril Moi, “Feminist, Female, Feminine’, p. 117-132 in Belsey and Moore, pp. 122-3

2 11é18ne Cixous, ‘Soriies’, i Beriscy and Moore, pp.101-116. Cixous lists some ot the binary

oppositions which follow from this primary one and shows how they extend to all aspects of cullure, pp. 101-2
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clearer than in male authoured texts on [riendship where it is assumed that friendship
must be an extension of the masculine qualities mentioned above.

I will illustrate that the language utilised in these instances underlines the
premises these writers are departing from, mainly, a series of binary oppositions which
clearly align the female/feminine to the subordinate, derivative second half. Tt follows
that where maun is a rational being woman is irrational, or at least, constituted more by
the latter than the former. J.J. Rousseau stated “women observe, men reason” *°. He
allowed them a kind of reason, but onc that is qualitatively inferior to that of man:
“Reason in women 1s a practical rcason, capacilaling (hem artfully to discover the
means of aftaining a known end but which would never enable them to discover that

end itself™'

. The cause of this inadequacy lies obviously in their natures though this
does not mean that women are incapable of being rational - only that women arc as
rational and good as they can be. The argument on reason is important for the
discussion on fricndship because Rousseau is only repeating another classical idea that
reason and the ‘good’ are linked in such a vital way that the ‘rational’ person is ‘good’
or in other words “the virtuous person is one who uses his rational faculty well or who

lives in accordance with his nature’”. Tf women are less rational then they are also less

good and thus disqualified from ideal friendship.

), 1. Rousseau, ‘Emilius’, in (ed.), Martha Lee Osborne, Women In Western Thought, (New York:
Random House, 1979) p. 120

M bid., p. 117

2 1bid., p. 45

* Aristotle in Allen, p. 34
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There is a continuum here following Aristotle’s argument that reason (as a

1933

faculty of the soul) is to “guide one’s actions and to contemplate the truth™ and that in

both these functions a woman’s soul is present to a lesser degree, specifically, her soul
is without ‘authority’™. By this Aristotle means that the ability to regulate one’s
actions is inoperalive in a woman®. Since reason is a requirement of friendships,
deficient reason in women consititutes them inadequate for the ideal form of fiiendship.
So the potential for friendship is there but of a less noble kind because if women are not
capable of acting con their decisions (the practical application of reason) how could they
possibly cope with the demands of ideal friendship?

By positing reason as the delermimng factor in friendship they are
tmpoverishing not only this relationship but also the emotional development of those
who strive to focus only on the rational requirements whether they are men or wornen.
On yet another level the exclusion of women fo the detriment of the idcal is perpetuated
in these writers. Consequently, a feminist standpoint would critique (male) friendship
which does not equally stress the emotional aspect as falling short of the ideal because it
does not encompass the whole of human experience.

Cicero follows suit by beginning the conversation in Laclins with (he pre-
requisite of friendship which is virtue: “virtue itself both produces and maintains

LEx11

friendship, nor can friendship exist by any means without virtue™®. This is an echo of

* ibid, p. 43
* Ibid., p. 35

** Cicero, p. 37
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Aristotle’s idca of virtuc being responsible for good action: “Only the friendship of
those who are good and similar in their goodness, is perfect"”’”. And if moral action is
dependent on moral excellence then the references Cicero makes to good men are
limited to them only. Though these conclusions are not surprising the contradiction lies
in texts which allow for the possibility of women’s participation in the realm of
relationships which are not detfined by cither predetermined modes (such as kinship) or
unequal structures (such as marriage), in both of which choice and will are a priori not
relevant. So if proof were provided that both choice and will are utilised to their fullest
in order to bring about a common good then perhaps women could be allowed into the
ranks of rational, virtuous people.

Since friendship is determinedly a possibility only between people of equal
virtue then the need to define this term is necessary before continuing. In its simplest
description, virtue is contingenl upon reason, and all actions derive from the ability to
reason. This is not only seen as the characteristic which differentiates humans from
animals, but men from each other and from other groups such as women, slaves, and
children. The difference here is of quantity and the binary opposition of mind/body,
reason/emotion is the one on which all other dualisms depends.  Withm this value
system women fall short of the required ‘reason’ (and therefore ‘virtue’) in order to
form friendships in the male image. So even if their status or cducation improves or

equals that of men, they will still - “by nature” - fail to reach the full human potential

7 Auristotle, p. 263
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required for the most valued of all relationships™. We are left then with the (usk of
further editing these texts so that the dualisms collapse into a common ground from
which female participation may follow. The question remains: Is this process adexquate
for the subsequent application of these (masculinist) theorics to women’s cxperience?
Or is there yet another reevalualive process necessary?

Again, it is nceessary to enquire into textual pre-suppositions and premises
which belie unity of thought or lack of contradiction.” Specifically, it is not only the
discourses on reason or friendship which ultimately exciude the female that should
congern us, it is also the underlying problematic of the feminine which lcads into a cul-
de-sac. These writers insist on the primacy of reason over emotion to such a degree in
themselves that they cannot allow emotion to enter the discussion on ideal friendship
for fear of ‘pollvuting’ it. As Genevieve Lloyd wriies: “if there is a 'reason' genuinely
common to all, it is to be achieved in the future, not celebrated in the present...the

44t

confident affirmation that reason 'knows no sex' is only an idea™ which masks real

inequalities. For the present - one with many real nequalities - I would prefer to
espouse the idea of ‘substantive reason’ i.¢. “embodied thinking which remains attached

334 ]

to the substance of desire and bodily life Since friendship, like all close

*% Cicero, p. 37

** This is a Derridian concept, in Jacques Derrida's "The Politics of Friendship' in Awericasn Imago, 50, nu,
3, Fall 1993 (1r,) Gabricl Motzkin and Michacl Syrotiuski, The central phallogocentrism in Avstotle's NE is
discussed m relation to the law und communily.

* Lloyd, p. 107

I Anderson, p. 116
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relationships, engages both the mind and the emotions, it would scem more constructive
to reject as exclusivist the mind/body dualism which is characterised by power
inequality since inequality is another concept alien to ideal friendship.

Throughout the arguments presented in praise of ‘ideal’ friendship there is a
conspicuous restriction on the vocabulary of emotion though at the same time the
linguistic style is clearly emotional. By cmotion and emotional I mean both Lhe
vocabulary of love and alfection and afso a stylistic tone that is impassioned. Tt is as if
the ruling principle of ‘rcason’ precludes any emotional supplementing yet there is a
continual mention of ‘love’ if only a very intellectual one. It seems puzzling that there
should he such a contradiction at the level of style and vocabulary yet a ‘solution’ is
found in these writers that sufficiently ‘protects’ them from any refation to the
feminine. It is as if any concession to emotion would render them equally feminine and
thus compromise their status as rational subjects.

Aristotle first speaks out against ‘excess’ emotion when the discussion turns to
the sharing of grief over misfortunes. He states that the ‘manly”’ thing to do is nol (o
sharc sad news unless the situation is cxireme: “But womenfolk and men who are ke
them, enjoy having others to share their moanings and love them as friends and

-4l

sympathizers"®  Bvidenlly, il 1s the ‘strong, silent type' which is the human ideal in

Aristotle’s world though why be sees the communicating of grief as somewhat

2 Aristotle, p- 309. Evidenily we ought in all cirenmstances to take the better man for our model.

7
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unsuitable is not evident - unless he is hinting at a polarization of reason and cmotion
wherehy the latter must ideally be surpressed by the former.

At the same time since friendship is a kind of love he points out that an
important characteristic of friendship lies “more in loving, than in being loved and if
people are commended for loving their friends it seems thatl loving is the distinctive
virtue of friends™”. But be goes on lo qualify this by stating that this active loving
should only be in proportion to the loved one’s worth so that a lasting friendship
depends on this rational monitoring of emotion. Aristotle had alrcady madc it clear that
everyone has a different merit or virtue (by nature) so the implication is again that
groups of lesser potential need not be over-indulged where (riendship is concemed. In
refation to women, their act of loving should be more in proportion to the loving
received, which means that there cannot be an equal exhange between men and women,
Thus, the concept of ‘equality’ in friendship is compromised on the basis of Aristotle’s
own reasoning. Though I will be dealing with this issue extensively in the next chapter,
suffice to say here that if ‘equality’ is bound up with (an avoidance of excess ) emotion
then women can never be ‘equal’ to men since they are by definition more ‘emotional’.

Ilere again is an example of bius against emotion in favour of rational
behaviour at all times. Dven if we accept that the 'ideal’ is being discussed therc is
something very problematic in supporting the holding back of emotion as if it were also

'ideal’ that everyone should want to separate their emotions from their thinking

 Tbid, p. 272
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faculties. Unless there is a different conception of rationality which involves the
emotions then this line of reasoning is not of much usc for feminist theorists®. At the
same time, it goes against the insistence of ideal friendship as the most valued of
relationships when half the human psyche must be circumscribed for its full realisation.
For the purposes of ‘ideal’ friendship what I am interested in de-centering is the
emphasis on reason alone as the central feature of one’s self. In any casc, reason alone
(and its identification with malcness) is not sufficient to account for the complexity of
friendship.

Cicero on the other hand does not seem so concerned with this kind of balance
(though in other instances he is more idealistic than Aristotle), and rationalises the
importance of friendship by comparing people from different social backgrounds and
concluding that none could live without the company of friends even though they would
disagree on all other issues®™. Even those who desire solitude could not fully cnjoy this
state without communicating it to anyone (1)*:

Would not solitude steal away from him all enjoyment of his pleasures?...if anyone
were to ascend into the heavens, and see the beauty of the stars and the universe as it
really was his amazement at it wonld cause him no pleasure, though it would be most
enjoyable if he had someone to tell about it.

* Green sets out to “provide a gencalogy of feminist rationality. . that is much more embodied and tied 10
the emotions than that characteristic ol male plilosophical texts™ p. 23. See her first chapter, * Apainst Feminist Anti-
Humanisor’, pp. 10-26

* Cicero, p. 67

4 1bid., p. 67
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However, when Cicero becomoes more specific and begins to describe his
friendship with Scipio (in the persona of Laelius) the examples focus on intellectual
pursutits such as advice on private affairs or agreement on public matters, The problem
that is forcgrounded is not so much the intensity of emotion attributed to friendship but
the whole problematic of the justification of the pleasure of friendship. For Cicero this
conflict cannot be reconciled because of the inherent nature of this kind of affection
which is not physical as such but not allogether cerebral either. For example, this lack
of pleasure is implicit in the painful loss of his good fricnd Scipic when he later
consoles himself by saying that in his own death he will not have to suffer the death of
his friend much longer. This is a conmment 1 find blurring the line between the physical
and the spiritual”’ since the lack of earthly pleasure he now laments (as personified in
his friendship} cannot be restricted to the intellectual sphere only. But Cicero attempts
to explain the very physical pain which he experiences as a result of Scipio’s death by
refercing to the cerebral realm of common intellectual pursuits they can no longer share.
It is in Montaigne that the most emotional language of friendship between men

is cloaked in the vocabutary of the “spirit™*:

Our souls are yoked together in such unity, and contemplated each other with so
ardent an affection, and wish the same affcction revealed each (o each other vight
down to the very entrails, that not only did I know his mind as well as I knew my
own but I woulkd bave entrusted myself to him with greater assurance lhan lo myself.

7 bid., p. 73

** Montaigne, p. 213
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When Montaigne utilises the langnage of passion 1o express a specifically man to man
relationship he ensures that he purifies it by stressing it is a union of two ‘souls’. Here
the emotional is neutralised by bringing in the cerebral/ heavenly world - thus not enly
de-feminizing it but also sanitising it from the corporal influence of the female body,
But as Genevieve Loyd points out “this sexlessness..is a covert way of privileging
maleness. The idea ol the sexless soul co-exists wilh the maleness of reason, despite the
appearance of tenston...The sexless soul thus takes on a shadowy maleness in opposition
to female sex difference™. The affection referred to here is characterised by an activity
of the mind and soul in order to differentiate it - and oneself - from the kind of affection
expessed by women. Yet, despite this emphasis on the non-carthly, ideal friendship
remains a relationship (o be experienced only by men on earth. By separating the two
realms, and establishing male domination on both, friendship also becomes the
monopoly of the ruling male class on both planes, thus leaving women spaccless.
Wommen are at the same time too carthly to partake in friendship yet powerless to redress
the balance in the earthly sphere.
Only Bacon, otherwisc restrained emotionally, siles the sharing of grief and joy
as one of the three main 'fruits' of friendship and his tone is consistently emotionally
charged: "A principal fruit of {riendship is the ease and discharge of the fullness and

1050

swellings of the heart, which passions of all kinds do cause and induce™”. Yet when he

* Lloyd, P. xi

s Bacon. p. 139
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states that the sccond fruit of fricndship is “faithful counsel’ he goes on to mention only
two kinds - one concerning manners (morals) the other concerning business: “The light
a man receiveth by counsel from another is drier and purer than that which cometh from &

his own understanding and judgement...”™"

The reason of course that it is ‘purer’ is
because it is not clouded by emotion. According to Bacon, the emotional turbulence one
feels is to be clarified by friendship itself: “...Whosoever hath his mind frought with
many thoughts, his wits and understanding do clarify and break up, in the
communicating and discourse with another’. What is going on here is a separation of
emotions and intellect so that they serve different functions. Thus Bacon is contributing
to the same biases concerning the reason/emotion opposition as his predccessors despite
his impassioned defence of the fruits of friendship *.

As to the motivations of these Renaissance thinkers to re-instate the importance
of ideal friendship Hutson has written that this may have as munch to do with their
discovery of the classics as with the changing social and economic conditions of the

4

time.* Either way neither consideration is gender neutral or unequivocally motivated

*Ibid., p. 142
2 Ibid., p. 142

> According to Lloyd, itis Bacon who equates knowledge with power and since it is in his philosoply that
the gap between form and matter was united, it follows that nature is not only female but also lknowable. The task
ol lhe new science is 1o exercise the right kind of male dommation vver ‘her’, p. 10-11 passim. In this way, he does
not differ from the Greek’s idea of the relationship between the mind and naturc as on¢ of master and slave. See
alsop. 5 and 6-17

N3 . . . . . . . L.
Hutsonrt shows that Renaissance humanists’ ‘ideal’ friendship was not so ideal since amicitia {an
affective bond) was inexfricably linked with oikonomia - the managing of people and situations and ecomomic
dependency, p. 87
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by altruistic considerations. The fact remains that the same androcentric biases were
taken on uncritically with the result that there was no 'Rennatssance of friendship’ for
women in quite the same way there was for men®. How then can this remain an ideal
when the permitted emotions must be keptl under (male) control even within their own
[riendships? I'urthermore, the implication of this domination of nature and subsequently
of women is that friendship involves beings who are ‘more equal’ than others. But this
lies in confradiction to the main tenant of friendship which envisions equality on a
societal level™.

Still Bacon remains a kind of exeeption, even compared to C.S. Lewis in the
twentieth century. In an effort to combine the spirttual with the secular, he clearly sides
with his predecessors in his description of ideal friendship. He already states at the
beginning of his chapter that friendship is the least natural (my italics) of relationships,
He later adds thal "it raises us almost above humanity... This love, free {rom instinct...is
eminently spiritual...It is the sort of love one can imagine between angels"™’.

Lewis's stress on the spiritual never abandons its effusive tone and like the

others, places this relationship (its ideal form) at the top of the hierarchy of

relationships by utilising language decidedly emotional and equally unaware of its

55

% Arvigtotle draws the analogy between friendship and democracy, p. 273-6 passim.

7 Lewis, pp. 56-57

"Women, symbolically, indispensable to the conception of friendship as gift-exchange becone caught
up in friendship’s new economy of representation in ways that actually narrow the scope for positive representation
of their agency™, p. 11 in Hirtson.
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contradictory function. Lewis unabashedly disapproves of any cxcess emotion and

relegates it to the sheer of the natural world™. He then concludes that friendship is:

..thte least natural of loves, lhe least instinctive, organic, biological, gregarious, and
necessary. It has the least commerce with our nerves; there is nothing throaly about
it; nothing that quickens the pulse or turns you red and pale. 1t is also the least
necessary,

The best of relationships then in his view is so valued because it is most
independent of nature i.e of our needs and passions. So although love is accepted as an
essential part of friendship, it is more important to align it closer to the idea of agape
than eros (which is characterised by physicality). This then sets up a hierarchy of
emotions where some are more ‘manly’ and therefore worthy of contemplation (this is
why he dislikes the Romantics' excessive emotion). Also like the others, Lewis brings
up the subject of need but unlike them assurcs the reader that fiendship is the only
relationship that we have no need for™, In this way, he is conlributing to the tradition
of writing on friendship which juxtaposes the ideal of the self~sufficient male against
the human need to form close relabionships. A feminist re-appropriation of ‘ideal’
friendship would empbasise the necessity of dissolving the opposition between the
dualism of recason/emeotion in the context of friendship which - as n any intimatc
relationship - does not solely involve one's intellectual faculties, though these writers

would have us believe so.

* Thid., p. 56

" Ibid., “The species biologically has no need for it”, p. 50
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Yet the argument does not rest here hecause these writers are still anxious that
there should even be a ‘need’ for such a relationship since part of the description of an
ideal/happy human being is that he should be self-sufficient. It is this issue that most
problemitiscs women’s potential for ideal fiiendships. How these writers attempt to
resolve this apparent conlradiction and how a feminist perspective contributes to this

debate 1s the subject of the next section of this chapter.

The Other

The problem of reconciling the desire for self-sufficiency and the need for friendship

® TIn their effort to find a

created a particular problem for ancient writings on ethics.
satisfactory solution they lead themselves into finther contradictions which
problematise women's mclusion in these models. The concepts which consistently rc-
surface are those of use, profit (benefit), pleasure and need. At the outset Aristotle
'solves’ the issue by accepting that self-sufficiency is a realisable state and then
proceeds to argue why even those who need nothing at all could stil]l benefit from
having friends (since independence creates happiness)®. But Aristotle reminds us that
only good friends are necessary since the self-sullicient man won’t have need of the

lesser kind (those based on profit or pleasure). Since Aristotle believes in the positive

value of things 'in themselves' (i.e. as autonomous entities) he concludes that self-

60 (o
Cicero, p.4

ol

because they have their good things; therefore being self-sutticient they need nothing further”, p. 303

Aristotle, “It is nwaintained that the supremely happy who are self-sufficient have no need of friends
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sufticient men should have good fricnds becausc they are desirable for their own sake,
and that a good life would be lacking without good friends:™

Life is a desirable thing, especially for the good, because far them
existence is good and pleasant.. If, then, to the truly happy mun his own
existence is desirable in itself, as being by nature good and pleasant, and
if the existence of his friend is scarcely less se, then his friend must also
be a thing desirable thing. But what is desirable for him he must have,
or else fall short of happiness in that respect. Therefore to be happy a
man will necd virtuous friends.

In other wards, Aristotle accepts self-sufficiency as a pre-requisite for
happiness then contradicts this by saying one cannot be fully happy without friends -
therefore, one isn't really self-sufficient. Attempts have been made to show that the

need for friends and the idea/belief in self-sufficiency are not at odds with each other

but are in fact complementary. Suzanne Stern-Gillet argues that for Aristotle virtuous
friendship fosters rather than jeopardises human sell-sufficiency becanse of his
conception of human beings as essentially social beings®™. Although it is beyond the

scope of this thesis to examine the whole of Arisotle's fthics it is worthwhile to note

just how these two ideas can be reconciled since any notion of the self in relationship
will also have repercussions at a societal level and vice versa. [ will defend the position
that by definition self-sufficiency cannot involve anyone ofher than one's sclf and as

such it is inimical to the theory and practise of friendship®.

