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Latinos still cling to Hispanic Catholic assumptions about 
male/female relations. Ellen White offers a new model.
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and coexistence o f three religiously diverse 
cultures: Arab, Jewish, and Christian. While it 
is true that the Romans gave Spain its language 
(60 percent of Spanish derives from Latin) and 
its religion (Roman Catholic), it is even more 
important to understand the cultural impact 
on the Iberian Peninsula of the conflicts waged  
among Islam, Judaism, and Christianity over 
the span of some 800 years. In contrast to the 
rest of Europe, Spain’s crusades took place in 
its own back yard, as it were, affecting both the 
demographics and the Spanish world view  in 
a very decisive way. The influences of Jewish 
and Arabic culture on Christian Spain during 
its formative years, long negated in the official 
history books of the nation, help to explain the 
particular brand of machismo that arose on the 
peninsula and that was exported to the Ameri- 
cas. The Spanish “conquistador,” for example, 
can be adequately understood only against 
the backdrop of eight centuries of religious 
wars on the peninsula and the resulting impor- 
tance assigned to the male as “warrior for 
God.” On the other hand, the unique charac­

LL HUMAN SOCIETIES OPERATE BY CERTAIN
“rules” with regard to male-female re- 
lations. In Latino culture these norms 

can be summarized by the terms machismo 
and its feminine counterpart hembrismo or 
marianismo. To best understand these polar 
concepts and their impact on male-female 
relations both in Latino society and in the 
church, w e will briefly examine the backdrop 
of medieval Spain, since it was the conflictive 
society from which most Latino/Latina values 
derive. We will later show how these values 
are changing in the context of American urban 
societies (both Latin America and the United 
States), and in the particular environment of 
the Adventist Church.

Spain’s history can best be understood from 
the perspective of the intermittent conflicts
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protector, provider, and pursuer o f w om an}  
In its less heroic form, it is expressed through 
violence or indifference toward wom en. 
Ultimately, the strength assigned to the male 
is revealed in his view  o f wom an as his most 
valuable “possession” since, within the mar- 
riage, her beauty, intelligence, talents, and 
acquiescence to his will mark him as a 
privileged male. Once the macho has ere- 
ated the wom an in the image he has chosen, 
she can becom e the depository o f all the 
ideals assigned to her by the man, as will be 
seen later in the discussion o f marianismo.

There are many ways in w hich the male 
asserts his place and role in Hispanic soci- 
ety. For one thing, the Latino must perpetu- 
ally “prove” to society that he is in charge, 
both as head o f household and provider. 
Since the macho is meant to be the sole  
breadwinner o f his family, remunerative 
work becom es an important means o f estab- 
lishing his personhood. Despite the popular 
myth of the “lazy Latin,” work is the measure 
of the Latino’s m anhood. The Spanish 
gamberro [the dissolute], for example, is 
held in contempt precisely for shirking his 
work responsibilities and choosing to live 
off o f wom en. Gilmore points out that the 
earning o f a large salary is not necessary for 
the macho to establish his manhood. Ide- 
ally, work represents sacrifice and service to 
the family.4 Although it may com e as a 
surprise, the Latina long has been allowed to 
work not only in service roles (maids, farm- 
ing, etc.), but also as teachers, doctors, 
nurses, lawyers, judges, and even as politi- 
cal figures of prominence. However, these 
are prerogatives historically enjoyed by up- 
per-class or educated w om en (the issue o f  
choice rather than necessity is important 
here) w ho were never expected to create 
policy, but rather to carry out male-initiated 
ground rules. Her role in the workplace 
must contribute to preserving the male’s 
place o f respeto [respect] in society.

teristics o f the Spanish notion of “honor” easily 
arise from Arabic restrictions surrounding 
women. It can safely be said that the religious 
and patriotic conceptual roots of the Latino 
macho are firmly rooted in Spain’s history.

Machismo

Without a doubt, the behavioral structures 
surrounding the male are the most fun- 

damental and, therefore, the most influential 
in Latino social life, both in Spain, Spanish 
America, and Spanish-American culture as it 
exists in the United States. It is a framework 
that is consonant with a society that Am6rico 
Castro characterized as implacably centered 
on the individual rather than on the collectiv- 
ity.1 Even the classic Latino concern for the 
family must be contextualized in light of the 
pre-eminence o f the male and the important 
role the family plays in preserving his social 
position.

