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RuthasaForeignWorkerandthePoliticsofExogamy

AthalyaBrennerＧIdan∗

Abstract:Thebook of Ruthcanand hasbeenreadasan
optimistic,idyllicstoryofintegration,ofpolemicagainstexogamy
andxenophobia(seeEzraandNehemiah),asastoryoflove,asa
storyofdutyandh esed

, oftraditionalJewishconversion．Such
readingsand othersare possible, certainly．What markssuch
interpretationsisthecommondenominatorofviewingthestoryasa
comedy,thebirthofasonbeinginterpretedasahappyending．Buta
happyendingforwhom? Ultimately,soitappears,foreignersmay
beacceptedintothetargetcommunity:lesssoiftheyareofthe
underprivilegedclassesandwomen;andfullintegration,eveninthe
caseofRuth,isinfactimpossible．Thevariablesofclass,occupation
andfemalenessusuallyoverridethoseofforeignnessandpersonal
excellence―thenandnow．
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Temporary,hopefulmigrationofworkersfromunderprivilegedlocationsto
moredevelopedlocationssometimesresultsintheworkers􀆳settlinginthehost
locationandapermanentorsemiＧpermanentabandonmentofthesourcecommunity．
Aclusterofculturalissues―economic,religious,linguistic,andmore―either
contributestotheintegrationoftheforeignworkerinthehostculture/locationor
hindersit．InthisessayIshallexaminesomeofsuchforeignworkers􀆳issuesin
modernIsraelinlightoftheRuthnarrativewhile,simultaneously,rereadingthe
Ruthnarrativeinlightofthoseforeignworkers􀆳situation．
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ModernIsraelimportsworkers,chieflyfromEasternEuropeandthefar
east (forthepurposeofthepresentpaper, IshallnotlookatIsrael􀆳s
employmentofArabworkersfromtheoccupiedterritories)．Theimportation
offoreignworkersisdictatedbythecountry􀆳sfluctuatingneedsandhuman
resourceshortagesandissubjecttorelativelystringentrulesandquotas．
Foreignworkerssignacontractofemployment．Theygenerallydomenial
jobs,areoftenunderpaidandbadlytreatedbytheiremployers．Presumably,

however, they wouldfareevenless wellintheirsourcecommunities
economically;thisistheirprimemotivationforcomingandforstayingfora
while．FiftyＧsixforeignworkersdiedinIsraelin１９９６,accordingtoareportin
thenewspaperHa􀆳aretzfromtheendofAugust１９９７,inspiteoftheirlegally
enforcedaccesstohealthandsocialcare．

Foreignworkin modernIsraelisdecidedlygendered．Insociological
analyses,anylineofemploymentwhosepractitionersareoverfiftypercent
femalesisfeminized, andviceversa．Tofollowthisbroaddefinition, the
genderingofforeignworkersisasfollows．Themajorityofmaleworkerswill
doconstructionandagriculture,aminoritybasichealthcareforthephysically
handicappedandotherservices．Themajorityoffemaleworkersdocarework
fortheyoung, elderlyordisabled, aminorityagriculturalworkandother
services．Femaleforeignworkersaremuchindemand．Theirstereotypedimage
is:young,positive, modest,trustworthy,industrious．Maleworkershavea
stereotypedimageoftroublemakersanddrunks．

Thereisnoquestionofwidespreadintegrationofmigrantforeignworkers
intoIsraelisociety:theworkpermitisvalidforafixedandshortperiod;

culturalandreligiousdifferencesaretoogreat;therearelanguagebarriers;

Israelisocietyis,byandlarge,snobbishandinsular,suspiciousofstrangers
andxenophobic; personalisolationand workers􀆳groupdynamics, notto
mentionspecificlivingarrangements,contributetotheirisolation．Andyet,

forfinancialgainandperhapsforothermotives,foreignworkerskeepon
comingbacktoIsrael．Andyetagain,againstallodds,someintegrationoccurs
intheformofcrossＧculturalmarriages (althoughnotallworkersaresingle
uponarrival)．InIsraelofthe１９９０sandbeyond,suchunionswillbeless
problematicifthelocalspouseisawoman,ostensiblybecauseanyoffspringof
thisunionwillstillbeconsideredJewishaccordingtoorthodoxhalakhah;
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however,bothcombinationsareknowntohavehappened．And,remarkably,

moreunionsoflocalmanＧforeignwomanworkerareregistered．
Itispossible, perhapsilluminating,toreadRuth􀆳sstoryagainstthis

background．Somesimilaritiesbetweenhersituationandthatofsingle,female
foreignworkersinmodernIsraelareapparent―althoughdissimilaritiesobtain
aswelltheywillnotbediscussedhere．Inthefollowingdiscussion,I􀆳mheavily
indebtedtoJackSasson􀆳scommentary,whoseresultsIviewfromthisspecific
angle．①