“ 1bid., p. 305-7
® Gillet, p. 132

 Gillet is not alone in believing this. Cf. Lawrence Thomas below.
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Gillet points out two strains in Aristotle’s Ethics that support a harmonious co-
existence of these two terms. One has to do with friendship as a necessary component
of happiness (cudaimonia) Le. that fricads are a sine qua rorn of the unconditionally
pleasurable life®”. Though I would agrce with this last statement (even if by
‘pleasurable life" Aristotle is focusing on the contemplative®) the fact that Gillet brings
in another ambiguous statement - concerning self-knowledge - te support this is
problematic: "We are better able Lo observe our neighbours than ourselves, and their
actions than our own'™. Tf self-knowledge is not direct or immediate, the argument
goes, then the 'use' of a friend is so that he/she functions as a kind of mirror by which o
measure ourselves. Yet since that would debase perfect friendship to one characterised
by utility what remains to be mirrored is onc's moral excellence, i.e. the contemplation
of excellent actions®. For immediately afterwards Aristotle points out that “the actions
of good men who are friends are pleasant to the good man because they are plcasant

both in themselves and because they are tamiliar (oikeiai)”®.

Gillel’s effort 1s geared
towards reconciling the need for friendship with some form of self-sufficiency without

considering the term itsclf as suspect.

“* 1bid., p. 133, The defence of this part of her argument is from pp. 133-137

*% See Barnes’s Introduction in NZ for an explanation of contemplation, pp. 37-38
7 Aristotle, p. 304
% Gillet, pp. 134-5

“ Aristotle, p. 263
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Aristotle’s argument is at its weakest, when he falls back on the meaning of
living together' which is neither based on pleasure nor profit but on “rational
discourse”™. In this world, women's dependency on men places them outside the circle
ot independent men coming together for the mere purpose of intellectual stimulation, a
kind of narcissistic veflection of what they perceive as their own moral and mental
superiority. And what then of the rcalm of emotions and lived experience? It seems
that again these are peripheral to the 'self-sufficient' man because what matters most is
intellectual bonding in the context ol a rational dialogue’™. Since women are dependent
on other men, they cannot aspire to the intellectual self~sufficiency Aristotle envisions
for men within ideal friendship. Men’s dependency on women for their basic, daily
needs does not come mto consideration since the focus always remains intellectual.
Thus, though women are excluded because of their dependent ‘nature’ it is because of’
this inter-dependency that men may enjoy the highest form of friendship. This self -
delusion of autonomy is another level of which the discourse on ideal friendship suffers
because it is only an autonomy from women and ‘lesser’ citizens that is being
proclaimed.

This leaves us with (illet's second argument in support of Aristotle in which
friendship is found to lead to self-actualisation, i.e. “humans arc so constituted (hat they

require others to actually become what they essentially are, and virtoous agenls are

" Gillel does not find this problematic, p. 141

" Lawrence Thomas in ‘Friendship and Other Loves™ pp. 48-64 in Badhwar, p. 58. [le defines self-

sufficiency merely as a lack of material help but 1 disagree with this because it is clearly not the sense in which

Aristotle is employing the term. It would be convenient if this were the case,
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those who succeed in actuulising their nature to the fullest exten™. While this implies
a deepened moral understanding of and a regard for others in and for themselves, it
also, at the same time, defines these selves as fundamentally the same. And while it is
not in itself problematic that identification takes place on an intellectual level, what is

problematic is the exclusive 1dentification with the quality of rational thought. In the

process, individual differences, especially race, class and gender are disregarded.

But if the simple conclusion she supports is that self~sufficiency is detined by

participation in primary friendship then perhaps it would be useful to reject the term
selt-sufticiency altogether. To even attempt to edify the term points to its inadequacy

to represent lived experience™. But I would suggest omitting it altogether in any context

since it perpetuates the spurious belief” in complete self-delerminancy. Acceptance ol }

need for others and more specifically the need for friendship bolh at the practical level

and the cinotional level is a more realistic option. It is also more inclusive of difference

since a vatiety of ather factors - heyond the sameness of the rational™ is accepted as

necessary for such a relationship.

" Gillet, p. 141

»10. Urmson, Aristotle 's Ethicy {Oxford: Basil Blaclowell, 1988). Tn a similar altempl (o reconcile sci-
sufticiency with friendship he argues that the Aristotelian man of viriue i8 self-sufficient only materially and in
terms of his main occupation - which is the life of contemplation. But since “contemplation is not the whole of the
poad life thus he alse needs friends™, pp. 116-7

™ Ivis Marion Young, “lpartiality and the Civic Public; Some Implications of Feminist Critiques of
Moral and Political Theory”, pp. 37-76, in (eds.), Seyla Benhabib and Drucilla Comell, Feminism as Critique
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1987), p. 62
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This belief in desiring (unselfishly) things for their own sake surfuces in De

Amicitia as well”

but here Cicero resolves the dilemma belween pleasure/profit and
need by arguing that if friendship were based on need, then only the weak would create

ideal friendships and clcarly this is not the case’:

If anyone thinks that this {(goodwill} derives from weakness, und {rom the neccessity
for each other to acquire from the other what he himself lacks, certainly they leave
friendship with a mean origin and so to speak, with no aristocratic lineage, since they
wish u8 to helieve if born of Need and Insufficiency. If this were so, those fitiest for
friendship would be those with least confidence in themselves; but the facts are quite
otherwise. In fact an individual cxcels most in the acquisition and preservation of
Iriendships accvording as he is fortified with good qualities and wisdom in himsclf
and stands least in need of another, regarding everything that concerns him as within
his own confrol oy italics).

Cicero, like Aristotle, accepts the benefits of friendship only as a symptom, or
manifestation of such a relationship and not its cause which he places in nature' (which
for Ciccro is the opposite of mecd”’). Since they both accept some form of
need/profit/pleasure as part of friendship it is disturbing that they should place all of
these as attributes which follow from friendship rather than produce it. By identifying
need as a kind of weakness (hese writers expose a deluded beliel in man's power of seli-
determinalion and at the same time a (paranoid) fear of dependence on others. In this
light, the ideal of friendship surfaces as one which is threatened by excessive need.

It is not so surprising then that accompanying the evasion of the feminine is an

equal aversion to the idea of dependency and an interest in its opposite, setf-sufficiency.

7 Cicero, p. 63
7 Ibid., p. 43

7 Thid., p. 41
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It is only the female/feminine which is assumed dependent whereas the male/masculine
is seen as desirably autonomous and seif-sufficient. The degree o which the discussion
focuses around Lhe question of whether friendship is a relationship pursued out of need
or for ils own suke [ see as a further entrenchment of the demarcation between
masculine and feminine traits in which women inevitably end up at the bottom of the
hierarchy where they are identified with rmatter and men at the top of the hierarchy
where they are placed beside “spirit’. According to this value system the ‘pleasure’ of
[riendship can only be a spiritual onc and the emational need for such a relationship is
divorced from any a priori utilitarian purpose. In other words, one needs to develop
friendships but not primarily for their potential ‘use’ (though once achieved this ‘use’
may follow) nor solely for one’s enjoyment (though the accompanying pleasure is taken
tor granted).

By setting out with the belief in the possibility of self-sufficiency, and by
bestowing upon it a positive value, these writers develop a dilemma which will always
lead to an unsatisfactory result not only for women, but for themselves and their
theories. To shun the primacy of intcr-dependency or to relegate and limit it to practical
matters (financial in particular) is again to deceive oneself with delusions of complete
power and control wherein only ‘“the weak’ are subject to the inlluence of their
emotional worlds. In fact, it is male clites who remain in power because of their

dependency on others, 1.6 women and slaves, thus creating a ‘culture of deceit”™ where

B Rosemary Radford Rusther explains this ‘culture of deceit’ as one where male elifss justify their

exploitation of the lives of those they use by negating their value and denying their own dependence on them, see

Gaia and God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing (London: SCM Press, 1989), p. 200
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accordingly, ideal friendship could not exist. This paranoid fear of dependency most
effectively maintains women'’s ejection from the ‘male’ space of friendship - as if male
friendship depended on the silencing of female friendship - and perpetuates the denial
of a more holistic view of ecxistence, where terms such as strong/weak,
spiritual/emotional, and self-sufficiency/need are not mutually cxclusive. By breaking
down these dualisms altogether the value and powcr of the first over the second
becomes neutralised and a new set of values may emerge which are inclusive of
women/the feminine/others.

In bringing to the debatc on friendship women's distinctive experiences of this
relationship, I am not only foregrounding a tradition of women-defined ideal friendship
parallel 1o that of the male tradition. 1 am also re-defining ideal fricndship which is
based on a conception of the self and of moral action as both rational and thoroughly
emotional™ , It is this formulation, | will argue, which in turn re-defines friendship.
Furthermore, the terms themselves need to be re-defined, i.c. 'wcakncss' is not the
expression of emotion, insteud, emotional sensitivity can be seen as a strength

conducive to the flourishing of relationship® .

" Green also argues Tor 4 tradition of feminist humanists whose conception of the ‘self” intersects and

differs from that of the male tradition in that it i3 not a disembodicd rational being, pp. 10-26, esp. p. 23

# Unlike Kant who believes that affection and intimicy must be conirolled lest one loses respect for the
other, See Paton in Badhwar, p. 150

il Gilligan, ‘Remapping the Moral Domain® pp. 237-252, in {eds.), Thomas, C. Heller, Morton Sosna, and
David B. Wellherg, Reconstructing Individualism: Autonomy, [ndividuality and the Self in Western Thought,
{Standford, Ca.: Standford University Press, 1986). Hereafter, ‘RMD’, p. 19
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If the emphasis is on relationship rather than the individual then a shift takes
place in the conception of self which emphasises the other's needs and one's
responsibility towards thenm*" This morality of ecare and responsibility would define a
virtnous/good person not only in terms of his‘her rational excellence (expressed in a
void) but their ability to respond and care for the others as cach ’real' situation arises.
When this care is reciprocated the inter-dependence which defines the web of
relationships in sociely becomes a positive value, one that must be upheld, not avoided.

If we accept that within the context of friendship the demarcation of the rational
world from the emotional one is a false division and an affirmation of absolute selt-
sufficiency is not only spurious but also undesirable then we are free to proceed with,
the task of re- unterpreting thesc texts in light of more egalilarian and inclusive systems.
To say that mter-dependency is a given but also a desirable and necessary given opens
the way to the interpretation of texts without the need to jettison all masculinist theorics
of relationship. By changing the premise on which these arguments are based the
solution to the problem of feminist appropriation of masculinist theories to women’s
stories unravels much more harmoniously and without the pressure of accepting either
one extreme or the other. Turthermore, the discourse on ideal friendship may be rc-
defined not only on the theoretical level which promotes inclusion of emotion and the
value of inter-dependence but also on a practical level in the example of such a

friendship between women. This will be the subject of my next chapter.




Friends ther Family: The Story of Naomi and Ruth

Introduction

In this chapter 1 will interpretl the book of Ruth within the theoretical firamework of a
feminist madel of ideal friendship as delineated in the previous chapter and on the
basis of Aristotle’s NE. I will show that Naomi and Ruth’s relationship reproscnts an
examnple of ideal fitendship which not only re-interprets the Aristotelian ideal but
more importantly does justice to this ideal. It is through their example of women’s
friendship that I will basc my answers to gquestions concerning feminist biblical
interpreters as to the extent these women offer a positive example of women's agency
in ancient times. This will entail an examination of the constituent parts of friendship
in its highest form sinee the ‘requirements’ in this case are distincet from any other
form of voluntary relationship. The concept which will first be re-defined is that of
moral goodness since this is the premise on which ideal fricndship functions. It is
also an important consideration in replying to the question of how Naomi and Ruth
are positive examples of women’s agency because my criteria are based on their
desire to remain together as opposcd to the traditional emphasis on goodness as piety
and obedience. In this process of re-interpretation, the breaking down of the
opposition between reason/emotion and autonomy/dependence will become evident
on a practical level where Naomi and Ruth will be shown to function on grounds
which value inter-dependency and on action where reason is complemented by
emotion,

The book of Ruth holds a significant place in the Jewish canon not only in that
it is one of only two books named after a woman (the other one is Esther) but also
because it is a book read during Shabu 'ot - the Jewish feast of weeks. [t is also
associated with the giving of the Torah to Moses and as such read as a example of an
tdecal prosclyte - a reading which T will show continues to influences inferpretations
even today. My reading is not concerned with establishing such a theological agenda

but - via a close literary reading - bringing out aspects of the women’s characters and
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relationship which have hitherto been ncglected al least partly due to a greater interest
in the book’s theological ‘message’.

The book consists of four chapters, and the time period it encompasses is
roughly five weeks - starting just before the beginning of the barley harvest. In the
{icst chapter, Naomi, a widow and her two widowed daughters-in-law, ihe
Moabitesses, Ruth and Orpah, set out for Judah where they have heard the famine is
over. On the way, Naomi usks the other two to return to thocir own homes but both
beg her not to part with them. Finally, Orpah discontinues the journey but Ruth, with
a moving oalh, succeeds in accompanyig Naomi to Bethlehem. Once there, Naomi
cxpresses to the chorus of women her bitlemess al having losi her husband and two
sons and atfiibutes the blame to God. Subsequently, Ruth goes to work in the field
belonging to Boaz who 1s also kin 1o Naomi and impresses him with her loyaliy to hoer
mother-in-law. In the third chapter, Ruth visits Boaz on the threshing floor during {he
night and hc once again praises her and resolves to marry her. Last, Boaz publicly
claims Ruth for a wife and when their first child is born, the chorus of women once
again appear to praise Ruth and God for producing a son which will become a
'restorer’ of life for Naomt.

It is this story for which in 1895, Elizabeth Cady Stanton stated in 7he
Woman's Bible that Naomi and Rutly's relationship is "one of steadfast friendship” -
one in which for Ruth "Naomi has a peculiar, magoetic charm, one stronger than

(13

kindred, country or ease'. She remains one of the few to describe it as such since the
defining characteristic of their relationship is commonlty assumed to be a famnilial one
- although most commentators agree that these two women sharc a special closcness.
I, too, like Stanton, would like to posit that the uniqueness of this closeness caimol be
contained or easily explained by the tie of daughter-in-law to mother-in-law and that

the most appropriate characterisation of it would be that of an "ideal friendship" as

defined in Avcistotle's Nicomachean Eihics - though between womer.

'Clizabeth Cady Stanton, The Woman's Rible (Boston: North-Eastern Universily Press, 1985),
p. 39
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The main points made in the chapters on friendship are three: that a ‘perfect
friendship® must first mvyolve good people who desire the common good, that the
relationship must be characterised by equality in every way and last, that it must
ivolve living a common life. All other points made stem from these three principles.
By using these principles as criteria in passages where the two women interact T will
produce a literary reading which will shift the focus from the unequal relationship of
mother-in-law to daughter-in-law to the cqual one of friendship. Also, since the text
is a biblical one, I will propose that this kind of reading produces an empowering,
tmage of women in the Hebrew Bible. Finally, I would like to uncover the ways in
which this text which for me also holds ‘a peculiar, magnetic charm’, says something
morc than just what traditional interpretations want it to say.

When discussing the book of Ruth most traditional commentators® tend to
bypass the relationship and go on to discuss its (extra-textual) 'purposc’. They go to
lengths to explain customs of the times or the boaok's relation to other passages on the
Hebrew Bible. For example in one Bible commentary the author insists that a "crucial

13

question™ is whether the law concerning levirate matriages is linked to the laws in
Deuteronomy 25:3-5% and goes on to conclude that "the Book is concerned with the
well-being of the family and the obligations which have to be met to secure this end™.

Even recent revisionist interpretations tend either to ignore the possibility of a

*Roland E. Murphy, Wisdom Literature (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B, Eerdmans
Publish Co. 1981), on p. 87 there is a summmary of the views of the meaning of Ruth proposed in the
19th and 20th centuries. Nineteenth century: 1) A recommenclation of the Jevirate marriage 2) A
justification for the Davidic succession 3) The ‘power of love’ 4) The pious and virtuous ancestors of
David are pictured 5) A protest against the vigorous measures taken by Ezra and Nehemiah against
mixed marriages. Twentieth century: 1) Relationship to fertility cult 2) As a consolation for the
Israelites that returned home from exile 3) A portrayal of the providence of the God of Istacl 4} For the
preservation of the name of the family and the work is written to the glory of David 5) The
incorporation of Ruth info & Jewish Lmily. Most of these ignore the centrality of the women’s
relationship in the natrative,

"William McKane, Tracts for the Times, Ruth, Esther, Lamentations, Ecclesistes, Song of
Songs Bible Guides, no, 12 (Lomdon: Lutterworth, 1965), p. 11

“T'he Bible Revised Standurd Version (New York: WM. Collins Sons & Co. Ltd), p. 235-238

SMckane, p. 24. Mieke Bal also discusses these two issues, though with very different results.
Cf, Lethal Love, pp. 80-81




relationship that goes beyond this 'artificial bond' or resort to interpretations that rely
on the traditional theological emphasis. Cynthia Ozick for example, accepts that
Ruth's love for Naomi is more than is usually exhibited within the limiis of the
familial but goes on to explain this as an indication of Ruth's prophetic ability to sce
the ‘God of Isracl” as the ‘One Creator of the Universe™. The ‘nature’ of the women’s
relationship is taken at face value i.e. nothing that warrants special attention. Yct by
trying to make sense of this text the perceived ‘excess’ in the women’s relationship is
not explained, only acknowledged.

So (o return to Stanton's choice of words, there does seem lo be a bond
involved that is "stronger than couniry, kinship and casc". In order to examine the
‘nature’ of this bond I will first need o explore the character of cach of the women
since according to Aristotle, a ‘perfect’ friendship can only invoive good people who
resemble one another in goedness because goodness is the lasting thing on which a
fiendship's longevity depends’. My aim is to reclaim the story of Naomi and Ruth as
an example of perfect fiiendship between women in which the character, and actions
characteristic of such a relationship are unique in biblical literature. As such, ils
fumction within the text will also bc shown as exemplary by feminist standards since
Naomi and Ruth are each other's priority to which the demunds of patriarchal order

are either secondary or irrelevant,

“Cynthia Ozick, ‘Ruth’, p.191-214 in Athalya Brenner (ed.), 4 Feminist Companion. to Ruth
(Sheffield: Sheflield Press, 1993), p. 210

' Aristotlc, p. 363, Many ancient wrilers agree with this idea, see Cicero, p. 37 and 50;
Xenophone, Memorabifia und Oeconomicus, (tr.), E.C. Marchant, (London: Heinemann, 1923), p. 133
and 137; Plato, Zysig, (tr.}, W.R, T.amb, (London: Heinemang, 1925), p. 43
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Chapter 2

On Being Good

When speaking about the requirements of virtue in the development of ideal
friendship I agree with Aristotle that the individuals involved must already be
characterised by goodness. Otherwise, it would not be the intrinsically moral
phenomenon - in the same tradition of Aristotle, Cicero and Montaigne - T take it to
be’. Consequentiaily, it could not embody the utopian potential I will show it
envisions. To say that two people are good friends - only to each other - but not good
people with regard to anyone else - is fundamentally to change the character of this
relationship. Also, while two good friends can conceivably be good people - though in
my (and Avistotle’s) definition not capable of ideal friendship - it is impossible for
two good people not to be capable of ideal friendship®. And while the parties involved
may not be aware if this requirement is realised at the outset, they will always,
through intimacy, come to recognise its presence through their shared life”. 1t is
important therefore that I discuss Naomi and Ruth's relationship not only in terms of
how they arc good to cach other but also if this is possible a priori. In the book of
Ruth, we do not have much (extual evidence for either consideration but what does

manifest itself, I will argue, illuminates how these two women could be described as

*See the Tniroduction, in Badhwar, esp. p. 12-16 for a sammary of how a triendship differs
depending on whether its status is considered to be intrinsically, moral, immoral or nommoral. For
example Lewis here departs from the Aristotclion tradition when he allows for exclusivity and
viciousness in the characler of {ricndship, Where 'good flicnds' arc otherwise engaged in immaral acts
towards others, my opinion is that the concept of 'goodness' is an entirely different one, and outside the
scope of this thesis, On Badhwar's conclusion I agree that: a. friendship necessarily involves some
moral goodness between friends and b. the rccognition of the nature of friendship entails, if’ we are
rational, a recognition of what morality in general requires, see pp. 14-5

? Aristotle explains this on the basis of the inner conflict that “bad people™ consiantly
exporience, p. 295

¥ Because us Aristolle states,: “(friendships) nced time and intimacy..until each has proved ta
(he other that he is worthy of love, and so won his trust”, p. 264
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both good people and good friends - though not necessarily 'good' in the way that has

traditionally been ascribed fo them.

i A Shadow over Naomi

Beginning with how Naomi and Ruth could be characterised as good I wil) first focus
on Naomi's character since my discussion of Ruth will focus on re-inferpreting her
generally acknowledged goodness in the light of feminist ethics. Naomi, usually less
the cenlre of atlention, has receatly come under attack for what has been characterised
as scif-centredness and self-interest’’. I will attenipt to show, using Freud's work in
‘Mourning and Melancholia? that there is valid justification for Naomi's actions and
statements which, not only show her progression from despair, distress and
hopelessness to hope aud joy and are, as such, a manifestation of this goodness, I will
show that Fewell and Gunn's argument criticises Nacomi because it is  presupposed
that the two women act independently of each other's interests - thus reducing the
story to a simple description of female antagonism. It further ignores the
psychological faclors that contribute to plot development and character motivation.

