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Our dissertation consists of two parts and six chapters. The first part is a theoretical one, expressing the feminine identity through the concepts of feminity and feminism. First chapter, called „From woman to feminism” is divided into five sections. In the chapter „Woman’s statute in the Romanian traditional society”, starting from illustrating the frame of Romanian feminism appearance, we use historical documentary resources with judicial and social character through which we reificate the evolution of woman’s statute, from traditional society till present time, starting from the written laws of the 17th-18th century and from the cutumiary law. The Middle Age woman was devoted entirely to her relatives, to her family, marriage, and religion. She was forced by the church to be submissive to her father and to her husband; she also worked together by her husband to raise a family. In Middle Age Europe, arranged marriages were a frequent practice and they were done gradually: offering a price for the bride, elaborating the papers of the dowry etc. Finally, at the end of 18th century, in the bourgeoisie the first voices to demand equal rights for women made themselves heard.  

The historical documents certify the importance of the judicial and social status that women had at the time, not really in a traditional society, but because it generated the feminist movement for obtaining a new identity, a few rights, which helped women to cross the borders perpetuated by history.

In the Romanian Middle Ages, the inequality of rights between women and men, appeared in both family and public life, and was written by the law. The laws of the 17th century were our first typed documents with a juridical character. They certify the Romanian woman’s humiliating condition. With respect to the relationship between spouses, there is written testimony indicating the woman’s vs. man’s status. In the traditional family, the relations with the administration, with the external community facts were man’s responsibilities. Being considered superior to women, the man was the leader, in all the communities, hence in the family, too, a role sustained and amplified by a whole series of customs. The traditional image of the woman is that of a stability factor in the family. Foreign travellers wrote that the married Romanian woman in the traditional society of the 18th century seemed to agree with her downgraded position, being passive and resigned. There was a ritual, a natural gesture that underlined the woman’s humiliating status in the domestic life. For example, all the women observe the custom of not crossing in front of a man, even if he were a gun’s rebound or even if he were a beggar. She has to stop until he passes, the reason being that the woman has to respect, honor, and give attention to the man.

Even foreign travelers realized the behaviour differences between the Romanian spouses: “Romanian women do not seat with their spouses at table, eating after they have finished their meal. They have to stand usually behind their husbands or they can chores around. Not even during pregnancy or a few days before or after they give birth, the women cannot ignore this custom” (Weismantel 1983:357-358).

When we talk about the Romanian traditional family we see that, beyond the differences of juridical statute, there was a strict hierarchy that separated both sexes and ages. She was passive almost till today. At the linguistic level, in the traditional community, man’s superiority implies passivity, which is recorded in forms of address. 


This sort of separation of sexes has influenced the concept of privacy. For example, the husband avoids showing his affection for his wife in public, this being a sign of weakness, disapproved of  by the rural opinion.

Gender separation functioned also in churches, in various forms. Likewise, even the church was sacred, the religious space was separated into two distinct parts: the nave, in the East of the altar, the space of men, and the pronaos, situated not accidentally in West, occupied by women. According to the sacral intensity in the religious space, the nave was considered more sacred than the pronaos because the East and the South are points of maximum sacrality in our Christian topos. The church imposed rigid rules of moral defense without accepting promiscuity, but demonstrating flexibility in the interpretation of the principles contained in the written and customary laws..
For the Orthodox people, because of the religious character of sacrament assigned to the wedding, the religious separation was achieved through revocation so that those, which could be divorced and re-marry again in front of the altar. In the Romanian traditional society, the religious wedding was well-grounded, any civil marriage that was not religiously celebrated being considered co-habitation. In the Romanian tradition, there was been the belief that every marriage founded without wedding of the young couple in front of the altar remained incomplete and ill-fated in this life and in the other. Unmarried women were considered unfit for preparing and offering alms, and unmarried remained stranger to each other in the other life. This concept still persists even today as seen from the numerous religious marriages officiated during the communist regime. In conclusion, the Romanian traditional family gave authority to parents over their off-springs and presupposed well defined responsibilities for its members. The role of the father/husband in the frame of the Romanian traditional family was that to exercise power on his wife and children, being at the same time the provider of the family, whose public representative he was. The mother/wife participated in the essential economic activities of the household. The legal status of the woman in the Romanian traditional family was certainly inferior to man’s, but she had instead a greater contribution to the wellness of the household, starting from the idea of giving birth, raising children, feeding, clothing, bringing them up, teaching them the life secrets and also participating in toiling the land. The image of the woman in the field, feeding animals, spinning and carrying the newly-born child on her back is frequent enough.