Ruthcomesfromanotherculture,anotherlanguage,anotherplace．Sheis
azārāh (Heb．foreign, “other”,notbelongingtothecommunityorfamily)

woman(seeProv．１Ｇ９)．ItiscustomarytoidealizeRuth􀆳sdecisionoffollowing
Naomitothestrangelandintoadecisionprimarilymotivatedbyherlovefor
hermotherＧinＧlaw,thusfillinganobviousgapinthetext:thisishowIhave
readit,too．PointOneofthepresentcrossＧcultural,crossＧeverythingreading:

Ruthmighthavehadlessofafreechoicethanwefondlyimagine,asisthe
casewithmanyaforeignworkernowadays．

SassonpointsoutinhiscommentarythatRuthbindsherselftoNaomiby
verbalcontract (１:１６Ｇ１７)．Theconceptof “love” ( Heb．h esed

) thatis
applicablehere,asintheslave􀆳sloveforhismasterinExod．２１:２Ｇ６ [５],isa
legalratherthananemotionalconcept:itindicatesintentaswellasconsent．
PointTwo:RuthinitiatesacontractimplyingthatshehastoworkforNaomi,

shehastotakecareoftheolderwoman―seech．２―asistrueofmany
contractedfemaleforeignworkers．QuestionsconcerningNaomi􀆳sinabilityor
abilitytofendforherselfarethus maderedundant: shehassomebody
contractedtodoitforher．

TheonlyonetonoticeRuthattheendofch．１,thehomecomingscene,is
thenarrator．Neither NaominortheBethlehem womenacknowledgeher
existence．PointThree:foreignworkersarelargelyinvisibletothedominant
culture,inspiteoftheimportantworktheyperform．

RuthdecidestogleaninBoaz􀆳sfield．Itcanbearguedthatshethus

① J．M．Sasson, Ruth: A New TranslationwithaPhilologicalCommentaryandaFormalistＧ
FolkloristInterpretation (Baltimore:TheJohnsHopkinsUniversityPress,１９７９);TheBiblicalSeminar,

１０;Sheffield:JSOTPress,２ndedn．
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becomesalowlyagriculturalworker．Thelaws, orcustoms, orutopian
demandtomakegleaningofagriculturalproduceaccessibletothepoorare
codifiedinLev．１９:９Ｇ１０and２３:２２,Deut．２４:１９(seealsoTalmudBavli,Pe􀆳ah
andGittin)．OnecouldarguethatRuthisnotanagriculturalworker,sinceshe
isnotemployedby Boazanddoesnotreceive wagesforheractivities．
However,fromherimpliedviewpoint,sheisselfＧemployed;doesworkinthe
fieldforherlivelihood;doessupportNaomibyit．InthatHebrewBibleworld,

wageswereprobablyinkindanyway．And,aswillbeseen,shedoesaspireto
becomeacontractuallyrecognizedworkerofBoaz􀆳seconomicfamily (next
point)．PointFour: mostforeignworkersworkasmeniallaborers; their
livelihooddependstoalargeextentonseasonalchangesandmarketdemands．

Ruthisnoticeablyindustrious．PointFive: aforeigner􀆳s― aforeign
worker􀆳s―waytobecomingvisibleistotryharder．

BoaznoticesRuthinhisfield,awardshersomeprivilegesbutrefusesto
grantheramoresolidfootingamonghislocalworkers(ch．２)．PointSix:hard
workisnoticed;soisdevotion．However,thesearenotenoughforafemale
foreignworkerifsheseeksintegrationintothehostsociety．

NaomirecommendsthatRuthcreateasituationofseduction (３:１Ｇ４)．
Ruthapparentlyknowsthatseductionalonewillnotmeanintegrationandasks
Boazdirectlytomarryher(３:９)．Irrespectiveofwhatpreciselyhappensonthe
goren (Heb．“threshingfloor”) ―didthey? didtheynot? ― Ruthiswell
awareofPointSeven:integrationintothehostcommunity,ifatallpossible,

canbeachievedprimarilyandperhapsonlybymarriage．Havinga“mentor”is
notsufficient．AndofPointEight, ofwhichBoazisalsoaware (３:１４):a
foreign(working) womanshouldbeespeciallymindfulofherreputation;she
hasanimagetoprotectaswellasanimage (thezārāh)toshun．Andifshe
wantstobeacceptedbythehostcommunity,aforeigner―particularlysucha
femaleworker― oughttomaintainastereotypeofapparentmodestyand
reticence．Hence,Ruthissilentandinvisiblethroughthenegotiationsinch．４
(vv．１Ｇ１０)．