By analysing their actions in the light of the emotional context and based on
the textual cvidence that the scurce of their ethical choices derive from a notion of sell
‘in relation’ I will show that if is precisely because Naomi is a caring person and
friend that she behaves in the way she does. Naomi’s goodness cannot be established
without an examination of the effect the severing of all relationships she is bound to
by love (her husband, two sons, and God) have on her psyche and her ability to

continue to function as a caring, giving person. All her actions and spcech (or lack of)

""Dana Nolan Fewell and David E. Gunn, 'A Son is Born to Naomi!: Literary Allusions and
Interpretation in the Book of Rutly, p. 99-108, Journal for ife Study of the Old Testwmeni, 40 (1988),
hereafter, JSOT

"2Sigmund Frend, 'Mourning and Melancholia', p. 231-268 in On Metapsyehology: The
Theory of Psychoanulysis, volume 11, (1r.) JTames Stachey, (Middlesex: Penguin, 1984, orig. published
1957 by London: Hogarth Press). I am not attempting to force modern, complex, psychoanalytic
categories on an ancient biblical text, merely to show that it would be hasty to draw conclusions for
reactions to such extreme situations as presented (o the women without taking into consideration some
basic emotional motivations in such circumstances.




will be shown lo be intimately related and dependent on the notion of goodness
which is spuriously self-sacrificial, 1.e. based on the assumption of self-sufficiency
that neglects the care of the self in favour of the care of the other. Tt is through the
realisation of the inadequacy of action carried out solely on the basis of reason and the
assuniption of self-sufficiency that Naomi surfaces from her ‘false cousciousness’ and
realises that her desire not to hurt others is dependent on her responsibility towards
not hurting her own self. This is facilitated with the help of Ruth - understandable
since her pain is less - and via the liberating power of anger towards the perpetrator of
this unjust suffering - God.

Fewell and Gunn have highlighted {ive instances where the silences in the text
support a negalive characlensalion of Naomi. But these silences are not, in my
opinion, qualitatively equal. The first, second, and third silence, {on the existence of
Boaz), refer to Naonu, whereas the fourth to Ruth (on her part in the scene on the
threshing floor), and the [ilth, (at Obed’s birth) refer to {he last two chapters by which
time many changes have taken place in the women's lives and five weeks have passed
since their arrival. The first silence (1:18) they point out is after Ruth's oath when
Naomi aceepts Ruth's determined will to follow her. The second is upon their arrival
in Bethlehem, (1:19-22), and the third when Naomi fails to inform Ruth of the
presence of her kinsman, Boaz"”. The time [actor is an important one because as in
any traumatic event - here three deaths in Naomi's family - it canmot be omitted from
an evaluation of her responscs. It 18 my contention that Naomi is still suffering the
effects of this Joss, and this determines her behaviour in the first two chapters.

Whether Naomi is simply still in mourning or worse, suffering from
melancholia is a difficult distinction to make since the symptoms for each are exactly

the same excepl for the one related to melancholia - the lass of self-regard'. Even if

PEewell and Gunn, p. 100-102 passim

“Freud, p. 252, the common syptoms are: profound painful dejection, cessation of interest in
the outside world, loss of the capacity to love, inhibition of all activity. Moreover, Freud sites the same
external causes which give rise to these symipons, L.e. the loss of a Joved person, or the foss of some




her relationship to Ruth weren't a close one it would scem very unlikely that the
deaths of her husband and later, her two sons would not have a profound effect on her.
In fact, she says as much herself when the women of Bethlehem meet her upon their
arrival: "I went away full and the Lord has brought me back empty” (1: 21). I she
does not refer to Ruth at this moment in time it is because Ruth lies autside the
comparison Naomi is making between past and present, i.e. when the women last saw
her, she had 4 husband and two sons, now, all three are gone. It is this ‘emptiness’ she
is referring to and not to a negation of Ruth’s presence'*.

But even at the scene of deparfure from Moab, Naomi emphasises her
loneliness: ““...for it is exceedingly bitter o me for your sake that the hand of the Lord
has gone forth against me” (1:13). Ilere Naomi links her deprivation to the fate of the
other two women should they stay with her. To define oneself in terms of
relationship,' means that the loss of three close relationships cannot but affect those
close to them and create a gulf in the psyche that cannot easily be overcome. Naomi's
repetition of her inability to provide yet more for her daughters-in-law, leads to her
final verbal withdrawal from the other two. Physically, emotionally and linguistically
she is 'empty’ - what better way to illustrate this than with silence? The extremity of
her pain is not easily represented but here an attempt is made which is not lost on
Ruth. In my reading, it is hecause she 1s/has been so giving that she is now bereft of
resources, and thus indicating that the self is not an endless source of beneficience

which does not need replenishing.

abstraction which has taken the place of onc, such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal and so cm. See
also p. 266 for additional causes related to melancholia.

" "I'his is what Fewell and Gunn support, p. 104. Yet Naomi’s tack of reference to Ruth
serves another function, that of radical collusion, which I will discuss in the fifth chapter.

"*Gilligan, ‘Remapping the Moral Domain’, pp- 237-252, in (eds.), Thomas, C. Heller,
Morton Sosna, and David E. Wellberg, ‘RMD’, p. 239: “The identification of attaclunent or
interdependence as a primary dimension of hwman cxperience ties the psychology of lave to the
representation of moral growth and to identity formation”. In other words, if Naomi did net think of
herself in relation to the other women this would have Jead to significant differences in the way she
responded in this context. :
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What we have here is a woman who expresscs concern and care for other
women close to her and who would, if she could, go to any ends to procure happiness
and a secure future for them: “...even if I should have a husband this night and should
bear sons, would you therefore wait till they were grown?” (1:12-13). Her desire to
further help her daughters-in-law is unrealisable and this is her motivation behind the
repetition of the words: “Go, rcturn...”, (1:8), “Turn back...”, (1:11 & 12). 1 will later
show how in this respect, Ruth is equally willing to act for Naomi's happincss, only in
her case, what is ‘reqiured’ of her is actually realisable. Tn the context of friendship
what {3 required of each is what is possible (o be realised"” and here Waomi cannot be
held at fault since she is beyond her childbearing years. To use this tvpe of
conditional significs the impossiblity of its fulfiliment at any future time,

Though this may be a rhetortcal question the fact that she decides that they
must part (significantly after they have already set off together) is one based on
reason. For if she herself cannot help them, then they should seek a solution elsewhere
and what is more rational than to retumn to a familiar place - Moab?: “Go, return cach
of you to her mother’s housc...the Lord grant that you may find a home, each of vou
in the house of her husband!”(1: 8-9). Ou ihe one hand, this points to a bond of
genuine concern, where one wishes another well for their own sake', But on (he other
hand, it does not take into account the emotional crisis the women find themselves in.

For Naomi, by relying exclusively on reason in order (o reach the ‘besi’
solution to this probem, she 1s neglecting her own need for companionship at a time of
most intense need. The conflict here between acule emotional distress and ‘impartial’
reason inevitably results in the severing of yet more ties for it is her privileging of
reason over emotion that leads Naomi to make the wrong decision. Her concern that
lier daughters-in-law should re-marry in conjunction with her own distress lead her to

believe, on the basis of simple reason, that there is no viable option for the others if

7 Aristotle: “Fricndship asks onty for what is practicable™, p. 285

“For Aristotle, this is most characteristic however, of friendship based on virwe, p. 300

o
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thcy were to remain with her. Thus, by ignoring her own emolional needs, she is also
shown - in Orpah’s and especially Ruth’s response - to disregard the needs of the
others, thus failing in her own desire to carc for their needs: (1: 9-10, 14) “Then she
kissed them, and they lifted up their voices and wept. And they said fo her, “No, we
will refurn with you to your people”...Then they lifted up their voices and wept ugain;
and Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but Ruth clung to her.,” It is clear from this
example that Naomi’s daughters-in-law have no desire to leave her (despite their lack
of hushands!). That Ruth convinces Naomi of the crroneousness of her judgement by
supplying their common emotions as factors to take into consideration as well as the
necessity of relying on each other will he discussed in the next chapter but sulfice to
say that Naomi {s convinced, and the decision is shown to be the correct one for the
well-being of all concerned.

To Fewell and Gunn's puzzled question “why should the altruism of Ruth
reduce an altruistic Naomi to silent withdrawal?”'®, we can answer: because a non-
altruistic Naomi would not have concerned herself with the impossible task of
providing yet more carc in her current state. Tn fact, she would have been capable
and willing to continue the homeward journey unaffected and untroubled by the triple
loss. It is the selfish individual who neither has need for others nor concerns
him/herself with the needs of others. It is logical then, that Naomi would (despite her
distress) attempt to provide Ruth and Orpah with an environment that would care for
their needs in a way she no longer can, thus forgoing her own emotional needs for the
sake of the others’ well-being. Again, if she were 'selfish' she would have insisted on
the company of two women who would have further lightened her load by travelling
with her to a land she had not lived in for at least ten years {1:13). All her words

revolve around her distress at not being able to help them anymaore.

“Fewell and Gunn, p. 100
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But there is another aspect to Naomi's silence in this first chapter and it
concerns her decision to leave. Though the narrative proposes the change of
circumstance in Judah as Naomi' s motive for leaving Moab, (1:1, 1:13, 1:20-1) her
words both in chapter one (1:13) and upon arrival (1:20-21) point to another, more
personal incentive. The text does not say that there was, at the same time, a famine in
Moab so there was no urgent need to leave (1:0). But it was in Moab that the deaths
occurred and in the hope of distancing hersclf from memories of loss, she attempts to
break from all that reminds her of her sorrow in order to heal hersell in the process of
separation™. Since it is unclear whether the passage of time from her sons’ deaths has
been short or long, (whereas the death of her husband clewrly preceeded in 1:3) 1
believe her grieving reaction supports the former possibility”. If we combine the lack
of famine in Moab and her absence from public in Judah (2-4:15) we find
contradiction - if she wanted to return why are her first words (1:20-21} so negative?
Because her attempt to distance herself from the place of sadness fails and in
Bethlehem she continues to suffer from this loss in private.

But her desite for emotional recovery is complicated by the fact thal her
husband and sons were not the only people she cared for and to distance herself from
all loved ones would be sell-destruclive since her sense of self depends on rctaining
ties to others (signalled in 1:20-21 by her use of the word *empty’ and her desire Lo
change her name to Mara - Bitter). When she says (1:20) that her name should change,
she is pointing to the only ncgative change in her life which was the loss of her kin.
So the severence of ties to the ones close to her produces an identity crisis which

leaves her feeling helpless to respond Lo the needs of others, i.e. Orpah and Ruth.

*Freud, in the case of simple mourning, stresses the infense opposition to letting go of the
feelings towards the 'object' lost, even if there is a 'subsitution’ alrcady present since this process can
only be carried out graduvally, “at great expense of time and ... energy, and in the meantime the
cxistence of the lost object is psychically prolonged”, p. 253

HSee Sasson, p. 21 for a discussion of the different possibilitics.
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In opposition to Freud's stipulation on the ability to lave afler loss, stands
another possibility which better suits the fabric of human relationships. Ruth is part
of “the story of love that must be told not so that it can be forgollen but so that it can

3322

continue into the present”™. Because she is part of their common past, she embodies
all the positive memories which constitute their common (his)story which, in turn, can
continue to flourish in the present if only it is not abandoned. In her pledge, Ruih
remminds Naomi “how attachments located in timc and arising from mutual

223
.

engagement are by definition irreplaceable Her “Entreat me not to leave you...”
{1:16-17) makes sense in the context of their common loss and ten year co-habitation
in Moab. That is why Naomi is silent - because she can but only agree.

Yet this desire to sever her ties with the past points rather to the possibility of
her suffering from melancholy rather than mere mourning. Upon arrival in Judah, she
effectively retreats from the public spacefworld afler making known her
disillusionment towards another object of love - God. My stipulation that Naomi
defines herself 'in relation' and not ‘in isolation' is further exemplified by the affect
these deaths have on her relationship to God. Her unconcealed accusation towards
YHWH as the perpetrator of her emotional poverty is articulated inn a phrase that
signals the kind of self-denigration symptomatic of melancholia - since her ‘self’ is
also dependent on all ties bound by love: "Why call me Naomi when the Lord has
afflicted me and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me?" (1:21). I is clear here
that although she is not the one who has dicd, she nevertheless perceives the three
deaths as somehow her own punishment, for it is she who has had to suffer this loss
maost.

In cvery statement Naomi utters in this first chapter she ends by referring to
God, signalling therefore another loss. Tn this case it is not an actual physical loss but

a more ideal kind, where what is lost is not the object of love itself (God still 'cxists',

2 Gilligan , *RMD?, p. 245

“1bid., p. 245
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msofar as one's faith continues in Him), but the loss in one's love in this object®. In
an atiemplt to reconcile her belief in her innocence with her doubt in the love of God,
Naomi suffers - because of this loss - an identification which displaces her
disappointment in God with a disuppointment in herself®. The pattern in the first
chapter progresses from God's indirect effect: "It is exceedingly bitter to me for your
sake that the hand of the Lord has gone forth against me"(1:13), to God's direct action:
"..the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me”(1:20) and finally to pcrsonal
identification with the act: "Do not call me Naomi call me Mara (bitter)” (1:2{). The
linguistic trajectory moves from adjective to adverb to noun - from a modificr to an
act, to total identification. For what she is asking is how it is that she has failed to
respond to the ideal of goodness and what more she could have done.

The internalisation of the damage done to her is illusirated in the ambivalonce
of her feelings toward God - “someone she loves, or has loved, or should love™ and
traces her struggle to come W (erms not only with her mourning for the loss of the
others but also her iuner conflict of how to continue to have faith in God when the
good are punished. When she questions the appropriateness of her name she is
signifying a crisis in her identity which involves her moral statore as well. For she
does not believe that she has failed in goodness in a way which warrants God's
punishment - her expression of estrangement would have been unecessary if this were
the case.

Her ambivalence is further exemplified by the fact that although she continues

to have faith in God's power to care and provide, it i3 in rclation to her own

*Freud, pp. 253-4, there is also the possibility of one not being conscious of what it is that
has been lost, i.e. s/he does not know what (quality} s’he has lost in the object of love. This is in
contradistinction to the psychology of mowming where there is nothing about the loss that is
unconscions.

*Tbid., p. 258. It is here that Preud states “the shadaw of the object fell upon the ego”.
*Ibid., p. 257, “The reproaches an: 1eproaches against a loved object which have been shifted
away from it” fo (he individual hinvhersclf. I am using this in relation to Naomi’s faith becanse Gad is
the only one Naomi addresses with ambivalent feelings, On pages 257-8 Freud explains this
displacement in detail.
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predicament that she suffers a conflict of loyalties. When she bids her daughters-in-
law good-bye she evokes the Lord's name in a positive way only for their sake: "May
the Lord deal kindly with you...The Lord grant that you may find a home..."(1: 8-9).
Despite the fact that Orpah and Ruth are not Israclites, Naomi extends God's carc in
their interest even though, ronically, she herself experiences a personal abandonment.
Since there is no textual evidence for Ruth and Orpah to have already converted to
Judaism®, this ambivalence could only signify internal conflict in Naomi belween a
continual faith in God's benevolence and evidence to the contrary. In the first chapter
she refers to God three times ncgatively, (1:3, 1:19, and 1:21) and only once
positively (1:9). It is only i the second chapter that she uncquivieally makes a
positive statcment (2:20) and this is further emphasised by the inclusiveness of her
utterance: “Blessed be he by the LORD, whose kindness has not forsaken the living or
the dead!” (3: 20). [s this not another piece of textual evidence of her goodness when,
despite her spirilual and cmotional alienation, she continues to care for the well-being
of the women close to her?

That Naomi is somehow implicated in the deaths of her family (or feels that
she is) is an issue that points to her relational sense of identity - in the parting sceng it
is in her connection to the people close to her, and here in connection 1o God. For this
reason she does not need to refer to Ruth when she answers the women of Judah™:
"...the LORD has brought me back empty” (1:21). Furthermore, if punishment was
duc to her husband and sons (for marrying Moabitesses or any other reason) then why
is she also the subject of such suffering? From Naomi's point of view this deprivation
can be explained in two ways: first, as an unjust betrayal of God's love because in

punishing the {hree men God is also inadvertently punishing her for wrongdoings she

*This is what one anonymous Rabbi beligved in order to explain the expression “has gou
back” (1:15) p. 118, in D.R.G. Beattie, Jewish Exegesis of the Book of Ruth {Sheffield: )ISOT, 1977),
Most Midrashic writers see this scene as the proselytism of Ruth, see p. 3-31 for a comparison of 1: 16
amongst writers.

] - - I " e - . ,
*Fewell and Gunn see this omission as “proof of Naomi's withdrawal from Ruth”, p.100
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has not committed”, and second, because if she {s also meant to be the object of such
a 'sentence' she has no rccourse in reality for understanding why. In both cases, the
implication is that she herself has not commitied any crime worthy of such a reaction
and the indignation/lamentation she repeatedly expresses stems from the knowledge
of her own goodness. Her cry then is one of innocence and of disillusionment in the
faith which she has placed in God™.

Yet her loss of self-regard is not something that needs o be interpreted as
stemming from actual gudlt. In fact, as Freud points ouf, “there is no correspondence
between the degree of self-abasement and its real justification” - a good woman will
speak in an equally negative manner about herself®'. Furthermore, il is in such cases
that one does not shy from speaking of what ails them, quite the contrary, “there is an

32 In Naomi's

insistent communicativeness which finds satisfaction in self-exposure
case, both to her daughters-in-law and ta the women of Judah she makes clear with
wham her complaint lies as well as her inability to answer the question 'why?'. And
unlike the men in the Old Testament who have also brought suit against God
{Teremiah, Job, Jonah)” she is alone in her societal powerlessness. Consequently, it
is fitting that she addresses these complaints only to women, who, in their shared

powerlessness are in a position to empathise. Naomi 1s able (o be assertive becausc

she is in the safe cnviromment of familiar women and Ruth. Ti becornes now evident

*lidward Campbell Jr. points out that the language Naomi uses is that of someons who
“portrays herself as a defendent in 2 legal action, in which she has been deemed guily, in which
punislunent has already been meted out. Worst of all, her antagonist is Gad.” p. 83, Also, her use of
Shadday (in 1:20-21) supports this, since Shadday “seems to have had a special connection to judging
and to conferring of deliverance or punishiment, blessing or cucse.” p. 77 in Ruih: A New Translation
with Intraduction, Notes and Commentary (New York: Doubleday and Co. 1975)

**Campbell points out that this is “a profound affirmation of faith”, becanse it assumes faith in
the covenaut, p. 32. On the other hand, Naomi's outcry has also been judged as disloyalty and
foolishness: "Naomi allows events 1o control her instead of bringing her inner self to control them...she
was self- inflicted with ...a maudlin self-centereduess”, James T. Cleland in 7he fnterpreter's Bible, p.
838. I am suggesting that both her faith and her sensc of sclf are disturbed only temporarily.

ereud, p. 255

“Ibid., p. 255

**Campbell discusses the other instances of these 'legal cases' brought against God, p. 83
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how the 1nital bitterness had to do with feelings of abandonment by God as well as
the loss of her ties.

