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Essay 1

Gilda and Eleanor: True New Women


“The New Woman movement embodied an assault on the very crux of 19th century Western society” (Adams, 1).  During the late 19th century, many women’s lives began to change dramatically with the ideal of new womanhood.  Numerous women were working, getting an education, struggling for equal rights, and gaining confidence.  Strong, vivacious women were stepping forth to be noticed, unlike the old-fashioned traditional women who stayed at home, domesticated.  Many new woman advocates focused on gender issues in order to instill a status of equality.   In Jewelle Gomez’s novel, The Gilda Stories, the woman characters are portrayed as strong and individualistic during the late 19th century.  Previous to this period, women were taught the principles of the Cult of True Womanhood which required women to be subdued, yet the “New Woman sought to destroy this philosophy while envisioning the unrestricted freedom of self-determination”(Adams, 1).  In Gomez’s Gilda Stories, especially in one particular chapter, “Yerba Buena 1890,” two main characters Gilda and Eleanor portray the ideals and characteristics of the new woman because of their actions, practices, and contrast to the traditional woman of the 19th century.  


Much of the new woman’s frustrations came from the Victorian morals of the Cult of True Womanhood.  “This postulate holds that men’s and women’s lives are distinct and divided”(Adams, 1).  This ideology came about in the 1820’s during a period of industrial growth where jobs better suited men for laborious reasons.  Primarily, “women remained in the home, as a kind of cultural hostage”(Online, 3).  There were four basic standards that women hypothetically abided by: piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity.  Piety was the idea that all women had a “particular propensity for religion” (Online, 1).  This guideline requested that women were passionless lovers and non-lusting beings.  The thought of women being passionate was sinful and irreligious.  “Irreligion in females was considered the most revolting human characteristic”(Online, 1).  The second ideal, purity, required woman to be sexually pure, i.e. a virgin.  “Without sexual purity, a woman was no woman”(Online, 1).  If a woman was impure, she was a “fallen woman, unworthy of the love of her sex and unfit for company”(Online, 1).  In addition, after the woman gave her virginity to her husband on their wedding night, she was “dependent upon him, an empty vessel without legal or emotional existence of her own”(Online, 2).  During this time, there were various stories about unmarried women with children who were punished by God because of their grave sin.  The purity ideal also brought the myth of storks bringing babies into the world versus women having children.  Next, submissiveness was also a substantial ideology of true womanhood.  This was the “most feminine of virtues.” “Women were to be passive bystanders, submitting to fate, to duty, to God, and to men”(Online, 2).  This virtue also brought the modest yet extremely tight clothing that women wore.  The corset “lacing closed off her lungs and pinched her inner organs…and the weight of over dresses limited her physical mobility”(Online, 2).  Conceivably, the clothing partly obscured the woman’s ability to be bold.  Submissiveness of this time was a statement that: “True feminine genius is ever timid, doubtful, and clingingly dependent; a perpetual childhood”(Online, 2).  The final ideal was domesticity.  This ideal required women to stay at home.  The “woman’s role was to be busy at those morally uplifting tasks aimed at maintaining and fulfilling her piety and purity”(Online, 2).  Housework was considered an enriching responsibility.  Needlework, crafts, and cuisine were determined to be excellent activities (Online, 2).  Essentially, women were kept “in the home, busy about her tasks of wifely duties and childcare, keeping the home a cheerful, peaceful place which would attract men away from the evils of the outer world”(Online, 2).  Evidently, these four ideals kept women unequal compared to men because basically, the women were there only to please every other person but themselves.  To summarize the Cult of True Womanhood, a woman’s rights were known to be: “The right to love whom others scorn, The right to comfort and mourn, The right to shed new joy on earth, The right to feel the soul’s high worth, Such a woman’s rights God will bless And crown their champions with success”(Online, 3).  Women of this time period were prisoners to their own society and their husbands.  


