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The Great Lawsuit and Ruth Hall 

 Both Fanny Fern and Margaret Fuller were among many women seeking independence in 

the mid 1800’s. Fern wrote a book called, Ruth Hall about a woman’s struggle to support her 

family after her husband’s death. Fuller on the other hand wrote an essay entitled, “The Great 

Lawsuit” which fought for women’s rights in America. Although these pieces are different in 

nature and specific points, they convey the same underlying message about women’s freedom. 

Both writings focus on patriarchy, dependency, women’s roles, and religion whether they 

contain the same or different views. 

 Fanny Fern’s book introduces a character named Ruth Ellet who is about to get married 

to a man by the name of Harry Hall. Before the wedding, she reflects a little on her childhood 

and how it was growing up with her brother and father. The book implies how Ruth and her 

mother were both afraid of Ruth’s father; as for Hyacinth, her brother, he constantly criticized 

Ruth and put her down. Eventually, her father sent her away to a boarding school following her 

mother’s death.  

 The beginning of this book marks the start of patriarchal views in the text. Ruth was 

subject to a life controlled by her father. He worked to support the family, up until he fell into 

poverty and couldn’t afford Ruth’s education. She was given a choice of getting married, or 

teaching school which led to the book’s present day in time. In a patriarchal view, her marriage 

symbolizes the passing of one man’s financial responsibility to another’s.  
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 Margaret Fuller had the same views of patriarchy during that time period. In “The Great 

Lawsuit” Fuller includes something the husband says to his wife about their daughter, “I shall 

not have Maria brought too forward. If she knows too much, she will never find a husband; 

superior women hardly ever can…I want her to have a sphere and a home, and some one to 

protect her when I am gone” (Fuller, 13).  Fuller makes the same point as Fern about fathers 

controlling their daughters’ lives. When it came to education, women were able to learn as much 

as their fathers let them. For a father, their main concern was to have their daughters wed, instead 

of educated. Fuller did not agree with that ideology, and instead believed, “what woman needs is 

not as a woman to act or rule, but as a nature to grow, as an intellect to discern, as a soul to live 

freely, and unimpeded to unfold such powers as were given to her when we left our common 

home” (Fuller, 5). In other words, women need the opportunity to educate themselves and live 

freely to decide their own path throughout life. 

 Although Ruth has a happy life after marrying Harry Hall, there are still patriarchal views 

as seen by their society. She is being passed on from her father, to a new male head of the house. 

Ruth has specific duties that women in that time period were expected to fulfill. She was in 

charge of the house and kids, while Harry worked and believed she had an ideal life. 

 Fuller would disagree with Ruth’s idea of a happy life and marriage. According to Fuller, 

“That is the very fault of marriage, and of the present relation between the sexes, that the woman 

does belong to the man, instead of forming a whole with him” (Fuller, 14). Fuller believed in 

equality between the sexes. An ideal marriage to Fuller would be intellectually based. In “The 

Great Lawsuit” she states, “Men engaged in public life, literary men, and artists have often found 

in their wives companions and confidants in thought no less than in feeling” (Fuller, 8). Men 
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should see women as more than a typical housewife in Fuller’s eyes. Women should be treated 

as equals where men could confide in them and talk about more intellectual matters. 

 Later in the book, Ruth Hall, Harry dies from typhoid fever leaving Ruth to fend for 

herself with very little money. The townspeople expect Ruth’s in-laws and father to help with her 

financial needs. Both her father and in-laws don’t want to support Ruth and fight over who has to 

give her money. “In Fern’s novel, Ruth’s oppression is caused most immediately by her husband 

Harry’s death, but more compellingly, by her father, brother, and father-in-law, Lauren Berlant 

terms the men in the novel ‘pseudofictively savaged.’ They earn this distinction by ‘let[ting] 

Ruth/Fanny fall between the cracks of patriarchal protection by abandoning her emotionally and 

financially during her early widowhood’” (Larson, 542-543). Eventually her father and in-laws 

come to a conclusion and decide they will both give Ruth a small amount of money for a short 

period of time.  

 Ruth ends up moving into a small boarding house in the bad part of town after her 

husband’s death. Since she doesn’t have much money, she looks for jobs as a seamstress or 

schoolteacher, but doesn’t have any luck. Most of the people in town don’t help Ruth, but instead 

see her as pathetic. One man that was friends with Harry sees Ruth’s daughter, Katy, and hands 

her money to help Ruth out.  

 Throughout this process, Ruth’s mother-in-law kept trying to take Katy from her mother. 

Eventually, the mother-in-law tricks Ruth into giving Katy up because Ruth can’t afford both 

daughters at the time. While in her grandmother’s care, Katy seems miserable and is treated 

harshly. 

 Just when things were getting worse in Ruth’s life, she had an idea to write articles for 

newspapers. After compiling a few pieces, Ruth sends her work to Hyacinth, her brother. He 
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returns the work with a note telling Ruth how awful those articles were. Eventually Ruth finds 

work with two newspapers. She writes two articles a week under the penname, Floy. Another 

editor, Mr. Walter, notices her work and offers Ruth more money and less work if she agreed to 

write exclusively for him. 

 Fuller’s view of women is how they are able to think for themselves and can hold the 

same positions as men. In “The Great Lawsuit” she makes a point about a husband’s death 

during that time period. “It is not surprising that it should be the Anti-Slavery party that pleads 

for woman, when we consider merely that she does not hold property on equal terms with men; 

so that, if a husband dies without a will, the wife, instead of stepping at once into his place as 

head of the family, inherits only a part of his fortune, as if she were a child, or ward only, not an 

equal partner” (Fuller, 3-4). For many women, they are lost without a husband in that time 

period. Usually women would find support from their families if anything. In Ruth Hall’s case, 

she wasn’t able to get help from anyone. After Harry dies, Ruth is forced to become self-

dependent. She accepts money from her relatives for a short amount of time, but ultimately it 

isn’t enough and she is forced to fend for herself.  