In being the only woman who takes this stand she is not only proving her
unconventionality, she is also voicing the anger and anguish of the countless
innocent women usmally 'silent’ but profoundly affected by the ‘viclence of
separation’ they have had to suffer. By being rendered incapable of caring for thosc
close to her, {and to receive care from them) she has lost what constitutes for her the
fundamental meaning in life. Naomi embodies the consequences of this injustice in
one's own psyche, in the sphere of human refationships, and towards the divine. And
her refusal to remain silent is especially important in view of her status as widow in a
society in which selfhood is defined corporately™

In condemning this injustice, her distinetly female voice stands as a subversive
element not only i the book of Ruth but in the whole Hebrew Bible where women are
either silent/silenced (the levite’s concubine in Judges 19-20), compliant/ireacherous
(Delilah in Judges 16), or uncaring for the plight of other women (Sarah and Hagar in
Genesis 16 1-16; 21: 9-21). The liberating power of her expressed anger enables
Naomi to re-claim her self-esteem and re-build her sense of identity™ thus opening the
way to dissociation {rom masculinist ideologies of autonomy and self-sufficiency and
re-association with loved ones. Naomi's anger suggests the collusion of patriarchal
terrestial and celestial justice in preventing her from continuing to care for others and
the fact that this is most poinfedly exhibited in her rclationship to Ruth is significant

for feminist readings of the book. She is the only worman who brings her case to God

*Fewell and Gunn consider Naomi's response indicative of her conyentionality, p. 104

** As John H. Otwell argues in And Sarak Laughed: The Status of Women in the Old
Testarment (Philadelphia, Pa.; Westminster Press, 1977), p. 125: “ A widow was a ‘silent one’ (>almén§ -
to be silent) a person ofien denied participation in the economic and legal life of 4 community because
she lacked identification with a family.”

“Ruether here is speaking about Christian women but the same can be said in the Hebrew
context of socialization , in Sexism and Ged-Talk: Yoward a Feminist Theology (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1983), p. 186
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without a mediater and without being punished for doing so and as such she joins the
ranks of Abraham and Moses. It is not necessary for Naomi to display “leadcrship
qualitics” in order to prove she is a mother with a difference”. She is not only angry
at this injustice but at the same time, her anger at a textual level is shown to be
justified since she is not punished for its expression.

Finally, Naomi, regains her sense of self worth and with it the ability to care
throngh the passing of time and the nurturing care of Ruth. In the text, this is
signalied through her effort to help Ruth: “My davghter, should 1 not seek a home for
you, that it may be well with you?” (3: 1), and her cventual re-entrance in the sphere
of human relations. As for her third silence in not informing Ruth of the presence of
her kinsman Boaz™ this is keeping with her mourning, Not anly has she withdrawn
from the public sphere to heal her wounds with the help of the one person/woman
who has unconditionally offered it but also she has indicated her loss of faith in the
workings of men, and by extension, of God - {or how is she to believe that any one
man may help her when “the Lord had afflicted/testified against her” (1: 21), for some
unknown reason? Thus, the only serious accusation® against Naomi's character has
been found to be wanting in its superficial denouncement of the morality of her
actions.

So it is in the character of Naomi where the cffects of patriarchal injustice
(because of God and loss of male protection) are most evident. Iqually, the problem
of ascertaining her moral goodness cannot be divorced from her responsc to cxtreme

loss since it is this loss that curtails her ability to care and respond to others in need.

*7 T am disagreeing here with J, Cheryl Exum in “Mother in Israel’: A Familiar Figure
Recansidered’, pp. 73-85, in (ed.), Adela Yarbo Collins, Feminist Interprefation of the Bible {Scholars
Press: Chico, California, 1985), p. 84-85 where she discusses Deborah.

*Fewell and Gunn, pp. 104-105 express confusion at why Naomi stays home while Ruth goes
to the fields. It seems obvious to me that this is because of practical considerations - the many
houschold chores women were responsible for and also because of Naomi's lack of interest in the
outside world. See the Carol L. Meyers's discussion on women's domestic responsibilitics in 'Everyday
life: Women in the period of the Hebrew Bible!, pp. 244-251 in Newsom and Ringe.

**There is also, of course, the exposition by James 1. Cleland, in The Interpeter’s Bible, esp.
pp. 836-8
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As Carol Gilligan writes, what is perceived as “women's moral weakuess...is
mseparable from women's moral strength, an overriding concern with relationships

40

and responsibility™. It is as if Naomi is asking how she can continuc to be caring
when the effects of this seemingly 'impersonal’ justice render her emotionally scarred.
The problem is further exacerbated by a false dichotomy between
selfishness/selflessness where on the one hand, the possibility of motivation which is
not in some way selfish is unrealistic and on the other hand, selfishness has, ironically

the effect of emphasising the self*'.

This explains the response of Fewell and Gunn
who fail to take into consideration that if it is the good who are giving then when they
are prevented from doing so the consequences can only be withdrawal, To expect the
giving to continue unaffected would be to assume a lack of need in the givers
themselves to equally receive care and nurturance. In the context of relationship, -
and especially in friendship where mutual affection is willingly offered - to continue
'dutifully' to care does not automatically render ihe subject morally superior. The
expectation that one should endlessly give to the point of self~annihilation is not the
ideal of goodness to strive for, since it further betrays an androcentric bias by
burdening women to respond to such unrealistic expectations. To investigate then

further what ideal of goodness constitutes a pre-requisile in ideal friendship which is

also compatible with a ferninist critique, I will have to focus on Ruth.

i1 Ruth's ‘Sacrifice’
Ruth is presented as the epitome of the virtuous woman for a variety of reasens not all

of which necessarily are desirable from a feminist point of view*. That most

“Gilligan, DV, pp. 16-17
' Edward Collins Vacek,Love, Christian and Diverse: A Response to Colin Grant’, p. 33, in
Journal of Religious Ethics, 24.1, spring 1996. Vacek discusses this irony in relation to self~sacrifice -

a concept | will be dealing with later in this chapier,

“ Amy Jill Levine, pp. 78-84, 'Rutly, in Newsom and Ringe, p. 79
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commentators commend her for the 'sacrifice’ of everything dear to her for the sake of
her mother-in-law is at the very least suspicious in its unconditionality. As wilh
Naomi, the confusion of what is 'good' (selfless) and what is not 'good’ (selfish), is
dependent upon the emotional context and the acknowledgement that these women
define themselves in relationship and their actions stem from the responsibility to
each other which this entails. Thus if Ruth is 'geod’ she is so not only to Naomi but
because she is also 'good' to others and her relationship to Naomi is an extension and
amplification of this. From the point of view of friendship, the pre-requisite of
equality of poodness seems to be satisfied at least on one level (where neither woman
is harming the other) hut there 1s also the issue of selfless vs. selfish motivation which
needs to be addressed.

I would also like to argue here that the establishment of Rulh's 'goodness'
should not be discusscd in tertms of a strict dichotomy between 'selfless’ and 'selfish'
and that, to do so would be to subvert the tencts of ideal friendship but also of any
relationship. For in friendship there is an absence of a clear separation belween each
agent’s inlerests so that in acting for the good of one’s friend one is not sacrificing
something of interest to him/herself”. In friendship the common good is of the utmost
importance so by neglecting onc party, the other is also affected and thus the
relationship suffers. Consequently, these terms will be re-interpreted from the point
of view of fricudship conducive to a feminist re-appraisal of the book of Ruth.
(Ultimately, of course, it is in Naowi and Ruth's actions toward each other which
establish the moral virtue of both their characters and their friendship but this will be
discussed in the next chapter).

Ruih's pledge - to remain together- despite Naomi's plea to separate must be
seen in the context of emotional need and caring response. I will argue that in the
scene of departure the conflict that is being negotiated is how the common good can

be attained without the need for great sacrifice on the part of either woman, If in the

** Lawrence Blum, ‘I'riendship as a Moral Phenomenon’, pp. 192-210 in Badhwar, p. 202
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traditional interpretative framework Naomi is selfish because she will not take the
other women with her, then Ruth is selfless for wanting to remain with Naomi and in
the process forsake everything that is known to her. The first proposition was shown
to be wrong in its assumption of detachment and separation. In Ruth's case, as well,
how can she be exalted as selfless when the result of such self-effacement would
defeal the purpose of her responding to Naomi's need? There is a confradiction here
on a psychological level which cannot be reconciled i these terms. Put in another
way, 1n order to continue giving to others Ruth is exalted for giving up herself, so care
m this light is scen “to connote exclusion of the self whereas selfishness connotes

7744

exclusion of others™. I( by including Naomi, Ruth excludes herself then this model
of goodness has at ils centre an equally pernicious dicholomy of 'self' and ‘other'
which belrays its reliance on masculinist notions of separateness and autonomy.

These notions expose anolher false dichotomy which was discussed in the
previous section - between emotion and reason. If on the other hand the conflict in
this scene is interpreted in the framcwork of care and responsibility then the
conjunction of the emotional and the rational must bec cmployed. Otherwise the
recourse to only the one or the other in order to reach a solution would entail ¢ither
the disselution of the relationship or the dissolution of the self. By analysing what
moftivates them to be good to cach other we see in their behaviour the seeds of their
ethical stalus. Thus what I will characterisc as their friendship is an expression of that
goodness to the ultimate degrec.

But as I have said before, to define oneself in terms of relationship collapses
these dichotomies in favour of a solution that would not require any great 'sacrifice’.
Naami, under the weight of despair, attempts to carc for the others by proposing what
"logically' would secure the best future for the others but would leave her physically

and emotionally alene. Ruth, carrying less pain and recognising the greater need of

“Giltigan, ‘RMD’, p. 250

3,
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Naomi, proposes a solution that derives from the successful fusion of emotion and
reason and accordimg to which both need and desire can be satisficd. To re-define
then the notion of 'good' or more specifically 'a good woman', tfrom a feminist
perspeciive means o re-define the notion of the 'self' in favour of the dissolution of
the myth of the autonomous self. And it is in the context of [ricndship that the
collapse of the categories of selfisl/selfless is best illustrated.

Ruth, then, according fo the traditional model is also 'selfish’ since her desire
to remain in relationship would also be satisfying a need of her own and not mcrely
'selflessly' disregarding herself for the sake of Naomi. If what she is seen to renounce
is too great T would say - as Ruth herself does by pledging such an oath (1:17) - that to
have parted with Naomi would have entailed a greater loss; for this is what I take her
pledge to signify, i.e. a kind of “till death do us part’. So reason can only eifectively
resolve conflict if employed in relation to emotion but in times of crisis it is easy to
lose track of the proper balance. It would be fallacious then to judge Rulh as either
selfish or selfless when what she is concerned with is providing the right solution to a
problem which concerns the life and well-being of both.

Before I go on to discuss how the magnanimity of Ruth's goodness is best
characterised within the context of friendship I will add that 'goodness' can neither be
articulated in a relational void, nor separated from emotion or 'sclfish’ motivations.
Naomi and Ruth are both selfish to the extent that what they desire for themsclves is
inseparable from what is best for the other; and they are both 'selfless’ because the
good of the other is as equally important as their own good. As such their story
provides yet another subversive element against the interpretations that would have
Ruth wanting nothing for herself nor Naomi caring for the others.

The solution these women arrive at reveal on a practical level the inadequacy
of a theory of fricndship (discussed in the previous chapter) which omits the
emotional sphere from the discussion of virtue and focuses on the 'good' only in

relation to reason. This is nowhere more apparent than in the next section where the
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mutual care Naomi and Ruth reveal to each other challenges the notion that {riendship

1s best developed hetween the 'self-sufficient’.




Chapter 3

Good Friends

The [first chapicer in the book of Ruth is an important one in that it establishes the
special quality of Naomi and Ruth's rclationship as one qualitatively different from
the one Naomi shares with Orpah. Since Aristotle distinguishes between friendships
based on virtue, pleasure and ulility' it is necessary to show that Orpal’s is not based
on the first but that Ruth’s is, The issue that needs to be dealt with is how Orpah is as
equally good as Ruth by 'obeying' Naomi whereas Ruth is 'good’ because she disobeys
her’, By shifting the focus of the relationship from kinship to fricndship I will show
how this contradiction can only be resolved by inferpreting these acts in terms of
different degrees of friendship and that it is in this way that both are 'good’ - only that
the requiremecnts of ideal friendship 'impose’ a different set of loyalties. As Aristotle
says’:

The claims of justice differ..Hence the wrongs committed against these several

types of friend differ too; and are aggravated in proportion to the degree of

intimacy.. It is natural that the claims of justice should increase with the intensity

of friendship.

In our case, Ruth and Orpah both can be good and loyal only if they differ in

their relationship to Naomi on a fiiendly level since neither can be more or less a
daughter-in-law* . On the level of friendship however, “loyallics are relational and
partial because they arise out of certain ties to which outsiders cannot claim equal

LER]

treatment with those who are objects of loyal attachment™. From Naomi's point of

L Aristolle: “For there is in cach case a kind of mutual affection, known to both parties”, p.
260
2Campbell, p. 82

3 Aristatle, p. 273
* Another level on which Ruth proves to be a better friend will be discussed in chapter four.
Schrgc P. Fletcher, Loyalty: An Essay on the Morality of Relationships (New York and

Oxtord: Oxtord University Press, 1993), p.8. Fletcher is also influenced by Aristotle's writing on
friendship.
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view then, Orpah is not betraying her but only acling in accordance with the demands
of their relationship. This is why Ruth and Orpah cannot be compared with the same
set of criteria 1.e. those based on familial tics because Ruth then will always be found
to be acting ‘in excess’,

In an cffort to characterise Orpah as good commentators have laboriously
developed a line of argument that considers Orpab's decision equally justifiable, only
less inspired compared to Ruth's’. There is an inconsistency here that derives from
the emphasis on kinship rather than friendship. If both Orpah and Ruth's duty o their
mother-in-law only involves obedience Lhen Ruth is illogically admired as loyal since
Naomi repeatedly asks both of them to return to ‘their mother's house' (1:8-13). If on
the other hand their duly is lo remain with Naomi (hen Orpah cannot be good. What
seems to be going on lhere is that a separate set of crilerla are set up so that bolh
women are regarded praiseworthy, But this is nanecessary if the point of view shifts
to friendship as the defining characteristic. Aristolle allows for a variety friendships
all of which arc both qualitatively and quantitatively different’. The 'obligations' are
then different according to the degree of friendship and it is 'ideal' ficndship that
requires the utmost loyalty. Thus, althongh Orpah's decision is the opposite of Ruth's
it is simply indicative of the lesser loyalty she 'owes' Naomi, Ruth, on the other hand,
in her response to the maximal demand of loyalty, stresscs her on-going identification
with Naomi’s interests as her own’.

Furthermore, because of the voluntary nature of friendship, good friends are
also willing to do all they can for a friend so that the good they desire for the other is

also what they are bound by duty to do. Aristotle distinguishes the friendship based

¢ Campbell, p. 82, CL Ovzick, p. 202, where Orpah is “normal” and Rulh’s act is “singular”
because she makes restitution for her husband’s abandonment. Why is the value of their actions
judged in relation to their husbands?

? Aristotle, p. 261-263
¥ According to Fletcher, ©...the duty of loyaity vacillates between minimal and maximal

demands. It is in the latler that the negative act of non-betrayal expands to include aftfirmative
attention and devotion,..”, p. 40
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on goodness as one in which each party is eager to benefit the other”. This equal
emphasis on desire is important to cournter accusations against Ruth that by staying
with Naomi she is remaining faithful to her husband's family'’ and therefore to
patriarchal order. If her motivations are based on her friendship to Naomi then
Chilion, her husband, becomes if not secondary then altogether irrelevant. In any case,
as widows, Naomi and Ruth are not bound to male authority in the vows they make''.
I am not assuming here that Naomi and Ruth are good friends in order to then
prove that their actions are good. What I am interested in doing is twotold. First, to
break down the dichotomy between duty and desire in which one is morally good only
if one obeys one's duty (against, or irrespective of one’s desire)’”. This Kantian view
is in keeping with the false dichotomy between reason and emotion from which
emotions are not considered moral pheuomenam. Sccond, and as a consequence of the
first, I would like to show that Ruth is good because of what she wants - and what she
wants is to stay with Naomi. As such she is a unique example in the Hebrew Bihle
where a woman's voice is expressed in support of another woman. Since friendship is
the relationship par excellence where duty and desire coincide, a good friend cannot

divorce his/her feelings/desires from his/her obiigationsI4 and Ruth is not only staying

* Aristotle, p. 281

'* See Georg Fohrer, (ir.), David Green, Introduction to the Old Testament ( London: SPCK,
1974, orig. published 1968}, p. 251; Cf. Esther Fuchs, ‘“The Literary Characterization of Mothers and
Sexual Politics in the Hebrew Bible’. pp. 117-136. Fuchs considers the projection unto women of what
men most want - male offspring a “powerful ideological strategy™, p. 130. This may be the case in
some instances, but there is no mention of children by Ruth.

"' Panla S. Hiebert, ‘Whence Shall Help Come to Me? The Biblical Widow’, pp. 125-141, in
Day, p. 130. See also Numbers 30: 9: “But any vow of a widow or of a divorced woman, anything by
which she has bound herself, shall stand against her.” Hicbert also points out the adverse, far women,
consequences of the lack of supporting kinship ties.

"2 Kant, in Paton, pp. 60-63, passim

" See Lawrence A. Blum for a critique of this Kantian view, in Friendship, Altruisim and
Morality (London and Boston: Routledge, 1980), pp. 169-207

* Rlum aptly points out that, “‘concepts of egoism and altruism are misleading in the context
of cooperative behaviour” such as Tiendship, p. 202 in Badhwar

:
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with Naonii out of a sense of duty to her mather-in-law but also [rom a clear sense of
her own needs.

At the very start of the book (1: 8) Ruth and Orpah arc commended by Naomii
for the kindness they have shown ‘'the living and the dead'. Later, in 2:11 she is
praised by Boaz with reference to the past, and in 3:10 by Boaz concerning the
present. The word used is fesed and it connotes a mutual kindness characteristic of
the closest of human bonds - including friendship - which cannot be defined in terms
of legal obligations”. The important instances of esed for this section is the first and
second since the first is uttered by a person who has intimate knowledge of another
over a time span of ten years (Naomi and Ruth) and the second relies on the
knowledge of the first reference (Boaz and Ruth). An important nuance in the
meaning of hesed is that it plics “goodness or kindness...beyond what is expected
or deserved, based soley on ready magnanimity {oward others”'®. In this case, what is
“expected” of Ruth, the daughter-in-law, is to act as Orpah has, in accordance with
Naomi’s wishes. That she does not act as u daughter-in-law should is the cause of
what comrmenlalors see as “excess™ and subsequently attempt (o justify, as they have
(unsuccessfully), within the paramcters of kinship obligations. It is only when seen
within the parameters of friendship that Ruth’s action is not cxcessive for in ideal
friendship the active cxpession of goodwill (and not only ity feeling) is an essential
component, for otherwise one would not help the other or go to any trouble for their
sake'’. In this cxtreme case, Ruth’s action is an expression of her desire to remain

with Naomi as much as it 1s an ‘obligation’ of friendship.

