The "virtuous woman:" Learned, not innate

Josefina Hurtado*

We learn to become men and women. 

 By definition, our species does not act from pre-established, instinctual behavior patterns characterizing other mammals. It is also true, however, that every human culture establishes symbolic associations defining what it considers the "norm" for being a man or a woman. In each culture, symbolic associations would appear to be set in stone. Indeed, they are so "natural" that we come to believe we were born with them. I call these beliefs contexts of reference—that collection of images, models and precepts associated with the feminine and the masculine that a given culture holds up. 

Within each culture, each person should be able to create the context that allows him or her to act in the world.  However, we often forget that our worldviews are historical, social constructs. We forget that they were created within specific contexts. We lose sight of that fact that worldviews have gone through a systematic process of being re-enforced, leading to their internalization. We need to be reminded that we are part and parcel of the transmission of these worldviews and as such can have an impact on changing them.  

I want to reflect here on the role of images:  images are powerful, deeply imbedded vehicles for communicating what a culture's definition of being a woman is—be it mother, wife or social servant.  I offer this reflection on the basis of what I have observed while working with women's groups connected to the evangelical churches in Santiago, Chile from 1988 through 1995. 

I am especially interested in those biblical texts that refer specifically to gender roles.  These texts have been so explicitly reinforced and so systematically transmitted that women within these churches admit that they have become an important influence in their understanding of what it means to be a woman.  In some cases, this recognition is part of a critical perspective, but in many others, the texts are simply a description of " what is" and are not questioned.  For me, what is of primary importance are the interpretations given by the women themselves with regard to the construction of their gender identity. 

I also believe that while these texts most strongly influence women who belong to Christian churches, they form part of our collective imagination. That is why it is necessary to take a hard analytical look at them outside the context of "religious belief."  Often we who do not belong to any particular religion believe that these texts have nothing to do with our own lives.  Such an attitude denies the influence of the religious practice they inspire, and clouds the fact that our own identity as women is deeply marked by them. For instance, it might be revealing to ask ourselves what fragments of the "virtuous woman" are present in our own ways of acting? How many times do we act out of the  "suitable partner" motif when we take on social or utopian missions? Do feelings of being "second fiddle" permeate our work relations, or our relationship with our partners? Much to reflect upon!

Suitable partner

And God said:  It is not good for man to be alone.  I will make a suitable partner for him. (Gen. 2:18)

The Lord God then built up into a woman the rib that he had taken from the man.  When he brought her to the man, the man said: "This one, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.  This one shall be called 'woman,' for out of man she has been taken." (Gen. 2: 22-23).  

The creation story of women being made from man's rib is an image that continues to powerfully mark thousands of women.  The most obvious interpretation from the Genesis text is literally that man is first and therefore he is the head, the one who decides and orders all.  Woman is his "suitable partner." 

This deeply rooted perception has meant that women feel that their role as secondary, as "second fiddle," is legitimate. The relation between man and woman seems clearly defined.  To be a helpmate instead of an independent person is a powerful calling—even more so considering that, for the majority of women influenced by these texts, there is no doubt about the veracity of the Genesis myth. The story is simply true. 

That is why it is not unusual for women from the evangelical churches to hold on to their second class status even after they've participated in feminist workshops or after their pastors encourage a re-reading of these biblical texts that holds up a more egalitarian relationship between men and women. On the other hand, it is interesting to note that this perception of being "second fiddle" is not necessarily coherent with the realities of daily life when it comes to measuring economic, affective or intellectual success. Nevertheless, the image of man as the most important continues to have weight in what is being preached and in the very figure of the pastor.  This perception of being second colors all other relationships. It makes explicit the recognition and valuing of women's role in relation to others.  Her identity is built in relation.  

This feeling of being in second place means that women relate to others as a kind of mirror, reflecting who the other is and not owning the fact that we too are subjects who can initiate actions. We avidly depend upon the recognition others give us. We disapprove of the transgressions of others, condemning what they do when we judge it to be less than being in solidarity with the less fortunate. 