What precisely is machismo? Machismo 
assumes the sole and exclusive dominance 
of the male and the preservation of that 
controlling position by subsuming the fe- 
male. Because machismo favors the male 
over the female in matters pertaining to 
individual freedoms, it is often defined nega- 
tively. Jorge Gissi for example, defines ma- 
chismo as “an oppressive ideology that di- 
vides people into superior and inferior by 
their sex .”2 The superiority of the macho, 
though not explicit, is manifested implicitly 
at all levels: the physical (the male is strong, 
resistant, and aggressive); the sexual (the 
male has more energy, meaning that he 
needs more than one woman); and the 
mental (m ales are more intelligent and less 
emotional, thus more capable o f leader- 
ship).

Machismo, in its best formulation, is an 
exaggerated orientation toward life by which 
man sees his role in society as being one of



male sexual morality, but on a man’s ability 
to walk the delicate line betw een familial 
responsibility and the social expectations 
surrounding his existence as a male. And 
here a corrective is in order. The way the 
term macho is used in English, synonym ous 
with such terms as “tough,” “insensitive,” 
“sexually prom iscuous,” is not a reflection 
of the Latino understanding o f the term. In 
Spanish, to be a macho means to be a 
socially responsible person w ho takes care 
of his ow n with dignity and honor. There- 
fore, the true macho demands respeto, espe- 
dally from other males, for being a socially

responsible being, al- 
though not necessar- 
ily a sexually faithful 
one. This situation ex- 
plains w hy it is more 
im p ortan t for th e  
Latino male to be a 
m an o f  h is  w ord  
(k eep in g  prom ises) 
than k eep in g  faith 
with his wife. Tirso 
de Molina’s Don Juan, 

the m odel for all other D on Juan figures in 
European literature, dies a truly macho death, 
preferring to keep a foolhardy promise than 
repent from defiling the w edding bed.9

Marianismo

1׳
in the purest of Latino macho traditions, that 
“the destiny of woman is to be seen by man. ”10 
Ortega did not blush to admit that, in his 
perception, woman’s only function was to be 
the “object” o f some word or act of gallantry. 
This passive, objectifying view of the woman 
as a kind of invention of man, one that is 
“present” when and as he wills, lies at the heart 
of Hispanic culture as w e know it even today.

Another fundamental means through which 
the male establishes his masculinity is through 
his sexual relations with the wom an in the 
pursuer role. Here the macho is allowed a 
certain socially-approved “truancy,” both 
prior to and after marriage, as a kind o f 
social com pensation for his role as provider 
and protector. Manuel Pena declares that 
this role o f pursuer is often legitimized with 
charritas coloradas [off-color jokes].5 The 
adolescent male is permitted and possibly  
expected to have participated in “promiscu- 
ous adventurism” as proof o f his masculin- 
ity. After marriage, a man proves his worth 
by the number o f chil- 
dren, particularly male 
children, he can en- 
gender. In southern  
Spain, for example, a 
married man with no  
children is scorned  
even if he was youth- 
fu lly  p rom iscu ou s;6 
and barrenness is seen  
as his fault, even if it is 
hers, a them e dealt 
with dramatically in Garcia Lorca’s Yerma.7

So heavy is the weight of responsibility for 
the male to be the economic and sexual “doer” 
that Hispanic society spurns the man who  
does not seem  to be actively proving his 
manhood. What might be interpreted as the- 
atricality is a survival mechanism of the Latino 
w ho lives perpetually under the judgment of 
society. A man’s effectiveness is measured as 
others see him in action, where his perfor- 
mance can be evaluated.8 Additionally, the 
macho can wield his male prerogatives, some- 
times regardless of moral correctness. In fact, 
ethical behavior can be interpreted as effemi- 
nate, since moral purity is effectively assigned 
to the woman.

