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1. Did you find Ruth Hall a subversive or revolutionary book?


2. In what ways does Ruth Hall exemplify American ideas?  At any point, do you find it running counter to such ideas?


3. To what do you attribute the enormous popularity of the book?

4. Is Ruth Hall feminist?


5. Like Booker T. Washington, Fanny Fern advises women to seek money first and the vote later.  Does this approach to empowerment strike you as beneficial?


6. Is this work sentimental?  How so?


7. Where do its strengths and weaknesses lie?


8. Do you feel critical of the basically pro-capitalist thrust of the novel?  Karl Marx would have drawn different conclusions from the scenes of misery portrayed.


9. Does this novel break down the public/private divide in ways you find satisfying?


10. Does Fern's critique of the practices of the publishing industry illuminate anything in the book itself?


11. Where do Fanny Fern's strengths and weaknesses as an author lie?


12. You may recall Nathaniel Hawthorne's famous diatribe against the "damned mob of scribbling women" in a letter to Ticknor.  But consider the following from a subsequent letter to Ticknor:


In my last, I recollect, I bestowed some vituperation on female authors.  I have since been reading "Ruth Hall"; and I must say I enjoyed it a good deal.  The woman writes as if the devil was in her; and that is the only condition under which a woman every writes anything worth reading.  Generally women write like emasculated men, and are only distinguished from male authors by greater feebleness and folly; but when they throw off the restraints of decency, and come before the public stark naked, as it were—then their books are sure to possess character and value.  Can you tell me anything about this Fanny Fern? If you meet her, I wish you would let her know how much I admire her.


Is this a good description of the value of the book, in your opinion?  Do you find this a "stark naked" book, written as if the devil were in its author? 


13. Consider the following review (1853) in The United States Review.  In your opinion, is this merely male bias?  Is Ruth Hall a work worthy of national pride? What was the author of this review seeking?

Why do we regret Fanny's popularity?

Because we naturally ask, when we see such a book the book of the day, where is American genius? Where are the original, the brilliant, the noble works, in whose publication we might take a lasting and national pride, from whose perusal we might derive delight, instruction, and elevation?

Where are the men to write them? . . . American authors, be men and heroes!  Make sacrifices, . . . but publish books . . . for the hope of the future and the honor of America.  Do not leave its literature in the hands of a few industrious females.