'* Zobel, p. 44-64 passim, in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, vol. V (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 19806), (ir.), David E Green, This concept is
primarily secular but its extension and application to the religions sphere will be discussed in the
conclusion,

' Zobel is quoting Stoebe, in the Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, p. 52

Y Aristolle, p. 296
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Such a conflation between duty and desire s not only a component of ideal
triendship, it is also a factor which becomes most evident tn such moments of
emotional crisis. Against the injunction to act on the basis of what is most rational,
Ruth responds to what is most needed in this context and as such her action seems
‘irrational’. This is another exampic of the inadequacy of the male model of ‘ideal’
fricndship which restricts this relationship to those who have no need for it (1)’ Like
Naomi, Ruth is acting for the sake of her friend but unlike lier, for the sake of their
friendship as well. Where Naomi reaches the conclusion that they must part so that at
least one benefits, Ruth, prioritises the relationship so that her decision will satisfy her
own desires as well as Naomi’s. Thus, the falsity of acting from the assumption of
autonomy 1is exposed for its limitations in dealing with such emotional crises (perhaps
because it cannot accommodate such considerations)’”. In this way the violence of
separation is avoided and the decision to remain together is not only the correct one
bur also the most rational (!), in that both Naomi’s and Ruth’s emotional nceds are
satisfied.

So it is in this crisis where what Ruth desires for herself coincides with what
she must do for Naomi’s sake. What makes her ‘good’ is that she balances her care
for Naomi with the care of herself 1.e., her interest for Naomi’s welfare is not
compomised by her choice to remain together. Equally, what is done for the sake of
the relationship contributes to what is best for both. Whal emerges then is the
primacy of inter-dependence in idcal friendship in the course of decision muking
which makes this relationship exceptional, Ruth reliance on such a notion leads her to
act wisely and thus do justice to the ideal. The intricacies of this act and how lhey
further support the characterisation of ideal [riendship will now be the focus of the

following section.

18 . ..
As Cicero ingists, sce chapter 1.

' See Gilligan, [DV, p. 172
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i1 Naomi and Ruth
How can we discover then that both these women are good fo each other? One crucial
factor lies in that which cach wishes and does for the other. TFor Aristotle it is not
sufficient that cach wishes wecll of each other - though this may later lead to
friendship®. It is important that one must wish his/her friend's good for histher own
sake and that this well-wishing is mutual and each is aware of the other's feelings” .
This is an important argument in determining in what way Naomi and Ruth's actions
can be better understood as deriving from friendship rather than kinship.

At the beginning of the story we learn that Naomi had spent ten years in Maob
- part, or all of these together with Ruth and her other daughter-in-law Orpah. So
when the time comes for Naomi to return to the land of Judah il seems natural that her
two daughiers-in-law arc loathe to part from her and their distress at hearing they must
part (1: 9,14) indicates & harmonious co-habitation. For her part, Naomi stresses the
practical benefits in thelr parting ways by repeating in three different versions the
importance that they find new husbands: (my cmphasis)

The Lord grant that you find a home each of you in (he house of your
husband!...Turn back, my daughters, why will you go with me? Have I yet sons
in my womb that they may become your husbands? Tuma back my daughiters go
your way,, Even it I should have a husband this night and should bear sons,
would you therefore wait till they were grown? Would vou refrain from
marrying? (1:8-12)

Since the two young women are also widows like Naomi it sccms rather
super{luous to focus on this fact. Why then does she insist? If we take all these
uiterances at face value then Naomi appears to be interested in Ruth and Orpah’s
wellare despite the fact that she herself is still suffering from the loss of her two sons
and husband. There is nothing to make the reader suspect that all this is disguiscd

sclf-interest®, and that Naomi is lying out of concern for her own well being and

* Aristotle, p. 261
21 .
Ibid., p. 261
** Fewell and Guon, JSOT, p. 181, This argument is supperted with reference to five

instances where Naomi remains silent in the text. But silence is not necessarily taken to mean
repressed anger of frustration. Tt could equally mean acquiescence or approval.
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cloaks this selfishness in an overflow of emotion, Furthermore, if Naomi truly saw
Ruth as a liability, her position as mothet-in-law gives her the power and authority to
insist on distancing herself from a foreign woman who is also a childless widow. On
the contrary, Naomi would not openly request Ruth's company which would require
her to 'sacrifice' her gods and her community because thal is not semething good
friends do:

.unless e is exceptionally insensitive (a friend) cannot stand the thought of

causing them (his friends) pain.

The best time to call friends to one’s aid is when they seem likely to do onc a

great service with little trouble to themselves. Conversely it is probably the

proper coursc to visit friends in misfortrune readily, and without waiting to be
. . n
invited.”

Clearly, Naomi sees in this situation that for Ruth and Orpah to partake in her
grief would result in too great an sacrifice in practical terms. This is not {0 say that
Aristotle opposes the sharing of grief between fifends, on the contrary, he
acknowledges that grief is lightened when shared becausc of one's knowledge of a
friend’s nceds. But in these matters it is the duty of the other to approach the grieving
friend, "without waiting lo be invited, for it is the part of a friend to do kindness,
particularly to thosc who are in need, and have not asked for it; because such a
kindness is more creditable and more pleasurablc to both parties"*. This is precisely
how Ruth reacts. In her response she ignores Naomi's triple ingistence on their lack of
husbands and seliles the issue of fatniliar gods and relatives by readily renouncing her
own. The weight of her emotional reaction [alls on the last few lines which are, in
fact, an answer to the one question of Naomi's that becomes lost in the plethora of
complainis: "Why will you go with me?' (1:11). There are, however, more complicated
Issues at stake here than this and in order to elucidate them I must turn to Ruth’s react

Ruth answers Naomi’s questions with an unequivocal pledge 1o stay with her

no matter what difficulties arise: (1:16-17)

? Aristotle, p. 309 and 310

¥ Ibid., p. 310
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Entreat me not to leave you or to return trom following you: for where you go

I will go, and where you lodge I will lodge; and your people shall be my

people, and your God my God; where vou die T will die, and there will 1 be

burded. May the Lord do so to me and more also if even death parts me from

you.
The last utterance is, in fact, another way of saying that life would be meaningless
without Naomi, that without her she would die. Faced with such an extreme situation
where Ruth must choose between returning to all that 1s familiar to her (the easier
choice) yet losing Naomi as a consequence, or losing everything else but remaining
with her fricnd, she makes the only decision she can live with. To decide on any
other course of action would be to deny the anguish of separation which is what
Naomi has done inadvertently. Ruth has held up a mirror to Naomi’s words and
shown them to be a suppression of that which torments her most, and all of Naomi’s
qucstions deflect attention from the one that she reluses to answer herself. Ruth’s last
sentence then 1s a reminder of that which Naomi, in her attempt to be ‘conventionally’
good and averwhelmed by the weight of her pain has neglected by delivering a blow
that could do more harm than ‘good’. Naomi is, in short, acting in ‘bad faith’ by
denying her own needs, misleadingly believing this will benefit the common good - as
1f their separation would benefit their relationship!

Their dilemma therefore 1s an existential one - one which Ruth resolves finally
hy acting in 'good faith™. 1t is an interesting irony that to act in a way that is integral
to one’s being is also one that fulfils one’s duty to God. This is why Ruth reminds
Naomi of her obligation for honest self-reflection by invoking God - in whose name it

would be unacceptable fo lie. But even if she had not she is still forcing Naomi to

focus on the main issue at hand. So although 1t may seem very noble to think of Ruth

> Rend Lafarge, Jean-Pawd Sarvire: His Philosophy (ir.) Marina Smyth-l ok (Dublin: Gill and
Macmillan. 1970) p. 61 Tafarge points out that the *first act of bad taith is to flee what one cannot flee,
to flee what one is. And it is this retusal (or our condition, of the freedom und the anguish which
constitute us), which constantly imperils our rclations with others.” e Doenff exposes the sexism of
Sartre's argument by pointing out that in all the cxamples he sites "the revelation of the lie to oneself
always comes about through a dramatization...which is far from neutral and refers back to social
relations of domination, hierarchy, or the great ascendancy of one character over another"”, p. 70-71.
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as 'sacrificing' her future for (he sake of Naomi's needs she Is actually satisfying a
fundamental need of her own. Trom a poinl of view of iraditional ideas of what is
good Ruth appears dangerously selfish but as I have already discussed this label is
biased in its assumptions of individuality and autonomy. This act sccurcs the future
good of both women since by staying together they are fulfilling another requircment
of friendship whtch is that of living together.

According to Aristotle: "when at a distance from each other (people) are not
acting as [riends and this distance destroys not only the manifestation of fricndship
but ultimately the friendship itself". This is especially true for an age which does
not have the means of communication available today. So although Naomi, as we
have mentioned, is adhering to one requirement of friendship at the same time she is
denying the basic principles that sustain il and without which all other actions become
meaningless. This omission on her part is justifiable not only in the light of all the
losses she has suffered but also in human condition of denying that which pains us the
most. Naomi herself admits the range and depth of her anguish by not wanting to
tmpart any to her fiiend and by being torn at the same time by conflicling voices - in
such circumstaneces it 1s easy to lose contact with the voice that matters the most .

They are both then stating to each other the absolute need to remain together
and such a choice made - in ‘good faith’ - is later shown to produce positive
repercussions in every area of life as they are rewarded not only by the community but
alse by God. Furthermore, it would be misleading to agsume that Ruth had already
renounced her old identity or future possibility of marriage and children” beeause

there was no need to make such a choice before this moment in time. When faced

*® Here | am using I, [, Peters’s translation of The Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle (London:
Kegan Panl, 1893}, p. 261 becaunse the langnage in Thomson’s 1s less striking, Ct: .. because distance
does not break off a friendship absalutely but only in its active realisation. However, if the absenu.
lasts fon a long time it does seen to cause foxgetfullness even of the frlendslup P 266. Cf Gr cclc
yocp ToTOL oo &on?»ugum mv dLateey om}(ns, oc?uw mv e\,ep YELOLY. B 8¢ % POVIOS 11 QROLGLE,
y»vn'ccu KoL ns ptilas Sokel 7&11611\! ROELV."

*' Tlona Rashkaw, Ruth; The discourse of power and the power o[ discourse', pp. 26-41, in
Brenner, p. 31-2

it foe
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with the possibility of a life without the Naomi she readily decides to relegate those
factors which arc ultimately roplaceable to a secondary position.

So it is Ruth and not (only) Naomi who 'has no choice”™ in deciding to remain
together and this is because of the nature of 'freedom' that she exercises. [t is not the
male defined freedom of the 'loncly will™ (based on a ‘dispassionate’reason
dissociated from concrete reality) which motivates Ruth but a freedom exercised
within the context of the reality she perceives™ ie. the exireme need Naomi
experiences. In the first chapter's 'no-man's lund' where the women are not subject to
patriarchal rules, they are 'free' to act as they will. Were they to act out of duly o
their respective husbands how is it that both Orpah and Ruth act properly by taking
opposite decisions? Again they arc acting/reacting not only to the circumstances that
befall them but also with regard to the relationships that these decisions will affect.
As Murdoch says: "We act rightly 'when the time comes'...out of the quality of our
usual attachments and with the kind of energy and discernment which we have

n3l
.

available This is especially true in ideal friendship where time has cemented the

ties so that “in crucial moments of choice most of the business of choosing is already

over™?. In this respect, choosing freely coincides with choosing out of necessity>
pect, g2 Yy £ Y

* Many commentators assume this is the case, see for example, Jack M. Sasson, ‘Ruth’, pp-
320-327, in (eds.), Robet Alter and Frank Kermode, The Literary Guide to the Bible (London; Collins,
1987}, p. 323

* Ivis Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), p. 36
Murdoch criticises this existentialist idea as well as the concept of total determinism'.

* Ibid., p. 38. Murdoch stressed that this kind of freedom is a moral concept. Thus, this adds
another element to the virtue of the protagonists.

! Murdoch adds: "The moral life is something that goes on continually not something that is
switched off in hetween the occurrence of explicit moral choices”, Ruth then is acting consistently
with her moral goodness and with the nature of her closer - compared to Orpah - relationship to Naomi,
p- 92.

* [bid., p. 37

* Ibid., p. 39, for Murdoch this is the ideal situation. She goes on to say that this is "a notion
of the will as obedience to reality, an vbedience which idcally reaches a position where there is no
choice”, p. 41, I would like to add that this is more pointed in extreme situations and more frequent
with respect to more intimate relations,




80

and once again the opposition between duty and desire collapses. What Ruth decides
to do out of friendship is also the only thing she can do. Again here we have Naomi
and Ruth's relationship shown as compatible with the demands of friendship but at the
same time the constituent parts of this friendship are re-defined from a women's
perspective which posits inter-dependency and response to emotional need as the
determining factors when taking action. Thus it is their ficndship which fulfills the
ideal because of the moral excellence expressed by both in the deep and genuine
regard each shows for the other’s good>*,

But there is another poini to stress in establishing Naomi's virtue. For
Aristotle the friendship in which each loves one another for himself/herself is only
possible between good people™. In other words Ruth - who is universally accepted as
'good’ by traditional interpreters but also as I have shown trom a feminist perspeclive -
could not possibly incur losing everything shce has known or hopes to have for
someone who is not as equaily virtuous as herself. Her previous co-eXistence with
Naomi has provided her with cnough evidence to base such a recognition on.

I am not asserling thal her marrying again is not a concern but only that these
issucs arc not of immediate concem 1o her. Again, to applaud such an attitude and to
say as one commentator does, that in this decision and all further decisions, "Ruth,
even in the sphere of her most private desires has subordinatcd cverything to her
husband's famiiy"“’ 15 to be presumptoous. Even supposing we knew what Ruth's
moslt privale desires were her words at the beginning of the narrative focus only on her
desire to remain with Naomi. This is where 1 locate Ruth's uniqueness - in her clarity

of purposc and the potency of her desire.

™ Blum goes on to say that “...the deeper and stronger the concern for the {riend - the sironger
the desire and willingness to act on behalf of the friend’s good - the greater the degree of moral worth”,
w Badhwar, p. 192

* Aristotle, p. 263 und 267

* McKane, p. 22

il
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Where modermn views reject such a positive interpretation it is because they
place the emphasis again on the mother-in-law to daughter-in-law relationship as one
on whose success the man's household depends®’. In fact David Jobling considers the
message of Ruth to be just that'®, The assumption here is that the two women's
actions are only adhering to laws that benefit the perpetuation of patriarchal order
without allowing the possibility of a woman's voice. But Naomi is not obliged to take
Ruth with her. Her age and status supply her with the power to enforce zer will if
only on another woman. Tf on the other hand Naomi is responding to a friend {as I
will further discuss in the nexl chapter) then her age and status are not factors that
contribute to inequality. In other words, Naomi's decision signifies a respect for Ruth

that transcends the differences in these two respects.

iii Equality

This brings us to another crucial factor in establishing Naomi and Ruth's relationship
as an ideal friendship and that 1s the issue of 'equality in giving' because this is another
factor Aristotle stresses as a4 necessary condition of friendshipm. in this case also, I
will show that the equality und reciprocity that characterises their relationship is one
gualitatively different to the one Aristotle refers to. On the surface, there are two
obstacles against Ruth (I will consider her foreignness as a factor in the next chapter):
she is younger, and childless. Of the two, only the first seems to be a real obstacle in
that it 1s a fuclor that cannot be altered. Though she is a daughter-in-law, she is still
not a daughter (that Naomi addresses her as such I will suggest in the next chapter is
a term of endearment) which in Aristotle's terms would require a whole different set

of obligations. He stales that what cach gives (0 lhe other cannot be the same and

" David Jobling, 'Ruth finds a Home: Canon, Politics, Method', pp. 125-139 in Brenner, p.
133

* Ibid., p. 134 "The virilocal system, summarised in the triangle of the head of household, his
wife and his surviving mothe, is more important than mere fertility, which any system achieves”.

* Atistotle, pp. 269-70. Cicero does not agree on this point because he supports a more
generous expression of beneficience between friends, p. 55
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should not be becausc parenls have given their children the gift of life®.
Nevertheless, there is a possibility for a {asling friendship as long as the child/younger
person returns the love received. In this case, as I mentioned in the beginning,
Naomi's gift to Ruth - cven though she has not given birth to her - is nevertheless the
gift of life, a child, and a gift which Ruth must repay if equality (of giving) is to be re-
established. But Aristotle is quick to point out that the love returned in relationships
based on inequality should be proportional in terms of 'quantity’ i.e. the more needy
one should give more than he/she has received”'. This means that Ruth would have to
give even more than what she had received which, in this case, is impossible. What is
possible however, is a re-defining of 'equalily’ so that the realisation of reciprocity is
possible.

In this scheme, Naomi seems to be the superior one to whom Ruth must
perpetually 'give'. As their action in deciding to remain together shows, this is not the
case, nor 18 it in the rest of the story. Ruth's generosity as we have seen is linked Lo
caring for Naomi in her state of mourning, which, once over, results in Naomi's re-
appearance in public space. But it is also linked with the need to equally show the
kindness that Naomi - despite her distraught state - has shown to Ruth. This would
also explain the constanl emphasis on Ruth's generosity towards Naomi (2:18, 3:17 -
both examples of nourishment, not only for the body but also for the mind!) she is
eagel to bridge the gap created at the beginning of the book. Tf Naomi were actually
the superior one in the relationship this could never be accomplished. Interestingly
cnough Aristotle singles out parents and the gods as instances where one can never

repay all that is due and so should only strive for what “lies m his power”ﬂz. In Ruth's

“ Tbid., p. 270
‘' bid,, p. 272

“ Ibid., . 288
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case what transpires is the possibility of finally 'repaying' her debt in full because of
her arnbiguous (official) position as daughter-in-law.

Her first step in this direction is when she decides to go and glean in Boaz's
field and asks Naomi: "Let me go to the field and glean among the ears of grain afler
him in whose sight 1 shall find favour” (2:2). She rcturns to Naomi with the gift of
food and ncws of what transpired. To belittle the practical nature of their exchanges
until the final success of their plan is to undercstimate not only the difficulty in
carrying out such a plot but also the intelligence of the women who devised it. The
scene where Ruth approaches Boaz on the threshing floor could have easily gone
wrong if it were not for Naomi's knowledge of decorum and Ruth's ability to carry out
directions. So whereas Naomi supplies the necessary knowledge Ruth exhibits
resourcefullness in carrving out directions so that the wisdom of both women is
pooled to the best effect. That they are not part of the dominant male order is a reality
they know all too well. If they were not subordinate there would be no need to go
aboul manoeuvring in the dark in order to secure their place in its hierarchy®. The
significance of their combined effort at the theoretical and practical level is (hat is
“goes beyond the eudeumonia of a singfe, isolated, individual™. In this way, Naomi
and Ruth’s actions express the supreme commitment of ideal friendship which at the
same time stresses the importance of inter-dependence that makes its rcalisation
passible,

Friends are considered to be of one mind where practical matters are mvolved,
meaning that solutions arc not only “made in agreement but are produced under the
same conditions”™ and as Aristotle concludes “friends wish what is just and for the

common interest, and make united efforts to obtain it”. What they both want in this

** Maria Varsamopouloun, "Women in the Old ‘L'estament and the Language of Subordination’
unpublished essay, University of Lancaster, 1991

4 Sherman, in Badhwar, p. 99

" Aristotle, p. 208
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case 1s a secure, shared future which can only be accomplished if Boaz agrees to
marry Ruth and this cannot be accomplished by Ruth alone. Whether or not the
custom of levirate marriage was linked with redemption™ and this was the motive
behind the actions of either one would mean (hat the friendship was based on profit
and would end as soon as one ceased to be useful for the other”’,

As for Ruth’s offering of food to Naomi, it has nothing to do with Boaz being
a suitable redeemer™ because her main priority is to remain with Naomi - everything
else - husband, children or land i1s important but secondary, and only a means to an
end. When Ruth reports to Naomi the night after her ‘encounter’ with Boaz and
states: “These six measures of barley he gave to me, for he said, “You should not go
back emipty-handed to your mother-in-law’”(3:17), she ts mainly interested in caring
for Naomi’s nceds. Whether Boaz himself actually meant this® or Ruth made it up, it
still remains an indication that thcir common welfare is at the uppermost of her
mind®. Naomi’s priority also is to remain for if she did not want this ‘attachinent’ to
Ruth, she need not have sent her to a kinsman of her own. Where Naomi facilitates
Ruth’s acquiring a husband then, Ruth delivers Naomi her lost property - an cqual

exchange is accomplished.