On the other hand, it is important to note 
that behind the term macho lies the Spanish 
concept o f “honor,” which is not based on

The real macho, in early agrar- 
ian contexts, was ideally the 
man who provided and pro- 
tected his fam ily and his com- 
munity, who was the spiritual 
guardian, preserving the reli- 
gious underpinings of society.



Due to a limited male perception of the 
woman as an individual human entity with the 
full range of human physical, intellectual, 
social and spiritual needs, the category o f la 
mujer traicionera (traitorous woman) can 
include wom en not only involved in blatant 
sexual promiscuity, but also wom en seen as 
spurning traditional values and behaviors as- 
signed to their gender.

Even within the permissive context in which 
the Latino moves, vis-^-vis the female, there is 
a strong though limited moral sense in the 
macho. With respect to the woman, that sense 
is directed to the mother, inasmuch as she is 
the embodiment of the female virtues the 
macho most needs and respects. As the almost 
sole and indispensable means of holding the 
family together, she often wields a kind of 
moral authority, even over the male. Curi- 
ously, there is no special day dedicated to the 
mother in either Spain or Spanish-America 
(except in Puerto Rico where the American 
calendar is used and where, interestingly, 
Mother’s Day festivities rival those of Christ- 
mas and Easter). But the cult to the mother 
takes different forms. Older wom en (mothers) 
are looked to for counsel, and even younger 
mothers who display the preferred virtues are 
allowed to function in the political, intellec- 
tual, and religious life of the community.

Machismo and the 
Information Society

.............................

tries where both the religious and the socio- 
economic aspects of life call for a centralized 
authoritative system .11 Thus, because of 
Catholicism’s strong communal ties within a 
patriarchal society, machismo is most preva- 
lent in those countries where this religion has 
historically dominated— Italy, France, Portu- 
gal, Poland, Spain, and all o f Latin America.

Insofar as she has been present by and for the 
man, the Latina has essentially been absent 
from society except as a transitive entity 
limited in her ideal sphere of action. It is this 
ideal existence of the woman in the mind of 
man that has come to be called marianismo or 
hembrismo.

If machismo represents the endless activity 
and assertion of the male ego, then hembrismo 
(femaleness), as an extension of machismo, is 
the necessary secular, polar opposite of the 
macho’s aggressive search for honor and glory. 
The spiritualization of hembrismo, which is 
called marianismo, deriving from the Catholic 
conceptualization of the Virgin Mary (in Span- 
ish, la Virgen Maria), conveys a kind of holy 
mystique that ever surrounds the ideal, long- 
suffering woman created by the strongly patri- 
archal Hispanic culture. The wife of the ma- 
cho is ideally passive with respect to activities 
outside the home and in her relationship with 
her husband. Whether or not her husband’s 
decisions benefit her or her family, she will 
abide by his decisions. In her home, however, 
the ideal Latina is an active entity, serving as 
the sole nurturer and instructor of her children 
and sole guardian of the most highly esteemed 
moral values.

The concept of marianismo begins and ends 
with the concept o f “virginity,” going well 
beyond mere physical purity. For the centrip- 
etal male, the female must become the com- 
pleting opposite, the centrifugal depository of 
all the highest Christian virtues, namely, hu- 
mility, patience, abnegation, and self-efface- 
ment. She must provide the moral and spiri- 
tual equilibrium his society does not allow 
him. Because societal demands are so great on 
both male and female, any deviation from 
these norms, particularly female deviation, is 
seen as social treason.

The image of woman as social traitor arises 
out of a dialectic virgin/whore complex seen  
in more traditional societies, where women 
are often viewed as either one or the other.



some cases, the woman might be the only one 
with a job, so that the role of provider took on  
new meaning. In this kind o f social context, 
machismo began to take on a negative and 
even dysfunctional dimension that tended to 
tear down rather than build up the family. 
Although normally associated with the Indus- 
trial Revolution of the 18th and 19th centuries, 
these changes began to surface earlier. That 
the agrarian arrangement was already meeting 
with difficulties as early as the conflictive 
Spanish 16th and 17th centuries, for example, 
is evident in the many honor plays written in 
Spain during this period.12 The “protection” of

the male had already 
become a stra’itjacket 
for the emerging inde- 
p e n d e n c e  o f  the  
woman.

