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PREFACE 

The purpose of this dissertation is to draw 

attention to LRtin American women novelists who have 

produced works in the past three decades focusing on the 

political, economic, and social reality of certain Latin 

American nations during a particular historical moment. To 

dispel any doubt that Latin American women writers have 

largely been ignored in the past, the first chapter 

includes a broad survey of anthologies, histories, 

bibliographies, and methodologies which concentrate on male 

writers to the exclusion of women, and a survey of the 

women novelists whose novels reflect a growing social 

consciousness preoccupied with political and sexual 

oppression since the decade of the sixties. As the woman's 

movement emerged in that decade influencing the ~erpective 

of women writers, a description of an awakening feminist 

consciousness in Latin America is the focus of Chapter II. 

Because literature is intimately connected with how women 

perceive themselves and how women are perceived in the 

patriachal world, it is necessary to outline what has 

happened historically and what is happening now to bring to 

iv 
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light undercurrents of oppression exposed to a greater and 

greater degree in the novels of these women writers. 

The last four chapters concentrate on the role of 

the predominantly female narrator as a political force for 

societal change in four novels: Tierra inerme (1961), Dora 

AlonsoiHasta no verte Jesus mio (1969),Elena Poniatowska; 

Cenizas de Izalco (1982), Claribel Alegria and Darwin 

Flakoll; and La casa de los espiritus (1982), Isabel 

Allende. Through a systematic study of the representation, 

point of view and perspective of these narrators, certain 

patterns emerge exposing sexual, racial, and political 

oppression commonplace to the societies in which they 

live. The contrast between the female narrator's vision 

of the world and that of male narrators who play a role in 

two of the works serves to underscore this oppression. 

The final chapter summarizes the political 

implications which emerge to varying degrees in all of the 

works, emphasizing the message of female solidarity that is 

needed for women to become a political force for change. 

As literature is shaped by an exterior reality apparent in 

the novelistic production of these women writers, that 

exterior reality is also shaped by lit$rature underscoring 

the importance of bringing attention to them and their 

efforts to reveal the undercurrents of oppression prevalent 

in their societies. 
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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation provides a feminist reading of the 

works of Latin American women writers since the decade of 

the sixties to the present who focus on the particular 

historical moment of their times from a political 

perspective. A systematic study of the narrative figure in 

novels by Dora Alonso, Elena Poniatowska, Claribel Alegria 

and Darwin Flakoll, and Isabel Allende, reveals an awareness 

of the undercurrents of oppression existent in their 

societies based on racial, and class stereotypes with a 

growing understanding of oppression based on sex. 

From the perspective of the female narrator in 

Tierra Inerme by the Cuban writers Dora Alonso, the Cuban 

social structure before 1959 is condemned for its 

inequality on the basis of class, race, and sex. However, 

the perspective of the narrator reveals that she has not 

entirely escaped the prejudices that permeate her society 

concerning women. 

Hasta no vert~ Jesus mio by the Mexican writer Plena 

Poniatowska concentrates on the testimony of Jesusa 

Palancares who condemns the structural inequality existent 

In Mexican society. Although Palancares' perspective 
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reveals an awareness of the t'nequal treatment of women, 

because of her underprivileged status she concentrates on 

oppression based on class. In Cenizas de Izalco by the 

Salvadoran Claribel Alegria and Darwin Flakoll from the 

United States, the 1931 massacre of the peasants in El 

Salvador is condemned. 

perspectives of the 

However, through the contrasting 

male and female narrators, 

oppression on the basis of sex is most emphasized. La 

casa de los espiritus by the Chilean Isabel Allende 

depicts brutal class, racial and sexual oppression in 

Chile from the 1920's to 1973. It is in this novel that 

sexual oppression is portrayed most vividly, again 

through the contrasting perspectives of the male and 

female narrators. 

Although a growing awareness of sexual oppression 

emerges in the novels studied becoming most emphatic in 

this decade through an awakening feminist consciousness, 

the perspective of the narrators emphasize to varying 

degrees the importance of solidarity among women to 

combat injustice of every form to achieve a more 

equitable existence for all oppressed people. 



CHAPTER 1 

BREAKING INTO THE MALE STREAM: LATIN AMERICAN 

WOMEN WRITERS COMING TO THE FORE 

Are you saying there haven't been artist women 
before? There haven't been women who are 
independent? There haven't been women who 
insisted on sexual freedom? I tell you, there 
are a great line of women stretching out behind 
you into the past and you have to seek them out 
and find them in yourself and be conscious of 
them (Doris Lessing, The Golden Notebook). 

The lack of information concerning Latin American 

women writers has become quite apparent, although more 

attention is being accorded them currently. The reasons 

for this historic deficiency vary according to critics. It 

is still not uncommon among critics to assert that, with a 

few exceptions, women did not write; or they did not write 

well as writing is a masculine occupation; or women 

shouldn't write as their duty and obligation are to the 
1 

home. These attitudes may be responsible for the relative 

absence of Latin American women writers from literary 

criticism, histories, and anthologies. As the vast majority 

of critics in the past have been male, it is not 

lElaine Showalter, Women's Liberation and Literature 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, In~ 1971), p. 4. 

1 
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unreasonable to assume that gender has influenced their 

critical perception, especially if one is to consider the 

long and firmly embedded tradition of machismo in Latin 

American society that is reflected in literary circles. 

Despite the tremendous difficulties that women writers 
3 

2 

faced in their attempts at sel~-expression, the reality is 

that they did write and many of them wrote well. 

2 
Helena Araujo, "Narrativa femenina latinoamericana," 

Hispamerica Vol. XI-XII No. 32 (1982-1983), p. 31. 
3 
Elaine Showalter, "Women Writers and the Double 

Standard," in Woman in Sexist Society, eds. Vivian Gornick 
and Barbara K. Moran, (New York, Basic Books Inc., 1971), 
p. 460. Showalter describes some of the difficulties that 
women writers must confront: "Women were created to be 
dependent on men; their education and training must prepare 
them to find and keep husbands. Their mental qualities, 
therefore, should be those which would 'stimulate the 
instincts and soothe the feelings' of men; modesty, 
delicacy, liveliness and sensibility. Women should be 
truly religious, in order to influence their husbands and 
children; they should be ignorant of the evils of the world, 
in order to preserve their purity of spirit; in short, they 
ought to present in every way a contrast to and an escape 
from the harsh intrusive realities of human vanity, greed 
and sensuality. The feminine ideal combined elements of 
the angel and the slave. 

The widespread acceptance of this impossible ideal 
from the eighteenth century on made life very difficult for 
women writers, especially if they came into open conflict 
with society's dictates. First, there was the question of 
motive; a proper woman did not seek fame. Her special 
virtue was modesty. Then, literature was in some degree an 
exposure of self, and a truly modest, delicate woman would 
shrink from the scrutiny of strangers. Therefore the act 
of publication alone made a woman suspect." 
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One of the reasons that they have remained in 

obscurity arises from the fact that in the male dominated 

societies they lived in, writing was not considered an 

acceptable female occupation. Reluctant or afraid to 

challenge society's norms, many women chose to remain 

anonymous, assuming male names, pseudonyms, or simply 

passing their texts to each other. 

. pero hab!a centenares que se pasaban 10 
de mano a rna no • • . la discriminacion en la 
industria editorial era normal . . . si por milagro 
se publicaban obras de mujeres, eran poco 
promocionadas 0 difundidas (Araujo, p. 28). 

If a female text was actually published, it was pre-

judged and condemned as an inferior female text that was 

read by very few. (Showalter, Women's Liberation and 

Literature, p. 4.) 

However, largely dUA to the women's liberation 

movement of the 60's and 70's, a new feminist criticism has 

emerged that has as part of its focus the rediscovery and 

re-evaluation of women's texts that have been ignored, 
4 

misrepresented, or lost. As men have been little 

concerned with this issue it is up to women to seek them 

out and bring them to the attention of the public. 

4 
Naomi Lindstrom, "Feminist Criticism of Latin American 

Literature: Bibliographic Notes," Latin American Research 
Review, Vol. XV., No.1 (1980), p. 153. 
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The purpose of this chapter is threefold: first, to 

establish that there did indeed exist a sexist bias on the 

part of Latin American male critics who have for the most 

part excluded women from literary history; second, that they 

have created methods to organize literary figures and works 

designed exclusively for the patterns of male writers; and 

third, to draw attention to certain contemporary women 

novelists and their works. 

To fulfill the first purpose of this chapter we will 

examine certain works by male literary critics dealing with 

Latin American literature in general. 

If one were to rely on the traditional literary 

histories and anthologies that are used in the classrooms 

at all levels, then it would be easily assumed that there 

have been only a small number of Latin American women 

writers throughout the centuries. Among the vast array of 

male writers appear a few token women who cannot be 

excluded because their literary achievements stand out even 

in the male-oriented, male-dominated world of letters. It 

would be difficult, for instance, to exclude the 

seventeenth century Mexican nun, Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, 

(Juana de Asbaje), from liter~ry histories or anthologies, 

as she outshone the male writers of her time. Hence 

critics include Sor Juana and a limited number of women 



5 

writers as their token "fems.le writers, "leaving- out a great 

number of others that could be included. For although they 

may argue that male writers have been more numerous and 

superior to women writers, and that is why they have had no 

choice but to include mostly men in their scholarly 

research, the fact of the matter is that a mediocre male 

writer is much more likely to be included in an anthology 
5 

or a history than a mediocre or even good female writer. 

In other words, besides the socio-cultural economic factors 

that women must combat to be able to write, they also must 

achieve excellence to be noticed by the critics; they must 

be better than their male counterparts, and even this is no 

guarantee that they will be noticed. Because the male 

critic does have a choice: 

We take it for granted that a compiler's 
selections will reflect his own tastes and 
prejudices as well as those of his time and place, 
social milieu and literary friends. A critic's 
inclusions and exclusions imply choices, whether 
or not he makes us aware of his reasons for 
choosing. "6 

5 
Celia de Zapata, "One Hundred Years of Women Writers 

in Latin America," Latin American Literary Review, Vol. 
111, No.6 (1975), p. 16. 

6 
Beth Miller, "Latin American Women Writers: A Random 

Survey, Latin American W~~~ Writers: Yesterday and 
Today, eds. Yvette E. Miller and Charles M. Tatum 
(Pittsburgh, PA: Latin American Literary Review, 1977), 
p. 15. 
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As a result, women who have made contributions are 

little known, and though this may be true for many men, 

the situation is magnified for women. It is important to 

recognize women writers who have not achieved the popular 

successes enjoyed by men in their writing, but who reflect 

the socio-historical economic situation of their times from 

a female perspective. 

Aun y cuando se arguya que no hay escritoras de 
primera categoria que considerar, el estudio de 
los llarnados 'autores menores'(dentro de los 
cuales se concentra a las escritoras en infinita 
sucesi6n de caos) aportaria percepciones 
esenciales a la obra de un periodo 0 de un area, 
porque a~ldaria al investigador a entender 
cabalgarnente en que consisten la sensibilidad y la 
posibilidad literarias y artisticas del tiempo 0 
espacio en cuesti6n.7 

Thanks to recent works by women it becomes apparent 

that there are numerous literary texts by female writers 

that have never been mentioned before in literary circles. 

Also, in recent decades more and more Latin American women 

are writing and publishing, yet there is little evidence of 

this in anthologies. 

7 
Eliana Rivero, "Hacia una definicion de la Ii rica 

femenina en Hispanoamerica," Revista Internacional, Vol. 
XII, No.1 (1982), p. 15. 



In general one might expect to find a greater 
rep:r'esentation of ltlOmen writers in the second half 
of the century than in the first, partially as an 
effect of the Women's Rights movement itself, and 
on the model of such popular nineteenth century 
feminist writers as George Sand and ~fie. de Stael. 
Yet, some anthologies do not reflect any 
historical increase whatsoever in the number of 
women writers during the last centuries."(Miller, 
p. 13.) 

A case in point is that although there are some 

"7 

extremely talented contemporary female novelists, none have 

been included in the so-called "Boom" of the novel. The 

Mexican writer, Elena Garro, for example, wrote an 

excellent novel, Los recuerdos del porvenir, in 1950, 

subsequently published in 1963, four years before Gabriel 

Garcia Marquez' much famed novel, Cien anos de soledad, vias 

published. In a letter to Garro, Garcia Marquez comments on 

certain aspects of her novel and some of his characters are 

reminiscent of those that appear in Los recuerdos del 

porvenir. However, Garro is given no credit for her 

influence on Garcia Marquez and completely left out of the 
8 

list of writers included in the "Boom." On the other hand, 

Isabel Allende is severely criticized and condemned because 

of Garcia Marquez' influence on her novel, La casa de los 

8 
Gabriela Mora, "A Thematic Exploration of Elena 

Garro,". Latin American Women Writers: Yesterday and Todc!y, 
eds. Yvette E. Miller and Charles M. Tatus (Pittsburgh, PA: 
Latin American Literary Review, 1977), p. 93. 
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espiritus and some critics go so far as to say it is simply 
9 

a poor imitation of Cie~ anos de soledad. It would 

seem apparent, then, that male critics continue to be 

influenced by a sexist bias. (For a surrunary of the 

following statistics, see Table 1 next page) In the widely 

used Gomez-Gil anthology, Literatura Hispanoamericana: 
10 

antologia critica, ,for example, fifty eight men and three 

women are included in the first volume that encompasses 

three centuries, from colonialism to naturalism. The women 

are, of course, the Mexican nun, Sor Juana Ines de la 

Cruz,the Colombian nun, la Madre Castillo, and the Cuban 

Gertrudis G6mez de Avellaneda. In the second volume which 

covers from modernism to 1971, only the four female post-

modernist poets are included in contrast to seventy men. 

They are the Chilean Gabriela Mistral, the Argentine 

Alfonsina Storni, and the Uruguayans, Delmira Agustini and 

Juana de Ibarbourou. The Anthology of Spanish 

9 
Hernan Castellano-Giron, "La casa de los espiritus," 

Literatura chilena, creacion y critica, No. 29 (julio, 
septiernbre, 1984), p. 35. 

10 
Orlando Gomez Gil, Ed., Literatura Hispanoamericana: 

Antologia Critica (New York: Holt, Rinehart, Winston, 
1972-1972). 



Table 1. Anthologies, Histories, Bibliographies, 
Compilations by Men. 

Authors/Works Time No. men No. women 

Anderson-Imbert 
Literatura 
hispanoamericana: 
antologl.a e 
introduce ion 

Anderdson-Iffibert 
Spanish American 
Literature: 
A History 

Flores, Angel 
Bibliografia de 
Escritores 
Hispanoamericanos 

Foster, William 
Twentieth Century 
Spanish American 
Novel-A 
Bibliographic 
Guide 

Foster, William 
A Dictionary of 
Contemporary 
Latin American 
Authors 

G6mez-Gil 
Literatura 
Hispanoamericana: 
antologia critica 

Colonialism 
to 1960 

Colonialism 
to 1960 

1609-1974 

1900-1975 

V. I. 
Colonialism 
to Naturalism 
V. II 
Modernism 
to 1971 

272 14 

2806 100 

181 9 

54 2 

260 30 

58 3 

70 4 

9 



'rable 1. Anthologies, Histories, Bi"bliographies, 
Compilations by Men/Women. 

Authors/Works Time No. men No. women 

Hespelt, Leonard, 
Reid, Crow, 
Englekirk An 
Anthology of 
Spanish 
American 
Literature 

Hamilton, Carlos 
Antologia de la 
Literatura 
Hispanoam~ricana 

Hamilton, Carlos 
Historia de la 
Literatura 
Hispanoamericana 

I.azo, Raimundo 
Literatura 
Hispanoamericana 

Leal, Luis 
Breve Historia de 
la Literatura 
Hispanoamericana 

S~nchez, Luis Alberto 
Nueva Historia de 
la literatura 
americana 

Schwartz, Kessel 
A New History of 
of Spanish --' 
American Fiction 

Colonialism 
to 1930 

V. I. 
Colonialism 
thru 1900's 
V. II 
20th century 

V.I. 

61 

9 

147 

394 

961 

394 

1587 

Colonial times 620 
to Mexican Rev. 
and beyond 
V.II Index of 
Authors 580 

6 

1 

8 

41 

36 

15 

76 

21 

41 

10 



Table 1. Anthologies, Histories, Bibliographies, 
Compilations by Men/\vomen. 

Authors/Works Time No. men No. women 

Torres-Rioseco, Arturo 
Novelistas 
Contemporcineas 
de America 

Zum Felde, Alberto 
La Narrativa en 
Hispano-
america 

Zum Felde, Alberto 
Indice Critico de la 
Literatura 
Hispanoamericana 

12 

208 

259 

Bibliographies, Compilations of Women 
Writers by Women 

Alarc6n,Norma, 
Kossner, Sylvia 
Bibliography of 
Hispanic 
Women Writers 

Corvalan, Graciela 
Latin American 
women writers 
in English 
translation: a 
bibliography 

Rice Cortina, 
Lynn Ellen9' 
Spanish American 
Women Writers 

1922-1978 

(appearing 
in MLA) 

Colonialism 
to this decade 

o 

10 

18 

100 

281 

1994 

11 
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American Literature includes the periods from Colonialism 

to the i930's: sixty-one men and six women are included. 

The latter are Sor Juana Ines de 1a Cruz, Gertrudis G6mez 

de Avellaneda, Gabriela Mistral, A1fonsina Storni, De1mira 

Agustini, and Juana de Ibarbourou. In Anderson Imbert's 
12 

I.iteratura hispanoamericana: anto1ogia e introducci6n, the 

first reference to women writers appears in the time period 

that he classifies from 1598 to 1701. Again, they are Sor 

Juana Ines de 1a Cruz and 1a Madre Castillo. Between 1825 

and 1869, he mentions G6mez de Avellaneda, from 1910 to 

1925 appear the four post-modernist poets and two 

additions, Carmen Lyra from Costa Rica and Claudia Lars 
13 

from E1 Salvador. The Peruvian, Clorinda Matta de Turner, 

is mentioned in a note at the end of a cha.pter and in the 

section titled "Lecturas Comp1ementarias." The Chileans 

Marta Brunet and Maria Luisa Bomba1, and the Venezuelan 

Teresa de 1a Parra, are also mentioned in the "Lecturas 

11 
Herman Hespe1t, Irving A. Leonard, John T. Reid, John 

A. Crow, John E. Eng1ekirk, eds., An Anthology of Spanish 
American Literature (New York: Appleton, Entury, Crofts, 
Inc., 1946). 

12 
Enrique Anderson Imbert, ed., Literatura 

hispanoamericana: anto1ogia ~ introducci6n (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart, Winston, 1960). 

13 
Carmen Lyra is a pseudonym for Maria Isabel Carvajal 

and Claudia Lars is a pseudonym for Carmen Brannon. 
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Complementarias,"along with the Paraguayan Josefina PIa. 

In total, one hundred and thirty-seven men and nine women 

are included in the "Lecturas Complementarias," bringing 

us to two hundred and seventy-two men and fourteen women in 

all that appear in Anderson Imbert's widely used anthology. 

That he did have a choice as to the inclusion or exclusion 

of women authors in the anthology is evidenced by his 
14 

Spanish American Literature: A History in which one 

hundred and eighty women appear. However, again this number 

is highly disproportionate to the two thousand eight 

hundred and six men included. 

In Angel Flores' Bibliografia de Escritores 
15 

Hispanoamericanos, 1609-1974, nine women and one hundred 

and eighty-one men appear. The women are Ines de la Cruz, 

GOmez de Avellaneda, Mistral, Storni, Ibarbourou, 

Agustini, Matto de Turner, Brunet, and de la Parra. From 

this list it would seem that women did not produce anything 

after the 1930's, when in reality they were writing more 
16 

than in the first half of the century. This can also be 

14 
Enrique Anderson Imbert, Spanish k~erican History: A 

History (Detroit: Wayne State Unviersity Press, 1963). 
15 

Angel Flores, Bibliografia de Escritores 
Hispanoamericanos, 1609-1974 (New York: Gordon Press, 
1975) . 

16 
Beth Miller, "A Random Survey.. "p. 14. 
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seen in the Antologia de la Narrativa Hispanoamericana 

that covers the period between 1940 and 1970. In the first 

volume twenty-eight men and one woman appear; in volume two 

thirty-one men and no women are included. The one woman 

who for some reason was deemed worthy of being included is 

the Mexican writer, Rosario Castellanos. 

In the Twentieth Centu~ Spanish American novel-A 
18 

Bibliographic Guide, David William Foster includes fifty-

four men and two women who are Castellanos and the 

Argentine Beatriz Guido. In his introduction Foster makes 

references to the general unfamiliarity of students with 

the standing criticism on the Spanish American novel, and 

he attributes this to the "extremely incomplete listings to 

be found in standard references manuals, (e.g. Fernando 

Alegris Breve Historia de la Novela Hispanoamericana). 

Yet this unfamiliarity and the incomplete listings are 

multiplied in the case of women writers, and Foster 

contributes to that dis information by including only two of 

the numerous women novelists from which he could have 

chosen. In a subsequent work, A Dictionary of ContempoEary 

17 
Paul Verdevoye, Antologia de la .Narrativa 

Hispanoamericana (Madrid: Editorial Gredos, 1979). 
18 

David William Foster, Twentieth Centur~ Spanish 
American Novel-A Bibliographic Guide (Metuchen, New Jersey: 
Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1975). 



15 
19 

Latin American Authors he lessens the previous ratio of 

one woman writer out of twenty-five male writers, to one 

out of nine. Included are two hundred and sixty men and 

thirty women. Although this is an improvement, recent 

works by women show that the apparent disparity between the 

number of female to male writers need not, and indeed 

should not, be so great, while consistently male critics 

have neglected or ignored women. In Kessel Schwartz' A 
20 

New History of Spanish American Fiction six hundred and 

twenty men and twenty one women appear in the first 

volume which stretches over the period between colonial 

times "to the Mexican Revolution and Beyond;" in the second 

volume five hundred and eighty men and forty one women are 

included in the Index of Authors. In the Nueva historia de 
21 

la literatura americana seventy six women are included in 

comparison with one thousand five hundred and eighty-seven 

men; Luis Leal's Breve Historia de la Literatura 

19 
David William Foster, ~ Dictionary of Contemporary 

Latin American Authors (Tempe: Center for Latin American 
Studies, 1975). 

20 
Kessel Schwartz, ~ New History of Spanish American 

Fiction (Coral Gables, Fla.: University of Miami Press, 
1972) . 

21 
Luis Alberto Sanchez, Nueva historia de la literatura 

americana (Buenos Aires: Editorial Americale,-r944). 
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Hispanoamericana three hundred and ninety-four men and 

fifteen women appear; in the Historia de la Literatura 
23 

Hispanoamericana nine hundred and sixty one men are 

included in contrast to thirty six women; in Zum Felde's La 
24 

Narrativa en Hispanoamerica nineteen women and two 

hundred and eight men appear in the "Indice Alfab~tico de 

Autores ll while two hundred and fifty-nine men and eighteen 

women are included in his Indice Critico de la Literatura --25 
Hispanoamericana: In Carlos Hamilton's Historia de la 

26 --
Literatura Hispanoamericana one hundred and forty-seven 

men and eight women appear in the first part that deal with 

colonial literature up to and including the nineteenth 

century, while forty-one women and three hundred and 

ninety-four men are included in the second part which deals 

with the twentieth century. In anthologies that 

22 
Luis Leal, Breve Historia de la Literatura 

Hispanoame~icana (New York: Alfred ~ Knopf, 1971). 
23 

Raimundo Lazo, Historia de 1a Literatura 
Hispanoamericana (Mexico: Editorial Porrua S.A., 1967). 

24 
Alberto Zum Felde, La Narrativa en Hispanoamerica 

(Madrid: Aguilar, S.A. de Ediciones, 1964). 
25 

Alberto Zum Felde, Indice Critico de la Literatura 
Hispanoamericana, Vol. 11 (Mexico: Editoriar-Guarania, 
1959) . 

26Carlos Hamilton, Antologia de la Literatura 
Hispanoamericana (New York: Las Americas Publ. Co., 1961). 



concentrate on fewer authors, the numbers are equally 

disproportionate. In the Antologia de la Literatura 
27 

17 

Hispanoamericana nine men and Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz 

are studied, and in Torres Rioseco's Novelistas 
28 

Contemporaneos de America twelve men and no women appear. 

In contrast, women who are making efforts to correct 

the discrepancy that exists between male and female writers 

in anthologies, histories, and bibliographies composed by 

men, in general are able to discover many more women 

writers that have been excluded. In Norma Alarcon's and 
29 

Sylvia Kossner's Bibliography of Hispanic Women Writers 

which includes all references to Hispanic women writers 

that have appeared in the MLA since its inception (1922) to 

1978, one hundred Latin American women writers are listed. 

In Graciela Corvalan's Latin American Women Writers in 
30 

English Translation: a Bibliography, two hundred and 

27 
Carlos Hamilton, Antologia de la Literatura 

Hispanoamericana (Madrid: Ediciones Jose Porrua Turanzos, 
S.A., ~977). 

28 
Arturo Torres Rioseco, Novelistas Contemporaneas de 

Am~rica (Santiago: Editorial Nascimento, 1939). 
29 

Norrna Alarc6n and Sylvia Kossner, Bibliography of 
Hispanic Women Writers, (Bloomington, IN: Chicano-Riqueno 
Studies, 1980). 

30 
Graciela Corvalan, Latin American Women Writers in 

English Translation: ~ BibIIOgraphy (Los Angeles: Latin 
American Studies Center, 1980). 
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eighty-tHo women writers are included, mostly poets. (By 

way of contrast, Jose Olivio Jimenez includes thirty-five 

male poets, many of them relatively unknown, in his 

anthology on Poesia hispanoamericana contemporanea (1914-

1970). Only two women, Gabriela Mistral and the Uruguayan 
31 

Sara de Ibanez appear. Probably most stunning is the 

exhaustive work of Lynn Ellen Rice cortina, Spanish 
32 

American Women Writers. In the introduction Cortina 

refers to the limitations of her study because it focuses 

on women writers from large urban centers to the exclusion 

of those in rural areas. Also, much of her data is 

incomplete because "it became quite clear that if inclusion 

would be limited to those for whom I could provide all 

relevant details previously noted, then there would be very 

few entries in the checklists; thus the numerous incomplete 

entries." (Cortina, Spanish American \'lomen Writers) 

Notwithstanding, she lists one thousand nine hundred and 

ninety-four women writers from colonial times to this 

decade. Compare this to G6mez-Gil's seven or Anderson 

Imbert's twelve in their anthologies, and although it is 

31 
Jose Oli vio Jimenez" Antologia de la Poesia 

Hispanoamericana: (1914-1970) (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 
1983). 

32 
Lynn Ellen Rice Cortina, Spanish American Women 

Writers (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1983). 
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understood that a bibliography is not an anthology, it is 

apparent that something is wrong. "There has not been 

equality in the criticism of feminine writing as there has 

not been equality in any other field for women. Equality 

will arrive the day a mediocre woman tri-umphs to the same 

extent that a mediocre man has triumphed. 1I (Celia de Zapata, 

p.16) 

Zapata continues to say that "the literature of women 

writers merits recognition on our Spanish American 

continent". (Zapata, p. 16) If a Latin American male writer 

faceR difficulties in achieving recognition, the problems 

for women writers are multiplied because of the attitudes 

they must confront. Helena Araujo states that "por estas y 

otras manipulaciones sexistas la narraci6n femenina fue 

siempre ignorada por la critica y marginalizada en el mundo 

editorial." (Araujo, p. 31) As previously mentioned, one of 

the tasks of feminist literary criticism is to attempt to 

bring women's writing the critical attention they have 

often lacked. Beth Miller states, "We can, if we seek them 

out, find thous~nds of Hispanic artist women who have 
33 

participated in and sought a literature of their own." 

33 
Beth Miller, "Peruvian Women Writers: directions for 

Future Research, Revista Interamericana, Vol. X111, No. 1 
(1982), p. 36). 
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Studies such as those done by Alarc6n and Kossner, 

Corvalan, Cortina, and others, are a beginning for Latin 

American literary women. So are the conferences focusing 

on women's literature, journals such as the Latin American 

Literary Review, Revista femenina, Revista interamericana, 

Letras Femeninas ,Fern, the various Congresos concentrating 

on Latin American women, and the clearinghouses that are 

necessary to disseminate news about women writers. 

However, one wonders if they reach women that are not 

already interested in women's writings. As Lindstrom says, 

"what is really needed is a full integration of women into 

literary life, their works enjoying the same opportunities 

for publication, promotion, and favorable reception as 

male-authored writings."(Lindstrom, p. 151) One may add 

that it is also necessary for men to become integrated into 

the female-authored literary world. For this reason it 

is essential to eliminate the sexual bias that pervades 

most anthologies and histories that are used to introduce a 

student into the world of Latin American literature. It 

may be especially difficult for a Hispanic male critic to 

rid himself of his prejudices and attitude of superiority 

towards women, which is as much a product of societal 

conditioning as is the sense of inferiority of women, but, 

as some Marxist scholars assert, it is not impossible. 



Marxist scholarhip shows that while it is 
difficult it is not impossible for people to begin 
to question the assumptions of their own culture. 
Hispanists have not yet begun to question on a 
wide scale the male assumptions of Hispanic 
culture . . . Hispanic critics need to remember 
the structuring principle of gender in the 
production, in the reading and in their 
interpretation of the literary or cultural texts. 
In literary criticism, feminism alters the sacred 
list or canon of literary works. . . . The 
challenge to the canonical fathers is to end 
marginalization of feminist thought and begin to 
share the new discoveries, not only of lost-women 
writers of unperceived values in known writing by 
women, but the nature and implications of the 
pervasiveness of exclusively male discourse in 
what purports to be a culture made up of Hispanic 
males and females.34 

21 

The second purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate 

the difficulties in drawing attention to women writers 

because there has been no existing systemized methodology 

accepted by males that actually considered gender a 

central factor. The fact that women writers were almost 

totally excluded from the canon of the "great" writers was 

accepted by male critics as proof that women did not write 

well, rather than provoking an inquiry into the actual 

canonization process which automatically placed women 

writers in an inferior position as their works were pre-

34 
Constance A. Sullivan, "Re-reading the Hispanic 

Literary Canon: The Question of Gender," Ideologies and 
Literature, Vol. IV, No. 16 (1983), p. 98. 



22 

judged because of their sex. It also left women struggling 

in a vacuum to express themselves in an uncomprehending 

ambience. Annette Kolodny describes the difficulty of a 

reader who picks up an unfamiliar work, begins to read it, 

and cannot relate it to anything one has read or 

experienced before. Because the context is lacking, a 

reader may decide the work itself is lacking and not worth 

reading. As literary hi.story had been largely written by 

and dedicated to men, women writers have had to struggle to 

make their voices heard and their reality relevant. 