The separation of the woman away from the rural collective authority anticipated her emancipation from her husband and the community guardianship, resulting in the dissolution of the parental traditional authority and political and domestic emancipation, as specific phenomena of the 19th and 20th century. After the Romanian unitary national state and after its international recognition, in Romania, a process of relative consolidation occurred through economic boom, agrarian reform and legislative unification. By 1865, when the new Civil Code came into effect the laws of Caragea (1818) and Calimach (1817) had been operational, clearly stipulating the differences between the sexes. The tendency for integration in the Western culture and modernisation of the society in the late 18th century and the early 19th century was obvious through a process of productive assimilation of universal values.

In the section Women’s right of inheritance in the Romanian traditional society we defined the Romanian woman’s right to inherit starting from the 17th century, being necessary to examine the evolution of the customary law and of the written one during this period. In all the European traditional societies, the name and order at birth were criteria of social hierarchy with consequences under the individual status. Besides, in Romania the patriarchal system of the inheritance of the name and property was still alive. The Romans made, in the very beginning, the difference between succession and inheritance; succession ascertained the transmission of authority whereas inheritance the transmission of property. Referring to the position ascertained by law in the 17th century concerning the woman’s right to property and inheritance, there is proof that the law established the nominal right of every person to inherite fortune legally. Written documents of the time forbade the access of parents to land property but inheritance of the name, with the exception of the family which did not have boys and whose fortune the girl; according to the research carried out by H.H. Stahl in the country of Vrancea, the customary law persisted until the World War I, although the legislation during Cuza’s regime introduced equal partition between boys and girls. The inheritance given and bequeathed by will is recorded in Romania starting from the middle of the 15th century. In the Romanian villages, such as in Făgăraş, since the end of the 16th century, the equality between sexes has been associated with man’s privileges. In the Romanian customary law, an important place was occupied by the dowry of the girls prepared for marriage and the feudal would endower girls. Pre-marriage stages especially engagement, had also an economic importance. According to the orthodox canonic law and to the written laws, the engagement had not only a religious value but also a legal one: allowing the exchange of rings or kisses between the young. The engagement became a genuine bond through the religious ceremony and it was at the same time the occasion for the  negotiation the dowry papers. After accepting the dowry and the papers, they settled the engagement date. Documents of the times mention the gifts received by the girls from their fiancees.  

There is a difference between the engagement and the wedding gifts, the former being called the gifts before the wedding.

If the engagement broke off, it meant returning of the dowry papers. In those cases, the guilty one had to give back the engagement gifts and the goods offered before the wedding, the engagement ring included, according to the written law and to the customary law. Gifts were written down in the dowry paper even if it was about the dowry of a rich man’s daughter or of a poor one’s. The papers mentioned not only the dowry given to the girl by her parents but also the gifts she offered to her parents-in-law, brothers-in-law, god-parents during the wedding at the groom’s house. These gifts were given according to the ritual; after the wedding and they gained juridical significance because they were divided according to the custom, half being the husband’s and the other half the wife’s. 