On the other hand, the rise of the New Woman came about during the last two decades of the 19th century.  Unlike the women of true womanhood, these women demanded the “removal of social, political and economic discrimination based on sex and sought rights and duties on the basis of individual capacity alone”(Online, 7).  This movement brought forth strong women that wanted to represent themselves as individuals in all standards of American society.  Many began going to school, searching for work, and essentially finding their own independence.  Education for some was a social class status, but for the new woman it signified goals and aspirations of horizons the previous generation had refused to meet (Online, 7).  The new woman along with feminism sought to change the view of male dominance.  First, these women desired to be economically independent.  Many women went to work with the aspiration of self-reliance.  The forthcoming woman working class was growing in numbers because of their desire to eliminate sex-based oppression in the economic community.  Women left “their ancient and unspecialized occupation as homemakers to follow the modern path stretched out by industry and the professions”(Online, 8).  Also, sexual freedom was one of the priorities of the movement.  These new women believed that women were as passionate as men, thus should be allowed to show their more erotic side.  Female sexuality was celebrated by the women, and believed that a woman should be able to “submerge her individuality and personality in her heterosexual relationships”(Online, 9).  Moreover, women were open about turning to other women for love and solace.  This group of women respected one another’s choice of sexual behavior; being bi-sexual, homosexual, or heterosexual.  Uniquely, this time period thought that the relationships between two women were the purest of love and it was a “way to escape what they saw as the probabilities of male domination inherent in a heterosexual relationship”(Online, 10).  Obviously, the new woman was dramatically different from the women of true womanhood.  Many women of the late 19th century and beyond preferred an independent lifestyle that did not require them to be a meek and domesticated uniformity.  A feminist summarized the new woman when she stated, “They are of course all self-supporting and independent, and they enjoy the adventure of life; the full, reliant, audacious way in which they go about makes you wonder if the new woman isn’t to be a very splendid sort of person”(Online, 8).  


Similar to the ideals of new womanhood, Gilda steps forward in the chapter “Yerba Buena” to display her confident and self-reliant actions.  Specifically, the new woman “deemed an independent livelihood a necessity” (Online, 10).  Gilda exemplifies this ideal throughout the chapter, and most of the novel, when she travels the streets alone at night, in search for blood.  In referring to the ideals of the cult of true womanhood, it is apparent that it would not be accepted for a young woman to roam the streets late at night among men, exclusively.  Among their ideals, Gilda should be at home, taking care of a family or spouse.  Instead, Gilda boldly “strolled casually, ignoring the fact that she was one of the few women on the street.  The men who moved around her looked curious but said nothing”(Gomez, 91).  This passage instills two different contemplations.  First, it is obvious that Gilda’s self-determined actions are not representative of the traditional woman’s ideals during the 19th century.  Also, because the men did not mention anything about being out so late at night to Gilda, it displays verity that some women of the time were changing into self-reliant beings.  If there were no previous ideals promoted of the new womanhood, the men would most likely have executed more than just looking at Gilda curiously.  Thus, Gilda’s character begins to represent a new woman in this early example.  Obviously, she is not submissive to the true womanhood requirements.  


Additionally, Gilda portrays her new womanhood during an intense meeting with Samuel and Eleanor.  During a passionate scene between Gilda and Eleanor, Samuel dropped a weighty item on top of Gilda’s head, forcing her to the ground.  Contemplating the true womanhood ideals, Gilda’s required actions would be to stay submissive and essentially allow the violence to continue from the male.  Specifically, women were to have “pliability of temper, and humility of mind…”(Online, 2).  Of course, Gilda does not take this form of submissive action, but instead, “…used her own head to butt Samuel’s face, stunning him.  She forced him aside and raised herself high enough to deliver a punch to his jaw.  He fell backward.  The surprise seemed to have robbed him of all his strength” (Gomez, 98).  Obviously, this type of action coming from a woman was by no means in the standards of true womanhood.  Further, Gilda does not stand for Samuel’s violence, which in a sense could be considered domestic violence, and fights back with all her efficacy.  This example is perhaps the most evidential in rationalizing that Gilda is by no means a true woman, yet is unmistakably a new woman.  She does not succumb to the violence thrown at her by Samuel which most women of the time would be required to do, but instead stands up for herself and fights back.  The new woman wanted to “in some respects be like men” (Online, 10). Gilda definitely exemplifies this objective when beating up Samuel.  