However, to largely male critics the unfamiliar female 

world may have seemed trivial and unimportant and, 
35 

therefore, of inferior quality. This places works 

written by women describing female reality at an immediate 

disadvantage as the lack of recognized women writers in the 

past has its repercussions in the present, because the 

female world may still seem trivial to those readers, 

mainly men, who are unfamiliar with it and cannot 
36 

appreciate or understand women's texts. Feminist critics 

35 
Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (New York: 

Harcourt, Brace and Co~, 1929~ p. 44.---
36 

Annette Kolodny, "Dancing through -the Minefield: 
Some Observations on the Theory, Practice, and Politics of 
A Feminist Literary Criticism," Feminist Studies 6:1 
(Spring 1980), pp. 1-25. 
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today are establishing their own systems of analyzing a 

text based on a pluralistic approach that encompasses a 

broad variety of methods, ideologies, and theories, all of 

which concentrate on gender as the central issue. As 

Constance Sullivan expresses, 

. . . the feminist approach is not parallel to 
current critical theoretical schools of thought, 
it is part of all of them. Feminism in literary 
criticism is diverse: there are psychoanalytical 
feminists, Marxist feminists, feminists who 
discuss semiotics, deconstruction, and all the 
other poststructuralist theories. But what 
informs all of their work is the constant 
awareness of the functions of gender, in society 
and therefore, in literature. When male or female 
feminists study a literary text, an author, or a 
literary movement or historical period, they 
consider the gender identification (sex-role 
orientation more than mere sexual identity) not 
only of the writers in question but of the 
fictional characters of the narrative discourse 
and of the real and potential readers, including 
themselves (Sullivan, p. 95). 

Cheri Register describes how feminist literary 

theory has evolved in the past two decades, comparing it to 

a four-step process taken from studies of colonial 

literature. In the first step feminists conc~ntrated on 

insisting and proving that there had been great female 

writers; step two involved the seeking out of stereotypical 

pejorative images of women in fiction written by men; step 

three was the searching out of writers who demonstrated a 

social consciousness in their works. Currently feminists 

are engaged in step four which allows the critic great 

freedom of interpretation through a pluralistic approach. 



Now we tolerate multiple feminist readings of a 
single work, allowing them all some claim to 
ideological validity. We are ready to risk the 
close reading that might disprove our hypotheses, 
because we no longer depend on the hypotheses to 
justify our work. For example, we need no longer 
prove that women are universally victimized to 
insist that women's literature deserves 
examination on terms different from those set by 
patriarchal criticism. If we define our task as 
the illumination of female experience, whatever 
that might be, and are prepared to deal with any 
resultant political implications, we can afford to 
leave our question open-ended.3? 

24 

Precisely because of this open-ended question, this 

pluralistic approach to literature, feminist critics have 

been attacked and criticized for not having a systematic 

coherer..t system as is evident in other approaches. As a 

result, male critics tend to belittle and disregard 

feminist criticisrn, preferring instead to insert token 

women into their own patriarchal systems. Annette Kolodny 

describes the perceived lack of program in feminist 

criticism as the "most telling defect against us, the most 

explosive threat in the minefield," because it leaves 

feminists vulnerable to such attacks by male critics. But 

she believes that this very pluralism is what will 

eventually lead feminist critics safely through the 

minefield. 

37 
Cheri Register, "Review Essay: Literary Criticism," 

Signs 6:2 (1980), p. 282. 



In our heart of hearts, of course, most critics 
are really structuralists (whether or not they 
accept the label) because what we are seeking are 
patterns (or structures) that can order and 
explain the otherwise inchoate; thus we invent, or 
believe we discover relational patternings in the 
texts we read which promise transcendence from 
difficulty and perplexity to clarity and 
coherence. But, as I've tried to argue in these 
pages, to the imputed 'truth' or 'accuracy' of 
these findings, the feminist must oppose the 
painfully obvious truism that what is attended to 
in a literary work, and hence what is reported 
about it, is often determined not so much by the 
work itself as by the critical technique or 
aesthetic criteria through which it is filtered 
or, rather, read and decoded. All the feminist is 
asserting, then, is her own equivalent right to 
liberate new (and perhaps different)significances 
from these same texts; and, at the same time, her 
right to choose which features of a text she takes 
as relevant because she is, after all, asking new 
and different questions of it. (Kolodny, p. 18) 

25 

Critics who ignore feminist criticism and attempt to 

fit women into already established male systems of 

organization, end up with results such as the ones 

demonstrated earlier in the survey of anthologies, 

histories, and bibliographies written by men; that is, 

women are largely ignored and cast aside. Gender must be 

taken into account and deemed relevant, because, as Lucia 

Guerra Cunningham puts it aptly, the literary work of art 

may not have a sex, but the author certainly does, a fact 

that has not been taken into consideration in the past. 

Dentro del sistema de clasificaciones utilizadas 
por el historiador se niega la existencia misma de 
una creacion literaria propia y distintiva de la 
mujer. Los criterios de clasificaci6n que han 



incluido un momento historico especifico, una 
tendencia literaria, una visi6n de la realidad y 
ciertos metodos de elaboracidn artistica 
sistematicamente han omitido la posibilidad de 
considerar el sexo del creador como factor 
relevante. Han establecido clasificaciones de 
base dudosa como la novela del indio, ~ la novela 
proletaria,' escritos por miembros de la raza 
blanca clase media 0 la burguesia. Pero no han 
establecido la categoria novela femenina.'38 

26 

As mentioned, a basic premise of feminist literary 

criticism is that gender is a central factor when 

considering the literary worl{, be it the gender of the 

author, the critic, t~e reader, or the characters. 

Therefore the work cannot be separated from the socio-

economic-political ambience in which it is created because 

this will have profound resonance in the way women are 

treated and consequently reflected in their literature. In 

A Room of One's Own Virginia Woolf states, "fiction is like 

a spider's web, attached ever so lightly perhaps, but still 

attached to life at all four corners. When the web is 

pulled askew, hooked up at the edge, torn in the middle, one 

remembers that these webs are not spun in midair by 

incorporeal creatures but are the work of suffering human 

beings, and are attached to grossly material things, like 

38 
Lucia Guerra-Cunningham, "Algunas reflexiones 

teoricas sobre la novela femenina," Hispamerica, Vol. X1-
X11, No. 28, (1982-83), p. 30. 
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health and money and the houses we live in." (Woolf, p. 44) 

One cannot separate the reality of the mysoginist society 

women live in from the literature that women produce 

because to some degree, one is tied to that reality. Annis 

Pratt is of the opinion that the driving impulse behind the 

phenomenon of a feminist literary criticism is the unjust 

social condition of women, because it leads one to explore 
39 

how this condition has been reflected in the literature. 

Therefore to some feminist critics, formalist literary 

criticism, for example, is seen as a useless, elitist 

pastime. "Feminist criticism is a materialist approach to 

literature which attempts to do away with the formalist 

illusion that literature is somehow divorced from the rest 
40 

of reality."(Fraya-Katz-Staker) 

Lucia Guerra Cunningham emphasizes that the novel 

especially differentiates itself through gender: 

39 
Gabriela Mora, "Critica feminista: apuntes sobre 

definiciones y problemas," Theory and Practice of Feminist 
Literary Criticism, eds. Gabriela Mora and Karen S. Van 
Hooft (Ypsilanti, Michigan: Bilingual Press, 1982), p. 3. 

40 
Fraya Katz Stoker, "The Other Criticism: Feminism 

vs. Formalism," Images of Women in Fiction, ed. Susan 
Koppelman Cornillion (Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green 
University Press, 1973), p. 321). 
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El arte como fenomeno ideo16gico inserto en un 
contexto social e hist6rico determinado constituye 
una compleja red de mediaciones entre el creador y 
los valores propuestqs por su sociedad. Entonces 
la vision de mundo del artista es parte integral 
de la ~conciencia colectiva' .•• (Lucien 

28 

Goldmann) ... un complejo de ideas, aspiraciones y 
sentimientos compartidos por el grupo social con 
el cual se identifica el creador. Es mas, debemos 
destacar que la configuraci6n de cada grupo social 
en e1 continente hispanoamericano ha estado sujeto 
a la interrelaci6n entre actividad econ6mica, 
raza, y sexo • . . el arte y especificamente la 
novela surgen como un cuestionamiento, como una 
reaccion compleja del creador hacia los problemas 
sociales, politicos y filosoficos de su 
epoca. (Guerra-Cunnigham, "Algunas reflexiones .. 
p. 31) 

Perhaps Adrienne Rich puts it most succinctly: 

A radical critique of literature, feminist in its 
impulse, would take the work first of all as a 
clue to how we live, how we have been living, how 
we have been led to imagine ourselves, how our 
language has trapped as well as liberated us, and 
how we can begin to see and therefore live
afresh. 41 

If one is to begin to "see and live afresh," then 

women writers cannot be inserted into established 

traditional male systems of organization. Not only would 

they be lost amidst the vast numbers of male authors 

already studied, as has occurred in the past, but female 

reality is totally different from male reality and the two 

cannot be intermeshed regardless of gender. Finally, 

41 
Marilyn R. Farwell, "Adrienne Rich and an Organic 

Feminist Criticism," College English, No. 39 (1977), p. 
193. 
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systems of organization generally used for men will simply 

not work for women. To illustrate this final point we 

will examine one of the widely used systems of 

organization, the generational method, and demonstrate why 

this method is invalid for the classification of women 

writers. This method is based on the teachings of Jose 
42 

Ortega y Gasset and his disciple Julian Marias, and has 

as its proponents critics such as Cedomil Goie and Jose 

Juan Arrom. Although this method has been criticized, it 

is generally accepted as a useful organizational tool to 

place names and works of a vast number of writers, 

practically all male, in some order, writers that might 

otherwise be lost in a confusion of centuries. One may 

suggest that perhaps this has been the masculinist way of 

doing what feminists are now trying to do with women's 

literary work: save them from obscurity, ignorance, and 

oblivion. 

The generational method is based on a system of 

classification that places an author and their works into a 

time frame that is divided up by generations. Each < , .. -' •• 

generation consists of fifteen years and theoretically 

42Jose Ortega y Gasset, En torno ~ Galileo: esquema de 
las crisis (Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 1956). 



30 

includes those authors who share a similar view of the 

world. Three generations make up a period which is the 

approximate time that a certain tendency, a certain way of 

thinking, will predominate. To find a central date on 

which to base the method, one takes the birth date of a 

prominent and influential thinker, and calculates in what 

year that person will reach the age of thirty; any 

individual who will become thirty years old either seven 

years before or after that central year and who lives in a 

similar civilization will be considered a member of that 

generation. According to the method, a writer will be in 

the process of writing once he has become thirty years old, 

but will not reach his peak until between the ages of 

forty-five and sixty. After sixty, the writer's talent 

will begin to decline. 

The method has as its premise that writers born 

approximately within a time frame of fifteen years share 

the same world view because they have exper.ienced the same 

socio-historical political oIDbience that will have 

influenced their way of thinking. Also, each generation of 

writers has been influenced in some manner by the previous 

generation of writers so that they have in common, to a 

certain extent, a literary tradition which leaves its 

imprint on their language and the manner in which they 

write. Says Cedomil Goi~, "las generaciones asumen en un 
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punto, verdad, indudablemente las caracteristicas, las 

preferencias, el sistema de un periodo. Y ademas se 

vinculan, se adhieren de alguna manera en un corte vertical 

de una generacion a traves-de la cual seria perceptible, 
43 

perfectarnente, una epoca." Arrom emphasizes the 

usefulness of the method: 

Un cuadro general como el presente, por 
esquematico que sea, sirve par~ iniciar una 
exploracion mas metodica de nuestro pasado. Sirve 
para mirarlo ante todo, no como un arnontonamiento 
de episodios, sino como un proceso que tiene una 
trayectoria, una direcci6n, y un sentido. Sirve 
para relacionar las artes, las corrientes 
ideo16gicos y las circumstancias historicas 
de cada etapa y lograr que, iluminandose unas a 
otras, resulte mas rico y matizado el consiguiente 
panorama. Sirve para estudiar con precision tanto 
la llegada de corrientes innovadoras como la 
manera en que se reacciona ante elIas y se les 
adapta a nuestro estilo de vida. Y sirve, en fin, 
para que al descuh.rir y asimilar 10 que 
progresivamente hemos sido, logremos conocer a 
fonda 10 que realmente somos, y asi sepamos elegir 
10 que nos importa ser.44 

Critics of the method have protested that attempting 

to use it for the entire Latin American continent or even 

certain regions is impossible, as each country or region 

43 
Cedomil Goie, 

Valparaiso, Chile: 
Valparaiso, 1972). 

44 

Historia de la novela hispanoarnericana 
Editorial Universitaria de 

Jos~ Juan Arrorn, Esquema generacional de las letras 
hispanoarnericanas, ensayo de un metodo (B6gota:---Instituto 
Caro y Cuervo, 1963). 
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has its own historical reality; that the focus should be on 

the works themselves rather than the authors; that authors 

from the same generation may have totally different 

approaches to the way they write; that the method is 

outdated and cannot be used currently because the twentieth 

century moves too fast and tendencies change overnight; and 

that historical reality traced through generations should 

not be used to examine phenomenology which is extra-
45 

historical. Despite these objections the method is still 

considered useful and is widely used. 

Our objection is that the very premises on which the 

method is based make it impossible to use for the purposes 

of classifying women authors. Perhaps the socio-economic 

historical moment will have a direct impact because men are 

generally caught up in the active life around them, forming 

part of that cultural reality. Traditionally women have 

not been incorporated into the historical process; they have 

been marginalized, ignored, set aside. They are the 
46 

Outsider and the reality that pertains to men has not 

45 
'Miguel Angel Giella, 

"Critica hispanoamericana: 
generacional, Hispamerica, 
47-68. 
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Peter Roster, Leandro Urbina, 
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Vivian Gornick, "Woman as Outsider," \voman in Sexist 
Society, p. 71. 
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been their reality. "It is assumed that female auth9rs are 

subject to the same trends as male authors, even though 

women writers are a minority and often excluded from the 

mainstream of elitist literary activity and recognition." 

(I'<liller, "Peruvian Women Writers •.. ," p. 40) For 

example, Rosario Castellanos and Elena Garro were 

completely excluded from the literary tertulias and 

activities of their generation; the former because of the 

male sexual preference among the poets in vogue, and 

the latter because her ex-husband, Octavio Paz, made 

certain that she would not be accepted in literary circles. 

(Miller, "A Random Survey •.. , p.15) It is precisely 

because their reality is different and they don't fit into 

male trends, that woman's work has been criticized and 

trivialized for reflecting the very existence that man has 

imposed on them. "AlIi la vida interior, paralela al 

instinto colectivo, fomenta los procesos de la subjetividad 

en personajes exiliados del cuerpo social. La 

predominancia de 10 trivial y 10 anecd6tico no descalifica 

obras supuestamente sentimentales aunque de caracter 

instrumental combativo." (Araujo, p. 27) Therefore if it is 

attempted to fit women's works into a certain pattern that 

is judged by the male standards of a time per.iod, their 

works will be considered lacking or inferior. Or when they 



try to fit in by imitating male authors, a certain 

awkwardness emerges. 

Like the minority writer, the female writer exists 
within an inescapable condition of identity which 
distances her from the mainstream of the culture 
and forces her to either stress her separation 
from the masculine literary tradition or to pursue 
her resemblance to it. In either case, like the 
writers who belong to ethnic and racial 
minorities, she carries with her a special self
consciousness .•.• " (Lynn Sukenick, in Guerra-
Cunnigham, "Algunas reflexiones . p. 32.) 

Alejandra Pizarnik describes how a female writer 

suffers from the same marginalization of any minority 

writer. 

Aunque ser mujer no me impide escribir, creo que 
vale la pena partir de una lucidez exasperada. De 
este modo afirmo que haber nacido mujer es una 
desgracia como 10 es ser judio, ser pobre, ser 
negro, ser homosexual, ser poeta, ser argentino, 
etc., etc. Claro es que 10 importante es 10 que 
hacemos con nuestras desgracias.47 

34 

Because men have been incorporated into the mainstream and 

are therefore more susceptible to the changing exterior 

patterns of society, it may be possible to trace a certain 

evolution in their literature throughout generations or 

periods, although race, class, and national distinctions 

leave their mark on any work of art. But for women, 

47 
Alejandra Pizarnik, in Detras de la reja, eds. Celia 

de Zapata and Lygia Johnson. 



although the "female condition" does not preclude 

"1:: . .1.J 

considerations of race, class, nationality, or religion it 

predominates over all of them. For women, time may stand 

still and her particular situation as a woman may be the 

same as it was for women thirty to one hundred years ago. 

Changing societies have generally reflected male concerns 

that may be relevant to women as members of certain sectors 

of society, but not to women as members of the second 
48 

sex. 

Considerando que la mujer ha poseido una 
problematica muy diferente a la del hombre 
dedicado al dominio de la Naturaleza, la 
industrializaci6n, y las actividades politicas y 
belicas, se hace imperativo postular que la 
conciencia colectiva compartida por el sexo 
femenino posee elementos singulares negados. Para 
determinar las caracteristicas de dicha conciencia 
colectiva habria que tomar en cuenta la situacion 
de la mujer en una sociedad y una epoca 
especifica para luego investigar sus elementos 
distintivos en cada estrato social. (Guerra
Cunnigham,p.32) 

Another problem with the generational model is that 

women in general, Latin American women in particular, have 

not had access to their own literary tradition. With very 

few exceptions their models have been male and although we 

know of certain women writers in the past, very little was 
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done to promote their works, much less attempt to discover 

others. Because of this, for all intents and purposes, 

there has been little information about previous 

generations of women writers to influence or set a model 

for the following generations. 

EI hecho de que los valores y vivencias de una 
mujer no haya encontrado resonancia a nivel de la 
idealogia dominante implica una situaci6n de 
marginalidad que se refleja, por supuesto, en la 
obra artistica. La escritora debe enfrentarse con 
patrones esteticos que no se adecuan a su propia 
vision del mundo, conflicto que ha producido 
complejas reacciones. (Guerra-Cunnigham, p. 32) 

Therefore women writers for the most part must struggle in 

a vacuum to find means of self-expression that are relevant 

to their reality. 

The loneliness of the female artist, her feelings 
of alienation from male predecessors, and 
successors, her urgent sense of need for a female 
audience, together with her fear of the antagonism 
of male readers, her culturally conditioned 
timidity about self-determination, her dread of 
patriarchal authority of art, her anxiety about 
the impropriety of female invention-all these 
phenomena of 'inferiorization' mark the woman 
writers' struggle for artistic self-definition and 
differentiate her efforts· at self-creation from 
those of her male counterpart.49 

49 
Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Madwoman in the 

Attic: The Women Writers and the Nineteenth Century --
Literary Imagination (New Haven, London: Yale University 
Press, 1979), p. 50. 



37 

The literary work of art is a creation of language 

that will mirror a certain evolution in the development of 

the way we express ourselves. If Emir Rodriguez Monegal 

can question what would have become of Cortazar without 

Borges, without Arlt, without Marechal, without Onetti, all 

of whom he calls "renovadores de una vision y de un 
50 

concepto de lenguaje," what can we say about women who 

have not been permitted access to a language or a vision of 

their own? The Colombian writer Albalucia Angel expresses 

it succinctly:" . . a la mujer se Ie ha negado el acceso al 

lenguaje y por 10 tanto, se Ie ha exiliado el 
51 

silencio. . • " We cannot trace a development of 

language used by women to previous generations, as Monegal 

can do with male writers, although w;::-iters such as 

Showalter, Gilbert, and Gubar are changing this situation 

for Anglo-American women. However, women in general 

and Hispanic women in particular have lived in forced 

silence for so long that when they break out of the mold 

for the most part they must do it on an individual level, 
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struggling to achieve control of a language that they are 

not accustomed to and tha"t is not their own. "Women who 

hav~ been segregated and powerless, have not had full 

access to language and have not had access to the larger 

society beyond the domestic arena, and have continued to 

fulfill the myth of the silent woman in one form or another." 

(Marcia Landy, in "Algunas reflexiones," Guerra-Cunnigham, 

p. 32) 

Finally, to accept that a writer will reach his/her 

peak at the age of forty-five has nothing to do with female 

reality. A woman writer will reach her most productive 

moments depending on her particular familial situation, one 

that traditionally men have not needed to worry about. 

Whereas for men married and family life is only one of many 

elements that compose his existence, for women this has 

been the center of their existence. Therefore, their 

creative life must evolve around or be sacrificed to 

childbearing, raising children, catering to the husband or 

father, cooking, cleaning and other household obligations 

while the male enjoys his professional independence because 

he has a wife to do the tasks for which he has no time. 

In addition they must deal with a sexist society that does 

not allow them to find a self-identity. It was and is 

still rare that a woman had money and a room of her 

own. (Woolf) 



Although writing has never been regarded as an 
unfeminine accomplishment, women writers have 
always encountered more critical resistance than 
men. This is so primarily because literary 
creativity has seemed to rival biological 
creativity in the most direct way. Normal female 
creativity, in other words, was expected to find 
its outlet in ch:i.ldbirth and maternity; the 
creativity that gave birth to a poem or a painting 
was regarded as unnatural in a woman .•. On the 
other hand maternity conferred such immense and 
exhausting obligations; they maintained, that no 
mother could have the time, let alone the creative 
energy, to compete with male writers whose lives 
could be devoted to their profession. (Showalter, 
Women's Liberation and Literature, p.4) 

In reality, writing has been regarded as a male 

39 

accomplishment as evidenced by Eliseo Diego's comment in 

his prologue to Gabriela Mistral's poetry, where he 

contrasts the "virile scrupulous" writing of Jose Marti to 

the spontaneous, disorderly style of Santa Teresa de 

Jesus, going on to elaborate about the three manners in 

which he perceives females relate to literature. (Eliana 

Rivero, in Gabriela Mistral, p.20) Then there is the 

comment of the critic Alfonso Reyes in regard to the 

Chilean writer Maria Luisa-Bombal. He praised her for not 

having been "defeminized" by the masculine profession of 
52 

the writer. And the nineteenth century English Poet 

Laureate Robert Southey stated: "Literature cannot be 

the business of a woman's life and it ought not to be. 
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The more she is engaged in her proper duties, the less 
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leisure she will have for it." 
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Once again, one must take into consideration race and 

class, but in general a male writer will probably have had 

more time to dedicate daily to his literary production than 

a female writer g as he is accustomed to being catered to by 

the females that surround him, just as the f~~ales are used 

to setting aside their own personal work because they have 

been conditioned to believe that man's work is more 

important and more valuable than their own. There are 

numerous examples of women who have sacrificed promising 

careers so that the men with whom they are involved may 

achieve full success in their own endeavors. For this 

reason it is difficult to draw a parallel regarding the age 

in which men and women will achieve maturity as artists. 

Forty-five may well be the age that a male artist arrives 

at his peak; it is also more or less close to the age of 

menopause in women which could have positive or adverse 

effects on the creative process, depending on the 

individual and her particular situation. But certainly it 
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has been established that men and women have different 
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maturing processes. 

Although we are focusing on an analysis of the 

generational method in this part of the chapter, other 

41 

methods of organization have also been inadequate to meet 

the needs of women writers. Whether one classifies an 

author and their works by theme, nation, philosophy, genre, 

time, political views, etc., women authors have been 

consistently ignored largely because the critics have 

inherited a tunnel vision, which seems to be a result of 

their maleness. It seems, then, that critics have suffered 

from a sexist bias not only in their exclusion of women 

writers from literary histories and anthologies, but also 

in certain methods they have created to organize literary 

history designed solely to fit male patterns of writing. 

If gender was a consideration, it was only one to be used 

for the exclusion of women. (Eliseo Diego, quoted by 

Rivero, in Gabriela Mistral, p. 20) A new organizational 

system is necessary to fit female reality and to define 

woman's writing in a manner that is relevant to Latin 

American women. Perhaps this is one of the tasks for 

future feminist critics of Latin American literature. 
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"Determinar la clasificaci6n-novela femenina-implica no 

solo reconocer la existencia de un corpus distintivo sino 

tambien darle una autonomia que requiere un estudio serio y 

sistematico de dicho fenomeno artistico."(Guerra-Cunnigham, 

p. 30) 

The third object of this chapter is to draw attention 

to certain contemporary Latin American women writers who 

have published novels and short stories within the past 

twenty-five years. As we have seen in the first part of 

this chapter, women writers have remained unknown or 

forgotten, and this has changed very little although there 

are numerous women novelists currently writing novels. 

Once again we have the many often repeated names of women 

who have excelled in their novelistic production and cannot 

be ignored, but there are many others who are struggling 

for recognition in the public's eye and in literary 

circles. Again they must fight against a sexist society in 

order to have their works recognized and published; and, 

once again, the odds are against them. This brief survey 

is an attempt to correct this inequity and at least bring 

some attention to contemporary women writers of prose. At 

any rate it may be used as a starting point for further 

research in this area. 

It seems especially important to consider the novel at 

this time because that is the genre that is currently 



43 

attracting worldwide attention to Latin American writers, 

such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Julio Cortazar, Carlos 

Fuentes, Mario Vargas Llosa, Jose Donoso, Guillermo Cabrera 

Infante, and others. These aforementioned writers form 

the nucleus of the so-called "Boom" of the Latin American 

novel, although this term is considered a misnomer in some 
55 

respects. Regardless, these writers have produced major 

works since the sixties that have gained worldwide 

recognition and have served as an inspiration to Latin 

American writers and others as well. However, women that 

have also produced excellent novels in the past two and a 

half decades, such as Elena Garro, have apparently been 

ostracized from the "Boom," and they have not gained the 

acclaim that their male counterparts have. In response to 

a query about the absence of women writers from the "Boom," 

the Colombian novelist Albalucia Angel responded, "there 

haven't been any women writers in the boom because it 

hasn't occurred yet to any editor; they just haven't hit 
56 

upon the idea." Fanny Buitrago, another Colombian 

novelist, elaborates: 
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I think it's more a problem of a mafia. Among the 
writers there is a kind of very tight cord, not 
only abroad but also in colombia. These solid 
groups are formed that are always willing to 
support eachother, but they don't consider it 
necessary to include women because of their 
machismo, because they still operate on the basis 
that women are still just a little inferior. 
(Williams, p. 159) 
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That women are still considered inferior is apparent from 

this quote: "I think it is more important to read Spenser, 

Shakespeare, or Milton, than to read Borges in translation, 
57 

or even, to say the truth, to read Virginia Woolf." It is 

interesting to note that despite the biased attitude on the 

part of editors and critics, more and more women are 

writing novels, a genre that has traditionally been 

considered male territory in Latin American literary 

circles. If a woman felt an uncontrollable urge to write, 

it was more acceptable for her to write poetry, and this 

attitude is still with us. Araujo states,"Si la poesia 

llega a ser 'femenina' la prosa continua perteneciendo a 

los hombres."(Araujo, p. 29) However, this statement may be 

disputed simply by looking at the male to female ratio in 

the widely used Jose Olivio Jimenez' anthology on poetry 

mentioned earlier. 
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Although it is true that Latin American women 

concentrated on writing poetry to the exclusion of 

novelistic production, from what we know of their writing, 

until the last twenty-five years, it is important to note 

that there are certain reasons for this, based on socio-

political-economic factors. Eliana Rivero believes that 

poetry is more easily read, easier to write on the spur of 

the moment without dedicating long hours to it, perceived 

as a way of expressing one's innermost feelings, and more 

in tune with the image of the creator who is inspired and 

creates sporadically. She elaborates on other problems 

that female narrators encounter, and although she is 

referring specifically to chicana writers, her statement 

may be applied to other female Latin American writers as 

well: 

Para decirlo francamente: ,que escritora que tenga 
tambien la obligatoria responsabilidad de sus 
roles familiares y/o reproductivos y/o productores 
de ingresos, en supeditaci6n a una conciencia 
masculina (individual y/o colectiva) que la piensa 
subordinada a sus "principales deberes", tendra el 
tiempo de trabajo recopilador, la soledad 
necesaria para la meditaci6n profunda, la paz 
exterior y el aislamiento precisos para comenzar a 
bosquejar-y escribir-una obra de ficcidn compleja? 
Las novelistas hispanas de fama han sido hasta 
ahora mujeres de cierta clase y posicion social, 
con tiempo de ocio creado a base de delegar el 
trabajo domestico en otras mujeres (familiares y/o 
empleadas), que la han librado de una constante-si 
"dulce"-carga . . . lCuantas escritoras tendran un 
companero comprensivo que resuelva los apremiantes 
problemas de la vida diaria, que espere con 



paciencia la resolucion de crisis creadoras, que 
se dedique por entero a la familia para que ella 
pueda escribir, viajar, dictar cursos y 
conferencias, representar a Aztlan en concursos y 
congresos internacionales, y que no espere de ella 
una dedicacion primaria a cil y secundaria a su 
vocacion artistica y profesional? No muchas, 
sospechamos.58 
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One may speculate on the reason for the increase of 

novelistic production by Latin American women. Part of it, 

no doubt, lies in the fact that the novel in general has 

taken hold of the Latin American imagination. If in the 

twenties and forties poetry predominated, in the sixties 

and currently it is the novel according to certain 

critics. (Olivia Jimenez, "Critica hispanoamericana . . . , 

p. 58) Perhaps this is because the novel can be considered 

a more adequate genre to explore or to question the reality 

of a continent undergoing vast social political change with 

the continuing process of industrialization and the 

creation of huge urban centers. "El arte y especificamente 

la novela surgen como un cuestioniamiento, como una 

reaccion compleja del creador hacia los problemas sociales, 

politicos y filos6ficos de una epoca. (Alan Swingewood, 

quoted in Guerra-Cunnigham, p. 32) Or perhaps the women's 
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liberation movement has had some impact in inspiring women 

to challenge traditional male domains, and to express more 

openly their frustrations, resentments, fear, sexual 

longings, and hopes. Helena Araujo believes that poetry 

has been more accesible to Latin Anlerican women writers 

"porque alegorizar y metaforizar resulta menos arriesgado 

que describir 0 relatar abiertamente." (Araujo, p. 29) At 

any rate, few female novelists were known earlier in the 

century in comparison to those emerging today, and only 

one, the Cuban Gertrudis G6mez de Avellaneda, figures in the 

lists of novelists of the nineteenth century. In her 

novel, Sab (1830), G6mez de Avellaneda attacked the 

institution of slavery existent in Cuba at that time. 