The documents also mentioned gifts rewarding her virginity, after the wedding night, known as „ the Monday gifts”. These gifts consisted of clothes, jewels and belonged to the just married woman even after the divorce or in case of her becoming a widow. Legally the goods were mentioned in documents of divorce or death, which presupposed dowry restoring. The written law coincided with the customary law that punished wife’s unfaithfulness. The wife wrote a letter of divorce to her husband if he conspired against the leader, if he put her life into danger, if he was immoral, if he was impotent for more than three years and if one of partners became a religious or disappeared for more than five years. The Romanian written laws of 18th century stipulated that a wife might ask for divorce and take her dowry back as well as gifts before the wedding and 1/3 of her husband’s fortune if he conspired against the king, if he put his wife’s life into danger, if he talked about his wife chastity and virginity to the others, if he accused his partner of being a “bitch”, but he didn’t have evidence, if he had another woman in his house or in some other place and, after having been repeatedly asked by his wife and her relatives to leave her, he didn’t do it. The guilty husband was punished. Likewise, the wife lost her dowry after the divorce if she knew about the conspiracy of her husband against the king but she never revealed it; she was profligated if there were five witnesses, to prove that she conspired against her husband, she had a bath together with a stranger, she left home without letting her husband know, her unfaithfulness was proven with witnesses. When she got married, the woman was the absolute owner of her dowry (which she might keep after she divorced). During marriage, the husband managed his wife dowry and turned them into value. 

Written law stipulated that the woman lost her dowry if she practised prostitution or infidelity. Even if the written laws and the customary law stated the lack of rights for women, because of their inferior status, after studying the written documents of the Romanian Middle Ages, we conclude that Romanian women enjoyed some rights or legal possibilities such as the inheritance right or the right of testimony.

In the sections about Romanian woman’s condition from 1848 to communism and The woman in communism we aimed at the chronological development of the statute of woman and of her role inside the community. Therefore, the separation of woman away from the rural collectivity protection forecast her emancipation from her husband’s and society’s guardianship, having as result the dissolution of parental traditional authority and political and familial emancipation are specific phenomena of the 19th and 20th century. As a natural consequence of the economic-social and cultural evolution, there were more and more powerful opinions about women’s situation, which didn’t benefit from proper education, which could not choose a profession, depending on men from the economic point of view, never participating in the political life and were never equal to men from the civilian point of view. Women fought to gain the right to of work in the fields of activity which had been reserved to men, like doctors, office workers in ministries and post offices, in commerce and agriculture, being the main agents of the economic life of the country; widows, who with so little assistance had to face reality, wanted to work and build a career, justifying the woman’s for demand of her political rights which are like a corollary of the right to work refused to them for such a long time. In our country, the customary law continued to exist because the laws inspired by the capitalism legislation weren’t strictly applied to the economic infrastructure and social reports existing in the country. During the Turkish rule during the 19th century, the family law (i.e. the Romanian customary law) as applied to the great patriarchal families, was still valid. 

In the section about Romanian feminism in the European context we defined the concept of feminism at European level, speaking about chronological appearance of the ideas of emancipation in Romania in the first decades of the 19th century, once creating the favourable conditions for training women for the social life. The feminism, as social claiming movement appeared as a natural product of modern times. In the background of the Romanian feminist movement stands the ideas of women’s emancipation in the same time with setting up of some opportune conditions for women’s training in social life, through the process of industrialization and technical equipment of the industry and agriculture, through the reinforcement of state institutions. Throughout time - as a consequence of the woman’s identity shaping in the context of the patriarchal society, and as a result of some feminist manifestations that triggered reflection on the woman’s role and importance in the family and society – there was found the differences between the social status of the woman and of the man, according to their bio-physiological nature, did not totally explain the emergence and the persistence of the mentality regarding the inequality between the two genders, and the woman’s inferiority when compared to the man.

            However, everywhere in the world, the model of the submissive existence was perpetuated in time, and the woman always assumed the status of an inferior and sinful being, as a consequence of the original sin that stigmatized her. Her status was minimised in the name of her natural condition. Her inferiority was transmitted by the power of tradition. At present, for example, by the power of tradition, the behaviour and the relations among the Romanian family members maintained mainly in the rural families, but also in the urban ones, except for the couples where both partners are intellectuals.