Best of all

The most visibly reinforced image for women is the "virtuous woman."  The hardworking, selfless wife and mother who is basically a servant.  Those around her affirm her in her role:

When one finds a worthy wife, her value is far beyond pearls.  Her husband, entrusting his heart to her, has an unfailing prize. She brings him good, and not evil, all the days of her life.  (Proverbs 31: 10-12)

She puts her hands to the distaff, and her fingers ply the spindle.  She reaches out her hands to the poor, and extends her arms to the needy.  She fears not the snow for her household; all her charges are doubly clothed. (Proverbs 31: 19-21)

She makes garments and sells them, and stocks the merchants with belts.  She is clothed with strength and dignity and she laughs at the days to come.  She opens her mouth in wisdom and on her tongue is kindly counsel.  She watches the conduct of her household and eats not her food in idleness. Her children rise up and praise her; her husband, too, extols her: "Many are the women of proven worth, but you have excelled them all." (Proverbs 31: 24-29.)

In the values transmitted in these texts we find important elements for the social and cultural construction of gender, where images associated with tasks of social reproduction are exalted.  These images are accompanied by an explicit recognition of how these tasks benefit the other members of the family.  They place women in a position of service—joyful, selfless, invisible—all important to inculcate because if we were to begin to calculate the real cost of this social reproduction we would realize that it is astronomical. 

Among Pentecostal women, the biblical figure of Tabitha becomes the symbol par excellence of social service.  Some women's groups in these churches even name their group after her –or her Greek equivalent, Dorcas.  Following her example, they visit the sick, work with the needy and also deepen their faith with reflection on biblical texts. 

The text tells how after Tabitha's death, the apostle Peter was summoned, and kneeling before her body, he prayed: "Tabitha, get up!" She opened her eyes, then looked at Peter and sat up.  He gave her his hand and helped her to her feet.  The next thing he did was to call in those who were believers and the widows to show them she was alive.  This became known all over Joppa, and because of it many came to believe in the Lord. (Acts 9: 40-42).

The rewards for modern day Tabithas are great. The sacrifice an exemplary woman endures by living a life dedicated to good works is nothing in the face of the promise of salvation.  What is made explicit in this text is implicit in many other sermons and discourses, both public and private.  We only need recall the words of praise for those mothers who, in the private sphere, "take bread out of their mouths" to give it to their children.  In the public sphere they are the selfless women the pope raised to sainthood.    

In the symbolic associations I have described, we find important elements for the construction of feminine gender, through which the ideal of woman as "a being for others" is emphasized.  This is especially true for her husband, her children and for the needy. 

Service within and outside the home

Other feminine figures that symbolize women's service role are Martha and Mary:

On their journey Jesus entered a village where a woman named Martha welcomed him to her home.  She had a sister named Mary, who seated herself at the Lord's feet and listened to his words.  Martha, who was busy with all the details of hospitality, came to him and said, "Lord, are you not concerned that my sister has left me to do the household tasks all alone? Tell her to help me." The Lord in reply said to her: "Martha, Martha, you are anxious and upset about many things; one thing only is required.  Mary has chosen the better portion and she shall not be deprived of it." (Luke 10: 38-42)

For many women from the Pentecostal churches with whom I have worked, this story is the defining text that legitimates the time they dedicate to church work, which entails going out to preach—often in harsh, faraway places.  The most common interpretation of this text show that both stereotypes of women function to legitimate two different kinds of services: one within the home and the other "in the Lord's service." In a recent workshop with Catholic women, however, the idea of a balance between the two images appeared—a feeling of wanting to integrate both Martha and Mary into one person, of balancing the public with the private.

Creators of culture

These biblical stories as well as experiences from our daily lives challenge all of us to actualize the many potentialities we have as human beings, as men and women.  We have a huge diversity of abilities and talents to confront the limitless needs we must respond to as a species: the care of children, the sick, and the elderly, to mention only the most obvious.  There is no reason why we can't share these tasks collectively as men and women, as well as sharing everything related to cultural production, including the creation of new myths and stories where the content deals with construction of gender in a more liberating way.  

Our human condition as creators of culture gives us the possibility of molding our own "truths" and then believing that they are the only reality. But as creators of culture we also have the possibility of changing these truths, of rebelling against that which stops us from our full development.  And this is precisely what is happening with men and women who are allowed to dream of different images than that which have historically been associated with gender roles. Masculine and feminine stereotypes that society has transmitted to us are rigid, incoherent reference points that fly in the face of today's reality.  Today, no one can deny that these stereotypes are built on sand and that a new age of more equitable gender relations must begin.  

*Josefina Hurtado, anthropologist and body therapist, is a founding member of Con-spirando.

Source: Con-spirando # 15: ¿Hombre y mujer los creó?  (marzo,1996), pp. 19-23.
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