Others who wrote about social issues before the decade of 

the sixties in this century were the Argentine Beatriz 

Guido (Fin de fiesta, 1958), the Chilean Magdalena Petit (La 

Quintrala, 1946), the Uruguayan Clara Silva (La 

sobreviviente,1951). Those who wrote about crises of 

identity as women were the· Venezuelan Teresa de la Parra 

(Ifigenia, 1927), and the Chileans Marta Brunet (Maria 

Nadie, 1952), and Maria Luisa Bombal (La Ultima niebla, 

1935).9 Perhaps de la Parra and Bombal may be credited with 

opening the door to sexual expression in literature for 

subsequent Latin American women writers. 
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In contrast to this limited number of female novelists 

known earlier in the century, there are various now whose 
59 

names are becoming familiar at least to Latin Americans. 

However, in reviewing the criticism one discovers that much 

of it is focused on the few that have become known. This 

is nothing new in male or female literary production, but 

once again, as in previous histories and anthologies, the 

same names appear and reappear at the risk of losing sight 

of other women novelists who are not as well known. For 

instance, in Norma Alarc6n and Sylvia Kossner's 

bibliography of articles published in the MLA on Latin 

American women writers between 1922 and 1978, there are 

seventeen on the Mexican novelist Rosario Castellanos but 

none on the Argentine novelists Ines Malinow or Syria 

Poletti. However, currently more and more journals are 

focusing on women writers so perhaps that problems is on 

its way to being corrected. At this time it poses a 

problem for research in the field of Latin American woman's 

literature. 
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One of the reasons that it is difficult to find a 

method to categorize Latin American women novelists of the 

past twenty-five years is because of the tremendous variety 

of representations, plots, motives, characterization, 

motivations, styles and techniques unlike the years before 

the sixties when women were confined to the home and their 

domestic duty. As the center of their lives was their 

family, husband, and home, these became the cornmon foci of 

their novels. To them the shifting reality of the outside 

world mattered little, and as a consequence this reality 

was not generally reflected in their literary works. 

From the beginning of the decade of the sixties with 

the women's movement, women became increasingly active in 

the socio-economic political process taking place in their 

two countries with the resulting impact on their 

literature: 

Los acontecimientos mundia1es que marcaron 1a 
decada de los sesenta de manera tan particular, 
especificamente en re1aci6n a 1a reactivaci6n de 
los movimientos feministas que siguieron a otros 
de caracter mas general, inician para 1a escritura 
'tanto femenina como mascu1ina un periodo nuevo. 
En Hispanoamerica 1a revo1uci6n cubana, entre 
otros procesos, con e1 extraordinario despertar de 
una conciencia cada vez mas 1ucida sobre los 
problemas de 1a dependencia, afianzaron 1a obra de 
las escritoras en 1.:.--hue11a inquisidora de los 
problemas politicos socia1es y economicos, rasgo 
caracterizador de 1a 1iteratura 1atinoamericana. 
De este modo en 1a narrativa de los sesenta 1a 
vida de 1a mujer formara parte de un contexto 
social general, sin enfasis especial en 1a 



condici6n femenina, nota diferenciadora del 
trabajo de los hispanoamericanos vis a vis sus 
companeras de USA y otros lugares. (Mora, p. 158) 
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As women have become more active in the world outside their 

homes, they have gained access to a wider, richer realm of 

possibilities of which to write about as reflected in the 

diversity of their novelistic production. 

Lo que unifica 0 separa escritoras del '60 ... es 
que van de la novela que alterna elementos 
historicos con trazos regionalistas y problemas 
raciales, al simple planteo de conflictos 
psico16gicos comunes a toda la humanindad . . . 
se ocupan del mundo en que viven, de las 
circunstancias que las rodean con una conciencia 
alerta a la evoluci6n so~ial de nuestro tiempo. 
Cada una a su modo de ver se siente comprometida 
con su epoca y con su funci6n particular de 
escritora. (Zapata, Johnson, Detras de la reja,p. 
20) 

Despite this diversity there does seem to be some 

consistency in the perspectives of these women writers in 

that they are women who are analyzing their own situation 

in a society that has marginalized and alienated them, 

generally struggling to achieve self-identity in societies 

that will not accept them as real individuals, and 

protesting against the condition of being an "outsider." 

(Guerra-Cunnigham, "Algunas reflexiones •.. , p. 32.) 

This protest may take the form of a preoccupation with the 

socio-economicpolitical problems in a particular society; 

it may emerge as a rejection to society's accepted 

hypocritical standards regarding female roles or sexuality; 

and it may be expressed as a satire of such "sacred" 
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institutions as the family and religion. Regardless, the 

perspective of the predominantly female narrators reflects 

an innermost being, and explains why the first person 

narration is commonly used. Lucia Guerra Cunningham defines 

the feminine novel as one that has "como fundamento basico 

el conflicto entre la mujer y su sociedad y la perspectiva 

interior desde la cual se presenta dicho conflicto." This 

"interior" perspective would exclude men who write about 

women (an exterior perspective), and also women who write 

in imitation of men. (Guerra-Cunnigham, p. 32.) It focuses 

on women who are writing about their own reality and in 

general will reflect their condition in the society they 

live in, the process of creation coming from an inner 

point. Rivero applies this interior perspective to women 

poets, defining it as, "introspeccion dirigida a 

trascender la vulgaridad de las cosas terrenas, ~nfasis en 

la espiritualidad y devocidn por los estados solitarios de 

la, conciencia, lirismo de motivos y simbolos a menudo 

religiosos, plasmado en ocasiones en un lenguaje de 

imagenes visionarias y oniricas que a veces llegan al 
60 

hermetismo." According to Virginia Woolf and Dorothy 
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Richardson this subjective reality is what characterizes 

female narration as opposed to the objective, public, and 
61 

social reality present in male narration. Whether one 

accepts this premise or not, the "interior perspective" 

that Guerra-Cunningham refers to does seem to be present in 

the novels, and also the poetry of contemporary Latin 

American women writers. 

A large number of women novelists are involved in the 

socio-economic political processes of their Latin American 

countries. Therefore it is not surprising that the 

depiction of revolutionary moments has become a constant in 

their novels. With the exception of Tierra Inerme by the 

Cuban novelist Dora Alonso which concentrates on the 

oppression that existed in Cuba before the Revolution, 
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tend to agree with the author when she states: "Whether 
women in fact have an artistic specialty unique to their 
sex and,pependent upon it, whether there is anything that 
warrants treating them in a separate category, is a much
vexed question ... In my opinion, although genius may be 
sexless, an artist's potential cannot be realized without 
the freedom to explore individual perceptions of truth. 
All women have been forced to interpret their experience in 
men's terms and have even been intimidated into describing 
sensations that do not exist. How much they and we have 
lost as a result cannot yet be determined, but a new 
feminist criticism assumes that a woman writer's point of 
view will reflect authentic feminine experience to the 
degree that her society has allowed her to define it. If 
such critical attention can encourage feminine self
awareness, perhaps a future generation of women writers 
will produce an independent and confident literature unlike 
any we have ever seen." 
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most of their novels reflect feelings of betrayal for 

failed revolutionary processes. Through motives such as 

the exploitation of women, indians, and the oppressed 

classes in general three Mexican novelists portray the 

failure of the Mexican revolution: Elena Garro in Los 

recuerdos del porvenir, Rosario Castellanos in Oficio de 

Tinieblas, and Elena Poniatowska in Hasta no verte JesUs 

mio. The Salvadoran writer Claribel Alegria describes the 

bloody quelling of the mass uprising of the thirties in El 

Salvador and the consequences in the seventies, in Cenizas 

de Izalco; and the Chilean novelist Isabel Allende paints a 

panorama of the decades before the socialist president 

Salvador Allende came to power in 1970, his subsequent 

overthrow in 1973, and the consequences to the Chilean 

people, in La casa de los espiritus. The depiction of 

disappearances and torture has also come to the fore in 

novels such as Estaba la pajara pinta sentada en el verde 

limon, by the Colombian writer Albalucia Angel, El libro de 

mis primos by the Uruguayan writer Cristina Peri Rossi, and 

De amor y de sombra by Isabel Allende. This last is the 

recapitulation of events in Chile that led to the discovery 

of a mass grave of "disappeared" people; civilians who have 

been victims of brutal military retaliation for perceived 

political subversiveness, real or imagined. 
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Also appearing in novels is the reality of guerrilla 

warfare. This may be seen in Los guerrilleros by the 

Argentine Iverna Codina and in Puebloamerica by the 
-

Argentine Maria Esther de Miguel. (Mora, "Narradoras 

hispanoamericanas." p. 161) However, the participation of 

Latin American women in armed struggle can best be seen in 

the works of Margaret Randall. Although she is not of 

Latin American origin nor a novelist per se her works are 

of considerable value as she spent twenty years in various 

countries of Latin America documenting the lives of women 

before, during, and after revolutions, especially in Cuba 
62 

and Nicaragua. 

other Latin American women writers who depict and 

criticize the particular situation of the societies they 

live in are the Venezuelan Antonieta Madrid (No es tiempo 

para rosas rojas), the Argentines Marta Lynch (El cruce del 

rio), Beatriz Guido (El incendio y las yisperas), Silvina 

Bullrich (Los burgueses, Los salvadores de la patria, La 

crecient~), Luisa Valenzuela (Como en la guerra), Elvira 

Orphee (La ultima conquista del angel), the Colombian 
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Fanny Buitrago (Cola de Zorro), and the Dominican Aida 

Cartagena Portalatin (Escalera para Electra). This last is 

a condemnation of a society that maintains women in 

oppression while the government caters to North American 
63 

imperialism. 

Sexual pleasure and fantasies have long been a male 

dominated area in the novelistic production of Latin 

American writers. Because of the various social taboos 

associated with female sexuality, women traditionally have 

not written about sexual experiences, with the exceptions 

of Teresa de la Parra and Maria Luisa Bombal. Currently, in 

open rebellion to repressive societal norms that prohibit 

women sexual identity or freedom, women are increasingly 

challenging the premises that it is not a woman's place to 

talk or write about sex openly. Some of them are paying 

the price for living in societies that can accept erotic or 

even pornographic literature written by men but will not 

accept the description of sexual acts written by women. 

Two Colombian novelists speak of their experiences: 

Yes, I've confronted violent reactions not only 
against my books, but against myself as a 
person. They think you must necessarily have 

63Catherine Guzman, "Onomatology in Aida Cartagena 
Portalatin's Fiction," LOS, Vol. X (1983), p. 83. 



experienced what you write. If I wri·te a violent 
love scene in a book, it is assumed that I've 
experience all this, and it happens I just haven't 
had time yet. So everybody demands explanations. 
Everyone feels superior: a complete stranger on the 
street will harrass you or insult you, or perhaps 
become overly friendly to you. Well, in the final 
analysis, it's a little unpleasant being a woman 
writer in this country. It's best to go out 
only from time to time because otherwise they'll 
eat you alive. (Fanny Buitrago quoted in 
Williams,"Entrevista con Albalucia," p. 12) 

Albalucia Angel describes a press interview when she 

returns from a trip to Italy: 

. la primera pregunta era, '~Albablucia, por 
9u~ no tienes brassiere puesto?' La segunda es 
les verdad que eres drogadicta?' La tercera, 
'L Verdad que usted esta en un manicomio?' La 
cuarta, ',y las prostituas de Pereira como que 
estan cheeveres en la novela?' La quinta, 'LPor 
qu~ das la mano tan duro? (Maria Umpierre, p. 42.) 
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Along with this new sexual freedom appear such motives 

as unwanted pregnancies and abortion. Traditionally Latin 

American males have assumed that pregnancy is solely the 

woman's responsibility. Earlier these motives emerged in 

novels of the Chilean Marta Brunet (Maria Nadie), and the 

Uruguayan Clara Silva (La sobreviviente), and recently in 

the novel of Antonieta Madrid, (No es tiempo para rosas 

rojas). In these novels the women suffer abortions not as 

their own choice, but because of persuasion or coercion on 

the part of their husbands or lovers. 

A new sexual expression emerges in the novels of 

Antonieta Madrid (No es tiempo para rosas rojas), (Mas alIa 
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de las mascaras), by Lucia Guerra Cunningham, in Albalucia 

Angel (Dos veces Alicia, Estaba la pajara pinta sentada en 

el verde limon), in the Argentine Ines Malinow (Entrada 

libre), in EI gate eficaz gy Luisa Valenzuela, and in 

Papeles de Pandora by the Mexican Rosario Ferre. 

(Mora, "Narradoras hispanoamericanas . . . p.167.) An 

excerpt from Guerra Cunningham's Mas alIa de las mascaras 

illustrates this sexual expression: 

Hiciste florecer mi cuerpo de amapolas carnosas, 
de magnolias blancas en un atardecer asoleado, de 
azucenas sagradas y malvas viscosas, de claveles 
inocentes y yuyos silvestres. Millares de viboras 
pequenas y dulces ondularon por mi cuerpo que 
ahora era tambien alma. AlIi estaba entre tus 
muslos, ese pedazo de carne tanto tiempo deseado, 
sin querer, 10 compare con el pene rutinario y 
familiar. Surgio entonces la pregunta que 
pertenece unicamente a las mujeres del mundo. 
Podra mi estuche ardiente ser gozoso para su 
cuerpo? En una milesima de segundo comprendi por 
primera vez el verdadero sentido de esos 
chistes de mal gusto que aluden a dimensiones, 
longitudes, y grosor.64 

Myths have been a powerful tool to create an 

impression of certain sectors of society that contribute to 

maintain them in a subservient status, at least in one of 

their many varied aspects. This is especially true for 
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women. In Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves, Sarah B. 

Pomeray defines myths as such: "Myths are not lies, but 

rather man's attempt to impose a symbolic order upon their 

universe. An investigation of how myths arose and of their 

connection to external and psychological realities is an 

essential prelude to the study of the history of women, for 

the myths of the past molded the attitudes of successive 

more sophisticated generations;.a.nd preserved the continuity 
65 

of the social order." One manner in which Latin American 

women writers are combating age old preconceived ideas or 

myths established by a male patriarchy to keep women in a 

state of submission is through ridiculing or exaggerating 

these myths to the point that they reach absurd dimensions 

and effectively destroy themselves. This demythification 

process can be seen, for example, in EI parto del le6n by 

the Mexican novelists Gloria Salas Calder6n, motherhood is 

demythified because it is the men that become pregnant. 

When the top political male leaders of the country 

inexplicably become pregnant, abortion which had been 

illegal and condemned by these same men suddenly becomes 

the accepted practice. This is a sad commentary on the 
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fact that generally it is legislation in the hands of male 

leaders that makes abortion illegal in many countries, 

therefore giving them control over women's bodies and their 

lives to preserve the "sanctity of motherhood." In El parto 

del leon we see what happens to this "sanctity" when the 

roles are reversed. The myth of motherhood as the center 

and strength of family unity is attacked in "El comedor de 

diario," by the Argentine writer Maria Angelica Bosco. 

Here the mother actually ends up destroying the family in 

an attempt to gain social status. Any true feelings of 

love among the family members become sacrificed as they 

strive for financial gains. Motherhood in a deformed sense 

also appears in No hay tiempo para rosas rojas (Antonieta 

Madrid), El libro de mis primos (Cristina Peri Rossi), 

Estaba la pajara pinta sentada ~ el verde limon and Dos 

veces Alicia (Albalucia Angel). (Mora, "Narradoras 

hispanoamericanas • . . ,"p. 166) 

society in general but women in particular have long 

been prey to the myth of romantic love which reinforces the 

traditional stereotypes of the passive, submissive, 

helpless females in contrast to the aggresive, forceful, 

independent male. Unfortunately, in this kind of love 

usually it is the woman who will be expected to give of 

herself completely as her role in society has always been 
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one of giving. Therefore the male counterpart is in the 

position to indulge in a partial relationship without 

giving of himself fully, and exiting from the romance when 

he has had his fill. The destruction of the myth of 

romantic love is depicted in Guerra-Cunningham's Mas alIa 

de las mAscaras. The female protagonist who is bored with 

her husband and her role as the perfect wife believes that 

she has fallen in love with a co-worker who apparently 

reciprocates that love. As soon as she tells him that her 

husband knows of the affair and they are going to be 

separated or divorced, the lover makes a complete about 

face and cannnot get out of the relationship fast enough. 

The protagonist realizes that what she perceived as real, 

romantic love, was nothing but a game for both of them. In 

contrast to this the narrator discovers the value of true 

love when she meets the strong, working-class woman, 

Aurora, who sacrifices her life to improve the lot of the 

common people.(Guerra-Cunnig~am, Mas alla de las mascaras, 

p, 86.) 

The myth of the passive woman is an object of satire 

in several female novelists. In Guerra-Cunningham's novel 

it is symbolized by the doll who the narrator likens to 

herself-silent, pure, attractive, impeccable. The doll 

also appears as a motif in Albalucia Angel's Misia Senora. 
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In a short story by the Mexican writer U1a1ume Gonzalez de 

Leon, "La mujer ignorada," female passivity is ridiculed in 

a powerful paragraph. 

Todavia de espa1das contra la a1fombra, discu1paba 
a Jose con instinto de naufrago. Despues de todo 
no me 1astim6 .•. Levanto una pierna, 1uego otra, 
como si estuviera haciendo gimnasia. Ni siquiera 
rompio mis medias nylon cuando paso por mis 
rodil1as. Entonces se fue nadando pi so arriba 
hasta e1 dormitorio, trepci como un caraco1 a 1a 
carna, se derrarn6 sobre e1 co1ch6n, 1iquida, y se 
durmi6 para ignorarse, en un ultimo intento de 
solidaridad con Jose, quien obviarnente 1a 
ignoraba. (Mora, "Narradoras hispanoarnericanas 
•.. ," p. 166) 

Finally, the Church as an institution that has helped 

maintain women in positions of servility continues to be 

attacked. The Puerto Rican writer Marig10ria Palma in 

Stories of the Pregnant Bee ridicules Catholic myths by 

depicting the trinity as gender1ess and God wearing a 
66 

miniskirt and smoking marijuana. 

Many other Latin American women writers of prose have 

been excluded from this brief summary due to the 

inaccesibi1ity of much of their work in the United States 

and because of the lack of information about them, although 

this work may serve as a starting point for those 
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interested in studying Latin American women novelists. As 

we have seen, although more and more Latin American women 

are writing and publishing today, the same problems of 

dealing with a machista society confront them as in the 

past; perhaps this is to a lesser degree currently due to an 

increasing awareness of their own condition as women in a 

literary world dominated by men. Women themselves are 

beginning to understand the need for more research and 

investigation in all areas of women's studies, and 

especially in literature. As women focus on other women as 

subjects of their studies, more attention will be drawn to 

them and perhaps they will be able to break through the 

biases of editors, compilers, publishers, male writers, in 

short, male dominated society, and gain their rightful 

place in literary history. 



CHAPTER 2 

AWAKENING FEMINIST CONSCIOUSNESS IN LATIN AMERICA 

Women live like Bats or Owls, labour like Beasts, 
and dye like Worms. 
Duchess of Newcastle, Margaret Cavendish67 

Debe haber otro modo 
Otro modo de ser humano y libre. 
Rosario Castellanos68 

Throughout history the oppression of women has been a 

constant, cutting across all class, race, religious, or 

national distinctions. The reasons for this are many and 

varied ranging from theories of a biological nature which 

claim to "prove" the natural inferiority of women to those 

of a political nature which place the blame on certain 

economic systems sustained by those in power. 

Unfortunately, there are still those who adhere to the 

former theory, and as for the latter, there is not a single 
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society in existence today that grants full equality to 
69 

women, although some are more advanced than others. For 

how far a society has progressed may be measured by its 

treatment of women: "The change in a historical epoch can 

always be determined by the progress of women towards 

freedom, because in the relation of woman to man, of the 

weak to the strong, the victory of human nature over 

brutality is most evident. The degree of emancipation of 
70 

women is the natural measure of general emancipation." 

Currently, the feminist movement particularly in the 

United States and Western Europe is attempting to make 

society aware of the oppressed condition of women and 

struggling with age old preconceived stereotypes and myths 

about women that have become realities in their own minds 

and in the minds of men. If we are to regard feminism as a 

conscious political movement with a need for theory as well 

as practice, (Mitchell, p. 116) it is apparent that the task 

of feminists is only beginning. Also, feminist theory has 

largely been concentrated in certain societies, such as the 

United States, and Western Europe, although feminist 
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thinking has had repercussions throughout the world, 

inspiring women to "redefine their own history and purpose 
71 

as human beings." Feminism as we understand it may be 

interpreted from a variety of viewpoints, but be it 

liberal, socialist, or radical, whether it can be applied 

to other societies with a different political cultural 

economic history remains to be seen. Third world women, 

for example, generally reject feminism as being too narrow 

in its focus and objectives. They believe that women's 

struggle should be part of a larger struggle, that of a 

whole society of oppressed people, male and female. This 

chapter will delineate and describe an awakening feminist 

consciousness in Latin America, comparing and contrasting 

this new consciousness with feminism in industrialized 

nations such as the United States and those of Western 

Europe. It will concentrate on the status of Latin 

American women in relation to class structure and the 

various roles typically assigned to women. And it will 

conclude with a general statement on what women are doing 

now to improve the condition of women in general. 
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As the focus of this study is Latin American women 

writers, we will attempt to concentrate on what they have 

to say about feminism: 
-

En otras palabras, negando la nocion comun de que 
el feminismo constit.uye en si una ideologia bc:i.sica 
o vision del mundo, • • . partimos de la tesis que 
el feminismo-definido como el compromiso para 
superar la desigualdad opresion sexual-es siempre 
una ideologia parcial que debe ser ubicada dentro 
de una ideologia mayor, con sus fundamentos en las 
clases sociales, y que corresponden al 
liberalismo, radicalismo, 0 marxismo.72 

To change the situation of women in third world 

countries and specifically Latin America, it is first 

necessary to focus on changing the very structure of the 

society they live in; otherwise it would make little sense 

for women to attempt to gain equality in a society in which 

it doesn't exist. One Guatemalan woman expresses it in the 

following manner: "Guatemalan women are slaves of slaves 

for the most part ••. I think it is important for North 

American women to understand why we don't have the same 

demands or reivindicaciones. What could we ask for now in 

terms of being equal? In many senses, for women it would 
73 

mean equal repression and we already have that." Whereas 
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in developed industrialized societies women can press for 

changes through reform because they are working within a 

system that guarantees certain consitutional rights, in 

third world countries men and women are still struggling to 

achieve those rights denied them because of class or race. 

In this context discrimination on the basis of sex takes a 

backseat to injustices rampant throughout a system that 
74 

upholds inequality on the basis of class. 

(The class and race of an individual are intimately 

connected as class may well be determined by race.) This 

is one of the reasons why many Latin American women 

thinkers will disavow any connection with North American 

feminism because they believe it has been designed 

exclusively for women who live in developed countries such 

as the United states. 

Tambien existe un preJU1C10 de las feministas que 
se manifiesta sobre todo por la evaluaci6n 
negativa de la diferenciaci6n de los papeles segan 
el sexo, factor que ha influido mucho en la 
ideologia norteamericana, pero que no puede 
aplicarse a la situaci6n de la mujer 
latinoamericana sin bastantes modificaciones. 
Finalmente, hay que tomar en cuenta el 
paradigma norteamericano de la 'ciencia social' 
que se inclina a suponer que es factible el 
desarrollo de una estructura politica y social en 
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que la gente participe en grados diversos (capaces 
de ser medidos), en la cual deba paiticipar, 
aunque no hasta el extremo de ~rebasar el 
sistema'. En contraste con este panorama del 
mundo visto a traves de una metodologia, se alza 
el paradigma latinoamericano, que afirma la 
necesidad de cambios basicos en la estructura, y 
que se concentra no en el sexo de la persona, sino 
en su clase social (y, en algunos casos, en su 
raza), como la fuente principal para las 
diferencias de poder en la sociedad.75 
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Similarly, another reason that Latin American women 

will reject the term "feminism" is because it has been 

equated with white, middle class, North Americans whose 

country is seen as responsible for much of the economic and 

political exploitation that maintains Latin America in its 

underdeveloped status and therefore contributes to the 

oppression of women and men. 

JamAs hemos visto alguna declaracion de una 
latinoamericana que pretenaa soluciones radicales 
al problema de la participaci6n femenina que no 
comience con una declaraci6n de su rechazo al 
~feminismo,' es decir, a los principios del 
movimiento feminista contemporaneas en los 
Estados Unidos . . . tal vez para no identificarse 
con el tipo blanco, clase media, norteamericana-o 
si persistira un desacuerdo prof undo 
respecto a las metas de la participacion femenina 
y a las causas de la opresi6n de la mujer. 
(Jacquette, p. 211) 
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Perhaps a further reason that many Latin American 

women reject feminism is because of a basic 

misunderstanding as to what the movement entails. 

Certainly, this is not limited to Latin American women as 

even in this country the term "feminism" is misunderstood 

by much of the general population. 

One may say that we are suffering a backlash in 

which to be called a feminist is equated to being a man-

hating, lesbian, masculine type intent on destroying the 

family as the nucleus of our society. Although for many 

feminists the family has been seen as an entity that 

contributes to the exploitation of women, the call to 

abolish the family has been replaced by an effort to reach 

and include all women who are struggling for equality in a 

male-dominated society, women who may be alienated or 

frightened by some of the more radical or socialist 

theories of feminism. Another part of the distortion may 

lie in the way feminism is purposely interpreted by the 

male patriarchy; women who have been raised to be insecure 

fear ridicule and what better way to control them than to 

discredit and ridicule the feminist movement? 
~ 

In Latin America the misunderstandings and 

distortions of feminism are multiplied. Some Latin 

American women equate feminism with the unfeminine, with 



trying to act like a man, with denying one's sexuality. 

Others simply buy into the basic assumption of their 

70 
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societies that women are subordinate to men and that they 

should not seek equality as this would disturb the standing 

order. The following are excerpts from what Mexican women 

writers have to say about feminism: 

Anita Brenner-no cree en fernenismo, no cree que el 
feminismo signifique la verdadera liberaci6n de la 
rnujer. 

Luisa Josefina Hernandez-profundamente anti
feminista, cree que las feministas tienen 
~problemas' y que las mujeres en Mexico con 
criadas y hombre han tenido todo 10 que necesitan. 

Maruxa Vilalta-las mujeres a menudo merecen la 
discriminaci6n porque la buscan. 

Elena Poniatowska-no entiende realmente 10 que es 
ser feminista pero no podia decir que no 10 era ... 
estoy completamente al lado de la mujer •.. nuestro 
ambiente social no anima a la rnujer mucho ... todas 
las mujeres deben tener i~laldad, tener el derecho 
a la igualdad de oportunidades. 

Esther Seligson-no es feminista pero esta en 
completo apoyo de la liberacion de la mujer . 
la mujer tiene que mantenerse en su lugar, si se 
adelanta al hombre se arruina todo . • . una no 
puede negar sus ovarios, ellos la determinan a 
una, gnstale 0 no . . . hay una gran mujer al lado 
de cada gran hombre ... 77 
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These are comments by a privileged class of educated 

Mexican women and cannot be attributed to their society in 

general. In reality, women of the less privileged class 

can barely afford the luxury of thinking or wondering about 

feminism, as has also been true in the United states where 

women of color felt excluded and ignored by the feminist 
78 

movement. For example, the less privileged classes of 

Peru identify feminism "with the province of those who 

could afford to be 'pure' in their opposition to men as 

exploiters and who were dedicated to pursuing goals 

separated from ongoing neighborhood and community 

struggles. • . . There was little if any recognition of 

the qualitatively different conflicts that would be 

necessary to bring about greater solidarity among women in 

the fight against male domination." (Andreas, p. 46) 

These comments serve to demonstrate the unpopularity of 

the term feminism among Latin American women. Some suggest 

that it be eliminated from the Latin American context 

altogether. (Chaney, p. 67) As mentioned, this view of 

feminism as a threat to basic male-female sexuality, 

maternity, and the family is by no means confined to Latin 
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America, and socialist feminists such as Juliet Mitchell 

will argue that woman's subordinate condition in society is 

precisely a result of those factors. Mitchell states that 

the family is at the core of women's oppression because it 

is based on an artificially created kinship system. 

(Mitchell, p.77) This kinship system serves the upper 

classes as owners of the means of production because as the 

male workers produce the surplus labor needed to enrich the 

privileged classes, they also must provide for the females 

who are producing the offspring necessary to maintain the 

whole capitalist system of exploitation. Lise Vogel 

explains: 

This means that some of the necessary labor 
available in society, which might have gone 
towards the creation of a surplus, must go towards 
the maintenance of women during the childbearing 
period. To keep this cost at a minimum, the 
ruling class relies on kinship and sexual 
relations between women and men to provide the 
context in which women's needs during childbearing 
are ,met. The ruling class, 'to stabilize the 
reproduction of labor power as well as to keep the 
amount of necessary labor at acceptable levels', 
encourages male supremacy within the exploited 
class. 

In short, the ruling class makes men 'managers' 
of women's contribution to the labor process in 
order to resolve that class's dual needs of 
insuring generational replacement of workers, 
while keeping down the price of such replacement. 
79 
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In order to study woman's current situation in society 

Mitchell proposes that we divide her condition into four 

separate specific structures; production, reproduction, 

sexuality, and the socialization of children. (Mitchell, 

p. 34) Mitchell's study focuses on industrialized, affluent 

societies where such a distinction is possible. In third 

world countries it may be possible to establish a 

distinction regarding production; however, to distinguish 

between reproduction, sexuality, and the socialization of 

children is extremely difficult due to various sociological 

factors. Therefore the following study will deal with the 

role of women in production separately, explain how it may 

be possible to differentiate between the role of 

reproduction, sexuality, and the socialization of children 

in certain societies, and comparing and contrasting these 

aspects with Latin American reality". One of the basic 

tenets of feminist thinking is that women have been 

oppressed because they have been largely removed from the 

area of production and confined to their role of 

reproduction and child-bearing. Although this existed to 

some degree before the advent of capitalism, as industry 

grew in scale women's space became confined more and more 

to the home while that of men was outside the home in areas 
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of production. Socialist writers such as Marx, Engels, and 

Bebel link the confirmation and continuation of woman's 

oppression with her physical inferiority for hard manual 

labor after the establishment of private property. 

(Mitchell, p. 25) It was accepted that women were 

anotomically smaller and weaker than men and therefore they 

could not function in production as efficiently as their 

male counterparts. The assumption that the subordination of 

women began with her physical inferidrity is prevalent in 

literature. In 1953 De Beauvoir asserted the universality 

of women's subordination as a corallary of their 

reproductive role; Margaret Mead spoke of woman's condition 
80 

as a 'natural' extension of biological reproduction. 

Helethe Safoittie believes this theory is lacking because 

it does not take into account the" socio-historic 

determinants of a social reality . and has invested 

that reality with a permanence it does not have." (Nash, 

p. 5) Many fern~nists will agree with her that universal 

subordination must be related to historical subordination. 