Women participated in the economic changes via inheritance and marriage, via their work in the household, no matter their social class: housekeeping, bringing up children, managing goods, etc. The smaller the men’s wages, the harder was the domestic work. As a result, in the industrialisation and urbanism context in the 19th century,  the domestic work, paid or unpaid jobs, the private and the public existence were not separated for women, on the contrary they were complementary. Neverthe less, the traditional postulate of the woman’s inferiority was maintained at almost all levels. Women were paid less than men. Even if most of the women and men were unskilled workers, they were paid on account of sex only. Industrialisation came with an extra pay for factory workers, women migrating between their jobs and families. The domestic wife, whose activity was dedicated to her family, had to efficiently administer her husband’s wages to ensure a decent living.

Mainly, the minimum pay and the dependence of women, and their lack of jobs characterized the end of the 19th century in the whole Europe. The total lack of political rights, since time immemorial; seeing women in contradiction with the demands of the modern age leads to great social movements, originating in the West where the emancipation of women in all the public domains took place. We analyzed in the text the differences of gender reflected in the social life. 

The second part of this paper is applied to ritual and on one of its pre-eminent languages, specially the poetical text. In the second chapter, The woman’s role inside the traditional family we point out the meanings of the public sphere, that is men’s privilege, and the private sphere of life, that is women’s privilege. We can say that the masculine primate in traditional societies is unchallenged, representing the powerful and significant factors of society. We can always speak about women casting out priority at the juridical level, but women imposed themselves within the community as mothers, having the regenerating force of descent, as ladies of the house taking care effective by the household, as magicians ensuring the success of all kinds of wishes, having some legal rights as heiress and owners. Romanian women had not only the obligation but also the power to establish contacts with the sacred world, with God. Feminity built its specific individuality and exercised its power especially in the sacred sphere in the different registers of rites. Traditional magic structures assert the pre-eminence of women’s needs of valorising themselves in conformity with their specific status. Feminity pre-eminence in the structure of  both  traditional magic therapy and of the pre-marriage erotical practices proves assuming of responsibility towards their own destiny and the wish of asserting their individuality. Marriages in the traditional Romanian village involved parteners from the village or from the neighbourhood places, within the same geographical area. By examining historical documents (dowry papers, wills), we can state that Romanian women never enjoyed the situation of western women because of their rights of inheritance and property.
In the third chapter Woman as main character in the rituals of transition we tried to point out the report of role between women and men in the passing through rituals: giving birth, wedding, funeral. The traditional Romanian family characterized itself, among others, through a strong individualism and through a series of rules of behaviour inherited from father to son, which were adapted in time, but that never denied customs. Some of the observed norms of the traditional Romanian family were honesty, rightness, hardworking, responsibility towards family’s prestige, a strong family conscience and spiritual cohesion, fulfillment of the moral order of descent, observance of a hierarchy of age, sex, naturalised through tradition (for example, the man was the head of the family and he led it, often authoritatively; parents had the right of showing children how to behave), displaying daily solidarity at the family level (they worked together, ate together, there were daily common meals, but also common meals with ritual and celebrating values), and the reunion of the large family happened only on special occasions related to the circle of life, at festivals, husking bees, etc. The distribution of roles between generations and sexes was very rigid: working together securing the biological continuity of the family, educating and handing down their experience to the younger generation were obligations strictly limited by age. Age meant duties and rights, recognised by the whole community, which resulted in feeling of social utility. Dividing social roles according to age and sex, on a natural basis (physical force, inborn abilities, sexuality, maternity) was a criterion for gradual emancipation of the individual and for bridging, at least partly, the gap between generations. 