* Commentators are in disagreement over this. For example, McKane sees this issue as a
“central one”. See also Mieke Bal in ‘Heroism and Proper Names, or (he Fruits of Analogy' p. 42-69
in Brenner, p. 59: “The tension hetween the two laws is inherent in the two domains they cover, which
ave not unrelated : the law of the possession of land; levirate law concerns posterity. These two aspects
constitute history. That they do is exactly one of the messages that the Book of Ruth, where they are
constantly mixed, delivers”.

“? Aristotle, p. 262. He calls these friendships ‘accidental’.

™ Sasson, ‘Ruth’, in (cds.), Robert Alter and Frank Kermode, The Literary Guide (o the Bible
{London: Collins, 1987) p. 326. Sasson seems to think she does.

* Ibid., p. 326

* Cf. Esther Fuchs in “Who is Hiding the Truth? Deceptive Women and Biblical
Androcentrism’, ppl 137-144, in Collins, who argues that “...women in the Old Testament are not
puuished for their deceptive acts as long as they are shown to enhance maie power”, pp. 141-2. This
assumes however that Ruth’s motivation is to remain faithful to Naomi - the representative of her late
husband rather than Naomi the woman/friend, hersclf.
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To say that thesc changes of initiative and role are not adequately grounded in
the narrative’ relies again on the assumplion that their relationship is primarily a

kal

familial one. It does not matter that Naomi “never praises her * because this is not of
much consequence. What matters - and is of consequence - is that one helps another
for the other’s sake™. Nor is it problematic for Naomi herself that Ruth is a
Maobitess - she is merely aware that it could be a hindrance if they settled in Judah. It
is the other characters in the story and the commentators of today that project this
complication unto the two women'’s 1'elationship54. Nowhere in Bethlehem does
Naomi herself refer to Ruth’s foreigness and il is mostly within theological
interprefations that this concern surfaces as onc which has to be explaincdss. As T will
discuss in the next chapter, Ruth’s identity is to be considcred within her relationship
to Naomi.

As the namative moves towards reselution we sec that Ruth is universally
accepted as a virtuous woman and worthy of becoming ‘officially’ part of (he
community. When she produces a son the last act in her efforts to remain with Naomi
is complete. She has returned a ‘life’ (her own) for a ‘lifc’ (a child) in this final gift
and has refunded in full her ‘debt’ to Naomi thus re-establishing equality in the
relationship. The equality established is on two levels: first, the rebalancing of the
inequality at the beginning of the narrative - but not the beginning of their
relationship. Second, it is also the equality established in the public spherc since Ruth

is also now a mother. In this aspect the narrative is linear: a resolufion is achieved

*' Athalya Brenner ‘solves® this ‘problem’ by supporting a folklorist theory which brings
together two different women'’s stories into one, in ‘Naomi and Rutly’, pp. 70-84, in Brenner, p. 74

** Zelira Gitay, in *Naomi and Ruth’, p. 178-190, iu Brenner. Gitay sces Ruth as trying to win
the favour of Naomi and thus the title of the book reflects a criticism of her inflexibility, p. 186

> Aristotle, p. 293
* Gitay, p. 180
** Campbell, p. 82: “What makes Ruth a true Israclile is that she, like others in the story who

are generically Israelites behaves like one (emphasis mine), Is this comment an attempt to *apologise’
for difference, or is loyalty, love and friendship a prerogutive of ceriain races anly?
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which changes both women’s status - hoth ‘become’ maothers - and security replaces
insecurity, happiness replaces despair. At the same titme, as Phyllis Triblc has pointed
outso, the narralive 1s circular: these actions lead us to the beginning of the story,
where Naomi and Ruth shared a houschold. According to Aristotle, this is another
characteristic of friendship:; “There is nothing more desirable than (friends) spending
their lives together”ﬂ.

The fact that the child is given over to Naomi and proclaimed as hers has been
seen by many as problematic. Athalya Brenner asks the appropriate question: In what
way do these women belong together, so much that one is nothing without the other?
She answers it by applying Propp’s categories of functions in folklorist stories and
thus concludes that Naomi and Ruth are two aspects of one person: The younger
fertile woman and her aged, barren, counterpaﬂss_ However, in perfect friendship this
degree of identification is not considered implausible but necessary: “The good
man...extends to his friend the same relation that he has towards himscl[ (for a fiiend

59 . . . . .,
7 If what Naomi and Ruth desire most is a common life then it is

is another self)
hardly a point of contention whether the son belongs to the former or the latter,
because in fact, it belongs to bothy; it is surely an important issue for patrilineage™ but

this is outside Naomi’s and Ruth’s immediate conecras.

% Jror ‘I'rible this circular design “bespeaks a feminist content™, p. 180
37 .
Aristotle, p.310

*% Brenner, p. 73 In this exegesis Brenner is trying to “smooth out the inconsistencies in the
narrative”. Although I do not see such ‘hindrances’ cven if they existed I do not agree with this etfort
to homogenise the namrative. She sees as chief difficulties in the joining proccess: (see p. 81) a) the
exchange of roles and dominant poesitions, b) a tension underlying the motherhood of either of both, ¢}
the redemption problem - who is being redeemed? T am not convinced by any of these since they are
easily resolved by placing the emphasis on friendship.

™ Aristotle, p. 294

* For example, Andeé LaCocque in The Feminine Unconventional: Four Subversive Figures
in Israel’s Traditon, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990}, on p. 85 he states that “Boaz's admiration for
Ruth is based on her unselfish efforts to perpetuate the Israelite name even (hough she is a Moabitess”.
How this is supposed to make Ruth a subversive figure is sadly unconvincing,
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Conclusion

That Naomi and Ruth are inter-dependent is evident where winning over Boaz
is concerncd. Without Ruth, Naomi could not put the plan into action and without
Naomi there would be no kinsman to appeal to. It would be erroneous to see Naomi
as putting Ruth at risk by sending her to the fields without warning because of a
supposed personal prejudice towards foreigners or a hidden guilt at her sons marrying
outside their culture”. As a good woman and a good fiiend, Waomi would not
consciously desire to harm Ruth. When Ruth arives at the field Boaz is told how
generously she has behaved towards her mother-in-law (2:11). Who could be the
original source of such praise but Naomi hersclf? As Arislotle points out: ““...it is only
the friendship of the good that is proof against slander™™. Would Ruth venture into
foreign territory if she suspected her actions to be undermined by Naomi? If so, this
would be equating Ruth’s goodness with an equal lack of intelligence®™. And even if
Naomi were mostly concerned with ‘keeping up’ appearances why would she then
further support a plan that would ultinzately and permanently bring their lives together
once again m 4 common household? These questions can only be satisfactorily and
consistently answered if Naomi and Ruth are motivated by their (ricndship.

As | have shown, this is a women's model of friendship which questions and
re-defines the qualities of rational action by autonomous beings which an androcentric
perspective advocates by asssuming, instcad, connection and inter-dependence and
proposing the inclusion of emotional need when decision making is called for. What

15 left 15 to discuss what this entails at the level of identity and how Naomi and Ruth’s

[riendship redelines Aristotle’s nolion of the friend gs “another self’.

*' Fewell and Gunn, pp. 1063-4 passim
“? Aristotle, p. 263
*.F. Rauber, ‘Literary Values in the Bible: The Book of Ruth’, pp. 27-37 inJournal of

Riblical Literature, vo). LXXXIX, 1970. Ranber scems to belicve this: “Ruth, in her enormous and
touching innocence has understood very little”, p. 32




Chapter 4

Tllle friend as 'another self
(&K?Los aOTOS)

I would like to discuss in this chapter Aristotlc's notion of the friend as ‘another self.
As I have already suggested the concept of 'self’ is one that differs not only in relation
to present delinitions but especially in relation to women's experience’. When 1 use
the words 'self’ and 'identity' I am not thinking of an essen(ial, ralional, or universal
(male-neutral) concept but a non-essential, emotional as well as rational, constructed
entity which in the context of friendship finds its fullest cxpression. I am going to
begin by foregrounding the line of reasoning behind Aristotle's phrase with particular
cmphasis on its unplications for women's identity within relationships. The question
of what 1s 'like' among friends and keeps them together is linked to what is 'different'
and therefore allows for two people lo remain in a close friendship without losing
their own uniqueness. This is particularly important for accusations concerning
Ruth's renouncing her “identity’ for her mother-in-law's sake.” I will argue that since
Ruth's relationship to Naomi is an integral part of her 'self’ i.e. her life, she would be
giving up more were she to sever this tie. Furthermore, I will be referring to Carol
Gilligan's work on moral development to illustratc that friendship - one that
encompasses equality, mutuality, and a common life - is the ideal topos for these
characteristics to find full fruition. Finally, I will develop a link between 'ideal

friendship’ and the 'retalional self’ which provide a model for a non-violcnt, non-

'Bacon uses the same phrase, p. 144; Montaigne re-phrases: “The unique, highest fiiendship
loosens all other bonds...c is me”. p. 215

“Fot a clear swmmary and feminist critique of the history of the ‘male, autonomous, modernist’
subject, see Susan J, Heckman, Moraf Voices Moral Selves, Carol Gilligan and Feminist Moral Theory
{Polity Press: Cambridge, 1995), pp. 71-112

*Bsther Fuchs accuses Ruth of sacrificing “her own freedom and identity in order to
perpetuate the identity of her late husband and father-in-law”, p. 118, footnote 4, in “The Literary
Charcacterization of Mothers and Sexual Politics in the IIebrew Bible,’ pp. 117-136 in Collins. 1 have
already discussed why Ruth is acting on her own free will, I will also argue against the ciaim that she is
giving up her identity,
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blased communily where responsibilily und care for others 1s not obstructed by

individual diffcrencces.

i
. H a g . . . . :
Arislolle's 'arros wuTos' is first mentioned in Book Nine of the Nichomachean

Ethics when he comparcs a man's relation to his friend with his relation 1o himsclf":

.o(for it is the mark of a pood man to direct his energies fo what is
good) and he docs so for his own sake (for he does it on account of the
intellectual part of hiim, which is held to be the self of the individual).
Also he desires his own life and safety, especially that of his rational
part;...And it would seem that the thinking part is or most nearly is, the
individual self...Thus it is becanse the good man has these several
fectings towards himself, and cxtends to his friend fhe same relation
that he has towards hirpsif (for a friend fs another sclffeat. yap o
drios adios avrtos), that friendship is regarded as one of the said
feelings, and friends as those to whom these feelings apply.’

This summary encompasses two considerations: the theorctical and the

%0

practical. On thc onc hand, Aristotle sees the “essential human self as noetic™ and to
be fully onesell human beings must folfil their rational capabilities, i.e. they are to
identify with their nous’. It is in recognising another person as equally fully rational
that two friends are alike. Failure in this area means that one cannot be foved in

himself. We have already seen why this is probiematic for women *, Since Aristotle

considers the rational/ thinking faculty as the ‘essential part’ of oneself, i.e. the part

? Aristotle p. 293-4

*Cicero disagrees with this pronouncement because he explains that there are times when one
does not treat himself well but is capable of treating his friend vationally, p. 35. Nevertheless, he
agrees with Aristotle that “...a true friend...is...another self”, p. 65

‘iillet, p. 35
"Ibid., p. 41

®It is not enough to say us Nancy Chodorow does, that “because the self is construeted in a
relational matrix and includes aspects of the other, it can better recognise the other as a sell, and,
ultimately attain the inter-subjectivity that creates society™. It is necessary to delineate under what
conditions this is promoted and what 'self' it is to be recognised. See ‘Toward a Relutional
Individualism® p. 204 in {eds.) Thomas C. Hcller, Morton Sosna and David E. Wellbery,
Reconstructing Individualism, Autonomy, Individuality and the Self in Western Thought (Stanford, Ca.:
Stanford University Press, 1986), pp. 197-207
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one identifies with, then women - defined by emotion, and their friendships fall short
of this requirement.  Also, i Aristotle employs the term 'another self' in order to
further support his belief in self-sufficiency, i.e. if by “internalising what appears to be
the irreducible alterity of the friend”™ he buttresses the idea of the virtuous person's lack
of dependence on external factors® then this phrase canmol represent fiiendship as a
relationship in which two separate but different 'selves' come together. If love and
knowledge are bound together in friendship then “lo overlook differences is ultimately
to obscure an awarcness of self™° as well as the other. If the defining characteristic of
identity ceases o be limited to reason alone then actions deriving from friendship can
be revalued from a more holistic perspeclive where differences of opinion on
intellectual matters do not necessarily warrant a dissolufion of the retationship.
Furthermore, the idea ol the ‘other’ as a mirror to one's own virtue implics, as
Carol Gilligan writes, “a self defined in terms of separation although it is placed iu a

2211

context of relationships This formulation of a 'separate self is, according to
Gilligan, not only foreign to most women's concept of relationships, it is also, in my
opinion, in confrast to the demands of a feminist conceptualisation of ideal friendship
in which inclusion of difference is paramount. As Gilligan points out, the centrai
frammework within which identity is formed is dialogue rather than mirroring: “the self
is defined by gaining perspective, and known by cxperiencing cngangement with
others™”. Thus the configuration of identity, relationship and moral action brings us to

the second of Aristotle's claims in refation to his 'friend as another self'.

With regard to practical matters, Aristotle states:

“Gillet, p. 15

mNancy Sherman, ‘Aristotle on ‘The Shared Life’”, in Badhwar, p. 107, The idea that 'love is
lmowledge of the individual' is Irts Murdoch's, sec The Savereigaty of Good (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul,1970), p. 28. Murdoch cocs not talk about friendship but her example is of the

relationship between a mother-in-law to her danghter-in-Taw ().
"Gilligan, p. 240, RMT?

"Ibid., p. 250

vt N
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Thus concord is concerned with practical ends, and among these only
with such as arc important, and can be achieved by both parties, or by
the whole body of citizens....For the facl that they have the same
thought does not mean that the two parties are in concord no matter
what it is; the thought must be in relation to the same object...

This sort of concord is found among good men, because they are in
accord both with themselves and with one another, having (broadly

speaking) the same outlook..and they wish for what is just and
advantageous, and also pursue these objects in common.

This second condition has mmportant consequences for moral action. The choice of a
friend - not only at first instance but as an ongoing choice - is primarily moral in its
formation and then in its cultivation', So then friendship is a relationship which two
people jointly 'become each other's self’ by cach other’s example and practice of doing
good - not only for each other but to all. That is, the recognition - on an emotional
level and not merely rational - that another person is also involved in friendships
entails deferential treatment towards everyone - whether fricnds or not. And this is a
process accomplished by example. If the emphasis is on practice, and apprehension
of the other's particular virtue is seen to include emotion as well as reason only then
can it be said that ideal friendship meets the coundilions of intimacy, mutaality and
equality of virtue like no other human bond. Tt also means that ideal friendship is the
privileged topos for treating the other always as an end and never only as a means',
Furthermore, it 1s not only on the basis of reason that this is enacted, on the contrary,
knowledge of the potential emotfional harm one can cause - and its widespread
consequences -~ is equally important ‘data’ to consider'®.

‘There is a responsibility here for one to respond to another's need that attends

to the other's particularity in a way that Aristotle’s identifying the self solely with the

" Aristotle p. 297 and 298

“Gillet, p. 57. Gillet sees this as a “signal of concordance between reason, passion and
desire”, I can agree with the first and third but cannot sce how cqual importance is given to passion in
Aristotle's view of friendship.

“Immanucl Kant, The Moral Law (tr.) H.I. Paton, (London: Routledge, £1948), p. 91

"“Lawrence Blum considers the “level of caring itself which primarily determines the level of
mortal value in the friendship,” p. 199, “I'riendship as a Moral Pheaomenon™ pp. 192-210 in Badhwar,
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rational renders inadequate”. One loves one's friend because one kunows hira/her in a
way strangers or lesser friends do not and this enables him/her to respond more
effectively in different situations. When this kind of care is mutual then “the process
of coming to know others...implies the possibility of generating new knowledge and

™8 Needless to say, the sole

transforming the self in the experience of relationship
identification with another’s ‘rational’ sclf is inadequate for such a process'.
Connection on an emotiona!l level is equally important if positive identification is to
take place. Lhe point of reference for judging and acting then becomes the

relationship between the two friends. Tt is within this context of mutual development

that I would lilke to look at the relationship between Naomi and Ruth™.

ii

What needs to be established then is the grounds on which Naomi and Ruth are each
other’s ‘self” without however, subjecting them cxlusively (o Aristotle’s sole criterion
of rationality. In terms of practical matters I have already shown how Naomi and
Ruth prove that they are capable of acting both rationally and in response to their own
as well as each other’s emotional needs. To carefully plan and execute a coursc of
action which would end their poverty and secure them with a place in society is not a
simple matter considering the precautions needed to ensure {hat they do not appear to
be acting 'out of bounds'. [n this respect ajone, Naomi and Ruth provide an example

of rational behaviour which would casily *pass’ the test of its practical applicability.

""He is not alone in doing so. In terms of friendship, Kant also agreed thak: “the most
fundamental, and the most preeious clement in friendship - the very core of friendship - is the {rec
intercourse of mind with mind.” This docs not however imply the inchision of emotional martters. See
H.J. Paton, ‘Kant on Friendship’, p. 133-149 in Badbwar, p. 142

"Gilligan, ‘RMD’ p. 240

""For a critique of the notion of reason which is apposcd to “desire, affectivity and need” as
well as its consequences for the notion of alterity see Young, pp. 60-63

it appears here that T am privileging the practical application of reason - albeit in a revised
form - to the first, more contemplative definition. As it is beyond the scope of my thesis to claborate
on the nuances of Aristotle’s thouglit iu this area, see Jonathan Barnes's discussion in his Introduction
to Aristotle’s NVE, pp. 9-43, esp. pp. 38-39
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What remains (o be seen is whether the maxim ‘the friend is another self® can
be applied to Naomi and Ruth despite their differences in age, ethnicity and religion.
My aim is to show that it is possible for a friend to be ‘another self” without this ‘self’
being limited to the ‘like’ beings Aristotle supports. I will also show that the
concepts of ‘similarities’ and ‘differences’ must also be reconsidered so that they arc
not limited to disembodied intellectual exchanges. What Naomi and Ruth share,
beyond a combined, rational/practical effort to achieve what they desire, is also an
awarcnoss of the similar societal/patriarchal forces that have acted upon them and
have contributed to their identification at an emotional level. They share a
commitment to a web of relationships - including their own, special friendship -
which they prioritise and refuse to compromise. Finally, the differences they bring to
their relationship and to the society they find themselves in, are utilised for the
common good, as a source of strength rather than division.

If [tiends arc brouglt together by similarity of virtue and interests then what
can be said of Naomi and Ruth’s ‘differences’ scem to outwcigh the similaritics they
share? At the same time, one of the most important similarities of ideul friendship -
moral virtue - has been shown to be a common trait but can this be enough to claim
that one is ‘another self’ to the other? I will first claim that not only are these
differences not marked in the text but neither would be they be in a contemporary
context’'. Second, I will show that cven greater similaritics lie in an area usually
overlooked - that of gender. What binds them at the level of gender I will show is
more signficant than any ‘differences’ they may have. Yet, as I will suggest, even the
differences themsetves are part of an ongoing dialoguc characterised by equality,

equily and care.

*'T am saying that it is again nccessary to refrain from imposing ovr conferporary
assumptions on the text since in the case of women’s past lives the data are incomplete. See Carol
Meyers, ‘Everyday life: Women in the Period of the Ilcbrew Bible,” pp. 244-251 in The Waomen's
Bible Commentary.