Also, as Mitchell points out, women can labour just as hard 

and long as men do; only they are not fit for certain work. 
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The fac·t that women's subordination was not in reality 

connected to her physical strength became apparent with 

the process of industrialization. This should have 

diminished inequality between the sexes because physical 

strenght came to be less relevant; machines were able do 

the work of many men and women regardless of who was 

running them. Instead, the industrialization process 

contributed more to the subjugation of women by relegating 

them to the private sphere and away from the public sectors 

of society where decisions are made and power is relegated. 

As Mitchell comments, "it is social coercion rather than 

physical strenght that keeps woman subordinate." (Mitchell, 

p. 118) Claude Levi-Strauss states "sexual division of 

labour is an artificial device whereby the two sexes, who 

in their human ability to labour could be so alike, are yet 
81 

kept distinct and hence, mutually,dependent." Although 

this dependence may be mutual it is the male who has the 

power as he has access to the outside world of knowledge, 

while the female is encouraged or coerced into remaining in 
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the enclosure of her home and ignorance, leaving important 

decisions to the one with more experience. In The Origin of 

the Family, Private Property and the state, Engels states 

that the emancipation of women must come with her 

separation from housework so that she can become part of 

the public working force. She must change from a private 

servant to a public servant, from a no capital, dependent 
82 

status to one in which she can find independence. Bebel, 

a disciple of Engel, says, "Woman was the first human being 

that tasted bondage, woman was a slave before the slave 
83 

existed." When one considers the role of women throughout 

history it would be difficult to disagree with Bebel's 

assesment. Women have been for the most part an unpaid 

labor force whose duty was to serve man;she was subject to 

the whims and desires first of the father, her brothers, 

then of her husband and sons. Her world was the home and 

nothing beyond that should concern her. In times of crisis 

she was allowed to emerge from the home to perform the 

tasks that men normally fulfilled; when the crises were over 

she was sent back to her space although she may have done 
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the man's job quite aptly. The reality is that, for the 

most part,currently in the United States and other 

industrialized nations the same double standard persists. 

For example, today in the United, States it is more and more 

difficult for a married couple to survive on a single 

income. Therefore it has become acceptable for the the 

lisecond sex;; to bring in a second salary, although in 

general it is assumed that this is only to supplement the 

male partner's paycheck, as it is supposed that he is the 

real breadwinner with an important career in his own eyes 

and usually in the eyes of the women with whom he is 

involved. Women consistently tend to denigrate their own 

work outside the home basically because they have been 

socialized to believe that they are inferior, that they 

cannot and should not compete with men, and that if they 

are "unfeminine" enough to do so then they will become 

unattractive to their own spouse or men in general. Even 

if they manage to achieve success in the world outside the 

home, many women will practice the art of false modesty, 

conforming to the patrons of behavior with which they were 

raised. That they are viewed as second class citizens is 
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apparent in the business world as the more desired and 

esteemed professions are still largely dominated by men 

while women still fill the more traditional occupations 

deemed suitable for women; nursing, secretarial work, 

school teaching. RegarOdless of their occupation, women are 

consistently paid lower wages than men who fill the same 

positions even if they have had more years of experience 
85 

and are more competent in the job. Finally, in many 

households women are expected to do all of the housework 

even if they are holding a fulltime job, as this is 

considered "woman's work." It is apparent that bringing 

women into the world of production has not been enough and 

what is needed is a radical change in the attitude of men 

towards women, and the attitude of women towards 

themselves. Perhaps the answer to this lies in education 

which will be dealt with later in this chapter. 

According to Lucia Guerra Cunnigham Latin American 

women have suffered from a her~tage that is doubly 

oppresive because it combines the beliefs and attitudes 

towards women derived from two patriarchal cultures, that 
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of the indigenous cultures and that of the Spaniards. In 

the Aztec and Mayan culture female infants were told that 

their lives would be full of hardships and that they would 

be confined to the home; male infants were told that their 

life would be full of glory to be fulfilled on the 

battlefield. 

Cuando nacia un varon en una familia azteca, la 
parter a recitaba la siguiente oracion; hijo mio, 
eres un ave quechol, tu casa, donde has visto la 
luz del mundo, no es mas que un nido. Tu 
verdadero hogar esta en el campo de batalla, tu 
trabajo sera hacer la guerra. Tu estas 
predestinado a deleitar al Sol con la sangre de 
tus enemigos y a alimentar la tierra de 
Tlaltechuhtil con sus cuerpos. Tu pais, tu 
patrimonio, tu padre estan en el pals del Sol, 
estan en el cielo.' Al nino se Ie auguraba un 
futuro pleno de gloria y luego se procedia a 
enterrar su cordon umbilical en el bosque 0 en el 
cerro para simbolizar su vida de guerrero. Si, 
p~r el contrario, el reci~n nacido era una nina, 
la partera recitaba una oraci6n diferente: 'Eres 
bienvenida, hija. Tu vida serA agotadora. Has 
llegado a este mundo, un lugar de arduo trabajo y 
sufrimiento donde hace frio y corre el viento. En 
la casa debes ser como el coraz6n en el cuerpo, no 
debes abandonar la casa. Nuestro Senor te 
entierra en esta casa, este es el lugar donde 
trabajaras. Deberas traer el agua y moler el 
maize Aqui sudaras junto a las cenizas y el 
fuego.' Enseguida, se enterraba el cordon 
unbilical de la nina en la casa simbolizando que 
este seria su lugar en la sociedad.86 
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Subsequent ceremonies emphasized the domestic, 

passive role that women were to play ~n society in 

contrast to the aggressive warrior type for the male. 

(Britta Hellbom in Guerra-Cunnigham, p. 8) 
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The Spaniards that came to the New World brought with 

them a similar patriarchal system influenced by seven 

centuries of Arab-Muslim domination, (Nash, Safa, p. 11) and 

the teachings of certain misogynist philosophers such as 

Aristotle, who believed that women were malformed men and 

Saint Thomas of Aquino who stated that "El Padre debe ser 

mas amado que la madre, entendido que el es el principio 

activo de la generaci6n, mientras que la madre solamente es 

un principio pasivo." (Britta Helbom in Guerra-Cunningham, 

p. 27) These are only two examples in a long tradition of 

misogynist beliefs and writings which are the basis for 

machismo. For example, it was and still is imperative that 

women remain virgin until marriage, but at the same time a 

man such as the mythical Don Juan was and is respected, 

envied, and admired because of his ability to seduce and 

subjugate the female sex, (Britta Helbom, p. 27) which 

essentially amounted to rape. The Spaniards who came to 

what would be called America added new dimensions to the 

-
tradition of machismo that had been so deeply inculcated 

into them in their own society. In a continent in which 
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they did not have to answer for their crimes they took full 

advantage of their power over indigenous women; and they 

demonstrated their brutal capacity for violence in relation 

to nature and human beings in general. (Britta Helbom, p. 

27) 

During this time, women lived in constant fear of 
sexual assault by the Spanish which continued even 
after open warfare ended. As one historian 
remarked, 'to view the individual case of rape as 
a desperate action of a sex-starved man is to miss 
the point, for viewed collectively, the rape of 
Indian women was an integral part of the drive for 
submission that charactarizes all 
conquest. (Andreas, p.4) . 

As a product of the combination of these two 

cultures, Latin American women have inherited an 

overwhelming tradition of misogyny and all the values, 

beliefs, and behavior that come with it. It is not 

surprising that most Latin American women see their roles 

principally as wives and mothers confined to the domestic 

sphere, as theirein lies their perceived value; if they must 

join the outside workforce generally it is out of economic 

necessity due to their situation as members of. the less 

privileged classes. As such, and as women, they find 

themselves with the jobs nobody else will do at wages that 

few men would deem acceptable. They are marginalized not 

only as women but as members of a lower class that has very 

limited options. " ... by being confined to the most under-

valued and under-paid sectors, Third World women are 



marginalized and hence poverty-stricken in their 
87 

economies." 

Women and Change in Latin America systematically 

documents female marginality and powerlessness in Latin 
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America. "The central issue is the concentration of women 

in so many of the undervalued activities in dependent 

capitalist societies-in the household and in the labor 

force. The disadvantaged state of women is amply 
88 

demonstrated in country after country." "In their 

marginally utilized roles, women bear the brunt of social 

malintegration as the first to be fired and the lowest 

paid." (Nash, Safa, p.9) 

En America Latina encontramos a la mujer 
fuertemente limitada en sus posibilidades de 
desarrollo e integracion social. Por un lado su 
condici6n de mujer determina su vida en funcion de 
uno de los roles que es capaz de realizar hasta el 
punto que a veces aparecen como sin6nimo ser mujer 
y ser madre. Por el otro, las estructuras 
sociopoliticas econ6micas existentes caracteristi
cas de sociedades dependientes, ofrecen muy 
limitadas posibilidades de desarrollo ecnnomico y 
social. Como resultado de ~sta doble barrera 

87 
Asoka Bandarage, "Third World Women-More than mere 

statistics," The Women's Review of Books, V. I, No.2 
(Nov. 1983), p~. 

88 
Lois Wasserspring, "From Victims to Rebels," The 

Women's Review of Books, V. III, No. 10 (July, 1986-)-,-p. 7. 



encontramos a la mujer latinoamericana doblemente 
marginada;repetida-mente dependiente.89 

Development and mechanization of Latin American 

societies have not helped the situation of women. 

El desarrollo representa un esfuerzo para hacer 
ingresar a la parte masculina de la poblacion en 
el mundo del siglo veinte, en tanto que relega a 
la mayoria de las mujeres a posiciones 
restringidas en las que fueron situadas por la 
cultura de una edad previa.90 

No different from societies beginning to undergo 

83 

industrialization elsewhere, women entering the world of 

production in Latin America are also relegated to jobs that 

are related to the domestic sphere. For example, jobs 

requiring manual labor such as work in textiles are held by 

women for the most part. However, when technical advances 

and machines improve and make the job easier, female 

workers tend to be replaced by male workers. 

Pero a medida que los tecnicos y las maquinas 
mejoran, las mujeres chocan con un limite 
superior' que solo excepcionalmente sobrepasan 
algunas pocas. La mayoria de las mujeres 
permanecen en trabajos de baja paga y menos 
especializacion • . . el acceso a los instrumentos 
se diferencia por sexo ..•. (Chaney, Schmink, 
p. 40) 
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Not only are women workers replaced by men as 

technology advances, but their own craft skills lose value. 

"Women are consistently losers with technological 

introduction since their control over jobs that demand 

craft skills and even the job itself, is lost as autrnnation 

proceeds." (Safa, Nash, p. 9) 

Even women who achieve positions of power seem to 

envision their roles in the traditional sense. For 

example, Eva Peron saw herself as the mother of her 

country: 

En esta gran casa de la Madre Patria, soy como 
cualquier otra mujer, en cualquiera de las 
innumerables casas de mi pueblo. Igual que elIas 
me levanto temprano pensando en mi marido y en mis 
hijos ••. y pienso en ellos durante el dia y durante 
buena parte de la noche. Cuando me voy a la cama, 
cansada, en vez de suenos se me ocurren proyectos 
maravillosos y trato de dormir antes de que 
estalle. Es que en verdad me siento la madre de 
mi pueblo. (Chaney, p.40) 

Latin American women also complain about the changes 

in public life that are not apparent in private life. 

Women's work in the home is largely invisible while men's 

work is visible and deemed valuable and important. 

Por tanto, este tipo de 
consume muchas horas de 
considerada como valor. 
marginada por este hecho 

trabajo, aun cuando 
rudo desgaste, no ha sido 

La que 10 ejercio fue 
de la economia, de la 
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sociedad y de la historia . • • el trabajo domestico 
se considera como una caracteristica sexual 
secundaria en lugar de destacarse como categoria 
economica.91 

Many Latin American women blame the capitalist system 

for their continued exploitation. Hilda Araujo Camacho 

states that in the collective primitive societes, women 

were valued for their productive work but have largely 

disappeared from sight due to the division·of labor that 

ensued with the advent of the capitalist system. (Araujo 

Camacho, p. 15) Elsa Chaney concurs: 

Inde~d, not only do women find less and less 
opportunities in the industrial sector as 
development advances, but they are also deprived 
by the industrial revolution of many of their 
economically valuable if anonymous tasks, which 
for many centuries made them contributing, useful 
members of the family unit. (Chaney, p. 65) 

Bossen states, "Both structurally and culturally 

capitalism has brought about a redivision of labor which 

has relatively penalized women." And Andreas describes how 

the marginalization of women in the work force "is 

advantageous to labor because it helps to keep wages low in 

the industrial sector and provides a ready source of labor 

in times of industrial expansion." (Andreas, p. 126) 

This is why many Latin American women see their struggle in 
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a larger context, one in which they must fight against the 

imperialist, capitalist system of the north and its concept 

of private property that is at the root of the exploitation 

of the Latin American nations. 

Relacionar los problemas de la mujer con la 
penetraci6n imperialista en nuestros paises y con 
10 que estaria detras, como el desarrollo del 
capitalismo, y fen6meno mas particulares como la 
existencia de la propiedad privada . • . si 
teoricamente probamos que no hay posibilidad de 
liberaci6n de la mujer dentro del sistema 
capitalista, entonces la lucha por la liberacion 
de la mujer se unira a la lucha del pueblo, a la 
lucha contra el imperialismo. La mujer tendra 
pues una doble lucha por su pueblo y por si misma. 
Esto no quiere decir dejar directamente la lucha 
del movimiento a favor de las luchas del pueblo, 
sino unir ambas luchas, ya que el enemigo es el 
mismo. (Camacho Araujo, p. 23) 

The following portion of this chapter will study the 

areas of reproduction, sexuality, and the socialization of 

children as relating to women who live in industrialized 

nations and Latin America. 

Because of her childbearing function, woman has long 

been defined by her reproductive role in society. It was 

assumed and accepted that this would be the center of 

woman's existence from the time she was born until her 

death and her own life in itself was of little consequence. 

this . . . is the result of a slowly formed, 
deeply entrenched, extraordinary pervasive 
cultural (and therefure political) decision that 
even in a generation when man has landed on the 
mooon, woman shall remain a person defined not by 



the struggling development of her brain or her 
will or her spirit, but rather by her childbearing 
properties and her status as companion to men who 
make, and do, and rule the earth. (Mitchell, p. 
35) 

When Mitchell refers to the reproductive role of 

87 

society, she includes maternity, family, abs~nce from 

production and public life and sexual inequality, as all of 

these issues are related. However,in certain societies 

woman's role in the family can be divided into 

reproduction, sexuality, and socialization of children 

today because thanks to contraception women gained control 

over their reproductive systems and therefore it is posible 

to separate sexuality from reproduction. Also, woman's 

reproductive role does not necessarily mean that she must 

be the one to raise and socialize her children, so it is 

possible to make a distinction between these two categories 

also. We will elaborate a bit more on these distinctions 

before we concern ourselves with what Latin American women 

have to say about their reality regarding these issues. 

Whereas the main task of men in society has been to 

produce products for consumption,women's natural role has 

been to produce children which at first are her possession 

as an exten8ion of herself. But it is soon apparent that 

although she may control the child emotionally, legally and 

economically she and the child are under the domination of 
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the father. As Mitchell states, maternity is a 

physiological definition of women, but if it is allowed to 

be a substitution for action and creativity, and the home 

remains an area of relaxation for men, women will remain 

confined to the species, to her universal and natural 

condition. Although the invention of the birth control 

pill and other forms of contraception have done a great 

deal to free women from their reproductive roles, depending 

on a woman's social class, race, religion, and nationality, 

contraception may be readily available or not available at 

all. So, once again, what seemed to be a possible solution 

for reproductive freedom of all women, is limited to those 

who can avail themselves of it. 

Regarding sexuality, women have long been victimized 

by standards of behavior designed to limit and deny their 

own sexuality while catering to the male's natural desires; 

women were considered "pure and spiritual" and above any 

physical desires. 

Therefore women who actually enjoyed sex were 

considered loose and inmoral because they were only 

supposed to tolerate such an act for the purpose of 

reproduction. Hence the dichotomy between the pure woman 

and the prostitute, leaving women to choose between two 

stereotypes that had little to do with their own reality 
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and designed to ensure that they did not step out of their 

subservient place in society. If they were "angel women" 

then they lived up to the "eternal feminine, that ideal of 

contemplative purity with which Goethe's Faust 

concludes." (Gilbert and Gubar, p. 21) Of course this purity 

implies complete passivity as they were meant to be 

contemplated while men were expected to be the 

aggressor. 

When sexual relationships conform to the 
disposition of power, as they do in patriarchal 
culture, then power rules sexuality. Eroticism is 
cathected to conquest and surrender. Confined to 
powerlessness and dependence, the woman glories in 
subservience, manipulates from beneath and 
calculates a dominion of submission, sacrifice, 
acceptance. (Gilbert and Gubar, p. 21) 

These pure women were meant to listen, to 

sympathize; they had no story of their own as they were 

meant to serve others and forget about their own selves. 

"As a result, women have long suffered from an image of 

the self that paralyzes the will and short circuits the 

brain, that makes them deny the evidence of their senses 

and internalize self-doubt to a fearful degree." (Gilbert 

and Gubar, p.44) Edgar Allen Poe thought that the death of 

a beautiful woman "is unquestionably the most poetical 

topic in the world." (Gilbert and Gubar, p.25) Conversely, 

a "monster woman" was everything that a pure woman was 

not: assertive, challenging, down to earth, unsubmissive, 
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aggresive, sexual, autonomous. Obviously she would not 

make a poetical topic at all because she was a flesh and 

blood individual and not some ideal of contemplative 

purity. But-women who chose the latter course faced 

innumerable dificulties in their lives, were ridiculed, 

rejected by males and females in the societies they lived 

in and seldom were allowed to fulfill their own sexual 

needs. For although it was and still is (to a large 

extent) acceptable that a man be polygamous, it was and 

still is expected that a woman remain monogynous. 

Therefore, an independent woman who desired to remain 

acceptable to society had the choice of marrying and 

remaining in a servile status for life in all areas 

including sexuality, or of being celibate. The spinster 

aunts and "old maids" were pitied but acceptable, whereas 

women who wanted to live out their sexuality were scorned, 

rejected, and punished by innumerable means including 

death. (Gilbert and Gubar, p.5) However it was acceptable 

and admirable that a man take on numerous lovers, be 

unfaithful to his wife, or seduce as many young virgins as 

he could deceive. Juliet Mitchell believes that women 

must trascend the sexual barriers that surround them and 

achieve sexual freedom before they are liberated. 

According to her, marriage in current society is based on 
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the false assumption that love can only occur once in a . 

lifetime which will last the duration of the marriage, and 

which for many women may be their only sexual experience, 

satisfactory or not. Pre-marital sex may be a positive step 

in encouraging women to make choices based on their own 

desires and feelings. (Mitchell, p. 90) 

The raising of children has traditionally been seen 

as an essential role of women. It is assumed that the 

biological mother will be the one to socialize her 

children, but this is not inevitable because in some 

societies men will assume this role. As human babies are 

less able to take care of themselves than in the animal 

world, women who are expected to assume the role of chi.ld

carers take on a tremendous responsibility that will last 

at least four or five years, and in many societies until 

they leave the home as adolescents. According to Mitchell, 

women who see the need to exclusively socialize children in 

their first four or five years, may actually end up using 

their children as the brunt of their frustration, doing 

more harm than good. (Mitchell, p. 92) Understanding that 

her role as a woman holds no importance in a male-dominated 

society, realizing that her sex has determined she is an 

inferior being with no rights, these resentments may have 

repercussions on her children. 



Thus women are condemned to bringing up sons whose 
sexual identity depends on devaluing femininity 
inside and outside themselves, and daughters who 
must accept this devalued position and resign 
themselves to producing more men who will 
perpetuate the system which devalues 
them. (Gornick and Moran, Introduction, p.xvi) 
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As a result, the image of the "happy family" may be 

a false distortion. "The ~true' woman and the ~true' 

family are images of peace and plenty: in actuality they may 

both be sites of violence and despair." (Altbach, p.12) 

Mitchell sees no reason why the biological mother need 

coincide with the social mother, as has been standard 

traditionally. In the American Anthropologist Judith Brown 

states that we can "gauge the degree of women's 

contribution to the subsistence economy by the extent to 

which women's work is compatible with child care." 

(Mitchell, p. 90) Society is changing and women's accepted 

roles are following an evolution parallel to those changes. 

Male resistance to such changes needs to be overcome so 

that women will no longer be confined to a reproductive 

role that has denied her sexuality and kept her imprisoned 

as the only one fit to raise her children. 

Although many parallels may be drawn between the 

situation of women in industrialized nations and third 

world nations, there are some significant differences which 

we will discuss in the context of Latin American women. 
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However, we must keep in mind that those differences will 

be perceived distinctly depending on whether one is coming 

from a North American or a Latin American perspective. 

For, as Jane Jacquette makes clear, "the categories 

and paradigms used to analyze female participation in the 

developing world are biased by North American cultural and 

methodological perpectives and by a feminist bias (also a 

product of North American ideology) that evaluates sex role 

differentiation negatively and designates women's issues as 

moralistic ~peripheral reforms, or not political' at" all. 

(Chaney, p.8) Because of this, the following is an attempt 

to concentrate largely on what Latin American women have to 

say about their own situation regarding reproduction, 

socialization of children, and sexuality. 

We mentioned earlier that with the major breakthough 

of the pill and other methods of contraception, it was 

possible to separate female sexuality and reproduction, as 

a woman was able to choose whether or not a child was 

desirable at such a point in her life. We also mentioned 

that contraception was most available to middle and upper 

classes of developed nations, and that black women and 

other women that lived below the poverty level in this 

country did not have the accesibility to the pill or other 

forms of birth control; the same is true in Latin America 
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where a large part of ~he impoverished Indian population 

remains ignorant or suspicious of birth control methods. 

Therefore we must keep in mind that we cannot separate 

class and race when we speak of reproduction among Latin 

American women, to an even greater degree than in this 

country. 

For women who had access to literature or the media, 

the idea that women could and should have the right to 

enjoy sexual pleasure without the consequences of 

childbirth opened new doors: 

A principios de los anos setenta llegaron a 
nuestro pais algunos textos que cuestionaban 10 
que hasta entonces se habia considerado el patron 
'normal' de la sexualidad. Ya desde finales de 
los sesenta las feministas europeas y 
estadounidenses senalaban que el cuerpo de las 
mujeres habia sido reglamentado para cumplir los 
intereses patriarcales. Esta idea que para 
algunas personas resulta ahora un lugar comtin, en 
aquellos dias era francamente luminosa • . . La 
advertencia de que habiamos sido enajenadas de 
nuestros cuerpos, de que estos servian a las 
necesidades del Estado, la Iglesia, las grandes 
empresas y los hombres con los que conviviamos
pero rara vez a las nuestras-abri6 varios c~ninos 
de reflexi6n y batalla. 

En primer lugar fue establecida la diferencia 
entre reproduccicin y sexualidad, las cuales habian 
sido penosamente confundidas. La reproduccion, se 
dijo, es 5610 una de las facetas de la sexualidad; 
las mujeres deseamos acceder a las otras, deseamos 
el placer. 

La aparicion en el mercado de algunos 
anticonceptivos eficaces permitio esta 
disociacion, pero la cuesti6n no era tan sencilla. 

~. 



El modelo de relaci6n sexual que nos habian 
ensenado se basaba en la busqueda del orgasmo 
masculino y dejaba insatisfechas a la mayoria de 
las mujeres. La c6pula respondia a la anatomia de 
los varones, ignoraba las zonas sensibles del 
cuerpo femenino. El orgasmo clitoriano se 
convirtio en una reivindicacion del movimiento 
feminista.92 
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So for certain sectors of Latin American society a 

new reproductive, sexual freedom was envisioned. But for 

other less privileged socio-economic classes nothing 

changed: "Las socialistas feministas se insertaban en el 

debate sobre la sexualidad senalando que los cambios en los 

patrones sexuales estaban intimamente relacionados con la 

realidad socio-economica."(Hiriart, Ortega, p. 4) 

One of the major obstacles to reproductive and 

henceforth sexual freedom in Latin American society has 

been the Catholic Church. Certainly the Pope's refusal to 

accept any other form of contraception besides the natural 

method of rhythm has affected societies worldwide. But 

when we speak of a profoundly Catholic tradition that has 

permeated a culture for centuries and enhanced the 

subservience of women, the impact of the Catholic Church 

becomes all-encompassing. For those Latin American women 

for whom the pill is available it is considered a sin to 

deviate from the rules of the Church. "'l'oday urbanized and 
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educated young women are rebelling against these norms to 

some extent; but many others still conform to the teachings 

with which they have been raised. For women who live in 

poverty because of class or race, or those who live in 

rural areas with little or no education or contact with new 

ideas, contraceptives, if they are even available, may seem 

a demonic development that attempts to halt the natural 

process of birth. If for some reason they have learned 

about contraception most likely they will reject it as 

going against the teachings of the Church. If they do not 

reject the possibility of contraception, in all probability 

the men they live with will because having many children, 

mainly sons, is perceived as a sign of virility in the 

machista tradition and it would be rare that a male would 

accept any kind of contraception and especially not for the 

female. This would grant her certain freedoms including 

that of reproduction and sexuality which have been the 

man's domain in Latin America for centuries. To allow women 

to share in that domain is still prohibitive in various 

sectors of Latin American society. 

Those (women) who try to practice birth 
control are often punished by husbands who feel it 
threatens their own power. A woman will sometimes 
lie to outsiders about her knowledge of 
contraceptives rather than ~dmit that her husband 
forbids their use and accuses her of 'laziness.' 
(Andreas, p. 670) 
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Some believe that contraception is an imperialist 

plot to lessen the birth rate of third world countries so 

that the superpowers intent on overtaking the world can 

triumph through force of numbers. 

El problema de estos paises-entonces-no es el 
exceso de poblaci6n sino el exceso de explotacion 
y que los programas que buscan limitar el 
crecimiento demografico no son otra cosa que una 
maniobra de algunos de los paises desarrollados' , 
para mantener su hegemonia economica y politica 
sobre el tercer mundo. 93 

There is some validity to this statement in certain 

situations, especially when Latin American women have been 

used to test products not yet considered safe in 

industrialized nations; or when unsafe products have been 

banned, multinational cooperations will send them to third 

world countries who do not have the safeguards that exist 

to protect the populace in industialized nations. "U.S. 

birth control plans are not focused on educating women 

about their health needs and alternative methods of birth 

control, but rather on propaganda and experimentation and 

on the marketing of dangerous or worthless products." 

(Andreas, p.44) However, to ignore or disavow the need for 

birth control programs is to avoid a central issue of 
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women's oppression. One must recognize that as long as man 

holds power over woman's productive rights he will control 

her freedom. It is apparent that he has a large stake in 

thi.s and will not give up his position of power easily. 

Nor will women change their traditions easily, and Latin 

American women may find their own ways of dealing with 

these realities that have little to do with feminist 

thought elsewhere. 

Latin American women probably will not replicate 
u.s. or Western European patterns of women's 
liberation. They have their own reality. North 
Americans would do well neither to expect nor to 
advise Latin Americans to copy the style of 
women's liberation in this country. Whatever they 
do, Latin American women themselves will decide 
their own course of action in the context of 
their own culture and aspirations. (Chaney, p.ll) 

Many Latin American women thinkers who write 

about the oppression of women in their country realize 

that the basic problem consists in their economic 

situation and the traditional image that society has 

created of them, as wives and mothers. No matter what 

their ambitions, desires, fan~asies, they cannot 

escape their roles as wives and mothers, because they 

have been raised to believe that otherwise they will 

be incomplete. 



. • . en Mexico la mujer no ha cambiado mucho como 
grupo, como pueblo. De hecho, no ha podido 
cambiar como persona, ni transformarse en agente 
de cambio, por dos razones ••. el sistema economico 
no 10 permite;y el peso de la imagen tradicional 
de la mujer se hace sentir demasiado fuerte.94 
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In addition, although the role of wife and mother 

may be apparently sanctified, in comparison with men's 

works it holds little importance: " .•. la situacion de 

sujecion de la mujer es por desprecio a su trabajo reproductor 

por oposicion al trabajo productor del hombre. . . " 
(Monteil Schaller, p. 42) 

Again we come up against the dichotomy of the pure 

woman and the prostitute. The pure woman is the mother 

" ..• who's universal task has profoundly influenced the 

boundaries and style of their intervention in public 

life •.. " (Chaney, p. 10) . she is the one who is 

s~lfless: "La mujer en la cultura mejicana es una ausencia. 

Una ausencia a la que periodicamente se la corona de 
95 

favores y misericordia." Again we see the woman elevated 

on a pedestal of contemplative purity, where she loses all 
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autonomy and is subject to the whim of the real mortals, 

men, who surround her. They will insist that she is 

superior to them spiritually, that she can and must take 

charge of the spiritual life of the family and u~derstand 

while trying to salvage the man from his destructive 

physical exploits (with other women). Thus the woman is 

rendered powerless because she must be angelic enough to 

comprehend and forgive the sins of her husband, and never 

should she make any demands of her own. Obviously, in the 

real world of relationships, she is inferior. 

Como mujer, como madres, como hijas, como esposas, 
tenemos roles cuya norma es la surnisi6n, la 
hurnildad, la necesidad de proteccion como 
inherentes a la condici6n femenina, etc., y en 
todos casos ser mujer significa ser inferior. 
Obviamente la mujer no es inferior en relaci6n al 
hombre, sino que esta inferiorizada con respecto 
al varon por las condiciones de sus roles y 
estatus, que son marc ados culturalrnente."96 

As many women in the United States and other Western 

European countries still buy into the chivalrous mode, so 

do Latin American women. Elsa M. Chaney believes that they 

may be more vulnerable to this mode because to some 

extent, it is actually sincere on the part of Latin 

American men. 
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The depreciation of women in Latin American 
society is counterbalanced by a tradition of 
gallantry and caballerosidad • • . for these 
reasons, male/female conflicts in Latin America 
never has been (and perhaps never will become) as 
acute in these societies as elsewhere. (Chaney, 
p. 77) 

101 

Chaney, who interviewed hundreds of Latin American 

women, reflects the belief of some that women will not 

rebel directly against males because Latin American males 

show respect to the women in their midst. 

Indeed, the cabellero tradition, in the view of 
some observers, explains why Latin American women 
have never been feminists. A strong feminist 
reaction, they say, is provoked only by extreme 
masculine depreciation of women's position, as in 
some Arab countries. In the lower classes where 
women sometimes will walk behind the male bearing 
the burdens, a more explosive reaction might 
perhaps some day be expected. (Chaney, p. 77) 

Women who are admired by men, women who are placed on 

a pedestal by the men they associate with for their beauty, 

for their purity, for their selflessness in the role of 

wife and mother, tend to bask in this praise as they have 

nothing else on which to base their actual selves. 

