
Introduction 
With American news media highlighting the struggles of 

women on a global sphere, we are now seeing an immense 
mount of attention placed on sexuality.  Patriarchal control of a 
woman’s sexuality constricts women in many cultures, harming 
women physically and mentally through a socially constructed 

idea of virginity.  The socially and culturally constructed concept 
of virginity holds a value that is often medicalized, even though 

there is no working medical term for a “virgin”.  I will explore 
historical and cultural constructions of virginity as an asset that 

carries value and draw from theoretical frameworks of 
anthropologists Gayle Rubin, Deniz Kandiyoti, and Mary 

Douglas.  With this evidence, I will apply it further to 
contemporary news accounts of women selling their virginity, 

attending “Purity Balls” and undergoing surgery for 
hymenoplasty. 

 

Alliance Theory and the Economy of Sex 
Gayle Rubin (1975) 

- Kinship is defined as “the idiom of social interaction, 
organizing economic, political, and ceremonial, as well 

as sexual activity.  One’s duties, responsibilities, and 
privilege vis-à-vis others are defined in terms of mutual 

kinship or lack thereof” (540) 
Alliance Theory- explains how the male sex is the prime 
beneficiary of social economics “exchange of women” 

when brides are given for marriage. 
 These exchanges allow for political and societal 

alliances to be created. Virginity is often a stipulation for 
marriage because the honor of the daughter’s family is 
at risk.  The organization of kinship and the exchange of 

women in marriage both have an overarching 
connection to the importance of virginity and the 
chance of a female to obtain financial and societal 

stability. 
 

Patriarchal Bargaining 
Deniz Kandiyoti (1988) 

”Women strategize within a set of concrete constraints which I 
identify as patriarchal bargains.  Different forms of patriarchy 
present women with certain “rules of the game” and call for 

different strategies to maximize security and optimize life options 
with varying potential for active or passive resistance in the face of 

oppression” (275) 
Different forms of patriarchy set different rules and constraints for 

women.  These patriarchal bargains, whether radical or 
conservative, are ways that women use to move throughout a 

system that is not in their favor and thus treats them as the “other”. 
 

Two examples of radical patriarchal bargains, in which 
women play into the repeated notion that virginity is 

something of value. 
Catarina Migliorini obtained $780,000 for first 

heterosexual penile/vaginal penetration  
Rebecca Bernardo,  18 year old Brazilian woman inspired 
by Catarina and has chosen to sell her own virginity.  She 
acknowledges that this will be the quickest way to obtain 

a large amount of money to help her mother, who is 
bedridden with sickness, and her survive.  The initial 

response has been to identify this as prostitution, but 
both in both cases we see women acknowledging the 

value placed on their sexuality (whether or not this 
sexuality has been termed active).  Here, Rebecca is 

using the system of patriarchy, knowing she can obtain 
funds by giving a man her first heterosexually defined 

“virginity” in an exchange.   

Patriarchy: A Complex System 
Defined in sociological terms as “a set of symbols and ideas 

that make up a culture embodied by everything from the 
content of everyday conversation to literature and 

film…includes ideas about the nature of things, including 
men, women, and humanity with manhood and 

masculinity most closely associated with being human and 
womanhood and femininity relegated to the marginal 

position of the “other.”’ 
Upheld in social, cultural, political, legal, and family 

relations 

Purity vs. Contagion 
Mary Douglas (1966) 

“…ideas about separating, purifying, demarcating and 
punishing transgressions have their main function to 

impose system on an inherently untidy experience.  It is 
only by exaggerating  the difference between within and 

without, about and below, male and female, with and 
against, that a semblance of order is created.” (4) 

Societal order is symbolized by order in sexual body  
How can a socially constructed concept become concrete? 
Medicalization of virginity through the hymen has allowed 
for humans to quantitatively decide whether or not 
someone is a “virgin” through a subjective test in a doctor’s 
office.   
Hymenoplasty can be viewed as a form of conservative 
patriarchal bargaining.  Though the procedure may seem 
radical to Americans, many cultures need to prove 
“virginity”  in order for a female to secure a means of 
financial and social security.  Surgical intervention becomes 
the route women take to “create” a hymen with the skin of 
their vaginal wall and may benefit women who have had 
their hymen torn in everyday activity like horseback riding 
or biking. 

 

Conclusion 
Throughout this research, I have realized how often female 

virginity comes into question and the answer will often 
times suggest her societal worth.  Virginity is synonymous 
with a female’s morality and honor.  Historically and cross 
culturally there is a continuity  to the narratives, but  we 

also see variations in the construction of virginity 

Virginity is  
socially, culturally and 

historically 
constructed 

 
“VIRGIN”  

According to the Merriam Webster’s Seventh New 
Collegiate Dictionary published in 1963, the first definition 

for virgin is “an unmarried woman devoted to religion” 
(Webster, 1963).  The second definition listed is “an 

absolutely chaste young woman 
NOT GENDER NEUTRAL 
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