. e
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First, the difference in age between Naomi and Ruth is not shown to hinder the
women in any way - in fact it is a complementary factor” both at a practical level and
an emotional one. Since Naomi is not only older but also in mourning, Ruth takes
upon herselfl the inittative of offering to work in the fields: “Let me go to the field,
and glean among the ears of grain™(2: 2). Thus, Naomi is left in the security of their
home while Ruth ventures into the outside world of strangers, without, nevertheless
being told to do so by Naomi but out of concern for the older woman’s well-being. Tn
this casc it is quitc possible that the age difference is not more than fifteen years and
the domestic skills required of both are more similar than different*. Yet what could
have become a serious ‘difference’ and a source of conflict in the division of labour 1s
used positively so that their friendship profits rather than suffers from it. In the text
itself, there is no mention of Ruth’s ignorunce of working in the fields, in fact, in 2:17,
she seems to know exactly what is involved: “So she gleaned in the fields until
evening; then she beat oul what she had gleaned, and it was about an cphah of barley”.
She is able thus to help Naomi with the harder, outdoor work while the domestic
dulies are caried out by the older woman.

The status factor - that Naomi has been a4 mother - which accompanies the
difference in age, is cqually less a hindrance and more an aid* as Naomi better
understands the codes of behaviour particular o that society. Because of Naomi’s
greater wisdom and knowledge of her society, she is able to function as a valuable

advisor to Ruth’s youlh and 1gnorance of that particular community. In particular, ag

PCampbell estimates between 10 to 15 years difference, p. 67

“Iistorically, because of the age limit of marriage the differences in ternms of domestic dutics
in the widor arca of Palestine arc minimal. Sce Meyers, in The Women s Bible Commentary, pp. 244-
251. She adds that “many more female tasks involved skill, experience and planning” p. 248. In any
case these factors are extrinsic to the text. On the issuc of women’s history, see Jo Am Hackett, ‘In
the Days of Jael: Reclaiming the History of Women in Ancient Istael’, pp. 17-22 in Clarissa 'W.
Atkinson, Constance H. Buchanan and Magaret R. Miles, (eds.), fmmaculate and Powerful: The
Female in Sacred finage und Social Reality (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985)

“This stands as an exception to the paradox Cheryl lixum points out tor women who play

crucial roles in fhe Bible but are rarely major characters in ‘Mother in Israel: A Familiar Figure
Reconsidered® pp. 73-85, in Russell, p. 85
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a woman of greater expericnee, she is in a position to advise Ruth on how to prepare
for her visit at the threshing [oor: (3:3-4)

Wash...anoint yourself, and put on your best clothes and go down to

the threshing floor; but do not make yourself kinown fo the man until he

has finished eating and drinking. But when he lies down, observe the
place where he lies; then, go and uncover his feet and lie down;

it is advice Ruth readily accepts and by understanding the necessity of such
tactics she is not only acknowledging Naonu’s greater wisdom but also thenr common
subordinate position within patriarchal society. For if they were not clearly
subordinate as women, they would have no need of condncting their affairs
surreptitiously. As Dale Spender explains, women are required to know the reality of
the dominant group and how to operate within it since “in patriarchal order male

%25
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reality has usually been posited as the ounly reafity In this way, Naomi and Ruth
not only use their rational faculties to improve their situation, they use reason to
undermine the rules they did not set but are obliged to follow in order to manipulate
reality to their own advantage. Where age and status then might be seen as too great a
difference in the Aristotelian model, here, in the example of Naomi and Ruth, it is an
asset which contributes to the common good.

This brings me to a consideration of the women's common ‘outsider’ status and
on the possibility of their sharing a common 'truth’ as C, S, Lewis defines it*. Lewis
phrases the question of "Do you see the same truth” or "Do you care about the same
truth?" as an important one to consider in the case of similarities in ideal friendship,
What I would like to propose is that Naomi and Ruth share a condition which,
although related to gender, is defined by their common status as foreigners. Ruth is

not alone in being the only foreigner in Judah - Naomi herself has becomie an outsider

and this is partly signalled by the reactions of others and partly by her own actions.

PDale Svender, Man-Made Language (London: Pandora, 1990, first published by Routledge
and Kegan Paul, London, 1980}, p. 90

*Lewis, p. 82
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When the women of Judal: first see her and ask "Is (his Naomi?" (1:19) the reasons
are not made explicit though I would suggest that the lack of recognition on their part
1s partly motivated by Naomi's state of mourmng bul also partly because of her
acquired ‘foreigness’. Equally, Naomi's retreat inio the private sphere - only to
emerge again for the important occasion of Ruth's giving birth to a child - has to do
with her mourning and her alienation from a sociely she has not been a part of for at
least ten years. Her ten year residence in Moab has placed her in the unique position
of comprehending Ruth's status in a way no one else can.

Notwithstanding the fact that not all women can be said to have their common
gender as a source of identification and resistance there remains the possibility of
individual instances where this is made explicit since gender is also a construction
whose common denominator is patriarchal oppression. [n the 'no-man’s' land of the
scene of departure Naomi and Ruth's decision to rely on cach other for a source of
strength and nuriurance is an instance of temale bonding unparalleled in the Hebrew
Bible. Just as Naomi has lived as a foreigner in Moab, so will Ruth now beconic a
foreigner in Judah. The answer to the guestion "do we sharc the same truth” is yes - to
the primacy of their friendship above all other relationships. This mutual voluntary
positioning on the periphery of society gives the two women a common point of
reference which only they fully apprehend”. Again, Ruth’s foreigness is not an
obstacle in her friendship with Naomi, it is only constifuted as such by contcmporary
interproters™ as well as the other characters in the text who are the real ‘outsiders’ - to
the women’s friendship.

To tllustrate this point textually I will need to point out the juxtaposition

between Naomi and Ruth's behaviour in the public and private sphere. In both public

* According to Paula S. iebert, the Hebrew widow, ‘almana,’ like the ‘ger’ (sojourner,
stranger, resident alien) existed on the fringes ol society.: “Unlike the ‘ger,” the ‘almana’ lived in this
liminal zone as a woman. Not only was she berefl of kin, but she was also withoul a male who
orcinarily provided a woman with access to the public sphere”, in Day, p. 130

®amy-Jill Levine, ‘Ruth’ p, 79 in The Women's Bible Commentary, p. 78-84. Levine calls
Ruth’s background a ‘*stigma’.




appearances Naomi does not address herself to Ruth - thus pre-empting the biased
response of the community she knows well and wisely waits untif Ruth hersell wins
their favour, (perhaps in the same manner Naomi herself was obliged to do m Moab?).
Furthermore, in all cases of private exchanges, Naomi addresses herself to Ruth by
saying 'my daughter' - for a total of six times!” Why such secrecy? Because in a
world where both arc designated 'other’ making their alliance to each other public
would be foolish and catastrophic®™. And just as Ruth remains till the end 'the
Moabitcss' Naomi refuses to engage in dialogue with any man publicly - her
complaints arc restricted to thc women who inhabit the same social space. The
suppression of their alliance from the public eye - until they have achicved all (hey
have planned - parallels the suppression of their story at the narrative level. Once in
Judah, the public sphere of work and malc justice take precedence over their lives
(cspecially in chapters three and four) ending with a genealogy which is not direcily
relevan( at a textual level since it docs not further the plot in any way.

As to the other characters identifying Ruth consistently as a Moabitess (in 2:2,
2:6,2: 21, 4;5, and 4:10) a feminist position needs to be consistent. We cannot lament
the 'loss' of Ruth's identity and at the same time find fault with her ‘failure' at total
integration. Nor can we support difference without allowing integration because
integration does not automatically imply assimilation”. Ruth cannot be called
anylhing other than 'Moabitess' because despite 'converting' to Judaism, she has not

erased all that has contributed to the formation of her own identity from one day to the

Beattie points out that the number six was said to have prophetic significance and that
Jewish exegetes agrec that “Ruth was to be the ancestress of six men whe would each be blessed with
six blessings...the spirit of wisdom and discernment, connsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and
the fear of the Lord”. Unfortunately, this consensus refers to the six measures of grains Boaz gives to
Ruth and Ruth then gives to Naomi, averlooking the six clandestine proncuncements of endearment. 1
propose this is another instance where the praise is proper but the emphasis is misplaced. Here again
Ruth and Naomi provide hints of their real allianve against interpreters who want them ouly concerned
with marriage and property, p. 182

**Such mutual trust is, according to Lawrence Thomas, one of the three salient features of
‘companion’ friendship: “becausc the bond is cemented by equal seli-disclosure and as such, a sign of
special regard each has for each other”, in ‘Friendship and Other Loves’, pp. 48-64 in Badhwar, p. 49

*ICE. Levine, p. 79 and Fuchs, p. 118 as aforementioned.
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next. Ruth herself signals this when she identifies herself as a foreigner in 2:10:
“Why have [ found favour in your eyes, that yon should take notice ot me, when 1 am
a foreigner?” The important point is that Ruth’s different ethnic origin does not stand
as an obstacle 1o her friendship with Naomi and as such scts the example to the rest of
the community for a harmonious accommodation/acceptance of difference.

If Ruth has not 'given up' her identity then it follows that the scene of
departure did not require any 'sacrifice’ on her part and she is able to remain both a
Moabitess and a friend to Naomi. In any casc, Naomi and Ruth could not be friends if
this kind of ‘sacrifice’ had transpired. Although Aristotle attempts to reconcile the
idea of sacrifice with the nobility of 'ideal' friendship by saying that the sacrifice of
one's life is justified if it contributes to a greater good I would ask, "Whose greater
good?” In the case of women’s friendship the inevitable conflict between (he
commitment to one’s fitend and the greater patriarchal good leads only to a less than
noble sacrifice of the former. But if the immediate result was the dissolution of the
friendship this would go against the basic tenant of fiiends' continued shared life.

[n the book of ‘Ruth’ what is at issue is not the sacrifice of onc’s life but the
lesser' case of the sacrifice of identity. Notwithstanding that I have already argued
why Ruth’s fidelity does not constitute a sacrifice, another point that must be raised is
that it stands against reason - as well as the common good - to subject a friend to an
act that would change the friend in such a way that one could no longer remain
friends; for even if the intention was virtbous (i.e. to save one’s life} the result would
once again be separation. This is because, as Aristotle has pointed outf, when a friend
changes beyond recognition one can no longer be expected to maintain (hat
{riendship™. In Naomi and Ruth’s case, the intention (renouncing one’s identity for
another’s well-being) may be construed as virtuous but if it were realised within
friendship the result would once again (as in the case of sacrificing one’s life) prevent

an ensuing conmon life.

** Aristotle insists on this even if the change does not involve a compromise of one's
goodness, pp. 292-3 passim,
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There are several more aspccis which supporl an interpretation against
‘sacrifice’. If in order to remain together Ruth forgoes that which constitutes her
uniqueness vis-a~vis Naomi then this would constitute an immoral demand on
Naomi's part which would then require Ruth (o separate from her. At the same time,
should Ruth still desire to remain with Naomi, she would not be the ‘same’ Ruth and
this also would require separation. What has been successfully negotiated then in the
departure scene is the terms in which what is valued as the same (goodness, outsider
status,) and different (religion, ethnicity, age) in each woman will continue to remain
valued as such in the future.

In relation to religious faith, in light of the fact that Naomi is the only one who
utters the name of YHWH - in an effort to regain her faith in Him - and Ruth not cven
once™, the strategic wording of Ruth's oath cludes the need for any sucrifice.  This
allows the women to continue in Judah as they had been living in Moab - in the
company of each other, practising those common interests they possess as women and
with the virtue that defines them and their {riendship i order 1o satisfy the rest of
their needs. And this takes place - at least Initially - independently of their
surrounklings.  If the rest of society does not accept them they still retam the

community of each other’s company - they are in [act, cach other’s only country™.

il

[t is in the last scene of child birth that is important for the argument that gender
construction 1s a significant factor in these women's identification with each other.
The child is part of ‘giving’ that is not biological but social, as in carrying out the task

of caring and nurturing. The life given to Ruth by Naomi - a new home - is retirmed

* According to medieval, Jewish exegete, Salmon Ben Yeroham, *...for if they were not going
with her (Naomi) for the sake of great love of religion she would not allow them to go with her”, in
Beattic, p. 54

*IT disagree with Trible who sees Ruth as “standing alone” and possessing nothing, However,
immediatcly afterwards she praises Ruth's committing herself “te another female in a world where life
depends upon men. There is no more radical decision in afl the memories of Istael”, p. 172, This is in
agreement with my own thesis.
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by Ruth as a new lile in the procuring of a child”. In a subversive twist in plot
development Naomi and Ruth express to each other their commitment to their
fricndship which, once in Bethlehem, cannot be expressed explicitly in words, not
only because of their presence in public patriarchal spacc but also because of their
exclusion from “man-made language™®. The only language they share - to the
exclusion of men - is that of their maternal bodies and the women's chorus
acknowledges this in their proclamation: (4:15-16)
Then the women said (o Naomi...for your daughter-in-law who loves

you, who is more to you than seven gons hus borme him. Then Naomi
took the child and faid him in her bosom, and became lis nursc.

In the book of Ruth, the only "lex(’ (as meuns of communication) Naomi and
Ruth can share in the public sphere is therr maternal bodies and by extension the only
text' they possess is Ruth's child™. As such, it is a ‘text’ they are to share, thereby
resisting its - and their own - traditional inscription in patriarchal order as signs of
credit which, as Claude-Levi Strauss says, constifute “the ultimate gift’™*, Here they
are changing he rules on their own terms so that structure of gift ‘exchange’ is

transformed into gift ‘sharing’ in order to maich the ethic of care by which they

**As the Hebrew word illustrates, ‘redeemer’ is used in both instances. So just as Naomi
helped Ruth in procuring Boaz as a “‘next of kin’, (3: 12), Ruth has provided a *next of kin’ for Naomi
in Obed (4:15). In each case, the men are to ‘take care’ of the women but they are also the means by
which the women are ‘officially’ bound together! There is not only mutual care at work here, but also,
equality, logic, daring and intelligence. See Jan de Waard and Bugene A. Nida, 4 Transiator’s
Handbvok of Ruth (Londoi: United Bible Sacieties, 1973), p. 4.15

**For Spender men have had the monopoly of ‘naming’ the reality they experience becanse of
their position as the dominant group whereas women have been excluded from this process. Thus
“without a name it is difficult to accept the existence of an object, an event, a feeling...by assigning
names we impose a paltern and a meaning which allows us to manipulate the warld”, p. 163. In view
of this context it is remarkablc that Naomi attempts to ‘name” herself, p. 183

*"My line of argument is indebted to Lorna ITutson's thesis on 16th century male friendship
but I will reverse the terms so that it applies to women's friendship. Tt then serves as an radical
subversion of the domination of the narrative upon Naomi and Rutl's story and of sociely on their
bodies. In IHutson's thesis, women (in marriage) and literary texts (in reading) are part of the gift
exchanging which form alliances, otherwise known as friendships, see pp. 0-7.

y
"“Claude-Levi Strauss, The ZLlementary Structures of Kinship (London: Yiyre and
Spottiswoode, 1969, orig. published, 1949), p. 65
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function. The child then becomes an extension and illunination of their own
positioning as subjcets, i.c. a sign of resistance to the male economy of ‘exchange’
and diviston. By claiming the child as their own they are refusing to submit to the
patrilinear emphasis of the ending which ironically, but aptly, omits the man in whosc
name all this was ostensibly carried out - Chilion.

‘The language then that they both understand and to which the men do not have
access™ 1s one characterised by equality, nurturance and care. In this public sctting, it
15 a language which can only be expressed physically and in silence since the
language of laws and rights is shown to be the domam of men (chapter four). That
Naomi “laid him in her bosom” instead of speaking docs not signify her disinterest
Ruth®™ but her final justification in the case of a woman wronged early in the book.
Only in this case 1l not an economy of exchange which is being enacted but the
equality and equity of sharing. And against the legality of marriage they juxtapose -
outside the spacc of formal rules and regulations - the justice of caring and taking
mutual responsibility for the young. There can be no issue of 'whose' child this is
since this is a concern of patrilineage - the women know that all children are a
common responsibilily. Again, Naomi's and Ruth’s relationship re-interprets the
notion of ideal friendship so that different values are assigned Lo notions of mutual
beneficience and benevolence.

In an unexpected final appearance Naomt re-appears to signal the end of her
mourmning of death in order to partake in the celebration of new life. She does not
need to speak because the language of equality, nurturance and care can only be

expressed via their bodies - in silence - since it is of their bodics and as such without

“Because of what Spender names “tunnel vision’, p. 96: “Men inhabit a monodimensional
reality characlerised by tunnel vision whereas women have had to develop skitls which are an inherent
part of multi-dimensionaf reality”. The same analogy could be drawn between masters and slaves,

““As Fewecll and Gunn forther argue: “(the women of the city) gently chide her by reminding
her about the baby’s mother”, p. 102 in *A Son is Botn (0 Naowmi!”, Fowell and Gunn consistently
posit an either/or question between selfishness and altrnism beeause of their assumption of animosity
between the two women, Thus the possibility of ambivalence inherent in intense emotional states is
absent for them.




representation i the patriarchal narrative. In kecping with ideal friendship: “Friends
have alf things in corumon™" and the issue of whether Naomi 'legally’ adopts the child
or 'merely' cares for it is a non-question. Since the women's identity is bound up and
inseparable from their rclationship the sustained effort to procure a common life
continues with the birth of the next generation. ‘The chorus of women provide a hint
of Naomi's state of mind by linking her happiness to her relationship with Ruth and to
her specific accomplishment in creating a new lifc i.c. Naomi is not happy merely
because she now has a child/grandchild bul precisely because it is due to Ruth (hat
this child comes into existence: “He shall be a restorer of life to you and a nourisher
of your old age; for you danghter-in-law who loves you, who is morc to you than
seven sons has borne him” (4:15).

Finally, Naomi and Ruth are not the only silent onlookers in the final scene,
Boaz also has become a part of their conimunity. In the scene an the threshing floor,
what Boaz praises Ruth for is allowing him to partake in the model of relationship
established between the two women and he 1s willing to negotiate on the part of all of
them so (hatl il is secured on a 'legal’ basis. This would give a satisfactory answer 1o
the commentators who agonise over the meaning of “.you have made this last
kindness greater than the first in that you have not gone after young men whether rich
or poar” (3:10)". 1In the context of ideal friendship the virtuous would only seck out
the company of the equally virtuous and for Naomi and Ruth to accept Roaz he would

first have to prove worthy of his name - pillar of society.

" Aristotle, p. 273

“Following Hulson's argument, p. 78, Boaz shows that “the instrumental value of what is
sharcd tends to be identified with ifts confidentiality as a knowledge transaction”. In other words,
Naomi and Ruth's narrative secrecy is opened 1o include Boaz who immediately understands the need
for equally swreptitions bechaviowr. He then is awarded with the inclusion of his name i fhe
genealogy.




Chapter 5

Naomi and Ruth: Role Modcls?

In order for Naomi and Ruth (o be 1ole models both for women and for the whole of
community and for this model of community to be based on friendship I will examine
how Ruth's relationship to Boaz, to her 'foremothers' (Rachel, Lcahk and Tamar), and
to God functions when related to this concern. What I would like to explore is how
the feminist model of friendship produced through the interaction of Aristotelian
theories and the book of Ruth can serve not only as a subversive basis of women's
resistance against patriarchal structures but also as an altemalive model of society

which is transformative of those patriarchal structures.

i Leah, Rachel and Tamar

When the elders of Bethlehem gather at the gate and convey their wishes to Ruth they
also mention in praise the names of three other women, Rachel, Leah and Tamar, On
one level these women do not seem to have much in common with Ruth except that
onc - Tamar - also was a foreigner and the others are the first women in Israel to
inhabit Bethlehem:"May the Lord make the woman, who is coming into your house,
like Rachel and lLeah, who together built up the house ol Istacl..may you
prosper..may your house be like the house of Perez whom Tamar bore fo Judah.”
(4:11-12).

