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D O C U M E N T

Handout 3.7 The Southern Gentleman

In their book The Companion to Southern Literature, Joseph Flora and Lucinda 
MacKethan describe the characteristics of the Southern gentleman, a social type that 
first emerged in the earliest days of European settlement in Virginia and was viewed as 
an ideal against which generations of Southern men would measure themselves.

The first commandment of the code of the gentleman . . . dictated a recognition 
of the inherent inequality of man and the acceptance of the idea that certain 
men were born to lead and that others, the great majority, were born to follow 
and serve. Assured of his own superiority, a gentleman was expected at all 
times to be graceful and dignified in his deportment, as well as courteous 
and thoughtful toward all men, regardless of their social status. In designing 
a moral code to complement their dignified bearing, Virginia gentlemen, like 
their English counterparts, sought to attain qualities of fortitude, temperance, 
prudence, justice, liberality, and courtesy . . .

Observers of manner and conduct agreed that learning was an essential quality 
for a gentleman . . . . Learning was an adornment, worn lightly and gracefully, 
which—along with dancing, fencing, hunting, riding, and occasionally the 
playing of a musical instrument—combined to produce a complete and smoothly 
functioning social creature . . . .

There was a widespread agreement that the gentleman’s primary purpose 
in following his code was to possess and maintain a personal honor that 
commanded the respect of all his peers as well as of all those of lower social 
order. . . .

The gentlemanly code expressed an ideal of character, an ideal roughly 
translated from the English rural gentry to southern planters who presided over 
moderate-to-large landholdings cultivated by slave labor. . . . As the institution 
of slavery came to be viewed by northerners with increasing moral opprobrium 
in the decades preceding the Civil War, it became more essential for southern 
planters to view themselves as refined individuals practicing a humane and 
noble code of conduct. Slavery could thus be justified as a paternalistic system 
that produced twin social paragons—the patriarchal planter aristocrat and his 
consort, the exquisitely pure and submissive southern lady.1

1 Joseph M. Flora and Lucinda H. MacKethan, eds., The Companion to Southern Literature: Themes, Genres, Places, People, 
Movements, and Motifs (Baton Rouge: Lousiana State University Press, 2002), 292–293.
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Handout 3.8 The Southern Lady and Belle

In their book The Companion to Southern Literature, Joseph Flora and Lucinda 
MacKethan describe the Southern lady and the younger Southern belle, social types 
that exuded the traditional characteristics to which many white Southerners expected 
girls to aspire for much of the twentieth century. 

Ideally a patrician, privileged white woman, she served her husband, bending to 
him in all matters; she was maternal, bearing children regularly and caring for 
them lovingly; she possessed great skill in the domestic sphere, running kitchen 
and nursery, overseeing the household in all areas, dispensing medicine, always 
hospitable. Most important, perhaps, she was the moral center of the household, 
pious, self-effacing, and kind. An expert with the needle, she could also play a 
musical instrument and sing melodies for the family. She was essential to the 
patriarchy, assuring well-brought-up children, a well-run home, and complete 
comfort for her husband. . . .1

Following the Civil War, [the] vision of a plantation South took on mythic 
proportions as southerners grew defensive and nostalgic about the Old South. 
In particular, the southern woman of the Old South was presented, through the 
image of the southern lady, as the ideal of nineteenth-century womanhood.

. . . A marble figure on a pedestal, she was static. A more appealing character, 
in this idealized vision of the South, was the southern belle, the younger, 
unmarried, and hence incomplete version of the southern lady . . . .

If trained right, the belle had, by her early teen years, already acquired most 
of the makings of the southern lady: she was beautiful or potentially beautiful, 
graceful, charming, virtuous, loyal to family, submissive to father, in need of 
men’s protection, yet resourceful and brave when unusual circumstances called 
on her to be. But even in her late teens, she might not yet have perfected self-
sacrifice and calm self-possession. These characteristics would come, or must 
come, once she married—and marrying was supposed to be her goal in life.2

1 Joseph M. Flora and Lucinda H. MacKethan, eds., The Companion to Southern Literature: Themes, Genres, Places, People, 
Movements, and Motifs (Baton Rouge: Lousiana State University Press, 2002), 413.

2 Ibid., 95.