Similarly, Eleanor’s character portrays characteristics of a new woman.  She is a prime example of an economically independent woman.  She owns a large portion of her own business, which is definitely a specific archetype of the new woman.  They “tended to romanticize working-class women who they saw as economically independent and self-reliant” (Online, 9).  It is apparent that Eleanor is self-reliant when she says to Gilda while sitting in a becoming room in Eleanor’s parlor: “I’ve my own stock here” (Gomez, 73).  Thus, not only could Eleanor be considered economically independent, but she goes even beyond the working-class ideology to become a business owner.  In addition, a waiter places wine on the table without Eleanor even as much as asking (Gomez, 73).  This action illustrates Eleanor’s power over her business and her significance to the employees, which is not something most women had in the 19th century.  Eleanor exemplifies one of the main ideas and struggles of the new woman because she is obviously more-than economically independent.  Like Gilda, Eleanor does not retreat to a domesticated life, rather she chooses and independent one.  Conceivably, this example is the greatest example as to why one should accept Eleanor as a new woman.  


Likewise, Eleanor’s appearance and provocative ways by no means defined any objective of true womanhood.  Again, their requirements of garment consisted of heavy, long fabric that covered their entire body, therefore not showing any passion or sexuality.  Both ideals, purity and submissiveness required that a woman look unassuming.  Eleanor does not succumb to these principles, but dresses more radically similar to her new woman contemporaries.  Eleanor’s appearance of luxury and sexuality is apparent where Gilda is in awe when first meeting Eleanor:  “Although her dress covered her from neck to toe, it managed to be more provocative than anything Gilda had ever seen….Beneath unfashionably full brows…her full, wide mouth was painted a shade of red that perfectly matched her hair” (Gomez, 62-63).  Here, Gilda explains Eleanor to be “more provocative” than any other woman she had set eyes on.  Obviously, Eleanor uses her sexuality and confidence to enhance her ability to appear sensual.  Unlike the true womanhood clothing requirements, the new woman sought to enlighten their ability to be sexy, or erotic (Online, 9).  Eleanor clearly does this.  Also, Eleanor insists that Gilda attain more of a new woman look.  As Gilda was ordering a dress, Eleanor had it “cut lower so the glistening fabric would frame her breasts and shoulders in a way she was not accustomed to but willing to try” (Gomez, 73).  Therefore, Eleanor even influences Gilda into dressing more like herself, and acquiring a similar dress code of a new woman instead of a true woman.  


Finally, both Gilda and Eleanor embody one particular distinguishing element of a new woman: lesbianism.  Gilda and Eleanor are involved in an intimate relationship.  They both enjoy one another’s’ company and spend an exceptional amount of time together.  Their relationship consists of extreme passion.  This is apparent when Eleanor first kisses Gilda: “Eleanor’s mouth was on hers….her [Gilda’s] desire was a tide she feared she could not resist.  She heard nothing in the world except the beating of their hearts and their breath rushing between them.  She felt only the silkiness of Eleanor’s hair in her hand and Eleanor’s iron grip at her back…”(Gomez, 97).   Obviously, their relationship was quite erotic, and full of passion.  Again, the new woman respected one another’s choice of sexuality; being bi-sexual, homosexual, or heterosexual.   These women believed that “relations with other women had been deemed the purest form of love and the most beautiful expression of female character” (Online, 11).  On the other hand, the true woman only believed in the compliance to the male-dominant sex.  Thus, Gilda and Eleanor did not yield to true woman limitations, but again stepped forth to act as desired…the new woman.  


In conclusion, both Gilda and Eleanor portray substantial characteristics of the new woman and none of the true woman because of their actions and practices.  Gilda’s “independent livelihood” while roaming the streets at night and persistence of fighting Samuel conclude that she exemplifies a new woman.  Likewise, Eleanor’s “economic self-reliance” from owning her own business and sensual appearance also portrays her as a new woman.  Their homosexual relationship also explores the new ideals of the new woman.  Both women denounce piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity and therefore condemn the practices of the 19th century true woman.  All in all, both Gilda and Eleanor can only be considered one type of woman: the new woman.   
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