WhenBoazdeclareshisintentionto marryRuthsheiscomparedto
Rachel,LeahandTamar(４:１１Ｇ１２);theseversesareusuallyreadasaspecial
blessingconferredonaforeigner,thusconcludingherintegrationintoJudahite
society．Thiscanundoubtedlybesoread．The mentionofthosefemale
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forerunnershasasting, however― andperhapsalsoaveiledsubＧtextual
threatorwarning．Thosefemalefiguresconstructed “thehouseofIsrael”,

true;allthreeenteredexogamousmarriagesorsexualrelationswith “our”

menJacobandJudah;allthreeproducedchildren,futureleadersandheirs．
However,noneisportrayedasanexemplaryfigure．TheLeahandRachelof
theobviousintertext, Genesis２９Ｇ３０, bickerandcompeteandtheirsons
imitatetheirbehavioralpatterns．Tamar (Gen．３８) stretchessexualnorms
beyondtheutmostlimits．IftheworldoftheHebrewBible,iftheworldＧvision
oftheRuthScrollisofaworldinhabitedbyjustdessertsandearnedrewards,

thenRachel􀆳searlydeath, Leah􀆳sdeathbeforeJacob, and Tamar􀆳snonＧ
marriagetoJudaharerelevantasidesontheirbehavior．Itisfutiletoaskwhy
nootherancestressis mentionedin this string of “foreign women”．
Nevertheless,asuspicionofambivalencecanandshouldberetained．Point
Nine:canforeignness (Moabiteinthiscase)andclass (menialworker) be
overcome,evenwhentheforeignerconformstoapositivestereotypeand
embracesthelocalculture?

MuchhasbeenwrittenaboutRuth􀆳sdisappearancefromthelastnarrative
sceneof“her”story,thechild􀆳snameＧgivingscene(４:１４Ｇ１７),inthetextthat
bearshername．Itseemsunwarrantedthat,immediatelyuponfulfillingher
dutyassetoutinthe ‘blessing’bybearingamalechild,immediatelyupon
followinginRachelandLeahandTamar􀆳sfootsteps, Ruthisrewardedby
becomingasinvisibleassheisattheendofch．１．Severalexplanationsforher
disappearancefromthefinalstageofthenarrativehavebeenoffered．One
solutionisthetraditionalviewingofNaomiasthebaby􀆳scaretakeroradoptive
mother．Anotheristheunderstandingofthewordbēn(Heb．“son”;v．１７: “a
bēnisbornuntoNaomi”) as ‘child, offspring’ ratherthanthestraight
forward “son”, asifNaomiisnotthemalechild􀆳smother, but “simply”

ancesteress,afigureinhisblendedfamilytree．Yetanotherexplanationisto
viewthestory􀆳sendingasafinalfusionintoonefinaleofthepretextually
separateNaomiandRuthstories．①Yet,anotherpossibilityistodrawonemore
analogytotheplightoffemaleforeignworkersinIsraelandbeyondtoday．Point

① A．Brenner, “NaomiandRuth,”inAFeministCompaniontoRuth,ed．A．Brenner(Sheffield:

SheffieldAcademicPress,１９９３),７０Ｇ８４．
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Ten:afemaleforeignercanperhapsbeintegratedintoJudahite,orIsraelite,

orIsraeli, oranother, societythrough marriageandmotherhood―ifand
whentheadditionalissueofclassdoesnotoccur．Cultural, religious,

linguistic,ethnicandsimilarvariablescanbeoverridden:thisisthebasisfor
royalpoliticalmarriagesandevennowadaysforachievingcitizenshipstatus,

forinstance．Therefore,itseemsthatstereotypesofforeignfemalenesscanbe
eithernegativeorpositiveorinbetween．Butultimatelythefactorofclass,of
socialbackgroundandwealthoritslackandtheresultantpersonalstatus
involved,isthedecisivedeterminant．Hence,finally, Ruthmightbeaprime
exampleofthisreality: alowＧclassforeign woman, a worker without
property,willbecomeinvisibleinthehostcommunity．Shewillbeabsorbed
ratherthanintegrated．Herprospects,howevervirtuoussheis,arelessthan
promising．