 The bulk of this story is about how society views women’s roles. In Ruth’s time period, 

women didn’t usually hold jobs, and when they did it was mainly becoming a schoolteacher. In 

Ruth’s case, she wasn’t able to get the typical jobs women were supposed to have if they were 

able to work. “Her major response to the lure of the female stereotype is to write countless 

articles against what she calls the ‘pattern’ of the ‘model’ wife, mother, sister—the woman who 

sees it as her duty and desire to be inevitable, to be true to ‘form’” (Berlant, 437-438). 

 In order to make a living, Ruth defied society’s rules and got a job writing newspaper 

articles. Fanny Fern’s focus of this story is the unconventional situation Ruth Hall was put in 
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because of her husband’s death and how she survived it. This story was meant to encourage 

women’s rights and prove they are capable of anything. When Ruth’s husband was taken out of 

the picture, she filled both the mother and father role for her family. If she hadn’t broken 

society’s rules she could have ended up on the streets with her children.  

 The empowering way Fern portrays women’s roles in this book relates to Fuller’s idea of 

women’s roles. In her piece, Fuller quotes something a man said about his wife; “you must be 

trying to break up family union, to take my wife away from the cradle, and the kitchen hearth, to 

vote at polls, and preach from a pulpit! Of course, if she does such things, she cannot attend to 

those of her own sphere” (Fuller, 3). Fuller doesn’t believe in this man’s opinion, but instead 

tells him, “you are not the head of your wife. God has given her a mind of her own” (Fuller, 3). 

Fuller’s view follows what Ruth Hall did. She consciously made her own decision to pursue 

writing for newspapers despite the discouraging remarks from her brother.  

 Without a husband, Ruth was given this freedom to better herself. She went through 

tough situations, but if she didn’t follow her instinct none of her accomplishments would have 

been possible. “Accordingly, Fern argues for her heroine’s right to define herself economically 

and personally. As a widow, Ruth is also entitled by law to support and rule her own family, as 

opposed to being under the legal rule of a husband-cum-guardian” (Harris, 344). If Ruth’s 

husband didn’t die, she would have never pushed herself or realized her full potential as a human 

being. The story of a courageous single mother fighting for women’s rights would not exist. 

 In “The Great Lawsuit” Fuller insists on freedom for everyone and equality among the 

sexes. The essay states, “It is inevitable that an external freedom, such as has been achieved for 

the nation, should be so also for every member of it” (Fuller, 2). Fuller thinks everyone deserves 
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freedom in America. People were given a brain to think for themselves and make something of 

themselves. Women should get an equal opportunity to do the same things as men can. 

 At the very end of the novel, three publishers offer Ruth Hall contracts to write her own 

book. She decides to go with the one allowing her to keep the copyrights for her book. By the 

end of the novel, she becomes a wealthy woman because she followed her instinct to survive. By 

disregarding the society’s rules and view of women during that time period, Ruth Hall was able 

to make something of herself. She went from being a typical housewife, to a poor widow, and 

finally ends up a wealthy woman. 

 If it weren’t for Ruth’s decision to go against the norm, she would not have ended up 

where she did. Most women from that time period were taught to remain silent and accept their 

place in the household while men were educated and allowed special privileges. Ruth Hall did 

the complete opposite and spoke up for women’s rights as shown in the novel. 

 As an advocate for women’s rights, Fuller believed in speaking up against what society 

had to say about women. In her essay, Fuller says, “We are pleased that women should write and 

speak, if they feel the need of it, from having something to tell; but silence for a hundred years 

would be as well, if that silence be from divine command, and not from man’s tradition” (Fuller, 

10). In other words, Fuller is encouraging women to write and speak up if they feel the need to. 

She also says that it is okay to remain silent if it is the woman’s choice to and not because a man 

says she has to. 

 The last main theme in Fern’s book compared to what Fuller has to say in her essay is 

religion. “The Great Lawsuit” says, “Religion was early awakened in my soul, a sense that what 

the soul is capable to ask it must attain, and that, though I might be aided by others, I must 

depend on myself as the only constant friend. This self-dependence, which was honored in me, is 
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deprecated as a fault in most women” (Fuller, 6). Fuller has this idea of religion that whatever it 

is she wants to do, God has made her capable of achieving it. The quote continues to say even 

though she may get some help along the way, ultimately she can only depend on herself to 

accomplish her dreams. The idea of self-dependence is a good thing for women, but people in 

that time period looked down upon it. 

 In Fanny Fern’s book, the character Ruth Hall doesn’t focus on religion. At some points 

throughout the novel, she goes to church and prays, but that isn’t the main focus of the story. 

Ruth Hall uses religion as a way of moving forward to her goals. As the story of one woman’s 

self willed triumph over economic adversity, it reaches the ‘great lesson’ ‘that God has given to 

woman a sufficient brain and muscle to work out her own destiny unaided and alone’” (Grasso, 

252). This is what gives her hope to continue her efforts, but ultimately Ruth’s religion didn’t 

save her. It was her own thoughts and actions that made the difference in her life. 

 Fanny Fern and Margaret Fuller both fought for the same cause, women’s rights. 

Although their pieces, Ruth Hall and “The Great Lawsuit” were organized differently and 

contained some differences, they both revolved around the idea for women’s rights. “That 

journey enables Fern to attack the patriarchal, religious, and capitalist practices of a hopelessly 

corrupt world and to indict the hypocrisy, banality, and venality that mark the age of Barnum” 

(Harnett, 1). These pieces proved that women could be dependent upon their selves if given the 

chance and equal opportunities to. 
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