In the information 
society, with its fine- 
spun network of com- 
munication and inter- 
change, the role o f the 
various members o f the 
family is experiencing 
further changes. With 
the availability of ser- 
vices to all members of 
the family, attitude 

changes toward the role that each member is 
to play in the well-being, maintenance, and 
development of the family are needed. In this 
social context, a sense of equality and mutu- 
ality contributes to family harmony. The con- 
tinued expression of machismo in this new  
environment tents to be destructive to the 
survival of the family as a unit, since it forces 
the various members of the family to adjust 
their legitimate needs and functions to one 
inflexible member of the family. When the 
man of the house continues to make unrealis- 
tic demands of his family, limiting their social, 
educational, career, spiritual, and other forms 
of development either by means of physical

Protestant societies with their strong sense of 
individualism and independence have experi- 
enced a different kind of machismo, particu- 
larly in the agrarian phases of social evolution, 
but not to the same exaggerated degree as 
have the Mediterranean and Latin American 
societies.

From a socioeconomic point of view, ma- 
chismo arises from a communitarian approach 
to life in which the concern is with the 
preservation of the community. It is a social 
response to the economic, political structures 
of society, legitimized by religion. In agrarian 
societies, for example, those with little or no 
infrastructure (police  
protection, health-care 
and governance sys- 
terns), machismo had a 
positive function in that 
the reputation of a man 
to protect and provide 
for his family extended 
beyond the family to 
the community at large.
In earlier times this 
reputation gave the 
male’s family a sense 
of security in what was 
otherwise an unpro- 
tected environm ent, 
and it elicited a sense o f respect from the 
community for what belonged to this socially 
responsible man. The real macho, in early 
agrarian contexts, was ideally the man who 
not only provided and protected his family 
and his community, but who was the spiritual 
guardian, preserving the religious underpin- 
nings of society.

The shift to an industrial society and the 
movement of people from the rural areas to 
the city in pursuit of economic survival created 
an inevitable breakdown in male-female roles. 
The need to protect the family was obviated in 
a context where economic need drove the 
woman outside the home to the workplace. In

On the one hand, Adventism, as 
espoused by Ellen White, rejected 
those elements of Victorianism 
and Catholicism that imprison- 
ed women. At the same t ime. . .  
man cannot be saved by the 
“madonna״mother-—the Virgin 
Mary, the mother of God—nor 
woman through childbearing.



wom en in public life, and particularly in 
economic life, as a result of high academic 
achievement, without the concomitant adjust- 
ments in male-female relations, is creating a 
crisis in gender relations.13 However, despite 
what may seem  to be an extremely rigid social 
system, resocialization based on the virtues of 
both machismo and marianismo can serve as 
a viable means within Hispanic society to 
effect change in the patriarchal mode of social 
organization. To be sure, much of that change 
is taking place all over the Spanish-speaking 
world, including the United States.

Adventism and the Latino 
Gender Myths

.......................
,

otal role of the Catholic Church in the preser- 
vation of the mythical dimensions of tradi- 
tional roles. Church doctrine with respect to 
birth control in the predominantly Catholic 
countries of the Hispanic world is consistent 
with the church’s understanding of the role of 
women. On the one hand, it teaches that the 
supposed equality of male and female is both 
false and unnatural, and that both pain in 
childbirth and her subjection to her husband 
were mandated by God. Even a progressive 
leader such as Pope John XXIII, though la- 
menting the fact that wom en’s rights are not 
sufficiently recognized, consoles wom en by 
reminding them that the purpose for which 
they were created was maternity. Maternity, 
nurture, and sacrifice are the natural functions 
of the woman, according to this doctrine.14

Adventism stands significantly on the oppo- 
site side of Catholicism as a Protestant religion 
rising out of 19th-century American Vic- 
torianism and the Protestant ethic.15 Whereas 
Latino/Latina individuality grows out of a 
Hispano-Arabic and Catholic identity based 
on who one is by birth, the American Protes­

aggression or by pathetic posturings, the vital- 
ity o f the family is sapped.