Certainly the attitude of admiration on the part of the 

male may be sincere, but it is also one that renders the 

woman personless. "The caballero and the attitude of 

coqueteria it evokes from the woman have an insidious side 

seldom perceived by Latin American women who are proud of 

ther men's polite behaviour. Discussions of ideas or 
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issues are not encouraged by rituals of teasing, flirting, 

and compliments."(Chaney, p.77) 

On the other hand, a woman must aspire to be a 

"decent" woman, a mujer decente. This means that her home 

and family will be first, and her behavior will be 

desirable which connotes "honesty, decorousness and 

gentility, modesty, reasonableness, seriousness, 

appropriateness, even neatness and order; in sum, the 

virtuous and the proper." (Chaney, p.33) According to 

Chaney, this description of the pure woman cuts across 

class divisions. 

In early nineteenth century England Mary 

Wollstonecraft condemned gallantry as she understood the 

contempt it concealed. She believed chivalry was at the 

root of women's subordination by emphasizing the physical 

weakness of women, which was reinforced by culture and 

education. (Rowbotham, p.12) In present day Mexican 

society, Rosario Castellanos agrees with her. 

Antitesis de Pigmalidn el hombre no aspira, a 
traves de la belleza, a convertir una estatua en 
un ser vivo, sino un ser vivo en una estatua . • . 
[Para que? Para adorarla, aunque sea durante un 
plazo breve, seglin se nos dice. Pero tambien, 
segun no se nos dice, para inmovilizarla, para 
convertirle en irrealizable todo proyec'to de 
acci6n, para evitar riesgos.97 
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And, once again, on the other hand we have the "monster 

woman." In Latin American society it is any woman who 

struggles for autonomy and sexual freedom pitting 

themselves against the odds that they may find economic 

freedom from the men that maintain and exploit them. 

Because, in reality, even respectfully married women 

exchange their bodies for the commodities they receive from 

the men that have "bought" them. 

La puta Ie recuerda a quien no 10 es que a ella, 
tambien, se la define por su sexualidad, mujer, 
solterona, lesbiana, quedada, y Ie recuerda que la 
mayoria de las mujeres dependen de los hombres 
para la sobrevivencia social y que la mayoria, de 
un modo 0 de otro, aseguran su sobreviviencia a 
cambio de la comodidad demandada por los 
hombres. (Chaney, p.33) 

Chaney believes that far from being powerless, Latin 

American women have their own power inside the structure 

that they live in. For instance, although they may be 

servile, this does not mean they are passive;they must be 

constantly aware because to be completely passive "invites 

the lash. Women gain power to influence and manipulate 

through the cult of spiritual superiority' which teaches 

that women are semi-divine, morally superior to and 

spiritually stronger than men. Women hold power through 

marianismo, the other side of machismo." (Chaney, p.45) 

Perhaps this is one reason why Latin American women see 
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their roles as wives and mothers as the most important one, 

because this is where they perceive they hold their power. 

Las mujeres tienen mayor poder e influencia en la 
esfera privada, de manera que nada tiene de 
sorprendente que al responder a las encuestas, las 
latinoamericanas hayan afirmado a menudo que sus 
papeles como esposas y madres tenian para elIas 
mayor importancia que sus actividades 
profesionales y politicas. 98 

Cur.rently, the dichotomy between the 'pure' woman 

and the 'monster' woman has been used sadistically and in 

terrifying manners by patriarchal, military governments as 

a manner of silencing female political protests. 

Documented cases of sexual abuse of female political 

prisoners are prevalent throughout Latin America and 

certain military governments have perfected a system which 

inflicts mental and physical anguish on women who are 

considered subversives. 

Military regimes in Latin America have developed 
patterns of punishments specifically designed for 
women who are perceived as actively fighting 
against or in any way resisting the oppression and 
exploitation visited upon their peoples by 
dictatorial governments. Punitive sexual 
enslavement of female political prisoners is found 
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throughout Latin America. Because women 
have been raised in a system which has socialized 
them to believe they must imitate the purity and 
spirituality of the Virgin Mary , as taught by the 
Catholic Church, sexual abuse is an insidious 
perverse manner of psychologically converting them 
from madonnas to whores. There are even statues 
of the Virgin Mary in the corridors that takes one 
to the torture chambers, to remind the women of 
their ultimate debasement. (Bunster-Burotto, p. 
299) 

These common elements experienced by female 
political prisoners in violent sexual attacks upon 
her body and psyche are consciously designed to 
violate her sense of herself, her female human 
dignity. The combination of culturally defined, 
moral debasement and physical battering is the 
demented scenario whereby the prisoner is to 
undergo a rapid metamorphosis from madonna
'respectable woman and/or mother'- to whore. To 
women through process of socialization, this 
violent sexual treatment administered by the state 
becomes most cruelly and doubly disorienting;it 
exacerbates and magnifies the woman's already 
subservient, prescribed, passive secondary 
position in Latin American society and 
culture. (Bunster-Burotto, p. 298) 

In other words, women who have been socialized 
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according to certain modes of behavior are subjected to 

that socialization as a method of torture. 

The process of imprisonment and torture of women 
political prisqners is female sexual slavery in 
its most hideous and blatantly obvious forms. It 
represents 'macho' patriarchal contempt and 
misogyny crystalized and implemented through 
military police structures of organized violence. 
. . . One of the essential ideas behind the 
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sexual slavery of a woman in torture is teach her 
that she must retreat into the home and fulfill 
the 'traditional role of wife and mother. 
(Bunster-Burotto, p. 307). 

106 

One of the worst experiences for a female political 

prisoner is to be raped and sexually debased in front of 

her family thereby shattering the image of the pure 

spiritual woman that she has come to symbolize for her 

family and society at large. However, many of these 

courageous and determined women continue to speak out and 

struggle not only against the brutal military regimes that 

violate them but also against a society that has created a 

false stereotype of the perfect passive and selfless woman. 

By so doing, they have acquired an identity of 
their own; they have become full persons in their 
own right and thus challenged the passive, 
submissive, dependent role assigned to women based 
on the conservative, religious archetype of the 
Virgin Mary that the patriarchal institutions have 
imprinted through the socialization of all 
women. (Bunster-Burotto, p. 321) 

Generally, as Latin American women grow older they 

are accorded greater respect, especially if they are 

married with families. It is seldom that a holiday will 

pass without the children coming to visit, or a decision to 

be made in which the mother is not consulted, although 

whether one actually listens to her or not depends on how 

much power she really holds within the familial 

relationship. However, an elderly matron in Latin American 
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can expect to be accorded respect, and depending on the 

economic situation of the family, to be taken care of as 

well. Also, through the use of tertulias salones they may 

gain some influence,although minimal, outside the 

home. (Chaney, p. 78) 

In the main, it is assumed that Latin American mothers 

will raise their own children by staying at home, caring 

for them, and running the household. It is still not very 

common that a woman in the middle classes with young 

children will hold a job at the same time as her main duty 

is to dedicate herself full-time to maternity. (Women in 

the upper classes will not work for a salary as it is 

economically unnecessary and deemed inappropriate, while 

women in the lower classes have no choice but to find 

undervalued and underpaid work so that she and her 

children can survive.) However, women who are politically 

left of center in Latin America are demanding day care 

centers and nurseries that would allow more women to join 

the outside working force. It is ironic that some of these 

very women have the freedom to mobilize for political 

demands because they have servants at home to take care of 

the domestic tasks. Two out of five working women in Latin 

America are servants (Chaney, p. 78) and this is an 

important factor that must be taken into account when one 



108 

studies the changing role of women in Latin America. 

Certainly not much has changed for them, and not much will, 

until the very structure of society has been altered. 

Which brings us back to the fact that Latin American women 

perceive their struggle for liberation as a much larger 

strugggle than that of only their sex. For leftists, the 

only solution is a revolution that will shake the 

foundations of the society they live in and equalize the 

inequity that exists between the upper and lower 
100 

classes. 

Their situation can change only with the 
transformation of the dynamics of power within 
their own countries and the world at large. 
Women's economic marginalization is the product of 
capitalist expansion; it cannot be eradicated 
within capitalism. . . . Poverty and hunger are 
the urgent issues for most women and men around the 
world. How can their short-term basic needs be 
met without abandoning the structural 
transformations necessary in the long-term? 
(Wasserpring, p. 9) 

As a matter of conclusion, we will attempt to 

summarize what universal problems women need to confront 

and possible solutions or actions to be taken that might 

help change come about. Naturally, these will vary 

depending on whether we are speaking of the United States 
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and Western Europe or Latin America and other third world 

countries. In Women's Liberation and Literature Elaine 

Showalter describes three general obstacles to 

feminism:misogyny, the "feminine mystique" which developed 

from the belief that woman's nature, "either divinely 

ordained or biologically determined, requires her to find 

her total fulfillment in submissive domesticity," and the 

"scientific confirmation of a negative feminine 

stereotype." An example of the latter would be that 

menstruation renders women temporarily insane, or that 

women are halfway between man and child. (Showalter,Women's 

LIberation and Literature,p.2) One can probably surmise 

that these are issues which women worldwide must confront 

if the condition of women is to improve. Certainly 

misogyny is an interiorized attitude of which many men and 

many women are not aware. It is most obvious when it is 

manifested in the form of violence against women or other 

concrete manners, as in the writings of certain authors 
101 

such as Jona.than Swift or Norman Mailer. Otherwise it 

may be quite insidious and apparent only to those who are 

aware of its various possible manifestations. 
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Perhaps the idea of the "feminine mystique" is one in 

which it is possible to establish some distinction between 

Latin American cultures and those of the United States and 

Western Europe. Whereas in the l,a tter it has become 

generally accepted by society that a women need not find 

total fulfillment in the home, in the former this 

"mystique" still exists on a wide scale. "The most potent 

barrier probably remains the pervasive belief that man and 

woman each has a proper sphere' in professional and public 

service, and neither men nor women wish to overstep these 

boundaries. "(Chaney, p. 18) However, current Latin American 

feminists are attempting to make women aware that this is 

not their only option. 

In more modernized societies certain "scientific 

confirmations" about the inferiority of women are now known 

to be false. However, in isolated, poor rural areas, or 

poor minority districts in or around urban areas, people 

with less o~~ortunities for education will believe what has 

been passed down to them by their elders. So it is 

possible that they still believe, perhaps, that a woman is 

unclean or insane during menstruation, or that women are 

undeveloped or imperfect men. Similarly, if one were to 

approach a campesina in some remote Latin American village 

most likely she would still believe in some form of these 
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"scientific confirmations", as would rural women in other 

third world countries. 

Their perceptions of 'women's status' were still 
affected by numerous practices-of ten-based on 
taboos, superstitions, religious beliefs, or even 
misinterpretations of religious tenets that 
continue to have a stunting effect on their 
personal development in the life around them. . • . 
Superstitions, taboos, and a residue of 
demeaning customs continue to restrict women to 
roles that allow for little self-esteem. Men tend 
to encourage superstitions as a means of control 
over women.102 

This lack of awareness and self-esteem on the part 

of women exists to a greater extent of society in general 

in Latin America c?nd other third world countries because 

the underlying determinant is education. Educational 

opportunities for women are much greater in the United 

States and Western Europe than in Latin America and it is 

not easy to disavow age old traditions and beliefs unless 

one has something with which to replace them. The 

Nicaraguan poet, Giaconda Belli, expresses her frustration 

in the following manner: 

... sometimes I think it's easier to face an 
enemy in combat than to confront the inheritance 
of concepts and prejudices we carry inside 
ourselves and transform it. • . . It produced 
enormous contradictions and we don't have any 
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models at hand because it's something new that has 
to be created. (Perdita Huston, p. 63) 
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Many Latin American feminists are working to create 

a new consciousness among women and to begin to educate 

women about their own issues which have been ignored in the 

past. In the past two decades a variety of conferences and 

workshops have been organized to study the many aspects of 

women's lives that have remained largely invisible to the 

general public. The first major conference dealing with 

such feminine perspectives was held in Buenos Aires in 

1974. Since then women have made major contributions at 

conferences in Bogota, 1976; Mexico city and San Juan, 

1977; Rio de Janeiro, 1978; Montevideo and Caracas, 1979. 

In 1981 four major conferences for women were held in 

Bogota, San Jose, Havana, and Rio de Janeiro. 

International conferences that have included 

important papers on Latin American women have taken place 

in Massachussetts, 1976; Copenhagen, 1980; Mexico City, 

1983; and during various meetings of the Latin American 

Studies Association. (Safa, Nash, p. 40) The purpose of 

these papers and conferences is to educate and raise the 

consciousness of women and men who have consistently 

ignored women's role in the private and public spheres. 

The concern now is to use women's contributions as 
leverage for change in Latin America, which is 
undergoing one of the worst economic crises in its 



history. As always, women are falling victims to 
this crisis, and are looking for new survival 
strategies such as migration, industrial 
employment often in the newer export-processing 
plants, and mobilization through various forms of 
collective actions in both capitalist and 
socialist countries. • . • The lack of data (in 
past conferences and papers)reflected a consistent 
lack of interest or attention to women's 
contributions to economic, political, and social 
life. Whether investigators were influenced by 
neoclassical Marxist dependency or 
developmentalists paradigms, they tended to stop 
short of an analysis of women's condition in any 
but the most stereotyped roles in the family and 
biological reproduction. (Safa, Nash, p.4) 
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Many conferences have focused on certain areas of 

study such as segmentation of the work force by gender and 

ethnicity, social relations in production and the 

reproduction of society, women in the articulation of modes 

of production, and women in the global integration of 

production. Other topics have included female political 

action and the state, male and female sexual roles, women 

and class issues, and discussions of future directions and 

actions that women must take to enter into the mainstream 

of society. 

Many women's organizations have been emerging 

throughout Latin America in diverse and varied forms from 

Housewives Committees, Mothers of the Dead and Disappeared, 

Mother's Clubs, organizations of female domestic servants, 

female vendors, prostitutes, semi-guerrilla organizations 

such as the Comunidad Femenina Micaela Bastides in Peru, 
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the Asociaci6n Femenina en Defensa y Promocion de la Mujer 

that set up various soup kitchens in Peru, the Barzolas in 

Bolivia that ultimately came to be seen as instruments of 

repression and organizations such as the Federation of 

Cuban Women founded as a women's mass organization 

supporting the revolutionary transformations of the 

country. (Andreas, p. 347) Although the philosophies and 

ideologies of these various organizations differ greatly at 

times, many have organized for the same reasons. 

The emergence of feminist consciousness has been 
linked historically with the active participation 
of women with men in social struggles important to 
them both and to the subsequent changes this 
struggle brings to the relations between men and 
women. The entrance of women into the paid 
workforce has also been associated with the 
origins of feminist movements allover the 
world. (Andreas, p. 41) 

A common complaint of many women who have been active 

in male organizations pressing for social reform is that 

women are systematically excluded from leadership roles or 

any participation in the decision making process. Instead, 

women were counted on for their logistical support for the 

struggle. As one feminist recalled, "The repression 

doesn't distinguish between men and women-the only ones 

that apparently maintain this inequality are our comrades 

of the political parties of the Left." (Andreas, p. 21) In 
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Bolivia feminists bitterly denounce their party, union, and 

the so-called laws of equality that only exist on paper • 

. • . On the contrary, both the party and the 
union subordinated the women's struggle to the 
interests of their institutions' upper echelons;at 
no time did they address demands specific to women 
as an exploited and discriminated sector ••. In 
this respect, the party that called itself 
nationalist and revolutionary and the union that 
called itself class conscious both fell under the 
influence of patriarchal capitalist society when 
it came to their conception of women's role in a 
society in which they are already active 
participants. • • The women's struggle in 
Bolivia can no longer restrict itself to searching 
for formal mechanisms of participation. Women 
effectively participate in other ways. Every 
possible legal restitution has been written into 
law, but in actual practice discrimination against 
women is still sanctioned in every sphere of 
Bolivian society. (Nash, Safa, p. 342) 

Because of these attitudes among organizations 

dominated by men, women are forming their own organizations 

to work in conjunction and in solidarity with their men 

but with more of a focus and concentration on issues that 

affect women. However, many men imbued with the machista 

tradition are not pleased with this development. "It was 

one thing to participate in an emergency situation in which 

men's interests were evidently at stake and women were 

needed to give help to men. It was another thing entirely 

for women to meet on a regular basis as womenvto explore 

their resources and give strength to eachother in 
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confronting daily problems which includes problems with men 

and male domination, both at home and in the society at 

large." (Andreas, p. 38) It is apparent that traditional 

male attitudes toward women need to be overcome in order 

to promote true solidarity between the sexes. At the same 

time, women are beginning to learn that feminine issues are 

important and relevant to the reality that they live in. 

"What many Peruvian feminists are learning through 

political activity is that although their major antagonist 

at present is the state, insistence on attention to women's 

problems is not misplaced." (Andreas, p. 38) 

As a result of her interviews with Latin American 

women Elsa Chaney concluded that Latin American women face 

two problems in their paths to a freer future. The first 

is a summary of Showalter's ideas, as "overcoming the 

negative features of women's image in Latin America and 

building on the positive aspects of their role." The 

negative features most likely include attitutes of 

misogyny, the "feminine mystique," and false "scientific" 

notions. The positive features would be what Chaney 

characterizes as the "advantages of the Latin feminine 

culture, perspective and domain." (Chaney, p. 18) This may 

be an essential difference between Latin and North American 

feminism. Although Latin American feminists call for a 
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major restructuripg of society tha~ would include all 

oppressed classes, it seems that even in that major 

restructuring that women would find ways to work and 

cooperate within the system and with men. Rather than 

challenge men directly they would find ways to achieve 

power through other methods that are less confrontational 

and then use that position to reform the condition of 

women. By the very fact that professional Latin American 

women are still generally relegated to professions that are 

considered acceptable for 'women, i.e. schoolteaching, 

nursing, secretarial work, this means that men will not 

attempt to fill those positions as to do so may be damaging 

to their macho image. Therefore women do not have to 

compete with men for these jobs and may rise to the top of 

their profession in these fields more rapidly than North 

American women. Ii ••• the very fact of their margination 

to designated feminine fields gives Latin American women an 

advantage that North American women largely have lost:the 

opportunity to rise to the top in certain professions." 

(Chaney, p. 80) It must be understood that here we are 

obviously referring to upper and middle class women for 

they are the ones who are able to enter the professional 

world. Just as women of color were largely exluded from 

the feminist movement in the sixties and seventies,so have 
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the underprivileged masses of women in Latin America, and 

little is said about how to better the options and 

opportunities for all women. It seems that leftist women 

are the only ones to concern themselves with the lot of the 

working class and Chaney believes this may be the main 

reason for the lack of a mass base of sUPP9rt for feminist 

movements in Latin America. Just as leftist women place 

class solidarity above women's issues, the upper and middle 

class women will not feel solidarity with the lower 

classes, considering them "sad, lazy, poor, always 

expecting things to be given to her, not to work." 

(Chaney, p.45) Other factors are that men make sure that 

women's issues are seen as only a part of the greater 

picture, so that women are reluctant to form separate 

feminist movements, and that women who have gained some 

important position in society have done it as individuals 

and do not envision themselves getting involved in 

collective movements. "While North America and Europe are 

talking about women's liberation in terms of the potential 

as persons" which includes full access to birth control for 

married and unmarried women, legalization of abortion and 

day-care centers, these issues challenge Latin American 

traditions -much more than issues such as voting and legal 

rights for which Latin Amercian sufragettes fought. Due to 
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all of these reasons, Chaney doesn't believe that a full-

scale feminist movement will develop for many years. 

(Chaney, p. 45) 

Another perception held by Latin American women is 

that as women who live in capitalist societies have all of 

the advantages that technology can offer at their 

fingertips, it is no wonder that they are the ones to come 

up with the most radical and innovative ideas about sexual 

equality. 

Puesto que los paises capitalistas de monopolio 
avanzado poseen las economias mas eficientes y el 
aparato politico mas desarrollado del mundo hoy en 
dia, es natural que sean ellos tambien los que 
produzcan los mas grandes adelantes en cuanto a la 
igualdad para el sexo femenino, especialmente si 
la creciente fusion entre la inversi6n pUblica y 
privada da origen a un capitalismo de monopolio 
estatal 0 a un estado de beneficiencia social. 
(Chincilla, p.32) 

Also, because,for example, North American women have 

all of the technological advantages, they have the extra 

time to enter into the public or professional sphere 

because it will not interfere with their rble as wife and 

mother, and therefore it becomes less threatening to men. 

IILas mujeres que tienen menos hijos, aparatos para ayudar 

en la cocina . . . aumento el indice de vida y entonces 

aceptaron a la mujer en la esfera pUblica porque no era una 

amenaza a la existencia del nucleo familiar." (Chincilla, 

p. 32) That North American women are able to combine an 
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outside life with their family lives thanks to the basic 

advantages that come with techonology is certainly a valid 

point. Also it becomes apparent that women are competent 

to do the same jobs as men, so preconceived ideas begin to 

be modified. Women in Latin America do not have those 

technological advantages and in fact the majori.ty is 

immersed in attempting to survive their poverty stricken 

conditions. 

A basic premise that is accepted by feminists 

regardless of nationality, class, or race, is that in order 

to effect any changes one must start with education. It 

has been traditional thought that women did not need an 

education as they were meant to stay at home and practice 

domestic pursuits; also, a silent woman was preferable as 

she was meant to listen and obey, never having any opinions 

of her own, much less voiced. (Gilbert and Gubar, p. 80) 

An educated woman was perceived as dangerous and 

undesirable as she may contest the will and wisdom of her 

mate; therefore fathers ensured that their daughters 

remained ignorant and innocent of all worldy matters or it 

would be difficult to find a match for her. Hence women 

grew up believing all of the things that were said of them 

and there were only a few that we know of who questioned 

what they were taught in the home. Many of these, such as 

Harriet Martineu in the nineteenth century, clearly saw 
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that education was necessary for girls. (Showalter, 

Women's Liberation and Literature, p. 82) Previous to 

that the Mexican nun, Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz in the 

seventeenth century proved that women could be equal to or 

surpass men at learning. And there are many examples of 

women who had educated themselves and were known to 

question their "natural" role in society, such as 

Guillemine of Bohemia in the thirteenth century who created 

a woman's church around her and questioned the theological 

teachings of her time. (Rowbotham, p. 26) However, despite 

these examples, women in the twentieth century find 

themselves still steeped in ignorance, to a greater or 

lesser degree depending on social economic 110li tical 

circumstances, probably because women's liberation has 

never been a mass movement as it is in the process of 

becoming in certain societies. "The emancipation of women 

is spectacularly new. Enlightment must follow. And the 

enlightment has, for women, and especially by women, not 
103 

yet occurred." For many Latin American women in the 

upper echelons of society education is limited to subjects 

that are considered suitable for women and they are taught 

103 
Cynthia Ozick, "Women and Creativity: The 

Demise of the Dancing Dog," in Gornick and Moran, Woman 
in Sexist Society., p. 318. 
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little to change their attitudes about themselves or the 

image of women in general. 

Are not women in the more advanced Latin American 
countries entering the universities, the 
professional world, and the work force in large 
numbers? Evidently they are . • . but they do so 
without affecting their inferior position as 
women. What must be noted is the extreme degree 
to which most professional women of Latin America 
are relegated to a feminine world where few men 
are present. Girls attend liceos and colegios 
staffed entirely (by law in Chile) by women 
teachers and directors unless, for certain 
courses, a woman teacher is not available. If 
they continue, they most often study for feminine 
professions in schools and institutes staffed and 
administered by women when their fellow students 
are, in the main, women. From these 'feminine 
faculties' women go on to careers or public 
service posts in which their supervisors and 
colleagues are largely women; their clients also 
are primarily females and juveniles. Women simply 
do not develop "colleague relationships" with men, 
nor do they have much opportunity for regular 
collaboration with them in their work. (Chaney, p. 
77) 

For many of these women, access to works 

dealing with issues that concern them is difficult or 

impossible. 

He podido comprobar que incontable mujeres 
latinoamericanas no pose en mas que su idioma natal 
y que las librerias no les ofrecen los libros 
clasicos sobre la mujer, ni siquiera los escritos 
en espanol y tampoco los escritos en otros idiomas 
aunque hayan sido ya traducidos anos antes. El 



tema de la mujer tratado por mujeres modernas no 
es lectura al alcance de la mujer 
latinoamericana."104 

Some feminists believe that education in its 
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traditional form creates an avenue of escape for those who 

would rather not confront the real issues. "Educational 

activities, especially those conducted under the auspices 

of bourgeois institutions, do not always address the 

underlying causes of women's problems. Forums and academic 

conferences can cause women to avoid discussing avenues of 

political struggle that are not acceptable to the 

sponsoring agencies." (Andreas, p.154) 

For the less privileged classes in Latin America education 

in any form for anyone, much less women, is highly 

unlikely. 

Es verdaderamente lamentable constatar que en 
pleno Siglo XX todavia sea tan elevado el 
porcentaje Q.e mujeres analfabetas y tambie!ll la 
discriminacion que se ejerce contra la mujer en 
casi todos los campos del quehacer humano, a pesar 
de 10 dispuesto, 10 meramente formal de los 
ordenamientos legales."105 

104 
Otilia de Tejeira, La jaula invisible (Mexico: B. 

Costa Amic Editor, 1977), p. 29. 
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Martha Gonzalez Sanchez, "La mujer y la 
planificacion familiar," en Guerra-Cunningham, Mujer y. 
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Although the patriarchal institutions that generally 

govern in Latin America do not consider education of women 

to be of primary importance, in reality this is a loss to 

the whole of society. 

The expectation that the typical woman's 
occupational choice will be limited (due perhaps 
to household responsibilities) and that she will 
spend less time in work for cash income than the 
typical man, probably helps explain the pattern of 
less education for women in many countries and the 
minimal emphasis in development programs on 
raising productivity in typically female jobs. 
Less education, however, entails cost to society, 
not only because of the loss of women's potential 
for higher productivity in market work, but also 
because women as mothers make the first 
investments in the nutrition, health, and 
education of children-investments that are 
critical to future economic growth. lOG 

Apparently education is the key to a real 

emancipation of women. Women who begin to see and think 

for themselves and question the patriarchal values of their 

culture, are on their way to liberation. Because first, 

they must begin to question before they can attempt the 

answers. 

But until now no one has been serious and 
passionate and certainly no one has been 
argumentative concerning attitudes about women. 
Once a problem has been articulated, the answer is 
implicit; the answer is already fated. But this 

10GMayra Buvinic, Margaret A. Lycette, William Paul 
McGreevey, Women, Poverty, and the Third World (Baltimore: 
John Hopkins University PRess, 1983), p. 13. 



problem was never articulated; there was no 
answer, because no one ever asked the question. 
(Ozick, p.317) 
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Latin American women are just beginning to ask those 

questions and they will find their own anS~\1ers. What is 

important is that they are looking inwards in search of 

their own truth: "La mujer esta aprendiendo a volver su 

mirada, su pensamiento, dentro de si;esta aprendiendo a 

educar sus emociones, a alumbrarse con la interna luz que 
107 

se enciende hasta resplandecer en todo el que la busca." 

Women in affluent societies have held certain 

advantages that have allowed them to question their 

traditional roles in socieoty somewhat earlier than Latin 

American women, but Latin American women are on their way: 

"La mujer latinoamericana avanza en la conquista de sus 

derechos, pero 10 hace mas lentamente que la europea y la 

norteamericana. Urge lograr un impulso dinarnico 

concertado." (de Tejeira, p. 19) 

Again, it must be reiterated that Latin American 

women will seek and find their own solutions which mayor 

may not follow the pattern of North American feminism. 
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As women in Latin America continue to voice 
commitment to institutions like the family which 
North American feminists have long since begun to 
question, the ability of women from North and 
South America to work together becomes more 
problematic. Yet if we are to strive, in the 
words ,of June Nash and Helen Safa, for 'greater 
understanding among the sisters of the Americas' 
North American feminists must begin to confront 
the thought-provoking challenge to our own 
concepts of feminism that many women in Latin 
America present. Even more immediately, the 
challenge is to understand Latin American women on 
their own terms, not ours. (Wesserspring, " p. 8) 
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This chapter concludes with a quote that summarizes 

the humanist attitude of men and women worldwide necessary 

to achieve the liberation of women. It is in answer to a 

quote made by Dr. Johnson two centuries ago who remarked 

that to see a woman preacher reminded him of "a dog dancing 

on its hind legs, one marvels not at how well it is done, 

but that is is done at all." In answer, Cynthia Osick 

echoes a voice deep down inside of all humanity: 

But a humanist society-you and I do not live in 
one-is one in which a voice is heard: Come, 'it 
says, 'here is a world requiring architects, 
painters, playwrights, sailors, bridgebuilders, 
jurists, captains, composers, discoverers, and a 
thousand things besides, all real and obvious. 
Partake', it says, 'live.' Is it a man's'voice or 
a woman's voice? Students, colleagues, listen 
again;it is two voices. 'How obvious,' you will 
one day reply, and if you laugh, it will be at the 
quaint folly of obsolete custom, which once failed 
to harness the obvious; it will not be at a dancing 
dog. (Ozick, p. 32) 



CHAPTER 3 

REPRESENTATION OF THE NARRATOR 

In The Craft of Fiction Percy Lubbock states that 

"the art of fiction does not begin until the novelist 

thinks of his (her) story as a matter to be shown, to be so 
108 

exhibited that it will tell itself." Many critics agree 

that the art of narration requires little or no 

interference from the author informing the reader how 

he/she should react to the work at hand. Rather, through 

the portrayal of characters and actions, or perhaps by 

disguising one's voice in that of a character's, the reader 

should be able to capture the essence of the author's 

message without being informed of it directly. In that 

sense an author's voice is seen as an unnecessary 

intrusion as it disturbs the reader's concentration and 

immersion in the real world of the novel. Joseph Warren 

Beach hails the "exit" of the author as the most impressive 

thing about the modern novel; Lubbock states that "to hand 

over to the reader the facts of the story merely as so much 

108 
Percy Lubbock, The Craft of Fiction (London: 

Jonathan Cape, 1928), p:-62. 
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information-this is no more than to state the 'argument' of 

the book, the groundwork upon which the novelist proceeds 
109 

to create." However, in the Rhetoric of Fiction Wayne 

Booth expresses doubts that the art of "showing" is always 

better than that of "telling," for much depends on how well 

either is done. Also, he questions where the line can be 

drawn between "showing" and "telling" as an author's voice 

can be disguised but never eliminated totally (p.20); by 

the choice of subject, the sequence of events, and what is 
110 

not included, the author's voice is revealed. At 

any rate, it becomes apparent that the voice expressed in a 

narration will take on an autonomous existence of its own 

reflecting to a greater or lesser degree the voice of the 

author and in that way maneuvering the distance and 

therefore the relationship between the two. Booth makes a 

distinction between the real author and the author's voice 

which appears, that he calls the "implied author," or the 

author's "second self." 