Bul as the stories of these women illuminate, there are more points in
common. Tamar (Gen: 38) and the sisters Rachel and Leah (Gen: 29-31) also used
deceit to secure sons for themselves. As such they all form examples of bearers of
wisdom that the men in the stories do not have access to or comprehension of - despite
their high ranking in God’s eyes. [Like them, Ruth and Naomi inhabit what Elaine

Showalter calls the 'wild zone" of female experience/consciousness (0 which the male

IElaine Showalter, Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness', pp. 331-353, in David Lodge, (ed.),
Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader, (London and New York: T.ongman, 1988), p. 347. Like Dale
Spender, Showalter is also influenced by Ardener's theory of dominant and muted groups.
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point of view is off limits. So Jacob may be able to converse with God Himself
(Gen.28: 13-15 and Gen. 35: 10-12) but he is casily manipulated by both Rachel and
Leah 1n scxual matters (Gen. 30:3-4,9,16). Tamar on the other hand, must disguise
herself as a harlot in order to trick Judah into fulfilling his duty towards her as a
childless widow,

But the resemblance ends here. Where Rachel and Leah utilise this knowledge
clearly for the purpose of gaining Jacob's favour and Tamar to regain her standing in
society as a mother, Ruth has a different agenda® .  She puts this wisdom - with the
help of Naomn - to use in order to secure hers and Naomi's common good which is
based on a sensc of their relationship as a priority. Even when Ruth securcs a promise
from Boaz that he “will do the part of the next of kin” (Ruth 3: 13) Ruth's concern is
still with Naomi. When she rcturns the next morning with the six measures of barley
she gives them to Naomi saying that Boaz insistcd she “should not go back empty-
handed” to her mother-in-law (Ruth 3:17) when in fact he had onty given the food to
her. This is yet another sign of Ruth's emphasis on her relationship to Naomi and her
well-being as a priority - one that is reciprocated by Naomi in her immediate response
which signifies an equal emphasis on the Ruth’s well-being: “Wait my daughter, until
you learn how the matter turns out” (Ruth 3:18).

But there is more to the sharing of the six mcasures of barley than this 'white
lie'. What is Naomi asking her to 'wait' for when Ruth offers her the barley and before
Boaz officially settles the matter? 1t is the celcbration - the sharing of food - of their
accomplishment, a private celebration which immediately precedes the public
negotiation of Naomi's land and Ruth's hand in marriage. Though Ruth seems secure

in the knowledge that their plans have been successful, Naomi, as an insider to the

2}3:\1, Lethal Love, p. 85-87, passim. Bal also considers the link between Ruth, Leah, Rachel
and Tamar one of common subversive - of female scxuality against male fear - and also presents Ruth
as going further than the other women in this respect. Though I agree here, 1 am more interested in
going beyond the confines of the perpetuation of the 'story of Isracl’ - since this has the wormmen acting
for patriarchy's interests as well as their own - to another level of subversion which transgresses the
patriarchal status quo and has the women acting for themselves and each other's interests.




ways of her society, cautions for onc last pause before they can begin to partake in
‘comimon food' once again - food of course which has been made available by a man
but which officially secures their life-long cohabitation, which is as I mentioned, most
desired by friends.

The fact that Ruth and Naomi show such solidarity for each other is not only
unique in the Hebrew Bible for the representation of relationships between women it
is also important for the function of women's [riendship in society. According to
Aristotle, and unlike Cicero’, the demands of friendship do not come inio conflict with
the demands of community since the analogy he uses is that of democracy®. This is
understandable in the context of male friendship when loyalty to male power is only
an extension of their loyalty to each other. Ruth and Naomi set the example for a
woman’s voice in friendship which posits its own rules for agency to which
patriarchal order must comply - since it is society which is based on the notion and
practice of friendship and not vice versa. If they are to respond to the demands of
their friendship it is inevitable that this will bring them into conflict with patriarchal
demands since these posit loyalty to men first and foremost. And this is exactly what
Naomi and Ruth do by focusing on each other's well-being regardless of the
consequences that may follow as a result. But from beginning to end, neither woman

does this alone - she has the other to rely on’.

“Cicere: "Itis a bad and unacceptable excuse for any sort of wrongdoing but particularly if a
man says he has acted against the interests of the state for the sake of his friend”, p. 47. How much
more ‘unacccptable’ if it is women's fricndship which does so.

*Aristotle, p. 277

*In this respect 1 disagree with Daphne [[ampson's asscrtion that: "Ruth {s rewarded for the
faithfulness of her behaviour within this patriarchal context. Bul the story inno way questions that
context or the rights of men". Hawpson too quickly dismisses Ruth as acting strictly out of duty to
Naomi whom she sees merely as a representative of her dead husband's world, But if Ruth had also
refurned to her people would she not then have been seen as faifhful to the patriarchal world of her
father? It sccms that there is no 'right’ action that would absolve the women in this text for Hampson.
Sce Theology and Feminism, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1996), p. 103
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and Aristotle himself points out that: “Between friends there is no need for justice, but
people who are just still need the quality of friendship; and indeed friendliness is
considered to be justice in the fullest sense’™.

By justice of course, Aristotle ﬁas in mind the written law with its rules and
regulations’ but as I have shown, the obligations of friendship are not obligations in
the strict sense of this word. And since ideal friendship also encompasses moral
excellence and equality of beneficience such a model for society is one compatible
with feminism's ideals for an egalitarian society. In such a society there would be no
need for sacrifice since there would be no conflict between the values which bind
people together and the society which is an extension of these values on a larger scale.

But since both ideal friendship and ifs counterpart as a vision of community is
to be constantly striven for neither can be seen as static i.e. as a once and for all
accomplished state of being or even one which cannot be accomplished in the present.
On the personal level of friendship, the mutual benceficience which stems from moral
excellence must be constantly exhibited and on the societal level this must be
accomplished for the majority of citizens if it is to be an effective alternative of
éommunity. But first, it must be acknowledged as a value to be respected and
prioritised as a relationship to be developed®. instead of marriage as the cornerstone

of society, which, given the time and placc of the Biblical world remains an unequal

freely grants; it brings abount that harmony in which violation ot mutual rights no ionger occurs and so
therc is so longer any occason even fo think of justice™, p. 963

¥ Aristotle, p. 259

®As Derrida writes on Aristotie’s democracry: "ene can see a form of friendship which is
coextensive with relationships of justice. One would have to specify that justice has two dimensions,
one not written and the other codified by law”, p. 383, Derrida is echoing Aristotle, p. 282

Vas Mary Daly asserts in Pure Lust (London: Women's Press, 1984): "...thc work of be-
Iviending can be shared by all, and all can benefit from this Metamorphosphcric activity. Be-{riending
involves Weaving a context in which women can Realize our Self-transforming, metapatterming
participation in Be-ing...Every woman who contributes lo the creation of this atmosphere functions as
catalyst for the evolution of other women and lor the forming and unfolding of genuine friemdships™.
In this redemptive potential I would like to incinde all humanity.
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basis on which to form a society, (fendship would prioritise equality in a practical,
realisable manner accessible to all who cultivate it.

In the book of Ruth, this is shown to be endorsed when, in the last scene, Ruth
gives birth to Obed, and the women (following the praisc of the elders but with an
altogether different emphasis) posit friendship above kinship:"...your daughter-in-law
who loves you, who is more to you than seven sons, has borme him” (4:15). How is it
that Ruth's relationship to Naomi is more than that of a son? Oflficially, Ruth is
‘related’ to Naomi, but she is not a blood relation and in the precarious position of
daughter-in-law she could easily have marmed someone else and lost all contact with
Naomi. So again there is excess in the relationship which, like the pledge at the
beginning of the story goes beyond the call of duty characteristic of kinship
relationships to that of the voluntary nature of fiiendship. Where the duty of familial
rclations ends - and docs not suffice - there is the desire to develop and maintain
friendship which, as a model, is a better guarantce of prosperity ~ for Ruth is more
worthy than severn sons, not merely one.

For those who see Rutl: as negative role model - or not one at all - because she
portrays all those “feminine qualities of docility and submission, of obedience and
devotion to wifely and maternal duties™" is to disregard the strategic manipulation of
the feminine role Ruth employs to ends that arc not traditionally 'femtnine'. Af the
same time, the qualities ol kindness and strength, intelligence and co-operation
developed within the context ot friendship should not be seen as secondary virlues or

as useless for the [eruinist project. They are the qualities with which an equally

"1 eila Leah Bronner, ‘A Thematic Approach to Ruth in Rabbinic Literature’ p. 169 in
Brenner p. 146-169. It is Bronner who points oul that non-midrashic sources such as the Syriac
Targum as well as modern scholars working from etyniwlogical evidence, consider Ruth’s name to
derive from the root r¢ 'ut or ‘friendship’ or *female’ companion’ {quoted on p, 150 from BDB, p.
946). Sasson, on the other hand, in ‘Ruth’ p. 322 prefers to agree with the other arpument that says
this is an edifying interpretation because tor them, the name ‘Ruth’ is related to a Semitic root meaning
‘to be soaked, irigated’. Since all the other names have clear symbolic meanings, I fail fo see why
translators prefer this more apaquc rendition (do they find it potentially subversive?). In any case, it
scems suspicious that, although known, the former etymology did not influence their readings of Ruth.
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radical revolution may be forged, provided, as shown here, that the priorities and aims
such qualities are made to serve are not androccntric/exclusivist.

And as [ have shown, the qualities women 'possess' as defined by androcentric
discourse need revaluating in the context they are shown to function in and the
purposes they serve. Ruth is shown to be submissive to Boaz when she {irst meets
him (Ruth 2:10) but not at all when she visits him on the threshing floor! (Ruth 3:9).
And she is never 'dutiful’ to Naomi. Naomui is also equally assertive when she refuses
to engage in dialogue with any men and addresscs her complainis directly to God
without any male intermediary. It is only within the background of patriarchal power
that this masguerade of subservience and docility takes place for the pwrpose of
attending Lo these women's desires. And unlike so many other women in the Hebrew
Bible who do not voice their desires let alone fulfil them, Naomi and Ruth speak of,
demand and fulfil the many goals they pursue. The potential however for alternative
society does not only rest in the 'methods’ Naomi and Ruth utilise in order lo secure a
better life for themselves within patriarchal structures, it lies in exemplifying the
values of women'’s friendship which subvert those structures.

Could it have been possible for an independent, antonomous Ruth 1o have
survived? ‘l'o have these women openly dety male control would have rendered them
foolish since the exclusion of ane from the community would well have made the
dissolution of their friendship inevitable. In bringing attcution 1o what the book itself
denotes - a unique example of friendship" - one finds the most significant - for the
purpases of a feminist vision of society - image of the book. For instance, why is it
‘allowed', in the context of the Hebrew Bible, to be forged between two women? L
could be that like slaves, women as a social group which does not have direct access
to power, have no need to be involved in the kind of conflict that men are inevitably

drawn inlo. Therefore, they ure often left to argue over who secures which man or

IzAl‘iStOth, p. 264 *'I'hat such friendships are rare 1s natural, becanse men of this kind are
few”. This comment is borne out by the (lack of ) examples in the Rible.
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whose son will become king (Rachel and Leah, in Genesis 30) These less that noble
pursuits though perfectly justifiable given the conditions under which women lived,
are nowhere in the book of Ruth. Not only do Naomi and Ruth function in complete
harmony but the whole community of men and women follow their example. Though
the hint of danger and scandal exists (in Ruth 2:9, 3:14 - and these are the true
outsiders) there are po jealousies, no pettiness, no wrath of God. Could the book of
Ruth then be a Biblical Utopia?

in the potential it presents on the model of friendship, Naomi and Ruth’s
relationship is a concrete realisation of the kind of relationships that - were everyone
to aspire o - would result in a truly egalitarian, non-violent and harmonious society.
In its feminist reappropriation of a model friendship which is both emotional and
rational, pleasurable and responding to need, il functions as a basis of a society which
celebrates life int all its forms and difference in all its varieties, In its reinterpretation
of the notions of duty and freedom, desire and sacrifice, it privileges the sustaining of
non-violent relationships over the demands of a socicty that is ultimately dystopic
were it to prohibit or attempt to sever such ties. But in this book it is not only the
onlookers who seem to condone and support Ruth and Naomi's friendship, it is also a

text whose imagery suggests the approval of Ged.,

v

Most commentators interested in a theclogical interpretation of the book of Ruth go to
lengths to ‘prove’ that it is God’s providence at work in the story of common people. I
would like to argue that in the examples of the use of the word /esed lies a clue as to
what kind of behaviour is ultimately condoned. Since hesed is a term to be
understood primarily as a human manifestation which then has theological
implications” it should be examined within the context of Ruth, Naomi and Boaz's

utterances in order to draw any theological significance.

13p. 62 in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament

L et
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An important aspect of hesed is its mutuality even where it is not explicitly
shown', It is also often explained as doing more than one’s duty. Both of thesc
instances are compatible with the notion of friendship as re-interpreted in this thesis.
Since Ruth is commended for showing Aesed three times in the text this implies a
reciprocity in hesed which singles ow the “space’ between Ruth and Naomi and Boaz
as one of mutual care and responsibility which is voluntarily given.

The first instance (1:8) as [ have already mentioned is establishing a link with
the past which cstablishes Ruth as alrcady good since she is commended for the
kindness she has shown to her husbund and to Naomi: "May the Lord deal kindly with
you as you have dealt with the dead and with me". This is uttered by Naomi, who,
despite hor distress at losing her sons, praises Ruth and Orpah by wishing them further
well-deserved happiness. Ruth is further praised by Beaz (3:10) when she approaches
him on the threshing floor by comparing, rather ambiguously, Ruth's last 'kindness'
with her present 'kindness'. Was the last kindness related to him or 1o Naomi? It
seems that Ruth is so gified that she is able o suitably respond to each need as it
arises - but is she actually alone in possessing this gift?

According to the uses of hesed mutuality of benevolence is always implied and
this seewns o be another way of saying that this quality in Ruth is recognised by
Naomi and Boaz because they too are capable of fesed. According then to the logic
of the text, Naomi's efforts in Ruth's securing a husband and Boaz's rising to this
occasion are also examples of fesed - only il is not necessary for them to be
commended [or it becanse it is in Ruth's foreignness that possessing such an attribute
is found to be extraordinary. Yet the whole text is permeated with the desire for
goodwill as exemplified in the constant praising by the women at the beginning and
cnd of the story, by Boaz's scrvant, Boaz himself and finally, God is called upon to
bless Boaz since His “hesed has not forsaken the living or the dead!™(2:20). But

already, it has been the people themselves, Ruth, Naomi and Boaz who have nol

"“Tbid, p. 48
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forsaken each other and have responded to each other's needs, it has been their
kindness to each other in the 'here and now' of the text that retlects what the Lord is
asked to further endorse. To disregard this sense of urgency for mutual care in the
present space/time of the protagonists by pointing to the final paragraph of genealogy
is (o 1mpose a disproportionate emphasis on extra-textual matters which do not
concern the protagonists of this story and should not concern the reader until at least
the main protagonist in this list (David) is mentioned.

The genealogy however is seen to provide further proof to those who seek it
that the book of Ruth is an example of God’s providence in the lives of common
people, foreigners, and especially the Israelites. Although the Lord’s name is often
mentioned throughout, one must believe that TTis hand guides all the action, in such a
way that a happy ending ensues for evervone. In order to draw some theological
meaning in this case nothing of the aforementioned need be cancelled since He would
obviously approve of such a friendship - in the book of Ruth God is shown to be
ueither racist, ageist, nor misogynist and confers his blessing almost every step of the
(narrative) way. Not only does Ruth become accepted in Bethlehem but Naomi also
had already been accepted in a foreign land. To see God’s providence as singled out
for special use only by the Israclites is not useful even today or even worthy of a
theclogical inferpretation,

Here is a story where His involvement is minimal - yet Naomi and Ruth have
what seem 1o be so many differences - {n age, status, religion, ethnicity. How is it that
Ruth as a foreign woman - who never once mentions YHWIH after her oath - should
be the one to act in ‘good faith’ when so many others have failed? s it becausc as a
foreigner, she is less constrained by what 1s considered to be ‘God’s will’? 1s the

radical message of the text that the Israclites - as a representative community - can

'sMulphy, Wisdom Literaiure, p. 87, sees Him as a “hidden God”, Campbell (p. 29), as “a
primary actor in the drama”, while Sasson (p. 221) sees “‘a paucity of occasions in which God’s
acttvities are of consequence to the narrative {2:3, 4:1) as distinguished from rhetorical impact” (1:6,
4:3).




become blinded to the meaning of their own actions by neglecting the value of human
relationships and focusing instead on divine will? Could the ethical message be that
we should all aspire to relationships such as that of Naomi’s with Ruth? The answer

is yes - but with regard to ideal friendship.

Conclusion
It is safe to say that if it were not for David"™ the story of these two women would
have never made it into the canon, but once there I propose it is not Naomi and Ruth
who are made significant hecause of David but that David is who he is because of
such women - after all, they did come first! Nor do I find it surprising that Jesus is
part of this genealogy because perfeet friendship not only assumes love bul is
synonymous with love. [ mention these {wo men in particular because though they
are extra-textual factors while reading 'Ruth’, they are well known cnough to
'influence' a reading of this story in a way which diminishes the importance of the
women's actions within their own context”’. Naomi and Ruth's relationship needs to
be read without anachronistic interference from men's storics becausce as a women's
story in an ancient text it has already been subjected to enongh patriarchal bias in the
history of interpretation.

Why then has Naomi and Ruth's relationship not been interpreted and
cclebrated to a greater degree as friendship? Perhaps, because Naomi and Ruth’s
relationship does not ‘fit’the androcentric theoretical model nor the one overt example

of male friendship in the Hebrew Bible. if is assumed to be of an altogether different

'®On the other hand, if one wanted to read Ruth in relation to David's friendship with Janathan
- an altogether different project - one should be aware of the risk involved in for example, holding such
a relationship as a model of community hecause of the imbalance in power between David and
Jonathan, When there is already incquality inherent in the relationship, friendship falls short of the
ideal.

""LGyen Altes, whose approach is literary, follows this line: “The alipniment of Ruth’s stoty
with the Pentateuchal betrothal scene becomes an intimation of her portentious future as progenitrix of

the divinely chosen housc of David”, p. 59

¥See Fiorenza, p. 60
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nature. Or is is because, as Irigaray states, that “the existing norms ol sociely and
culture depend on separating women from each other?”” - whereas to see Naomi and
Ruth as friends challenges this separation? Perhaps also because to sce these two
women as friends is (o acknowledge their tull humanity as female subjects who acl
and retuse to be acted upon®. In view of the potential for a radical re-vision of society
it poses, I can only explain this omission on the basis of fear - of what women's
friendships put into question and offer as an alfernative. Yet this is unnecessary, since
the values it is Dbased upon - inclusion of difference, inter-dependence and
responsibility to emotional need - promote equality, cquity and non-violence at a
societal level which begins at an inter-personal level. As the quotes at the beginning
of this thesis illustrate this is not an ideal that is necessarily only realisable by
women. As Ruether writes, it is in “wrong relationship that evil lies...and good lies in
its limits, a balancing of our own drive for life with the life drives of all the others...,
so that the whole remains a life-sustaining harmony...the life force...becomes ‘evil’

when it is maximized at the expence of others™'.

The practice of friendship is such a
life sustaining force, one in which ‘heaven’ need not be reserved to the afterlife, it can
be experienced in the here and now, on carth®. Naomi and Ruth's story shows that if
their example was followed there would be no need for divine complaint - or any
other complaint. Though they may not have known it, in their struggle to find a placc

in society and stay together, Naomi and Ruth have provided an example of

community based on friendship that stili remains a largely unrealised wvision.

PLuce Irigaray, 4n Ethics of Sexual Difference, {ir.), Carolyn Burle and Gillian €. Gill,
(London: The Athlonc Press, 1993), p. 104

U inlike the majority of women in the Bible, see Sharon H Ringe. “When Women Interpret
the Biblc’, pp.1-9 in The Women's Bible Commentary, p.3

21Ructhcr, Gaia and God, p. 256
"’ZAugustiue’s heavenly city, in its vision of peace and happiness, seems quite similar to the
earthly utopia of friendship, see pp. 326-7, in The City of God, Book nineteenth XIX, (1r.), Marcus
Dods, M.A., pp. 293-344, (Edinbrough: {&1 Clark, 1871)
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