ThebookofRuthcanbereadandhasbeenreadasanoptimistic,idyllic
storyofintegration,ofpolemicagainstexogamyandxenophobia(seeEzraand
Nehemiah),asastoryoflove,asastoryofdutyandh esed．Ithasalsobeen
readasastoryoftraditionalJewishconversion．Thesereadingsandothersare
possible,certainly．Whatmarksthemisthecommondenominatorofviewing
thestoryasacomedy,thebirthofasonbeinginterpretedasahappyending．
Butahappyendingforwhom?Isitahappyendingfortheforeigner,forthe
menialworkingwomanRuth?Readagainsttherealityofforeignfemalework
today, the story may seem much less celebratory．Therealpolitik of
economics,law, andlaboursupplyanddemand, supportsthenecessityto
treattheforeignerreasonablywell．However,custommitigatesthepossibility
oftheforeignercrossingculturalboundariesintointegrationinthehost
culture．Foreignersmaybeaccepted:lesssoiftheyareoftheunderprivileged
classesand women; andfullintegration, eveninthecaseofRuth, an
exemplaryfemalecharacterinmanyways,isinfactimpossible．Thevariables
ofclass,occupationandfemalenessusuallyoverridethoseofforeignnessand
personalexcellence―thenandnow．

Postscript:Somefurtherthoughts

ThisanalysisoftheRuthstoryasthestoryofalaborworkerwasfirst
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publishedabouttwentyyearsago,①andI􀆳vereturnedtoitasapossible
interpretationoftheScroll􀆳sheroinemotivationforherlinkingherselfwith
Naomiseveraltimes．

Ruth􀆳smotivationisneitherfullydisclosedbythestory􀆳s“real”narrator
(outsidethestory,theonewhocomposedit) norbytheimpliednarrator
(insidethestory,theimpliednarratorwhotellsusthestoryinthetextitself)．
AndwhilethewomanneighborsassureNaomithatRuth􀆳smotivationis“love”

forher(４:１５),thisisonepossibleinterpretationofherbehaviour:itcomesto
us,astextconsumers,fromathirdsource,notputintothemouthofRuth
herself．Therefore,asofteninreadingbiblicalnarrativesorinlisteningtoor
visualizingthem,evenwhenthenarrators(externaland/orinternal)seemto
alignthemselveswithacertainfigure,aspacemayremainformorethanone
interpretation．

Asstatedabove (p．２６), mostcommentatorstendtovalorizeRuthand
hermotives,inkeepingwithideologiesofsocialinclusionortheliterarygenre
ofcomedy,orasuccessfuloriginstory．Indeed, Ruth􀆳sbehaviorinchapters
１Ｇ３―herdeclaredfealtytoNaomi, herindustriousworkinthefield, her
obedienceto Naomi􀆳splanconcerningBoaz―ispresentedascompletely
voluntary．Hence,itiseasytounderstandasmotivatedbyherfeelingsfor
Naomi．Andyet,sinceRuthissoactivethroughoutchs．１Ｇ３,itisdifficultto
understandwhysheconsistentlychoosesaninferiorpositiontothatofthe
othercharactersinthestorybyrelyingonemotionalfactorsalone．

“Voluntary”behaviorhasmanyshades．Itmaybealtruisticandunselfish;

itmayalsobeselfＧinterested．Oracombinationofthetwo―dependingonthe
caseandsocialcircumstances．

Indeed,intermsofthestoryRuthissociallyinferior: awoman, a
foreigner,awidow, andlandless．Modestybehoovesherinhernewsocial
environmentifhergoalisintegration．Nevertheless,thequestionremains:

whydoesshechoosetoleaveherownlandandgototheUnknown,thenwork
sohard?Sheactslikeafugitive,orarefugee!