The difference between sexes was something to be aware of from childhood. Starting from the age of 7 there had to be separate groups (boys and girls). Avoidance of masturbation was one of the main duties of parents. In pre-adolescence or adolescence there were founded groups of two persons – “sisters on crosses” “or “brothers on crosses” – which maintained all their lives long and meant mutual help. Girls were closely “not to be disgraced”. Starting from the age when they could do something about the house, children received chores. Consequently, girls had to learn from their mother how to weave, to sew, to spin, to wash the laundry in the river, to look after younger brothers, to do the house, to cook, to know the medicinal herbs, to know celebrations and to observe the norms related to them. Boys were more under theirs fathers’ influence who taught them how to work the land and raise cattle; they were warned against dangers; they were transmitted interdictions and were tested their courage, wisdom etc. Both girls and boys assimilated local oral culture in the practice of social life, followed patterns of behaviour, and collective habits that represented guidelines for their own lives. In order to discipline their children, parents would teach them fear of the evil, scold and even beat them. In the traditional society, the woman was always closer to magic and religion, to habits and beliefs, so she played the leading part in complying with the established order in the normal developing of existence. The woman imposed the opposition between domestic and public roles when her access towards authority and prestige and social value was denied, her activity was restricted to the domestic sphere. 

The wedding ceremony promotes the reproduction of the structure in private sphere, simultaneously becoming a way of official recognition of the woman’s position inside the community and the collective expression of the feminine attitude. Romanian customary law admitted divorce, but separation was rare case in the villages, where marriages meant commitment for the entire life at the parents’ initiative but with the agreement of the young people. Because breaking up a marriage was perceived in the Romanian traditional village as an outrage affecting the entire family, the divorce happened rarely and only in serious cases, such as: committing flagrant adultery, leaving home by one of the family members, the wife’s repudiation through turning off wife from home asking her to be wise, to work in the household, never be a woman of easy virtue. Even the assertion of  identity and of national essential feature were materialised through reference to the external cultural values in harmony with the personal identity. 
In the fourth chapter, Feminine performance in the calendar customs we analyzed the degree involving and motivation of feminine performing in calendar customs. We demonstrate that the ritual represents a clear distribution of the function of gender. 

In the fifth chapter, Feminine hypostasis in the folk poem. Family folk ballad, we use the folkloric text in order to selected the feminine hypostasis finding that these are tributary to some paradigm adapted to the Romanian traditional society. 
In Conclusion, the last chapter, we sustain that this dissertation aims at a possible ethnology of woman’ identity who reveals the condition of woman in the society, her juridical and social statute, mentalities regarding her role in the family and community. 

Therefore, in the Romanian traditional society, a well-balanced difference between man’s and woman’s responsibilities has been settled since time immemorial. Women have always been in charge with household and breeding whereas man’s direct involvement in earning a living and integrating within society and establishing inter-personal relationships was obvious. This should not be seen as a clear-cut distinction between the woman and man but as a well-defined balance between the public and the private. It definitely roots in the folk tradition observation and in the perpetual repetition of ancient customs. Sprung from a system meant to avoid contradictions of any kind, the understanding of the public-private opposition through different mentalities and viewpoints of the male and female identities can be made only through tradition and the way it is handed down from generation to generation.

For developing some criteria of equilibrium between men and women we analyzed the relation between the public and the private, so that in the second part of dissertation we focused on the equilibrium of roles between men and women in performing traditional rituals concerning the most important events from human life: child bearing, wedding and funeral. Studying the feminine performance in the ritual calendar habits we underlined feminine pre-eminence in maintaining traditional customs due to the fact that women are more traditionalists than men.  

Approaching the folkloric text and especially the family folk ballads we find that feminine hypostasis are tributary on an ancient paradigm, adapted to the traditional society, too. These patterns that aim at the role and statute of woman in traditional society were preserved in the folk texts. Starting from their examination we find the data necessary for the explanation of the appearance of feminist movement at the European level. 

Finally, we conclude upon the necessity of creating such an ethnology of equilibrium, because of the necessity of explaining the relation of complementarity between the ritual and the practical aspects of life, such as between man, as priest and woman , as mother of priest, as results of the rituals and folkloric texts.
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