109 
Joseph Warren Beach, The Twentieth century Novel: 

Studies in Technique (New ~ork, 1932), p. 468. 
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Even the novel in which no narrator is dramatized 
creates an implicit picture of an author who 
stands behind the sc'enes, whether as stage 
manager, as'puppeteer, or as an indifferent God 
silently paring his fingernails. This implied 
author is always distinct from the real man, 
whatever we might take him to be who creates a 
superior version of himself, 'a second self', as 
he creates his work. (Booth, Rhetoric of Fiction, 
p. 151) -

The "implied author" that Booth refers to is the 
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narrator of a text, and the degree to which this "implied 

author" reveals or does not reveal her/himself to the 

reader corresponds to the representation of the narrative 

figure in fiction. Lubbock describes the "implied author" 

as " ... somebody in the middle of the action who is 

clearly the person to interpret it for us, and the action 

will accordingly be faced from his or her position." (p. 

75) In Interpretacion y. Analisis de la Obra Literaria," 

Wolfgang Kayser describes this phenomenon as the author 

hiding behind the figure of a narrator in whose mouth the 
111 

narration is placed. What Booth calls an "implied 

author," Kayser refers to as the "fictitious narrator," 

distinguishing between two models. The first is described 

as a narrator who recounts actions as if she/he had lived 

·them. This is called first person narration, or subjective 

111 
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narration. If the narrator is outside or apart from the 

actions described, then the narration is in third person. 

Obviously there are numerous variations to these narrative 

forms such as the "epistolary," essentially a first person 

narration in the form of correspondence. Kayser describes 

these different forms as variations of the relationship of 

the public with the narrated material and the narrator, 

denominating it as the narrative attitude. In that sense a 

narrator's attitude may be one attempting to establish an 

intimacy between her/himself with the public and 

visualizing themselves to be on an equal plane; or it may be 

one in which the narrator prefers a superior relationship 

with the publ~cr established of old in the epic as 

"omniscience" when the narrator knows and tells all. 

Similarly, Henry James distinguishes between different uses 

of the author's voice in a work in either the dramatic or 
112 

pictorial form. In the latter the author's voice, or the 

narrator, tells all and it is apparent that what is being 

said reveals her/his own ideas; in this case the narrator 

controls all, which Booth calls her/his "privilege" 

(omniscience) and the narrator supervises and directs the 

actions of the work from a vantage point far above that of 

112 
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the characters, described by Lubbock as the panoramic 

presentation. The dramatic form takes place when the 

author's voice at least appears to be absent, which Lubbock 

calls the scenic method. (p.G7) In this case the characters 

reveal themselves not necessarily by telling the reader who 

they are but gradually·revealing through their attitudes, 

actions, conversations, what they are all about. Lubbock 

states that a character's mind tells its own story-not the 

character, not the author-it tells itself and this is 

dramatizing it. (p. 149) From the above descriptions it is 

apparent that the narrator of a text is not the author and 

yet it is important to emphasize this point as that 

confusion still exists in the works of certain critics. 

In his recent work Narrative Discourse, Gerard Genette 

explores new approaches to the study of the relationship 
113 

between the narrator and a text. In itself, the title of 

his work demonstrates the focus of his study. For him, 

narrative discourse means narrative text, and an analysis 

of narrative discourse constantly studies the relationship 

between discourse and what it tells, and discourse and who 

produces it. (Genette uses story to refer to the narratiVE) 

content, narrative for the narrative text, and narrating 

113 
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for the producing narrative action.) Genette states that 

it is in the narrative alone that one discovers the 

necessary information both about the events it describes 

and of the act of producing the narrative • 

. • . our knowledge of the two (the events and the 
action of writing) mast be indirect, unavoidably 
mediated by the narrative discourse and the 
acti vi ty of \rlri ting leaves in it traces, signs or 
indices that we can pick up and interpret-traces 
such as the presence of a first-person pronoun to 
mark the oneness of character and narrator, or a 
verb in the past tense to indicate that a 
recounted action occurred prior to the narrating 
action, not to mention more direct and more 
explicit indications. (Genette, p. 29) 

In other words for Genette the story and the act of 

narrating, therefore the narrator, only exist in their 

relationship to the narrative. However the narrative as 

narrated discourse can only be such if it tells a story, or 

it is not narrative, and if it is told by someone, or it 

is not discourse. 

Genette considers the narrative to be a linguistic 

production. Therefore 'to analyze narrative discourse he 

uses terminology taken from the grammar of verbs. 

Borrowing from Todorov, Genette uses "tense" to describe 

the relationship between the time of the story and the time 

when it is being told, or the time when the discourse is 

expressed. He uses the term "mood" to determine who the 

character is whose point of view orients the narrative 

perspective, basically answering the question of who sees? 
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It is here that Genette makes an important distinction in 

the study of point of view because he distinguishes between 

"mood" and "voice." "Mood' will be dealt with further in 

the section concentrating on point of view, but "voice" 

tells one who the narrator is, or who the person/persons 

are who report the action of the narrative. In the grammar 

of verbs, "voice" refers to the "mode of action of the verb 

in its relations with the subject," the subject in 

narrative discourse being the person who carries out or 

submits to the action and also those who tell what is 

happening. 

Therefore the question of whether a character is also 

the narrator (first person narration) or the narrator is 

someone else, is not a question of point of view because 

the point of view is the same in both cases; it is a 

question of voice, the relationship of the verbs to the 

subject. For this reason Genette believes that all 

narrating is done in the first person. The real question 

is whether or not the narrator can use the first person to 

designate one of his/her characters. Essential to this 

activity is the time of the narration because it must be 

narrated in the past, present or future, while the location 

may be irrelevant. 

There are four types of narrating whose chief 

temporal determination of the narrating instance is 
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obviously its position relative to the story: subsequent, 

when the narrative is in the past tense; prior, when the 

narrative is in the future or perhaps present tense; 

simultaneous, when the narrative is in the present 

contemporaneous with the action; and interpolated, when the 

narrative is in between the moments of action. Of these 

four the first is the most commonly used. 

Implicit in the ideas expressed above is the belief 

that a work of fiction should, as much as possible, allow 

the reader to immerse him/herself in the fictitious world. 

The art of narrating, then, involves a craft in which 

through certain narrative techniques, an author may induce 

a reader to easily separate him/herself from their own 

reality and lose themselves in the reality of the work 

they are studying. For that reason, little use of 

recognizable rhetoric is encouraged as this will distract 

the reader. Lubbock puts it this way: "A novel is a 

picture of life, and life is well known to us; let us first 

realize it and then, using our taste, let us judge whether 

it is true, vivid, convincing-like life, in fact." (p. 9) 

However, Genette questions the premise that narrative can 

be the art of showing, as no narrative can "show" or 

"imitate" the story it tells. However, it may be told in a 

manner which is "detailed, precise, alive and in that way 
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give more or less the illusion of imitating. Showing is 

only a way of telling, making one forget that it is the 

narrator telling. In other words, pretending to show is 

pretending to be silent." (Genette,p. 297) 

Just as there is an author and an "implied author," 

in the same manner there exists an audience and an "implied 

audience." Peter J. Rabinowitz describes the former as the 

"authorial audience," the audience that knows and 

understands that what it is reading is not real. The 

latter he calls the "narrative audience," which must 

divorce itself from exterior reality and identify with the 
114 

internal nuances of the work of fiction. To the degree 

that they can do so is a mark of good fiction, according to 

many critics. But Booth reminds us that this is not always 

so; certain works where the authorial voice intrudes to 

interrupt the world of fiction may still be successful 

works of art. In general, however, Booth believes that a 

work may lose merit when it becomes apparent that the 

author is expounding on her/his own views without 

attempting to disguise them. "There is this much truth to 

the demand of objectivity in the author; signs of the real 

114 
Peter Rabinowitz, "Assertion and Assumption: 

Fictional Patterns and the External World," PMLA 96 
(1981), p. 409. 



136 

author's untransformed loves and hates are almost always 

fatal." (p. 86) 

The following pages focus on applying the above 

theoretical analysis to the narrator in the fqur previously 

mentioned novels. 

* * '* * * '* 
According to Seymour Menton, Dora Alonso's novel 

Tierra inerme is an attempt to justify the Cuban Revolution 

of 1959 and the agrarian reform that resulted. As such, 

he calls it a "novel of the land," typical of this time in 

that it reflects a growing national consciousness apparent 
115 

in novelistic production. As Tierra Inerme was 

published in 1961 immediately after the Revolution it is 

possible that it had actually been written much earlier but 

remained unpublished until after the overthrow of dictator 

Fulgencio Batista. Concentrating on the inhumane living 

conditions of the campesinos during the dictator's time, it 

therefore becomes documentation of the conditions in Cuba 

pre-Revolution and a manner in which to exorcise oneself 
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from that reality. "Todo intento de saldar cuentas con el 

pasado, al presentar vividamente situaciones y personajes 

que perviven en nuestra memoria como una pesadilla 

angustiosa, implicaba en si una especie de exorcismo de ese 
116 

pasado." 

The representation of the narrator corresponds to 

that associated with the traditional novel. It is a 

strongly personal narrator who knows all and gradually 

provides the reader with the bits and pieces of information 

necessary to capture the fundamental meaning of the text. 

Although the narration is in third person and therefore the 

narrator is an observer apart from the text who may be male 

or female,it becomes apparent through the perspective 

revealed that the narrator is female and that she is 

spatially and temporally near to what is being narrated. 

As such, sympathies and antipathies are expressed quite 

clearly in comments throughout the text revealing the voice 

of the narrator and ensuring that the reader understands 

the message being conveyed. It becomes clear that Tierra 

inerme reflects an intense preocupation with the socio-

116 
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historic political situation of Cuba before the Revolution 

of '69; at times this preocupation predominates and tends to 

distract the reader from the world of fiction. But because 

the narrator assumes various points of view and in doing so 

remains apart from the body of the text to some extent, she 

is able to present to the reader a glaring view of the 

world described, the unfiltered vision of the outsider. 

Vivian Gornick describes the position of the outsider in 

literature: 

The literary concept of the outsider speaks to the 
idea of a human being, who, for mysterious reasons 
and in mysterious ways, is outside the circle of 
ordinary human experience. Rather than mingling 
with one's fellows within the circle's embrace, 
one stands beyond it and because of the distance 
one is able to see deeply into the circle, 
penetrating to its very center, one's vision, a 
needle piercing the heart of life. Invariably, 
what is seen is intolerable, and further, what one 
sees makes living intolerable. For while the 
characteristics and recognizable elements of all 
other human beings are shared the mere distance of 
the outsider has acted as a force for an 
economical kind of perception, a perception that 
is trained on the irreducible: thus, the outsider 
is denied the filtered vision that allows men and 
women to live without too troubling an 
insight.117 

This condition of marginality is reflected in the 

character of Ernestina, the protagonist, with whom the 
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narrator identifies the most as becomes apparent through 

the various comments made in the text sympathizing with her 

plight caused mostly by the actions of men. The reader is 

left with the impression that Ernestina is an instrument to 

express the narrator's own attitudes and beliefs, 

especially in regard to being female in a male-dominated 

society. Although a poverty stricken orphan mu1atta, 

Ernestina has managed through tremendous sacrifices and 

perseverance to educate herself and become aware of the 

injustices in her society. Due to circumstances she lives 

in the countryside with her uncle and his family among the 

uneducated and oppressed campesinos. Because her vision of 

the world is quite different and unintelligible to the 

people that surround her, she is an outsider. "Andres la 

miraba con bur1a y rastica malicia. No podia entenderla. 

Ni e1, ni ninguno de los hombres y mujeres que tambien 

compartian 1a misma suerte, mu1tip1icandose 

inconscientemente, ciegamente, en la tierra adentro." 

(p.21) Ernestina's isolation is further emphasized by 

the abuse she has suffered at male hands. Her father, an 

alcoholic womanizer, abandoned her mother and her at an 

early age. Her first love affair with which the novel 

begins ends in disaster as she discovers that she has been 

deceived by her lover, Eduardo, and learns from her uncle 
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that he has married. Eduardo reappears on the scene later 

in the novel only to try to seduce Ernestina. When this 

fails, he implies to the strongmen of the region, the 

Juanes brothers, that he has slept with her which almost 

costs Ernestina her life and her chance for happiness with 

the Juanes' son, Guillermo. 

According to some critics, the theme of love is a 

recurring one in female narration as this has long been the 

center of women's lives. Having been defined as the 

"other" she must have an absolute in her life, usually a 

male figure, around which she can revolve and from which 

she can draw meaning to her existence. Distanced from the 

real world of male power, she lives in a world of her own 

in which love plays a central role in denying her 

powerlessness. As Lucia Guerra Cunningham states, "La 

prioridad de 10 subjetivo convierte a la novela en una 

aventura interior que se podria definir como la busqueda 

solitaria del amor para lograr la realizacion de la 

existencia. En este proceso de busqueda, la protagonista 

se aleja de la realidad exterior de un modo enajenado que 
118 

la conduce al aislamiento y la ensonaci6n". If one were 
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to accept this premise, then the female character of the 

narrator in Tierra inerme becomes more apparent. In the 

descriptions of Ernestina's love affair and the servant 

girl Chacha's seduction, the narration acquires a dreamlike 

quality which has little to do with exterior reality but 

rather reflects the turbulent state of mind of the women. 

• . • el pie (del pad=e)sobresale desnudo y largo 
y sucio como una rna no que quisiera cogerla en 
cualquier momento. A ella Ie parece una mano . . 
. la puerta de la casa la ve salir con los ojos de 
gato de sus huecos, perderse en la manigua loca de 
grillos, atravesar el agua de la luna con su paso 
furtivo . • • y no esta bien segura si es cierto 
que ve un hombre a la espera de Chacha. . . . (p. 
59) 

To underscore the surreal nature of the atmosphere, 

Chacha loses her virginity on the night of San Juan, a 

magical holiday when anything is possible. Certainly this 

paragraph emphasizes the isolation and lack of contact with 

reality to which Guerra-Cunningham refers. Likewise, 

Ernestina's love affair with the Juanes' son, Guillermo, 

acquires the same dreamlike quality enhanced by the magic 

of the river that runs next to the Mallorguin's shack where 

their relation develops. 

The presence of the narrator can be felt 

througbout the text in emotional comments, interjections, 

exclamations that are made repeatedly, showing who the 

narrator is, or who is reporting the action. The narrative 
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instance is subsequent to the action, with moments of 

commentary or interpolation revealing the voice of the 

narrator. Perhaps because the narrator is interested in 

describing the conditions of the world Ernestina and the 

campesinos live in, the use of the verbs in the imperfect 

tense predominates throughout the narration, implying that 

those conditions still exist. As opposed to the preterite 

tense, this usage leaves ~he reader with the impression 

that the narrator is spatially and temporally very close to 

what is being described. In describing the plight of 

children born in a defenseless oppressed land, the narrator 

states: "Porque en la tierra inerme ellos nacian-ellos, !los 

ninos!-nacian de vientres comidos de lombrices, de sangre 

raquitica, de cansancio de pobres. De existir de 

olvidados." (p. 38) Obviously this is not an objective 

narrator but one who is deeply involved with the material 

being narrated. ~nother example is the description of the 

death of Venancio's son: 

El idiot a se deslumbro como un bicho de luz, y 
abrio la boca riendose y saludd con los perros, 
feliz del todo. Esta vez no se desviaron. Ni 
siquiera cuando se sintio aquello que era frente, 
dientes, pelos, lengua y casi cerebro, piernas y 
brazos aplastandose contra los hierros niquelados 
de cien caballos de fuerza. Cien caballos de 
muerte. Cien muertes sobre una muerte. Mister 
Higgins siguio adelante, violentamente ciego en el 
llamado de la cana de azucar, del oro, del botin 
isleno que se estaba perdiendo. (p. 36) 
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Again the narrator's presence is felt through the 

emotions expressed in the description. As pointed out in 

the depiction of the outsider, the narrator is not able 

to separate herself from certain troubling insights. This 

integrated interior perspective has also been used to 
119 

characterize female narration. 

* * * * * * 

Elena Poniatowska calls her novel,Hasta no verte 

Jesus mfo a testimonial novel because it is based on 

interviews between the author and the narrator, Jesusa 
120 

Palancares, who tells the story of her life. 

Therefore the narrator is a witness and participant to the 

social, economic, and political reality of the Mexico that 

she lives in and describes in first person. As such, the 

entire narration revolves around the narrator and the 

reader is conscious of her presence constantly. However, 

one is also aware that she is telling her story to a 

certain individual,the author, who organizes the sequence 
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of the narration and transposes Jesusa's oral testimony to 

written form. Because Poniatowska relies on memory to 

transcribe what Jesusa has told her, although it is not 

evident one may assume that there is much of Poniatowska's 
121 

own interpretation involved in Jesusa's narration. This 

poi~t will be developed in the final portion of this 

section. 

The first paragraph of the novel informs the reader 

that the narrator is an elderly woman who is living her 

third life on earth and although she has suffered in her 

past lives, once as a queen, in her current life she has 

suffered much more. As a visionary she relies on the Obra 

Espiritual to interpret her dreams and visions and guide 

her in a purification process before death. 

Esta es la tercera vez que regreso a la tierra, 
pero nunc a habia sufrido tanto como en esta 
reencarnaci6n ya que en la anterior fui reina. . . 
Lo se porque en una videncia que tuve me vi la 
cola. Estaba yo en un Salon de Belleza y habia 
unas lunas de espejo grandotas, largas, desde el 
suelo hasta arriba y en una de esas lunas me vi el 
vestido y la cola. Alcance a ver que se estiraba 
muy lejos, y alIa atras ya para terminar, en la 
punta, figuraba un triangulo jaspeado de tigre con 
manchas negras y amarillas. Toda la ropa era 
blanca; ajuar de novia, pero alIi donde aca~aba el 
vestido estaba el pedazo de piel de tigre como la 
flecha en la cola del diablo. Junto a mi se 
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de un lado y Pierrot del otro, los dos de blanco y 
con esas lunas negras que siempre les: ponen. En 
la Obra Espiritual les conte mi revelacion y me 
dijeron que toda esa ropa blanca era el habito con 
el que tenia que hacerme presente a la hora del 
Juicio y que el Senor me habia concedido 
contemplc3.rme tal y como fui en alguna de las tres 
veces que vine a la tierra. Lo unico que te 
queda de mancha es ese pinto que te visten en la 
cola del vestido. . • Es 10 unico que te falta 
por blanquear y si no 10 blanqueas, devorara tu 
inocencia. (p. 9) 
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The narration that follows is a personal monologue 

which Jesusa Palancares directs to the interviewer and in 

that way to the public, describing the suffering and 

hardship she has endured in her third life from birth 

until the moment of the actual narration, which she 

believes has been a process of atonement for the sins she 
122 

committed during her lifetime. Therefore, the novel 

bears a circular structure which returns the reader to the 

point in time when Jesusa begins her story, apparently 

leaving her in control of the entire narration. 

The narrator is an isolated being who feels 

alienated in her own political, economic, social environment 

largely due to her condition as a woman in a society which 
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degrades her sex and her social class. As a woman of the 

impoverished class, she learned to struggle and fight for 

survival using all the resources at her disposal, including 

vulgar language and physical violence as she grew older and 

stronger. Because she is a strong, independent woman who 

refuses ,to be governed by any male or female, she leads a 

lonely, genderless existence, an outsider whose marginality 

allows her to circumvent the system and lead her own life. 

(Madrigal, p. 10) "Por eso yo soy sola, porque no me gusta 

que me gobierne nadie. " (p. 153) Hancock describes 

her as "a blend of male and female traits, a genderless 

figure who embodies a multiplicity of dimensions that are 

not determined by conventional sex-role stereotypes." 

(Hancock, p. 353) Jesusa refuses to be defined or 

restricted by her sex, as she feels completely independent 

and in command of her own life. She feels the same working 

with foreigners as with the people of her land. "Como quien 

dice, trabaje con puros extranjeros, los de aqui siempre me 

han tratado como extraiia." (p. 60) She is the woman 

without a country, a woman who does not exist in the world 

of men who control the economies of their countries. 

Al fin de cuentas, yo no tengo patriae Soy como 
los hungaros: de ninguna parte. No me siento 
mexicana ni reconozco a los mexicanos. . . . Si 
yo tuviera dinero y bienes, seria mexicana, pero 
como soy peor que la basura, pues, no soy nada. 
Soy basura a la que el perro le echa una miada y 
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nada. Toda mi vida he sido el mismo microbio. 
(p. 218) 

At the time of the na:ration, Jesusa is also an 
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outsider in the physical sense because she is not in her 

homeland and she feels uncomfortable with her surroundings. 

A mi 10 que mas me gustaba de la paseada era salir 
a tomar el fresco hasta que amaneciera, ver el 
campito, la milpita que desunta; me acordaba de mi 
tierra verde y azul. . . . Un dia de estos me voy 
a ir sola para sentir la lluvia de nuevo, la de la 
montana, no la de aqui que ni amaciza la tierra, 
nomas ensucia. (p.172) 

Jesusa is a narrator who feels she is worthless as a 

human being, and that those who abuse her are more worthy 

than she is. She consistently defends the latter, although 

many times they have treated her with extreme cruelty, 

including beatings, stabbings, and psychological 

mistreatment. 

Diario me pegaba mi madrastra con lenos prendidosi 
yo estaba quemada de las manos, de los brazos por 
los tizones que sacaba de la lumbre y me aventaba. 
. . . Fue entonces cuando Evarista me dio la 
cuchillada porque se me cayeron los trastes y se 
quebraron toditos. . . La mama de mi madrastra 
fue la que se dio cuenta porque pase junto de ella 
. . . y al agacharme me vio ella toda la sangre 
que se habia secado. . . Tu la golpeaste, 
Evarista. Para que sepas como duele, a ti te voy 
a dar tus chicotazos. .. Y me Ie abrac~ a mi 
madrastra para que no Ie alcanzaran (a la 
madrastra) los azotes •.. (p, 42) 

In this sense she enacts the scenario of the abused 

woman/child who suffers from an age old guilt that leads 
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her to believe that if she is abused, it must be her fault 
123 

and she must deserve it. Also, Jesusa has been brought up 

in the traditional way, believing that the female must be 
-

self-sacrificing, forgiving, and concerned only with her 

fellow human beings, in imitation of Jesus Christ or the 

Virgin Mary, which is why many Latin females are given the 
124 

latter's name in her honor. In this case the name 

"Jesusa" is more fitting than the commonplace "Maria" 

because Jesusa is by no means a passive agent but rather a 

strong individual who believes in and fights for social 

justice in her own way even at her own expense, as evidenced 

by the incident of the stabbing. But at least initially 

when she is married, Jesusa passively tolerates the 

violence inflicted upon her by her husband because this is 

the way it was meant to be. It is only in her married life 

that she sees herself as a martyr. "Asi que yo fui martir. 

Ora no ora ya no soy martir. Sufro como todo el mundo pero 

no en comparacion de 10 que sufri cuando tenia marido." 

(0, 97) As Jesusa grows older she becomes more hardened and 
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learns to tolerate less and less abuse. Lucia Fox Lockert 

describes physical and psychological abuse as "one of the 

most degrading aspects of a male-dominated society," and 

Jesusa as "perhaps one of .the first documented (cases) of 

female self-defense, which shows a change in the 
125 

stereotyped pattern of women over men." However, Jesusa 

denigrates herself throughout the narration, likening her 

being to that of animals or the lowliest life on earth. 

Referring to her husband she states, "Mi marido me subia 

a una bestia como yo, que nom~s el montaba . " . . . , or 

speaking of her physical stature she says, "Soy del tamano 

de un perro." At a time when she has been robbed of 

everything and has nowhere to go, she jeers at herself by 

comparing herself to a turkey: " •.. guajolota a la que se 

Ie perdieron los guajolotitos, nom~s estirando el pescuezo 

" y volteando para todos lados. Cor • . . Cor . • • Cor. . . . 
Because she has seen the inside of many jails and prisons 

due to her temper and an unjust legal system, she compares 

herself to a vibora (po 177) 

As the narration is in first person, the reader 

is constantly reminded of "'Tho the narrator is. There are 
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innumerable interjections, comments, and opinions made by 

the narrator in the present as she recounts her past life 

that serve to characterize Jeusa, who makes no pretence of 

being objective. Marianna Madrigal calls this technique an 

entrar y salir del texto, an entering and leaving of the 

text, as Jesusa projects her viewpoints from the present 

into her narration of the past. (Madrigal, p. 11) 

En la colonia de la Garza vivi como tres meses 
nomas esperando a que saliera la gente hasta que 
me avisaron que ya se iban rumbo a Tampico y luego 
de destacamento a San Luis Potosi, San Ciro y 
Ciudad del Maiz. Lastima que ahora ya no se 
organizan esos destacamentos como antes, ni salen 
regimientos ni se van corporaciones. lSi no, yo 
me volveria a ir a trabajar con la tropa! Antes 
eran soldados, ahora son puros fantoches, nom~s 
salen en coche y los llevan a pasear. tYa van, ya 
vienen, sentados en coche !ya no son tropa! De 
soldados nom~s traen el disfraz. Antes los de a 
caballeria !a caballo dia y noche y los de 
infanteria, a golpe de calcet1n y con todas sus 
cosas cargadas! Ahora ya no. Ahora ya ni mujeres 
tienen. Ya no se las permiten en los 
cuarteles. . • • (p. 238) 

It becomes apparent that at the time Jesusa is telling her 

story she is a very old woman; 

... Aunque este mala, ando haciendo mi quehacer. 
Me quejo porque soy de carne y hueso, estoy llena 
de jiotes, con el alma en un hilo, pero no me doy. 
Por eso a la mera hora me ire a un cerro a que me 
ayuden a bien morir los zopilotes. Mientras tanto 
sigo iyendo al taller a hacer limpieza. Apenas 
puedo subirme al camien de tanto que me duelen las 
corvas, pero nunc a he dejado de trabajar ni porque 
me ande cayendo. . . . No tengo ni un cachito 
bueno, estoy vieja, vieja, vieja, todo es vejez, 
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pudo aguantar, cuantimas yo que no soy mas que 
basura •••. (p. 307) ••. Aqui estoy 
jirimiquiando, ya saco la lengua como los 
colgados, ya me estoy muriendo y sigo en pie como 
los arboles podridos •••. (p. 315) 

Jesusa is disgusted with modern times, still 

adhering to traditional values. She disapproves of the 

custom of both sexes bathing in public, for example, in 
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their scanty wear. And she sees no need for sex education: 

Antes las educaciones modernas les ensenan y oyen 
hasta 10 que no. Antes cada quien aprendia las 
cosas a su debido tiempo. Con los ninos hay que 
darse su lugarique ellos 10 respeten a uno y uno 
tambien debe respetarlos. Ahora, a los siete, 
ocho anos, hasta Ie dan a uno sesi6n de todo 10 
que saben. Yo no sabia como nacen los ninos. 
Para que? Si yo era una chiquilla,(para que se 
ponia mi madrastra a. plat.icar conmigo? (p. 49) 

Jesus also disapproves of what she considers 

exaggerated attention to women's biological functions, such 

as menstruation. 

En aquel tiempo si tenia uno sangres pues la tenia 
y ya. Si venia, pues que viniera y si no, no. A 
mi no me dijeron nada de ponerme trapitos ni nada. 
Me banaba dos 0 tres veces al dia y asi toda la 
vida. Nunca anduve con semejante cochinada alIi 
apestando a perro muerto. Y no me ensuciaba el 
vestido. (p. 49) 

Jesusa has led a full life and has played a variety of 

roles that contradict the traditional role of the Mexican 
Q 

woman. During the revolution she was an actual soldier, 

not only a soldadera who followed and served her man. When 



152 

Pedro, her husband, was killed she assumed command of his 

troops and led them out of a d~fficult situation. She 

has also been a maid, laundress, bartender, factory worker, 

vendor, seamstress, restaurant manager, and medium, to 

mention only a few of her professions. All of her life she 

has been constantly on the move and has no roots anywhere 

although she refers nostalgically to the place where she 

was born as mi tierra. 

As mentioned previously, throughout the narration 

the reader is aware that the narrator is addressing herself 

to someone who is present, and listening to her story, in 

this case, the interviewer, Elena Poniatowska, who organizes 

and transcribes Jesusa's story. Jesusa makes various 

comments to this effect. When speaking of a certain 

recipe, Jesusa says: " ... me acuerdo de la receta. Cuando 

quiera se la doy, nomas se fija en las tazas. Me gusto mas 

cocinar que cui dar muchachas atascadas." (p.60) At another 

point she says: ". en esta mano tenia yo un algodon con 

dos balas." Obviously she is directing herself to someone 

spatially and temporally near as evidenced by her reference 

to "this hand." At the end of the novel the 

disillusionment and bitterness of Jesusa is apparent in the 

final comments that she directs to the interviewer and her 

audience. "Yo no creo que la gente sea buena, la mera 
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verdad, no. Solo Jesucristo y no 10 conocl. Y mi padre, 

que nunca supe si me quiso 0 no. Pero de aqui sobre la 

tierra, lquien qui ere usted que sea bueno? Ahora ya 

no chingue. Vayase. Dejeme dormir." (p. 316) Therefore 

although most of Jesusa's narration is subsequent to the 

events described, at times she interpolates comments in the 

present during the actual narrating instance, clearly 

revealing the voice of the narrator. 

Although one finds little reference to the author 

herself in the narration, as Jesusa cannot read or write it 

is apparent that her testimony has been filtered through 

Poniatowska's vision and the latter is at least implicitly 

present throughout the text. (Madrigal, p. 11) 

Poniatowska states that she is fascinated by the oral 

tradition and attempts to transcribe the colloquial 

language she hears daily on the streets, in the stores, 
126 

from the people. She says she feels she must bear 

witness to the social, economic, political reality of 

Mexico: 
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. • . among the fundamental tasks of the writer is 
that of giving voice to those who have none, to 
speak for those whose rights-their rights as human 
beings-have been destroyed. We can agree or 
disagree with the politics of the disappeared; what 
we cannot do is stop raising our voices in protest 
against the infamy to which they are 
subjected. 127 
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In Hasta no verte, Jesus mlo Poniatowska gives voice 

to a narrator who has no rights and has been marginalized 

to the point of disappearance in her society. In doing so, 

she blends her authorial voice with that of her narrator 

and together they become the "implied author" or the basic 

narrator of the text. 

* * * * * * 

In Las cenizas de Izalco, by Claribel Alegria and 

Darwin J. Flakoll, the principal narrator is a woman, 

Carmen, who has returned to her home town of Santa Ana in 

El Salvador after living twenty years in the United States. 