HeretheanalogytomodernＧdayworkimmigrantsspringsforcefullyto

① OriginalversioninA．Brennered．A FeministCompaniontoRuthand Esther (Sheffield:

SheffieldAcademicPress,１９９９),１５８Ｇ１６２．
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mind．Inourglobalworld,migrantscrossbordersandrisktheirlivesformany
reasons:becauseofviolenceandmilitaryandpoliticalprosecutionofrace,

color, religionand more, as wellasnaturalcatastropheslikedraught,

earthquakes,floodsandhunger．Sucharefugeseekingishardly “voluntary”,

inmanysenses．Butpeoplealsochoosetomigrateinordertoimprovetheirlot
inlife,ortohelptheirfamiliesbackhome,atleastforafixedperiod．

Israelisayoungcountrythatisbeingrelentlesslydeveloped,butisaging
fast,notleastbecauseofthehighlifeexpectancy．Itsworkforcesuffers
permanentshortagesofconstructionandagriculturalworkersontheonehand,

anddomesticcareworkersontheotherhand．Thesearemenialjobs,atthe
bottomofthesocialandfinancialscale,thatIsraelicitizens―evenIsraeli
Arabs―tendtorefuse．Asaresult,Israelallowsalegalquotaofforeigners,

femalesandmales, dividedintocategories,thatcanreceiveaworkingvisa
linkedtoalocalemployerforafixedperiodoftime．Thereaftertheworkerhas
toleavethecountry,unlesss/hemarriesanIsraelicitizenandthusbecomesan
immigrantandgainspermanentresidencyorevencitizenship．①

HowaresuchforeignworkerstreatedinIsraelisociety? Herewehaveto
separatejudicialregulationsandsocialattitudes．Salaries,benefitsandother
employmentconditionsare mostlystrictlycontrolledbytheState, even
enforced―butsoaretermsofsojourn,includingexpulsionfromthecountry
beyondtheemploymentperiod．Socially, thepictureismorecomplicated．
Israelisociety,especiallyJewishsocietywithJewsinthemajority,ishighly
insular．Class,race,language,customs,genderandfinancialstatusareheavy
markers．Butaspecialhindrancetotheintegrationofforeignersisthatof
identity．Israel,asaState,hasnotdecidedyetwhetheritisademocraticState
operatingequallyforallitsinhabitants;oraJewishHomeland,inwhichJews
holdfavoredpositionsin manyareasofLaw andpraxis．Thisispartly
explainedbythetraumaofantisemitismwhichexplainswhyeverypersonborn
Jewishisimmediatelyadmittedintocitizenship,unlessacriminal．Atthesame
time,itmakeslifefortheforeignlaborersinourmidst, mostlyChristians,

unequalandunstable．Thesituationisofcourseexacerbatedforlaborersatthe

① Likeinothercountries,therearemanyillegalrefugeesandworkimmigrantsinIsrael,especially
insomeurbanareas．Thisarticledoesn􀆳tignoretheirplightbutalsodoesn􀆳tdealwiththatdirectly．
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bottomofthepeckingsocialorder,andforwomeninparticular,inspiteofthe
essentialjobstheydo．Andyet,asalreadynoted,theforeignworkerskeep
comingandareoftenunwillingtodepart,citingtheevenworseconditionsin
theiroriginalcommunities．

Solet􀆳sexamineanewRuth􀆳sdeclarationtoNaomi(１:１６Ｇ１７)．

Donoturgemetoleaveyou,toturnbackandnotfollowyou．For
whereveryougo,Iwillgo;whereveryoulodge,Iwilllodge;yourpeople
shallbemypeople,andyourGodmyGod．Whereyoudie,Iwilldie,and
thereIwillbeburied．Thus, and moremaytheLORDdoto meif
anythingbutdeathpartsmefromyou．(JPSS)

Viewedinthelightoffemaleforeignworkers, Ruth􀆳sdeclarationisa
choice．Shechoosestoleaveherowncountry．Shechoosestojoinanother
community．Shechoosestochangeherreligion．Shechoosesforapermanent
solutionforherself, notatimeＧlimitedone．Andshechoosestocarefor
Naomi,theelderwoman．
IpersonallyknowofseveralIsraelis,especiallyelderly, whoseforeign

caregiversremainedwiththem,servingthem withdevotionandlove,until
theirdeath,thenlefttogobacktotheirowncountry,ortriedtostaywith
anotheremployer,in mostofthecasesillegally．Ialsoknowofcasesof
eventualmarriage,especiallyoffemaleforeignworkerswithIsraelimen．The
caseofRuthissosimilartothatofreadingboth “texts”crossＧtextually (to
borrowatermfrom ArchieC．C．Lee)againsteachother―theRuthScroll
againsttheforeignworkers􀆳situation―thatitmayenhanceourunderstanding
ofboth．

I􀆳veinterpretedRuthspecificallyagainsttheIsraelicontextbecausethisis
thecontextwhichIknowbest．Butyou,everyoneofyou,cancomparethis
withyourowncontext;andseehowmuchyoucangain,forthethenandfor
now,andforbiblicalscholarship．