The increase in divorce, so often attributed 
in fundamentalist religious circles to women 
abdicating their “traditional” place in the home 
(due to a kind of romanticizing of their place 
in agrarian societies), can more fairly be laid at 
the feet both of sex-ratio realities and of male 
intransigence in adjusting to these socioeco- 
nomic realities which no longer favor the man 
over other members of the family. This intrac- 
table attitude exists because social change 
does not always result in a change of mindset. 
Although living in a new social order, male- 
dominated institutions and assumptions con- 
tinue to operate from an anachronistic frame 
of reference. This is especially true of people 
that come to an urban setting from a rural one, 
as is the case for many first-generation Latinos, 
Italians, and others from strong patriarchal/ 
rural societies.

Clearly, industrialization and increased edu- 
cation in the Spanish-speaking world, while 
creating greater intolerance for the double 
standard of male-female behavior, have done 
little to effectively replace the old standards of 
what constitutes a man or a woman in Latino/ 
Latina society. The increasing participation of

Adapted from Elly Simmons’ “Face”



the Virgin Mary, the mother of God—nor 
woman through childbearing, as Paul seems 
to imply in 1 Timothy 2:15. The Protestant 
concept of salvation as a gift given generously 
by God to all humanity breaks with the 
Catholic notion that equality of male and 
female is unnatural.

Furthermore, the call to preach the gospel is 
given to both men and women. Woman 
cannot abdicate her responsibilities in this 
regard, even with those duties connected with 
the care of the home and children. Ellen White 
goes so far as to suggest that capable women 
should leave their children in the care of 
trustworthy child caretakers so that the work 
of the Lord might be advanced.17 As to the 
Christian virtues of patience and humility, 
Adventism once again sustains the doctrine of 
the spiritual equality of male and female. 
Humility and service are Christian, not solely 
feminine, virtues. Christ gave the example of 
all the Christian virtues as a male of the 
species. Likewise, the call to Christian virtue in 
preserving the sanctity of marriage is expected 
of both husband and wife. It is no longer the 
male honor that must be protected, but that of 
God.

Finally, the Adventist understanding of the
Adapted from Elly Simmons’ “Calm*

tant ethic allows the individual to “outgrow” 
social origin and station by dint of personal 
effort.16 In fact, one is what one has achieved, 
regardless of origin. In Hispanic culture, edu- 
cation is possibly the only route of escape 
from a disadvantaged beginning, whether it 
be due to race, social station, or gender. The 
Protestant values independence, self-suffi- 
ciency, and hard work, no matter how humble, 
while the Hispano-Catholic ethic values only 
the independence of the male, even as it 
sustains the social interdependence that gives 
so much importance to the family and the 
community (including respect to parents and 
the elderly). Neither the Protestant nor the 
Catholic mindset allows for wom en to assume 
significant roles outside the home: Remunera- 
tive labor is valued exclusively for the male. 
However, it will be the Protestant and pio- 
neering spirit o f 19th-century United States 
that will give birth to a religion that insists on 
the full humanity of women: Seventh-day 
Adventism.

On the one hand, Adventism, as espoused  
by Ellen White, rejected those elements of 
Victorianism and Catholicism that imprisoned 
women. Given the urgency of the Advent, the 
Adventist woman was not to waste her time in 
preparing delicacies of food and dress for her 
family, as required by Victorian precept. She 
was to be health-minded and efficient in all 
her domestic work so that she might have time 
free to teach and preach the Advent gospel. In 
com parison  w ith H ispanic m ach ism o/ 
marianismo, Adventism will not assign do- 
mestic duties and child-rearing exclusively to 
the woman. Her husband must be an effective 
“king” in his collaboration with the “queen” 
mother in the instruction and guidance of the 
children. The sole fidelity of the father to the 
mother is implied in this concept of male and 
female as team members. At the same time, 
Adventism teaches that every individual is 
responsible for his or her own salvation. Man 
cannot be saved by the “madonna” mother—



Unfortunately, Ellen White has often been  
read selectively to preserve the traditional 
place of woman in Hispanic society (although 
this kind of reading of Ellen White is hardly 
limited to Latinos). Spiritualizing Ellen White 
on a kind of madonna model has allowed for 
a characteristically Latino reading and under- 
standing of her practical advice on Christian 
belief and practice. While they have embraced 
the Protestant understanding of individual 
freedom and salvation, Hispanics still cling 
largely to Hispano-Catholic assumptions in 
their social and domestic male/female rela- 
tions. The ensuing dialectical tension between 
a theology of Protestant individualism and 
Catholic social stratification calls for a high 
level of spiritual and intellectual integrity, in 
both men and women, to overcome.