She returns to be with her dying mother, but arrives hours 

after her mother, Isabel, has died. However, her mother 

has left her a relic, a diary by an American called Frank 

Wolff whom Carmen recalls vaguely from her childhood as a 
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friend of her parents. It is with shock and surprise that 

Carmen discovers through the diary that her mother and 

Wolff were lovers. As she narrates her own story which 

takes place in the sixties, she consistently refers to 

Wolff's diary searching for explanations of occurrences 

she is not able to understand. In this manner Wolff's 

narration is interspersed throughout that of Carmen's, in 

which he describes his life, his love affair with Carmen's 

mother, and the events of the thirties which revolve around 

the massacre, la matanza, of 1931. At the same time Carmen 

describes her sense of emptiness as a foreigner in the 

United states and now in her homeland, returning to a world 

where nothing has changed except her awareness of the 

hypocrisy of her life and society in general. Both 

narrators are dramatized; that is, the reader gradually 

comes to know who they are through their own actions and 

thoughts without the interference of an authorial voice 

instructing them in their perceptions, or as Genette puts 

it, making one forget that the narrator is telling. 

(Genette, p. 215) However, because Wolff's narration is 

frA.med in that of Carmen's, the latter has more control 

over the narration as she may express her perceptions of 

Wolff as she reads his diary, while he does not have the 

freedom to interact with Carmen's narration. In other 
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words, Carmen narrates from a subsequent position, 

interpolating comments in the present, while much of 

Wolff's narrating takes place prior to or during the events 

he describes limiting his knowledge of the occurrences he 

describes. 

Both narrators feel alienated from the worlds they 

live in, they are outsiders. At first Carmen cannot 

understand why her mother left her this diary instead of 

burning it, and Carmen is uncomfortable with the knowledge 

of Isabel's secret life and the fact that she never really 

knew her own mother. 

Me es dificil soportar esto: no solamente su 
muerte, sino ademas la repentina sensaci6n de no 
haberla conocido, de haberla usado como espejo. 
(p. 18) .•. dPor que me deja mam~ este diario, 
este cuaderno amarillo, escrito de prisa, tachada, 
con la tinta detenida despues de treinta anos? 
Las p~ginas estan gastadas de tanto manosearlas, 
de tanto ser releidas. ~Que la impulsd despues de 
haber guardado el secreto todos estos anos, a 
entregarmelo asi, sin palabras, sin explicaciones, 
como un golpe repentino en la cara a traves de la 
tumba? (p. 50) 

But as the narration proceeds Carmen comes to 

understand that her mother was also an outsider 

uncomfortable in her world and the inauthentic role she 

played in it. Isabel blamed the town of Santa Ana for her 

dull existence and too]c every opportunity to travel. "Las 

memorias mas nitidas que tengo de ella son mientras hace 

preparativos para escaparse .• " " ... algun dia voy a 
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encontrar esa ciudad, el lugar a.l que pertenezco." (p. 19) 

But her dream of traveling to Paris remained unfulfilled. 

Instead she created her own Paris through her readings and 

through accounts of those who had traveled to Paris, 

including her husband who understood little of the French 

culture that Isabel had studied so ardently in its 

language. Because Carmen married an American and lived in 

the United States, Isabel believed that she had escaped her 

own fate, that of being a prisoner of Santa Ana. But as 

the narrator explains, she, Carmen, is also a prisoner in 

the United States, a prisoner in her home and in her role 

of wife and mother. "No resulto, mama, debia haberme dejado 

seguir aqui, echarle la culpa a Santa Ana."" . siempre 

me dirijo a Paul con mi papel de esposa abnegada. . Es 

un dialago asquerosamente falso. cQuien es Paul? JQuien es 

Carmen? ~Que tendrian que decirse si dejaran a un lado sus 

papeles?" (p. 135) It becomes apparent that no geographic 

location is responsible for the alienation and imprisonment 

of Isabel or Carmen. Rather it is their condition of being 

women in societies that oppress their sex and demand rigid 

adherence to a patriarchal culture where men rule and women 

obey and remain silent. Also, although Carmen has spent 

twenty years away from home, nothing has changed with her 

mother's absence and the narrator finds herself imitating 
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her mother's gestures and habits, replacing her 

inauthenticity with her own. "Ella no esta aqui, pero nada 

ha cambiado. Estoy yo, sentada en su silla, cumpliendo su 

papel de arna de casa, mirando a papa a trave"s de la mesa." 

(p. 6) 

In the narration, the inauthenticity of Isabel is 

complete in that she is never seen as a real person. She 

is remembered by Carmen who admits to never knowing her, 

and by Frank Wolff whose descriptions of her are lacking in 

authenticity perhaps because he is also inauthentic and he 

sees her more as an instrument to serve his own ends than 

as a person. At the time Wolff is writing in his diary he is 

an alcoholic who has had to stop drinking in order to save 

his life. His past has been a bohemian existence with 

little discipline, much daydreaming, and much physical 

self-abuse. As he recovers in a hospital in the United 

States from alcoholism receiving strict orders that his 

life depends on abstinence from alcohol, he frets in 

boredom about what to do with himself. At that point he 

receives a letter from an old friend, Virgil, who has 

become a missionary in EI Salvador and invites him to 

visit. Because Wolff has nothing better to do and because 

he has always been interested in Mayan artefacts, he 

decides to visit Virgil. Hence his appearance in Santa Ana 

where Virgil works. 
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Wolff's narration begins in the middle of his diary, 

November 16, 1931, because that is where Carmen begins to 

re-read his diary. In the first part that she reads she 

discovers he has been very sick, is staying wi~h her 

parents, and has lied to them. 

Hoy por primera vez pude sentarme sobre la cama. 
Jugaba a solas un final de partida con el ajedrez 
que Virgil me obsequio, cuando alguien llama a la 
puerta. Era el doctor. Cambiamos saludos, coloco 
su maletin sobre la mesa, y se puso a estudiar el 
juego. •• cArqueologo? (pregunto el doctor) 
No, escritor-menti para simplificar- pero me 
interesa mucho la civilizacicin maya y me gustaria 
explorar Centro America. Me servir& de fondo para 
una novela. Esta segunda mentira dicha asi, en 
apenas tres frases, se me escap6 sin darme cuenta. 
Imagino que me senti impulsado a justificar mi 
presencia aqui, a dar alguna excusa valida por 
haberme visto envuelto en una rina de cuchillos. 
(p.44) 

Carmen does not find anything special about him, 

believing him to be a "nino extraviado, un nino ironico e 

introvertido que perdi6 de mala gana su inocencia." (p.69) 

She returns to the beginning of the diary in an attempt to 

discover why her mother was interested enough in him to 

leave her his diary. The beginning of the diary is dated 

oct. 31 when Wolff is just beginning to feel like a human 

being again after his stay in the sanatorium, and his 

narration continues until January 27, 1932, the immediate 

aftermath of the massacre and the end of his affair with 

Isabel. 
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As Wolff tells his story, it becomes apparent that 

he is a weak, egotistical romantic living a life of 

illusion. By his own admission, he is searching for an 

excuse to return to the drink, and the failure of his 

affair with Isabel is that excuse. 

Sin duda en un chispazo de intuicion reconocio que 
tu la habias inventado, que habias invocado un 
espejismo, que todo habia sido una alucinacion 
provocada por ti, que en tu desesperacion te 
habias contado un antiguo cuento de hadas que 
servia a tus prop6sitos, que habias llegado a 
creer en el a pesar de que al mismo tiempo 
planeabas y manipulabas el proximo de los 
innumerables episodios que pued8n extraerse del 
tema del vendedor viajero y la hija del labriego, 
el hastiado escritor y la mujer de doctor de 
pueblo, el borracho incorregible y el fantasma que 
se Ie escapaba ante sus ojos; un hallazgo de tu 
afiebrada imaginaci6n que a 10 mejor podria 
salvarte de ti mismo. (p.189) 

Wolff's last notation demonstrates that he 

recognizes his own worthlessness and believes that Isabel 

was right to end their affair rather than to flee Santa Ana 

with him, as he implored her. 

Isabel: Hoy Ie devolvi su auto a Eduardo, recogi 
algunas de las cos as de Virgil (su Biblia, su 
estuche, algunos de sus sermones) y estuve toda la 
noche, sentado a su mesa, escribiendote. ~Por 
que? Para cerrar una cuenta pendiente quizas, 
para levantar una vela y escrutarle el rostro a la 
verdad; para decirte, en fin, que tenias razon. Te 
quiero, Frank. (p.208) 

As Wolff's last notation is a farewell to Isabel, 

Carmen's parallel narration ends with the burial of her 

mother and the realization that she has discovered not only 
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a new side to her mother but to herself as well. "La 

dejamos sola entre sus muertos. Frank se llevQ con el un 

rostro distinto de mama, uno que nunea adivine. Aqui, en 

este mismo patio, bajo la misma luz, Ie descubri, Ie 

descubri6 otro rostro." In this manner Isabel has been 

able to make Wolff and Carmen face a harsh reality that has 

kept them alienated from the world. Wolff must come to 

terms with his mom weakness, cowardice, and evasion- of 

responsibility, and Carmen must make a decision much like 

her mother's; whether to continue in her inauthentic role 

as model wife and mother, or to leave her husband and 

search for her own genuine roots. 

As "implied author" or basic narrator, Carmen's 

voice blends most closely with the authorial voice. 

Claribel Alegria states that she was very much marked by 

the peasant uprising in El Salvador in 1932, and that her 

father fought with Benjamin Zeledon in Nicaragua against 

the u.S. marines before Sandino died, much as Carmen's 

father did. Alegria explains why she believes so many 

Latin American writers adopt a left-wing perspective: 

I don't see how any person of heightened 
sensibility (sensitivity) who lives under a regime 
in which a minority with guns, uniforms, and off
duty hoodlums carry out officially sponsored 
reigns of terror against the coerced, intimidated, 
disorganized majority, can possibly favour the 



Latin American right. All my artist. friends feel 
the same way, and the very few who don't are no 
longer my friends. 
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It becomes apparent, then, that the distance between 

the authorial voice and the voice of the basic narrator is 

very slim indeed and that Carmen becomes an instrument to 

express the beliefs of Claribel Alegria. One may assume 

from Alegria's statement above and from the narration 

itself, that the expressed opinions also reflect those of 

her husband and co-author, Darwin Flakoll. 

* * * * * * 

Isabel Allende dedicates her work, La casa de los 

espiritus, to her mother, her grandmother, and the other 

extraordinary women in her novel immediately establishing 

close ties between the world of the novel and the exterior 

reality which it reflects. In ~ Room of One's OWn, 

Virginia Wolff wrote that: "Fiction is like a spider's 

web, attached ever so lightly, perhaps, but still attached 
128 

to life at all four corners. In an interview Isabel 

Allende reiterates this belief, stating that although 

writers may walk through a world of dreams and fantasies, 

128 
Virginia Wolff, A Room of One's OWn (New York: 

Harcourt, Brace, and Worl~n~, 1957)~. 12. 
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in their fiction there must exist some connection with the 
129 

real world. According to Marta Traba, in female writing 

the distance between the signifier and the signified is 

greatly reduced as there exists a preocupation to relate 
130 

fiction to social reality. Allende herself states that 

she does not like to invent anything, and that many of the 

characters in La casa de los espiritus were taken from 

actual relatives and people she knew in Chile. 

Dicen que toda primera novela es autobiografica, 
sobre todo las que escriben las mujeres. En mi 
caso no es exactamente asi, porque no figuro en 
ella, no soy ninguno de sus personajes, pero no 
niego que a varios de ellos los conoci y que en 
sus pasiones y dolores me tocaron de cerca. 
Algunas anecdotas de esas paginas las escuche de 
labios de mi madre y mi abuelo 0 las lei en los 
cuadernos de anotar la vida de mi abuela. Podria 
decir que conforman una tradicion en mi 
familia.131 

In this sense the distance between the voice of the 

predominant narrator or the implied author and the real 

author is greatly reduced as it becomes apparent to the 

reader that the author has lived the experiences described 

by her principal narrator in the novel. Mario Rojas 

129 
Radomiro Sotorno, "Isabel Allende en La casa de 

los espiritus: Quise retratar a America Latina~a-
BICicleta, 449 (marzo, 1984), p. 39. 
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diferente," Fern, 6, no. 21, pp. 9-12. 
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Discurso Literario, 2, No. 1 (198~p-.-6-7--



believes that the distance between narrator and author 

tends to obliterate itself: 

Este tipo de narrador ret6rico tiende facilmente a 
obliterarse con el autor implicito, y en este 
juego de enmascaramientos, con el autor real. 
Consciente de estos artificios tecnicos, Isabel 
Allende da forma a sus propias preocupaciones 
sociales, comentando, evaluando y enjuiciando 
acontecimientos y situaciones que son facilmente 
reconocidos p~r el lector como formando parte de 
su propia experiencia. Aqui el texto y su 
contexto aparecen mas ligados que nunca.132 
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Allende's dedication is the only instance in which 

the real author's voice appears directly, instructing the 

reader that what she/he is about to read is based on 

reality. Some critics may consider this an intrusion on the 

fictitious world of the novel. However, as Rojas states, 

to the degree that one becomes immersed in the narration 

the line between reality and fiction disappears and never 

does one have the impression that La casa de los espiritus 
133 

is "only a book." Perhaps this may be because the author 

lives every line of her work: 

Todo ello controlado hasta casi la exasperaci6n 
... por una autora omnipotente, omnisciente y 
omnipresente en todas y cada una de las lineas de 
su novela: una autora (narradora)que controla 

132 
Mario A. Rojas, "La casa de los espiritus de Isabel 

Allende: aproximacion sociolinguistica," Revista de 
critica literaria, 11, No. 21-22 (1985), p. 214. --

133 
Percy Lubbock, The craft of Fiction, p. 88. 



absolutamente a sus tres narradores-Esteban 
Trueba; su mujer, Clara, y su nieta Alba-y que va 
dejando bien dispuestas a 10 largo de la narracion 
las diversas claves que, convenientemente 
retomadas a su final, bien resueltas, nos iran 
dando las conclusiones de cada historia personal 
y, por tanto, de la historia comun.134 

As journalistic reviews tend to be brief and 
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superficial, Sufien's assertion above is no exception; that 

the three narrators are True~a,.Clara, and Alba is 

simplistic. Clara's narration is transcribed by Alba, but 

so are other sources of information which he does not 

mention. Closer to the point, perhaps, would be Mario 

Rojas' description of the three narrative figures that 

Allende uses in her novel. The first, as described by 
135 

Lubomir Dolezel, that of a third person narrator who 

represents and interprets the world created in the novel, 

but is not an actual figure in that world. Most of the 

novel is narrated in this fashion and it is not until the 

end of the novel that the reader realizes the narrator is 

Alba. It is at this point that Alba begins to narrate in 

first person and becomes an actual figure in the novel, a 

134 
Luis Sufien, "Una excelente novela chilena," El Pais 

(23 de enero, 1983), p. 40. 
135 

Spotorno, "Quise retratar a America Latina," La 
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second narrative figure described by Rojas. Before going 

on to the third narrative figure, the following portion of 

this study will concentrate on Alba as narrator. 

Allende's dedication indicates that her novel will 

be about extraordinary women, and they are the real 

protagonists of the narration. They are extraordinary 

in their magical powers, in their abilities to communicate 

with extraterrestrial spirits and foretell the future, in 

their creativity which manifests itself through diverse 

artistic activities, and in the solidarity they feel with 

the oppressed. Through a matriarchal lineage the daughters 

inherit a preocupation with the social problems that 

afflict their society and which intensify with each 

subsequent generation, as does the inner luminosity which 

is reflected in the names that are passed on from mother to 

daughter:Nivea, Clara, Blanca, Alba. The last three 

contribute to the narrative process, with Alba as 

principal narrator using the diary of her grandmother, 

Clara, and the letters written between the latter and her 

daughter, Blanca, to trace the history of the family before 

Alba's time. Alba also refers to the administrative books 

of the estate, Las Tres Marias, and to the writings of her 

grandfather, Esteban Trueba, who writes his version of what 

happened in his lifetime on his deathbed, accompanied by 
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his grandaughter. Finally, Alba receives help in 

organizing her narration from the spirits that inhabit the 

house. (p. 379) 

The novel ends with the phrase "Barrabas llego a la 

familia por via maritima" which is the same phrase with 

which it begins. Between these two points more than half a 

century has passed, laden with events that lead the country 

from a democratic tradition to a brutal military 

dictatorship which submerges the general population in 

terror. In an interview Allende states that she wished to 

depict the reality of the Latin American continent; its 

social classes, urban and rural life, geography, climate, 

history, and the magical aspect of life particular to that 
136 

part of the world. Although it is true that the action 

of the novel could occur in any Latin American country, 

because of certain historical references it becomes clear 

that they are intimately linked with real events that 

occurred in Chile from 1920 to 1973 and shortly afterwards. 

Evidence to this are consistent references to hi3torical 

occurrences or figures, such as the earthquake which 

wrought great destruction throughout Chile; or the 

socialist president of myopic eyesight who sacrifices his 

136 
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The New York Times Book Review (May 12, 1985), p. 3. 
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life rather than betray his homeland, and the Poet 

internationally known, translated in all languages. 

Although their names are never mentioned, it is apparent 

that they represent the characters of Salvador Allende and 

Pablo Neruda respectively. 

At the time Alba writes in the first person at the 

end of the novel, she is the lone survival of the 

patriarchal dynasty created by her grandfather, Esteban 

Trueba, who has just died. Although her mother, Blanca, 

her natural father, Pedro Tercero Garcia,and possibly her 

uncle Nicolas, still live in exile, she has no real contact 

with them. She says she writes to overcome her own 

horror, to document the lives of her loved ones and the 

terrible secret she has lived in the past months after the 

overthrow of the socialist president. In that sense her 

act of writing is an exorcism of the torture, terror, and 

abuse she has suffered and the culmination of the horrors 

suffered by her.mother, grandmother and all women at the 

hands of the patriarchy. She also writes to pass the time 

as she awaits her guerrilla lover, Miguel, and her unborn 

child whose father may be Miguel, or a result of the many 

rapes she has endured. 

Quiero pensar que mi oficio es la vida y que mi 
mision no es prolongar el odio, sino s6lo llenar 
estas paginas mientras espero el regreso de 
Miguel, mientras entierro a mi abuelo que ahora 



descansa a mi lado en este cuarto, mientras 
aguardo que lleguen tiempos mejores, gestando a la 
criatura que tengo en el vientre, hija de tantas 
violaciones, 0 tal vez hija de Miguel, pero sobre 
todo hija mia. (p. 380) 
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Because she has decided that she must forgive her 

enemies in an attempt to undue the cycle of blood, 

violence, and vengeance which has characterized her 

patriarchal heritage, Alba's name acquires symbolic 

dimensions, as the dawn of a new life, as a new beginning 

free of the hate begotten and festered for generations. 

Although she is the sole survivor in her family of a 

horrifying purge, she also symbolizes hope for the future. 

The third narrator as described by Mario Rojas is 

Esteban Trueba, grandfather of Alba, who narrates in first 

person describing events as he witnessed them, many times 

in opposition to and contradicting Alba's narration. At the 

time that he narrates the events of his life, he is a 

shrunken, shriveled old man, disillusioned and embittered 

as he was betrayed by the very cou~ he helped to 

orchestrate. Because of the tragedy this brought upon 

himself and his loved ones, he has come to doubt 

everything he fervently believed in and as narrator he is 

not the same character that is described before the events 

of the coup in the narration. However, he is determined to 

justify the atrocities he has committed in his lifetime. 
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As he describes his life it becomes apparent that he was 

the portrayal of the perfect patriarch: domineering, 

stubborn, and intolerant of any challenges to his 

authority. He was also extremely hardworking and 

relentless, upon himself and others. His violent temper 

led him to irrational behavior which caused the 

destruction of himself and his family. 

Expuesto como el macho por excelencia; a sus 
cerrados prejuicios sexistas y clasistas, su 
prepotencia de latifundista y politico poderoso, 
se agregan rasgos positivos; es trabajador 
incansable, se arrepiente de sus acciones 
violentas, y en su vejez se doblega a la ternura 
por el amor a su nieta. En el reverso de papeles 
en que el texto insiste a veces, este personaje 
bien pudiera representar la conducta movida por 
fuerzas irracionales. Sus ataques de ira son 
patologicos, y traen consecuencias desastrosas 
para el y su familia. Como energumeno 
descontrolado, es culpable de golpear a su esposa 
e hija, expulsar a su hermana del hogar, y 
convertirse en cuasi asesino. La vision 
conciliadora en que se asienta el fundamento 
ideologico de la obra, termina, no obstante, 
otorgandole una larga vida y una muerte feliz.137 

In his narration, Esteban Trueba presents himself 

as an underprivileged member of society who has managed to 

overcome the limits of his class to ascend the ladder of 

137 
Gabriela Mora, "Ruptura y perseverancia de 

estereotipos en La casa de los espiritus, proceedings from 
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success into wealth and political power. From his own 

obsessed and exhausting effort he has converted a poor 

and miserable country estate into a prosperous business, 

expecting the same sacrifices from the campesinos that have 

lived on his land for generations as what Trueba considers 

serfs. In his old age Trueba insists to a doubtful degree 

on what a good "patr6n" he was. Rarely does he mention his 

habit of raping the young campesina girls, which becomes a 

central point in the novel as the events which lead to the 

tragic fate of his loved ones were set into motion by the 

sexual abuse he inflicted upon the campesinas. As a 

consequence, Esteban Garcia,the grandson of the first woman 

he raped, vents his hate and revenge by raping Trueba's 

beloved grandaughter, Alba, and holds all of them in his 

power. At the time Trueba narrates he finally understands 

that Esteban Garcia is a product of his own actions, 

(p. 182) and yet he avoids reference to the issue, in part 

because this was considered the "patron's" right and he 

was admired for it by other envious "patrones: 

No pasaba ninguna muchacha de la pubertad a la 
edad adulta sin que 10 hiciera probar el bosque, 
la orilla del rio 0 la cama de fierro forjado. 
Cuando no quedaron mujeres disponibles en Las Tres 
Marias, se dedico a perseguir a las de otras 
haciendas, violandolas en un abrir y cerrar de 
ojos, en cualquier lugar del campo, generalmente 
al atardecer. No se preocupaba de hacerlo a 
escondidas, porque no Ie temia a nadie •.. la fama 
de su brutalidad se extendio por toda la zona y 



causaba envidiosa admiracion entre los machos de 
su clase. Los campesinos escondian a las 
muchachas y apretaban los punos inutilmente, pues 
no podian hacerle frente. Esteban Trueba era mas 
fuerte y tenia impunidad .•• " (62) 
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Perhaps another reason that Trueba circumvents the 

whole issue of rape is because the women in his life that 

he loved managed to shame him for the crimes he committed 

against humanity in general and women in particular; he 

does not repent his actions, but resents that the women 

know. This dichotomy between the social classes in which to 

some degree the actions of the dominant classes are 

determined by a code of shame, while those of the oppressed 

classes are ruled by fear, is described by Yuri Lotman. 

(Rojas, p. 4) In the former much depends on superficial 

appearances. As long as the shameful truth may be hidden 

from society in general, for all purposes there is no 

shame. Hence the extravagant and absurd measures taken by 

Trueba to conceal Blanca's illicit pregnancy; hence his 

shame when he discovers that Clara, and then his 

grandaughter, Alba, know of the violations he has inflicted 

upon the helpless campesinas. To underscore this shame, 

his grandaughter suffered the same fate as did the 

campesinas. 

Trueba is a narrator filled with obsessions; he is 

obsessed with maintaining traditional values believing that 
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anyone who professes change reeks of communism; he is 

obsessed with power over his land, his people, his family, 

and most of all his wife; he is obsessed with hatred which 

manifests itself in violence and destruction wherever he 

turns. The use of his heavy silver cane symbolizes that, as 

narrator, he continues to maintain his violent nature in 

spite of his physical deterioration. With it he threatens 

to destroy Transito Soto's "house of entertainment" and 

when Alba is saved and returns from her ordeal, in pain and 

anger he smashes the furniture around him. " y cuando 

el vio mi mano se echo a llorar y maldecir y a dar 

bastonazos a los muebles, como 10 hacia antes, y yo me rei, 

porque no estaba tan viejo ni tan acabado como me parecio 

al principio." (p. 372) A clear example of his violent 

and impetuous nature is the treatment of Ferula, his 

sister, while his wife Clara was still alive. When Trueba 

and Clara married, Clara embraced Ferula and welcomed her 

into their home, telling her they would always be sisters. 

As a result, Ferula worshiped Clara and dedicated her life 

to her, leading to competition between the two siblings 

who were both extremely possessive of Clara's attention.One 
• co 

night Trueba returns home from the country to flnd Ferula, 

fearful of the night, seeking refuge in Clara's bed. In a 

fury he insults and scandalizes the deeply religious Ferula 
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by screaming obscenities at her, even accusing her of being 

a lesbian, and banishes her from the ho~se. Ferula 

curses him and leaves forever. "!Te maldigo, Esteban!-le 

grito F~rula-Siempre estaras solo,se te encogera el alma y 

el cuerpo y te moriras como un perro!" (p. 121) As Trueba 

gradually sinks in size and soul, he realizes that his 

sister's curse has come true for the most part. By the time 

he reaches old age and is narrating his story, he has 

become a shrunken, unsure, embittered old man, fulfilling 

the prophesy of his sister Ferula. However, because of his 

love for Alba, he does not die alone like a dog, but in the 

company of Alba who tends to his final needs. 

Both narrators tell their stories after they have 

lived them, that is, their position relative to the story 

they tell is subsequent to the events described. However, 

interpolated in between their narration are comments by the 

narrator in the actual narrating instance, or at the time 

they are telling their stories. Therefore the voice of the 

narrators is both in the past and in the present which 

serves to emphasize the great changes that have occurred in 

the course of their lifetimes. 



CHAPTER 4 

POINT OF VIEW OF THE NARRATOR 

In The Craft of Fiction Percy Lubbock states: "The 

whole intricate question of method, in the craft of 

fiction, I take to be governed by the question of the point 

of view-the question of the relation in which the narrator 
138 

stands to the story." In A Poetics of Composition 

Boris Uspensky defines and describes several approaches to 

the question of the point of view such as a composiotional 

problem, on an ideological plane, on a phraseological plane 
139 

to a psychological plane. For Uspensky the point of 

view refers to what he describes as the spatial and 

temporal position of the one who produces the description 

of events; that is, the narrator, whose position is fixed 

along spatial and temporal coordinates. Clearly, the 

perspective of the narrator will be influenced by the place 

and time from which he/she narrates: 
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Perspective in general is a system for the 
representation of three or four dimensional space 
by means of artistic devices, specific to the 
particular art form. The reference point in the 
system of linear perspective is the position of 
the person who does the description • •. In 
visual art we speak about the transferral of-real, 
multidimensional space onto the two-dimensional 
surface of a painting; the key orientation point 
here is the position of the artist. In 
literature, the same is achieved by the verbally
established spatial and temporal relations of the 
describing subject (the author) to the described 
event. (Uspensky, p. 57) 

From the above descriptions, it is apparent that 
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Lubbock and Uspensky use the term point of view to refer to 

what Genette distinguishes as voice and mood. As mentioned 

previously, voice refers to who the narrator is and 

his/her temporal position in relation to the story, which 

is basically Lubbock's and Uspensky's interpretation above. 

For Genette, however, mood alludes to who sees, or through 

whose point of view the action of the narrative is looked 

at. When the story is being told from the point of view 

of a particular character, then it is being focalized 
140 

through that character. Genette categorizes focalized 

narrations into three instances,along with Todorov and 

Poullion who refer to point of view as "vision" or 

"aspect." Todorov describes the first as a situation when 

140 
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the narrator knows more than the character or says more 
141 

177 

than the characters know. Pouillion calls this "vision 

from behind," that is, the narrator sees more than the 
142 

character; Genette refers it to as non-focalized narration 

because it is not focalized through any particular 

character, traditionally known as the omniscient narrator, 

and Uspensky describes this as a technique in which the 

narrator accompanies the character but does not merge with 

him/her, the "bird's eye point of view." The second 

situation occurs when the knowledge of the character equals 

that of the narrator, or the narra"cor says only what a 

character knows; Poullion calls this "vision with," Uspensky 

describes it as the narrator merging with the character, 

Lubbock alludes to these characters as "centers of 

consciousness," Henry James calls them "reflectors" or 
143 

"camera eyes," and for Genette it is internal 

focalization, as the narrative is focalized through the 

141 
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point of view of a character. Internal focalization is 

fixed if it is from the point of view of one character, 

variable if it shifts from one character to another, or 

multiple if the same event is told from the point of view 

of several characters. The third category refers to a 

situation when the narrator says less than the character 

knows; for Poullion, "vision from without," for Genette? 

external focalization. However, Mieke Bal believes that 

this last should not be categorized as focalization 

because the reader does not have insight into what the 

character thinks or sees, so in reality there is no 

focalization. Although some aspects of Genette's theory 

need to be clarified or ammended, the distinction between 

voice and mood is an important contribution to the theory 
144 

of point of view. 

The point of view of the female narrator is that of 

an outsider, a marginal being who describes her existence 

and that of those around her as an observer. She may be 

temporally and spatially near to what she is narrating, as 

a protagonist, or more distant, as in the third person 

narration. Regardless, because of her condition of 

marginality, she narrates from a point that is situated 
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outside the center of vital existence. Rossette C. Lamont 

calls this phenomenon the "off center spatiality of women's 

discourse,"because women have been alienated from society 

and themselves for so long that they have traveled far from 

the center. Hence, they have lost their confidence and must 

struggle against a pervasive self-consciousness that marks 
145 

their very being and their narration." In order to regain 

their strength they must find ways to travel back to the 

center and in doing so, it becomes apparent that they must 

challenge the very tenets upon which patriarchal society is 

based maintaining them isolated from the inner, accepted 

circle. This is why the writing of female narrators is 

subversive: "A feminine text cannot be anything but 

subversive, if writing itself, it does so by the volcanic 

raising of ancient, established encrusted surfaces." 

(Lamont, p.139) This also explains why women are 

perpetual dissidents: 

Although survival is an intimate, personal 
struggle, comfort can be derived from the fact 
that women, again like camp inmates or lifers, are 
not alone; they belong to a community of outcasts 
and misfits. Like the latter they must weave a 
tapestry of sounds made from their voices blending 
together, voices 'from the chorus... . Today's 

145 
Rosette C. Lamont, "The Off-Center Spatiality of 

Women's Discourse," in Theory and Practice of Feminist 
Li,teracy Criticism, ed. Gabriela Mora and Karen S. Van 
Hooft (Ypsilanti, Mich: Bilingual Press, 1982), p. 141. 



women are dissidents who will no longer be 
silenced. (Lamont,140-141) 

Lucia Guerra cunningham reiterates: "De rnanera 
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significativa, entonces, la femineidad ha sido un sin6nimo 
146 

de la subversi6n del Orden." Therefore the very act of 

writing becomes the struggle to travel back to the center, 

but the narrator must first reveal and destroy the 

shackles of her imprisonment. In doing so, she must 

necessarily confront the particular social, economic, 

political structure of society that has kept her isolated 

as a marginal being. 

