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In Gender and Morality in Anglo-America, Ruth Bloch attempts to explain the shift in perceptions of gender between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries.  Dissatisfied with previous theoretical explanations for the changing status of women offered by Marxist and postmodernist feminists, she sets up an alternative.  She does not dismiss those theorists outright—nor does she discount the importance of the state or a material foundation, both of which condition historical change—but she identifies a need to address the process of change.  For Bloch, Marxist and postmodernist interpretations rely too heavily on reductive economic and political assumptions.  “Rarely do wealth and power apply themselves directly to changing gender definitions,” she writes; there must be an as-yet unexamined medium through which gender gets processed.  Her primary focus on the “flow of expression” of political, economic, and other relationships that deal with gender comprises the examination of such a medium (pp. 13-14).  In this set of essays, ideas and symbols take precedence over material concerns.  


The first two essays provide an overview of Bloch’s “‘culturalist’ interpretation” (p. 21) and of the scope of her study.  Her  “Culturalist Critique of Feminist Theory” (Chapter 1) describes the focus in much of feminist scholarship on power relations as lacking the important dimension of the existential search for meaning in gender.  Seeking fuller explanations for gender construction than those grounded in race and class, she advocates the exploration of such topics as folklore, philosophy, literature, religion, and art (p. 40).  Chapter 2, “Untangling the Roots of Modern Sex Roles,” describes changes in women’s roles in religious and economic terms between 1500 and 1900.  She shows that, rather than seeing modern differentiated gender roles as “traditional,” it is useful to understand that they underwent an uneven transformation from the sixteenth century, during which those boundaries converged (p. 54).


Chapter 3 (“American Feminine Ideals in Transition”) focuses on the years 1785-1815 to demonstrate the change in literary images of motherhood.  Avoiding an explanation that emphasizes the Revolution’s influence on gender, Bloch describes the growing conception of maternal morality as part of a cultural process that began before the Revolution.  This transformation bestowed upon mothers the task of instilling virtue and morality at home, and it led to rigid gender roles among middle-class Protestants in the nineteenth century (p. 77).  In Chapter 4 (“Women and the Law of Courtship in Eighteenth-Century America), Bloch relies on legal records to show that courts moved from a stance that favored parental control over marriage practices and reflected a view of the moral inferiority of women in the seventeenth century toward one in the eighteenth that became more private and that favored women as “more morally pure than men” (p. 101).  Thus she locates in the colonial period some of the roots of nineteenth-century conceptions of women.   


In the final section of essays, Bloch discusses the notion that the Revolution facilitated the transformation of gender roles that had begun earlier.  She offers an excellent study of the historiographical question as to whether collectivist classical republicanism or individualist liberalism prevailed in revolutionary ideology.  Chapter 6 (“Religion, Literary Sentimentalism, and Popular Revolutionary Ideology”) confronts historians’ practice of splitting that culture into two separate and irreconcilable parts.  Bloch argues that the seemingly contradictory republican and liberal traditions, when viewed in cultural terms that are broader than the conventional political realm, can be resolved.  Popular literature surrounding familial and religious topics incorporated communalism and individualism in ways that make their oppositional relationship seem less pronounced than that described by many historians.


Bloch’s next piece (“The Gendered Meanings of Virtue in Revolutionary America”) builds on this argument by showing that the late-eighteenth-century shift from the classical republican conception of civic virtue as masculine (embodied in symbols of courage, heroism, and public action) toward one that was feminine (found in the Revolutionary roles of women as invaluable advocates of patriotism in men) had its beginnings in much earlier, non-political, areas such as American Protestantism and moral philosophy.  Accelerated by the Revolution, this long-term shift toward feminine public virtue sharpened gender distinctions as it allowed men to pursue self-interest in public while keeping in tact a republican notion of the common good.  Her final chapter (“Gender and the Public/Private Dichotomy in American Revolutionary Thought”) moves away from the Revolution as a causal factor in changing conceptions of public and private spheres, placing that transformation in an earlier cultural process.  


By locating changes in gender conceptions in extended processes that arise from diverse intellectual and cultural factors, Bloch offers an imaginative explanation for the transmission of ideas and thus the ordering of society; her work problematizes notions of causality placed in economic and political terms.  And there is much value in her participation in the very kind of process she describes as a mediator that may help to reconcile gender differences.  
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