Conclusion

W
 .

Adventist men, as do men in society at large, 
still wield structural power. Men continue to 
be the chief shapers of religious practice and 
belief within the Adventist Church. As in our 
society, Adventist w om en outnumber Ad- 
ventist men (membership is made up of more 
than 60 percent women). Outside the United 
States and Canada, the female church mem- 
bership most certainly parallels and in some 
places possibly exceeds that of the North 
American church. Women members are offi- 
dally valued for their contribution to sustain- 
ing the status quo. This “maintenance” role to 
which wom en are held is consistent with the 
withholding of personal rights and freedoms 
seen in society at large (although, unfortu- 
nately, correctives are more aggressively be- 
ing applied to this imbalance outside the 
church than inside). In the church, gender 
inequality is further legitimized by a male- 
dominated biblical hermeneutic (whether

Imago Dei (image of God) departs substan- 
tially from Catholicism in its insistence on both 
male and female equally as the image of God. 
Liberation, in this context, is understood to 
mean man and woman’s freedom to be fully 
human, fulfilling their shared destiny, not as 
each other’s captives, but as “prisoners of 
hope” in Jesus Christ.

Implications

Adventism arose in an atmosphere of social 
unrest that was meant to change the lot of 

women, a socio-historical fact that should not 
be lost on Adventists of any culture entering 
the 21st century. The revaluation of woman 
was the necessary setting for a religious move- 
ment that was to usher in the ultimate king- 
dom of God. Ellen White saw the Advent 
gospel as a form of freedom from socially 
imposed mores on both men and women so 
that the gospel might have full priority and all 
might participate in its dissemination and 
benefits.

There is no doubt that the liberating con- 
cepts of Adventism were well received in the 
Spanish-speaking world, particularly by 
women. Under the aegis of this gospel, the 
woman could, in good conscience, limit the 
number of children she brought into a world 
living on borrowed time. She could assert her 
socially approved role as “keeper of the faith” 
even in the face of opposition by her husband, 
and, regardless of her social origins or eco- 
nomic status, she could become a spiritual 
leader in the community of the church.

Together with the spiritual power of the 
Advent message, the call to matrimonial and 
parental responsibility, as well as the invita- 
tion to take on a difficult, challenging task (the 
preaching of the Advent), also had its appeal 
to the Latino, offering him a way of being truly 
virtuous while still being fully a man in the 
eyes o f society.



all over the world, at the bottom o f the 
socioeconom ic ladder inside and outside o f  
the church, face even greater challenges in 
this regard.

This essay is a call to return to the sources of 
Adventism (the Bible and the writings of Ellen 
White) to find a new paradigm that crosses 
gender and national boundaries in order to 
find the essential gospel o f freedom and 
human dignity that lies at the very heart o f the 
Christian and the Adventist message to the 
world. It is a call to base Adventist belief and 
practice on spiritual integrity rather than on  
social expediency. It is an appeal to build a 
more inclusive world church that accords the 
full freedoms and responsibilities to wom en  
that their humanity, created by an all-knowing 
God, guarantees them.

espoused by male or female) that plays down  
biblical teachings affirming male-female equal- 
ity in favor of a “headship” theology that 
implies male superiority. Although this type 
of thinking tends to inform church organiza- 
tional practice, it is to the church’s credit that 
there exists another theology that under- 
scores the essential and effective equality of 
male and female.

As the church enters the next century, the 
Global Age, an era in which the world 
church’s needs will assume a higher profile, 
the important implications o f this discussion 
of Latino/Latina gender issues will becom e 
evident. If white w om en find themselves at a 
disadvantage w hen it comes to sharing in the 
development o f acceptable belief and prac- 
tice in the Adventist Church, wom en of color
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