In the novels studied, the story is focalized 

through the point of view of certain characters who are 

isolated beings observing events from a particular space 

and time. In all cases the narrators are outsiders looking 

into the circle which has ostracized them and which is also 

a reflection of society in general; as such they become 

critics of society and condemn the hypocritical standards 

by which women have had to live. In some ways this is 

reminiscent of the characterization given to the generation 

of 1957 of Latin American novelists, or the Irrealists. 

Contrary to the prior generation when the center existed in 

146 
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antagonism to the surrounding space generally as a place of 

shelter, in the Generation of 1957 the microscopic circle 

becomes a reflection and an extension of the macrocosm, 

and acquires special importance as a place of learning 
147 

about oneself and how to survive. However, for the female 

narrator this space becomes a centrifugal force of her 

inner being, which expands in rings around her that echo 

the growing strenght of solidarity among women, eventually 

conquering the negative forces that threaten to overcome 

her. This especially holds true for the unique 

mother/daughter bond which is the source of power that 
148 

grants survival. 

* * * * * * * 

Tierra Inerme is divided into two parts, the first 

of which describes the people of Arboleda, a small orange 

grove, and the second which describes the contrasting world 

of the strongmen of the region, the Juanes brothers. These 

147 
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·two worlds are eventually joined when individuals from the 

former world must travel to the latter. The narrator 

shifts the point of view constantly depending on from which 

character's viewpoint the world is being observed, what 

Genette would term variable internal focalization. 

The novel begins with the description of an inert 

body lying in a hammock, from the minute description of a 

foot with a hardened sole, to its five dirt encrusted toes, 

to the muscular legs and finally to the owner of the body, 

Andres Perez. One may say the narrator adopts the point of 

view of a "reflector," or a "camera eye." 

EI pie colgaba dormido del borde de la hamaca. Un 
pie grande como de madera muy usada, 0 de hombre 
que camina descalzo sobre tierra ajena. Por eso 
la planta era dura y parejay amarillenta, con 
dedos espurreados. Las cinco unas, de negro 
borde. Las venas llenas y endurecidas. Los 
musculos de la pie rna formaban nudos con la carne. 
EI due no de la pierna y del pie, era Andres Perez, 
trabajador. (p.7). 

It is apparent from this description that the point 

of view of the narrator is very near, somewhat similar to 

·that of a camera focusing closely on one aspect of an 

object and gradually traveling upward to focus on the whole 

picture. This technique is used consistently.throughout 

the narration and tends to emphasize the constant presence 

of the narrator in third person who, in Lubbock's words, 

accompanies the characters but does not merge with them. 
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Following almost immediately is the description of the 

narrrator observing the world, reflected in the pupil of a 

beast crawling with maggots. Again, the reader is 
-

presented with a miniscule object, in this case the 

protagonist of the novel, Ernestina, who gradually grows in 

dimension as she approaches the beast and Andres Perez. 

"Quien mirara la redonda pupila del animal cansado, viera 

ya, copiandose, la marana del naranjal, el camino bajo el 

sol. Y mas chiquito y mas adentro, la silueta de una mujer 

que venia bajo los frutales paridos." (p.8) Here the 

point of view of the narrator is from the vantage point of 

the beast recording the approach of Ernestina, as reflected 

in his pupil, with which the action of the novel begins. 

This is a fitting example of what Henry James terms 

"reflectors," when referring to point of view. 

It is significant that Ernestina is introduced through 

the eye of a beast because throughout the text the narrator 

combines and confuses human and animal properties in order 

to demonstrate that there is little difference between 

them. When Ernestina awakens Andres, he is described as a 

worm: "Luchando con la luz que se Ie metia en destellos por 

los parpados fruncidos, se sentaba dejando colgar las dos 

piernas, estiraba los brazos por detras de la cabeza 

desgrenada, desperezandose y torciendose. 'Pareces un 

gusano! '" (p.8) Also, as a woman, Ernestina is a marginal 
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being and therefore cannot be directly introduced but 

rather as a reflection in the eyes of a beast. Her 

departure is described in the same manner as she gradually 

diminishes in. size in the beast's pupil. 

The close proximity of the narrator to the world 

which is described is evident from the various points of 

view asswned ·through the characters' visual perceptions, 

leaving the reader with the impression that the narrator 

has concrete knowledge of that particular place and time, 

portrayed in detail. Consistently the reader is introduced 

to a character through his/her own eyesight which reveals a 

world laden with individuals who are physically or 

existentially wounded. Many times the eyesight itself is 

limited, reflecting a world with restricted possibilities. 

Clemente Munoz, Ernestina's uncle, awakens with gladness in 

his heart each morning as he contemplates his little parcel 

of land through his one good eye. "Su linico ojo de viejo 

tuerto se aguaba alegre en cada amanecer sobre su tierra. 

Su pequena tierra. Suya desde los raices, y en los 

animales y los pajaros." (p. 10) The reader discovers that 

Clemente's world is indeed limited as his is the only 

parcel of land in the region that has survived the influx 

of U.S. capital which has converted all the surrounding 

land into vast sugar-cane estates. Clemente was able to 
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save his land because he stubbornly refused to plant sugar-

cane for quick cash~ and instead continued to use his land 

for orange groves. When it became impossible to compete 

with the huge tracts of land owned by u.s. interests, the 

other small farmers were gradually bought out and had to 

become workers/serfs on the land they had once owned. 

Although Clemente's world is harsh, it stands out in 

stark relief compared to the surrounding misery described 

to underscore ~he·rural pre-revolutionary conditions in 
149 

Cuba. For instance, Clemente's servant girl, Chacha 

Vera, must contemplate her world through eyes encrusted 

with pus as she struggles to survive an existence with the 

same lack of importance as that of animals. "Siempre 

moscas que se pegaban, odiosas y obstinadas, en los ojitos 

de tracoma y de pus mientras alIi cerca se apareaban las 

bestias y morian y nacian los animales y los hombres." Or 

Emilio Lopez who lost one eye during a fire in the sugar 

cane fields, and whose miserable life will be passed on to 

his sons. His existence and that of the other field-

workers is contrasted with the lush environment Wllich 

149 
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surrounds their misery. "Siluetas de unica traza, resalta 

su miseria sobre el lujo de la naturaleza." (p. 17) And 

there is Cecilia who is completely blind but sees more and 

has more freedom than the sighted. 

The narrator retains power over the narration by 

providing bits of information that later become important 

but at the moment seem insignificant. Generally, in the 

traditional sense, the reader is introduced to a character 

at a given moment in time when he/she is involved in some 

mundane action, such as conversing with another character, 

or working in the fields. Later the narration will be 

projected into the past to describe the history of the 

character, gradually working its way back to the present. 

For example, the reader is introduced to the character of 

Venancio, an old man who is watering the fruit trees with a 

huge hose depicted as a snake or an intestine through which 

torrents of water pass. As he mechanically goes about his 

chore, he is lost in reflection of the past and the reader 

learns of the cruel, tragic incident that killed his 

beloved son and has ruined Venancio's life. The reader is 

returned to the present abruptly as Venancio finds the 

hidden bottle which is his on~y solace in life. "Debajo de 

un punado de hojas secas, esta la botella. AlIa va ahara, 

dejando la culebra que carga y arrastra por el interminable 
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naranjal. Se la empina, a gollete, by bebe largo hasta 

tres tragos. Se chupa los labios, la tapa y la guarda." 

(p. 37) In this way the narrator focalizes the narrative 

through a character combining knowledge of what has 

already occurred while at the same time narrating as if 

participating in what happens in the present. Because the 

narrator sporadically takes on the characteristics of an 

omniscient narrator, while still focalizing the narrative 

through a certain character, at times this is somewhat 

disturbing to the thread of narration. 

Other characters also contemplate their lives 

through existential wounds, such as Guillermo, 

the son of one of the Juanes brothers. Guillermo lives 

with the constant doubt and remorse felt towards the mother 

he knows nothing about, except that his uncle killed her 

beecause she was unfaithful to his father and that his 

existence is tainted with her mulatta blood. 

The narrator also reserves power over future 

incidents not included in the narration itself. One 

instance is when the reader is introduced to Fermin Carol, 

the eccentric poet, and is told how he eventually dies. 

"Fermin Carol, negro cojo, negro bueno, medio loco y poeta, 

que murio a colmillo rebioso de perro enfermo. Pero ese 

fue el final .... " (p. 45) As Fermin's death does not 



188 

o~cur within the time lapse of the narration, one may 

suppose that either the narrator forgot to include the 

final moments of Fermin's life which had been anticipated; 

or that the narrator deliberately left this incident open 

to demonstrate that certain knowledge of the characters and 

actions extends beyond the fictitious level, thereby 
~ 

J :"" 

implying they exist apart from the world of fiction. 

However, the tendency of the narrator to shift abruptly 

from present, past, and future, and to assume various 

voices in between which appears the narrator's own voice, 

distracts the reader from the world of the novel and 

reminds one that it is only a boo]~ they are reading. 

The point of view also varies between human beings, 

nature, and inanimate objects. When Chacha leaves her home 

on the night of San Juan to lose her virginity, it is the 

door of the house that watches her leave. As Ernestina 

flees with the wounded Carmelo down the river protection 

of the night, it is the boat carrying them that wounds the 

night. "La noche se apretaba de sombras cuando la proa del 

bote la embestia y avanzaba hiriendola, sajandola, a puro 

esfuerzo de brazo y musculos." (p. 69) And when Venancio 

comes to Clemente's house during a storm to claim his due 

for the loss of virginity of his daughter, it is thunder 

that vomits him. "!Bruuuuuuunrnmmmmm!-el de ahora pareci6 
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haber vomitado a Venancio." In the next chapter a reversal 

occurs and it is Venancio that has vomited the thunder that 

destroyed the harmony in Clemente's family. "El trueno que 

vomit6 Venancio se llevo la paz de la casa." (p. 70) 

At the conclusion of the entire narration, the point 

of view continues to be that of an omniscient narrator but 

one who does not focalize her vision to that of any 

character and who observes events as they evolve. Having 

been lied to by Pancho Capote, the political chief of the 

region, one of the Juanes brothers murders him and the 

final scenes depict his funeral. Although suspicion lies 

on the Juanes brothers, because of a corrupt political 

system no investigation is undertaken to determine who is 

the murderer. Therefore although the general populace 

remains ignorant of the identity of the criminal, the 

narrator and the reader have that knowledge. This serves 

to underscore the irony of the final scene when the 

murderer actually serves as a pall bearer in the funeral of 

his victim with the smiling complicity of the corrupt 

politicians who have reason to believe that the murder was 

committed by one of the Juanes brothers. Therefore the 

narrator perceives and describes scenes and events not 

within the scope of the characters of the narration, from 

what Uspensky terms a "bird's eye" point of view. (Uspensky, 

p.65) 
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* * * * * * 

In Hasta no verte Jesus mlo Jesusa Palancares recounts 

her life story after she has lived it. She is an old woman 

who has suffered greatly in her life and expects to suffer 

more, because according to the Obra Espiritual she will 

live until she is one hundred and two years old. Because 

she is a narrator situated in the present, her point of 

view allows her to narrate past events interjecting 

comments and opinions because she already knows the outcome 

of the many events which she has lived. Therefore Jesusa's 

narration is fixed, that is, it is focalized through the 

point of view of one character, herself. In the first 

chapter of the novel Jesusa speaks of her current life and 

her experiences with the Obra Espiritual which has allowed 

her to make contact with her deceased mother. The second 

chapter begins with the funeral of her mother when Jesusa 

was very young, and then continues sequentially in 

chronological order up to the point from which Jesusa 

narrates. BasicallYI she is judging the past from her 
150 

position in the present. This point of view grants 

Jesusa great leverage because she is able to interpret the 
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events as she narrates and add or delete details as she 

sees fit. Obviously, then, she is not an objective 

narrator but one who is undergoing an expiatory process in 

an attempt to justify, and at times condemn, her life. She 

says that she never forgets anything, "se me graba 

todo." (p. 161) However, at times she doubts herself and 

wonders if things really were the way she saw them. 

According to several feminist critics,the first person 

confessional form is quite effective in that it eliminates 

the objective narrator and allows the reader to become 
151 

involved in the life of the protagonist. In addition, 

Kate Millett believs that "the flowing verbal monologue or 

dialogue is a suitable form for feminist art, taking 
152 

advantage of women's flair for oral communication." 

Jesusa certainly does have a flair for oral communication 

as evidenced by her rich vocabulary which includes 

regionalisms, colloquialisms, words of Indian origin, 

archaic words, or simply invented terms. Her language is 

also riddled with vulgar expressions which contradict the 

notions of what is "feminine." (Hancock, p. 27.) 
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According to Marta Traba, the importance of oral 

literature is principally in relation to whom it is 

addressed: 

La memorizaci6n y la repeticion, que son los 
pivotes de la literatura oral, no s610 tienen que 
ver con la estructura del texto, sino y 
especialmente con su proyecci6n y ulterior 
recepcion, porque es el pueblo quien recibe, 
basicarnente, la literatura oral.153 

As Jesusa directs her narration to the larger public 
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through the interviewer, the oral form of narration is most 

fitting. 

Jesusa was never able to have children of her own 

although she was a mother figure to many, temporarily 

adopting them in times of economic hardship and duress when 

their own mothers were not able to care for them. She 

established an intimate relationship with several children 

and emotional ties with several animals but at the time 

of the narration is alone and abandoned, and Jesusa 

realizes that although as a young woman she was able to 

cope with loneliness, it is much harder when one is old. 

"Cuando uno es joven y sufre, se da, se vuelve muy rnansita. 

Ahora cuando me enferrno, atranco la puerta de rni casa." 

(p. 197) Whereas in her youth Jesusa bore her alienation 
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as an outsider bravely, in her current situation she feels 

angry and bitter that all those she cared for have 

abandoned her. She remembers the words of an old friend, 

Regina, who would bring her food and chastise her for 

continuosly being in trouble with the law and incarcerated 

as a result. "~uando se te qui tara 10 cabeza dura? 

lCuando te compondras? ~Que no-yes que me voy a morir y ni 

quien vea por ti? Si tienes dinero te traeran algo pero si 

no tienes, no te dara.n ni agua. iNadie te echara un ojo! 

Yo ya estoy vieja, Imas para alIa que para aca!" From her 

point of view in the present, Jesusa realizes that Regina 

was right. "Y realmente, ahora que estoy sola, -:'quie"n me 

viene aver? 'Ni quien se acuerda de mil No tengo a nadie, 

10 unico que tengo son muertos." (po 212) 

Jesusa believes that one of the reasons she has not 

been able to have children and must suffer through her old 

age alone, is because in a previous life she was an abusive 

male who went through life impregnating women and 

abandoning them. Therefore she must atone for past 

unwanted children by not being able to have them in her 

current life, and her spiritual guide has informed her that 

when she does anyone a favor it should be for a woman who 

needs it, because of all of the abusive males in Mexican 

society. Jesusa believes that this is a sickness in the 
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Mexican male: "Los hombres son siempre abusivos. Como si 

eso fuera ser hombre. Esa es la enfermedad de los 

mexicanos: creer que son muy charros porque se nos mont an 

encima. Y se equivocan mucho porque no todas somos sus 

yeguas mansas." (p.178) 

Although in her old age Jesusa is extremely critical 

of males in her society, throughout the narration she has 

many harsh words for women. She blames her husband's 

licentiousness on other women who tempt him, and are like 

dogs or cats in heat; she believes homosexuality has been 

caused by immoral women and that women who give themselves 

loosely to men deserve to pay for it. When she works as a 

nurse in a hospital for prostitutes and is witness to the 

various disfiguring diseases they suffer, she condemns them 

but feels sorry for the men. "Ay, si vieran las demas 

mujeres las cosas que yo vi, palabra que no darian tan 

facil el tarnal . • . . Cuando terminaba mi trabajo andaba 

yo de cantina en cantina para olvidar. La verdad, pobres 

hombres, como los compadezco." (p. 200) However, as the 

narration proceeds it becomes apparent that in overviewing 

her life Jesusa feels that women are treated u~justly, are 

prisoners of society, and are never treated with respect no 

matter the age. As an old woman who has fought for survival 

in a world ruJ..ed by men, she understands the disadvantages 

of being a woman. 



Me gusta mas ser hombre que mujer. Para todas 
las mujeres seria mejor ser hombre, seguro, 
porque es mas divertido, es uno mas libre, y 
nadie se burla de uno. En cambio, de mujer a 
ninguna edad la pueden respetar, porque si es 
muchacha se la vacilan y si es vieja la 
chotean, sirve de risi6n porque ya no sopla. 
En cambio, el hombre vestido de hombre va y 
viene: se va y no viene y como es hombre ni 
quien Ie pare el alto. iMil veces mejor ser 
hombre que mujer! Aunque yo hice todo 10 que 
quise de joven, se que todo es mejor en e1 
hombre que en la mujer. IBendita la mujer que 
quiere ser hombre!" (p. 186) 
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Despite the disadvantages of being a woman in a male-

dominated society, Jesusa enjoys a certain freedom 

precisely because of her position as a marginal being. 

"Quien vive marginado a un sistema social no puede ser 

manipulado por ese sistema. Jesusa esta tan desenchufada 

del sistema como cualquier autor creador de mundos y por 

eso puede hacer el mismo tipo (0 un tipo muy parecido) de 

critica." (Madrigal, p. 10) 

One notes other changes in Jesusa's testimony as the 

narration proceeds. When Jesusa first speaks of her 

husband, Pedro, she has nothing but hate for him. 

Mi marido se llamaba Pedro Aguilar; tendria unos 
diez y siete arios, dos mas que yo. No tenia por 
que haberse atravesado en mi camino. Fue una 
sinverguenzada de el, un abuso porque yo no Ie 
habia dado ninguna voluntad a el, ni a nadie. 
Montado en su caballo me iba hablando a media 
calle. ,Con qu~ derecho? ~C6mo anduvo el 
informandose de quien era mi padre, tomando los 
pasos por su cuenta? Yo no se 10 tome a bien. 
AlIa en los apretados infiernos ha de estar 
ardiendo el ingrato, pues no tenia por que hacerme 
la vida desgraciada. (p.84) 
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Jesusa describes her life with Pedro as hellish 

slavery and martyrdom. Not only did he abuse her 

psychologically and physically but he tried to kill her on 

several occassions. When a general questions his actions, 

Pedro makes it clear that he is in command of his wife. 

"Lo siento mucho, mi general, us ted mandarc!' en mt porque 

soy de su tropa, pero en mi mujer no mandai en mi mujer 

mando yo y va donde yo la lleve." However, as Jesusa 

speaks of her husband, her bitterness and anger toward him 

begin to diminish, especially as she approaches the 

description of his death. She refers to his physical 

attractiveness, his generousity with others, and how he 

cared for her when her feet were frostbitten. He liked to 

read to her, but afterwards would ask her questions she did 

not understand to make himself appear intelligent and 

herself ignorant. He is wise in that he knows the war will 

never end:"Porque esto ya tiene mucho tiempo y va pa largo. 

Es cuento de nunca acabar." (p.118) When Pedro dies under 

gunfire, Jesusa quite matter of factly talks about his 

death and how she arranged for his burial. 

Cuando llegue, era de noche y a Pedro ya se 10 
estaban comiendo los coyotes. Ya no tenia manos, 
ni orejas, Ie faltaba un pedazo de nariz y una 
parte del pescuezo. Lo levant amos y 10 llevamos a 
enterrar a Marfa, Tejas, por alIi cerca de 
Presidio, en los Estados Unidos. AlIa fue a 
quedar." (p.130) 
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Although there is certainly no sign of affection in 

this description, absent is the hate and revulsion with. 

which she first describes him, perhaps in deference to the 

dead. At a later point she condemns Carranza for not paying 

her widow's pension and being responsible for the death of 

her father, her brother, and her husband. (p. 136) Jesusa 

states that she has never loved anyone, but contradicts 

herself by referring to the closeness between herself and 

her father, and the deep love she had for her brother 

Emiliano. To link Pedro with these other two is an 

indication that her hate for the former has begun to 

dissipate with age. 

From her point of view in the present, Jesusa makes 

several comparisons and contrasts between the times she 

lives in and the past. Mostly she condemns the way things 

are, from loose morals to basic, everyday customs and 

ceremonies. Referring to baptismal rites, she says: 

En los bautizos, la fiesta era muy 
bonita porque se guardaba el orden, la compostura, 
no como ahora que, v6ytelas, hacen comelitones y 
borracheras y bailes y sabe Dios cuanto escandalo 
y que ~chese otra copita y Lque si ya quedaron 
satisfechos? ~y que si ya se sambutieron cuanto 
habla? y mentira que es para bautizar al nino 
como si esa pobre mirruna se diera cuenta."(p. 46) 

Contrasting the tortillas that she bought in the 

past with those of the present, she says; "Pero eran 

tortillas de mano, no como esas cochinadas que venden 
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ahora." (p. 147) Or referring to changing roles in 

society she talks about how women used to make clothes for 

men. "porque en aguel tiempo la mujer Ie hacia la ropa al 

hombre" (p. 133) When she describes the pyramids her 

profound disenchantment with the world continues to emerge: 

"No se como estaran ahora pero seguro que mal, porque en 

M~xico todo 10 descomponen." (p. 158) Jesusa's 

descriptions of the Mexican Revolution are colorful and 

action-packed. She speaks nostalgically about the times 

past when she fought first at her father's side, then at 

Pedro's side, and finally on her own with the other 

soldiers. It seems these were the most exciting times of 

her life and she enjoyed being involved in the skirmishes: 

"La balacera es todo mi amor porque se oye muy bonita. Los 

primeros balazos si se oyen, pero el fuego cerrado ya no se 

oye. Nomas se ve la humadera, los humitos que sale de los 

distintos lugares. Solo de acordarme me daban ganas de 

irme a la revolufia ... " (p. 20) However, on another 

level Jesusa's narration is tainted with disillusionment 

influenced by her point of view when she already knows the 

revolution was in vain, that the leaders were corrupt, and 

nothing has changed. 

. . . Pedro Carranza se qued6 con mi dinero, 
maldecido. A el s1 10 mantuvo y sigue manteniendo 
a los revolucionarios que estan en la gloria 
cobrando todavia los haberes de mi marido, de mi 



padre y de todos los demas que murieron por su 
culpa, por tanto disparate que hicieron 
mandandolos todos al otro mundo sin deberla ni 
temerla. •• La revoluci6n no ha cambiado 
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nada. Nomas estamos mas muertos de hambre. (p. 136) 

At times Jesusa expresses uncertainty about what she 

has seen, heard, or lived through, and one receives the 

impression that she is not telling all, or that she is 

speaking in a manner that avoids direct expression of her 

reality. Referring to the mysterious death of her brother, 

Emiliano, she says, " •.. Ahora quien sabe cual sea la mera 

verdad." (p.62) Or referring to a house where she worked 

as a maid, her description is vague and impatient. 

Adelina de la Parra era la duena del negocio de 
Netzahualcoyotl y yo su criada. Su casa era como 
tienda, como restoran, quien sabe que cos a era, el 
caso es que alIi bailahan. Yo limpiaba y hacia 
las recamaras. La familia era grande:de ocho 
recamaras. Iba un bute de muchachas porque el 
negocio era de tomar y bailar. Se vendian tacos, 
tortas y bebidas y por 10 regular tenian que 
lidiarselas con borrachos y con hombres malos. Yo 
nomas estaba para barrer y sacudir •.•• 

From this description one may infer that the house 

was a brothel but Jesusa does not want to admit it. Also, 

when referring to loose women who have sex with men, she 

consistently condemns such activities and claims that she 

would never allow it to happen to her. "A mi, saquenme a 
9' 

bailar, llevenme a tomar y jalo parejo, invitenme a dar la 

vuelta por todo Mexico; denme harto que comer porque me 



200 
, I 

gusta comer y tomar, pero eso Sl a m1 no me digan que les 

.pague con 10 que Dios me dio. Eso si que no." (p. 153) 

However, at another point she admits to having done just 

that: "si ya compraron la esclava para nomas ponte y te 10 

finco cuantas veces se ofrezca, de guajes se van a andar 

con ondulaciones. Y yo 10 digo porque tambien me deje. 

Pero eso fue antes. •. "(p.154) According to Lamont, 

this indirect and contradictory discourse is characteristic 

of women in general as they have learned not to express 

their desires or beliefs directly as a matter of survival. 

Instead, as Jesusa does, they will communicate in a 

roundabout manner that suggests or hints at a certain 

reality but does not directly establish it. (Lamont, p. 

144) In this manner one may leave the interpretation to the 

reader or the listener and find other ways to deal with a 

confrontational situation which women have been taught to 

avoid. 

The basic narrator is Elena Poniatowska, who 

transcribes Jesusa's words and transforms her oral 

expression into written form. It is apparent that she is 

temporally and spatially near to Jesusa from the numerous 

references already mentioned when Jesusa directs her 

comments to an interlocutor in the same room. Other than 

these references, the basic narrator does not appear 
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directly in the text and her function is to organize 

Jesusa's narration into a coherent form. Therefore it is 

she who is responsible for the circularity of the text, 

beginning with Jesusa's narration in the present, and 

reverting to past events that gradually returns the reader 

to the present. She also retains control over the 

narration by highlighting aspects of Jesusa's life in 

contrast to others, or by placing details in a certain 

order which brings to light contradictions or doubts 

inherent in Jesusa's story, which otherwise might not have 

emerged, and which serve to demonstrate the perspective of 

both narrators. (Madrigal, p. 11) Also, Poniatowska's choice 

of the testimonial format is significant: 

La naturaleza dialectica de este genero es 
apropiado en el despertar de las conciencias 
femeninas, pues ahora sus vidas (y tambien las 
nuestras) seran articuladas por elIas mismas, 
dejando constancia de su participacion en un 
proceso. Un despertar colectivo se revela 
mientras aquellos que cuentan sus historias 
modifican nuestros conceptos y son simultaneamente 
modificados por el proceso . . . por primera vez 
reflecionaban ante sus propias vidas, al 
reconocerse como una sociedad. 154 

Therefore, Poniatowska's novel becomes a monument to 

the struggling, awakening consciousness of Latin American 

154 
Margarite Fernandez Olmos, "EI genero testimonial: 

aproximaciones feministas," Revista Interamericana 11, No. 
1 (1981), p. 2. 



women who begin to see their own selves reflected in 

literature. 

* * * * * * 

The point of view of the narrators in Cenizas de 
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de Izalco is also that of outsiders. Not only are they 

alienated beings who cannot relate to the society in which 

they live, but they are also physically apart from the 

environment to which they are accustomed. The narrative is 

filtered through the points of view of two characters, 

Carmen and Frank Wolff, what Genette refers to as variable 

internal focalization. However, the principal narrator is 

Carmen, who has returned to Santa Ana, her home village in 

EI Salvador, after twenty years of living in the United 

States. Although she says nothing has changed, the reality 

is that she herself has changed and cannot accept her role 

as the traditional woman in elite Salvadoran society. 

Therefore she is an observer who narrates from a point of 

view that is apart from the accepted norms of Salvadoran 

culture. 

Carmen begins her narration two weeks after the 

death of her mother. She has read Frank Wolff's diary and 

is groping to understand her mother's existence and her 

own. In doing so, she begins to re-read Wolff's diary to 

see if she can discover any further clues as to why her 
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mother left her the diary. Although she is situated in 

the space where the action of the novel takes place for the 
. . 

most part, temporally there is a division between what she 

narrates in the present, and what is included from Wolff's 

diary some thirty years earlier. Therefore she is 

narrating from a point that is close to her mother's death 

and the revelation which this brings, but far from the 

events of 1931 which Wolff describes in his diary. 

Carmen has decided to stay with her father for 

another month until he is able to pull himself together 

after Isabel's death and take care of himself. During the 

two weeks that she has already been there she has been 

through a deep existential crisis which she describes in 

her narration. One may say that Carmen has returned to her 

roots to examine and re-examine the emptiness and hypocrisy 

of her life in light of her mother's revelation that has 

completely upset Carmen's view of reality. But she takes 

events that occurred thirty years earlier as described in 

Wolff's diary and attempts to fit them into her own 

interpretation of existence. Therefore although Carmen 

narrates in the first person in the present, she projects 

her point of view to a distant past, to the world of two 

people she never really knew. Carmen's narration is also 

in the form of a diary which leads the reader into parallel 
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scenes from the present that remind Carmen of some action 

or gesture by her mother in the past, to scenes of 

Carmen's life in the United States which depict the 

alienation she feels, back to Santa Ana where Carmen has 

arrived two weeks earlier, and finally to her mother's 

funeral with which the novel ends. Hence Carmen is 

narrating from a point that is two weeks beyond the end of 

the chronological chain of events in the novel. 

Carmen's narration begins with a description of a 

dinner in her home in which her personality has blended 

with that of her deceased mother. Every gesture she makes 

seems to be in imitation of her mother, from serving meals 

to carrying the keys of the house. Even her father sees 

her as such: 

El manojo de llaves en mi cinto. Esta manana 
hubo un momento de confusi6n. Me mire olvidando, 
desplazandose hacia el pas ado y yo fui ella y casi 
hizo un gesto y casi me llama por su nombre antes 
de recuperarse. Por un minuto vertiginoso me 
senti, si, soy ella mirando a Papa Manuel hace 
anos, despues de la muerte de Mama Carmen, 
palpando su cansancio, su vacio. De pronto el 
tiempo se reincorpor6, volvid a su sendero 
acostumbrado. Evitamos mirarnos, sentimos 
verguenza de que fueran tan fragiles las 
identidades, tan intercambiables. Me aleje de 
prisa por e1 corredor, con las llaves tintineando. 
(p. 13) 

In the first pages the narrator establishes her links 

with the past, specifically with the eruption of Iza1co in 

1931. She recalls this moment because she has been reading 
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Wolff's diary which revolves around that central date, and 

she remembers she was seven years old when the volcano 

erupted to signal the beginning of the mass peasant 

rebellion. She comments that Wolff perceived her mother's 

sadness, while she never did, and as Carmen buys fruit in 

the market she has flashes of the past when Isabel was 

alive intermixed with her death: 

Que extrano que me reconozcan, que me recuerden, 
que siga siendo la nina Carmencita. Seguimos 
caminanda, abriendonos paso por entre la multitud. 

-Maria, tenemas que comprar yuca. Hace anos que 
no como yuca con chicharrones.-

Perd6n, mama. Que Dios la tenga en su gloria. 
Que tonta soy. Supersticiones. Las monjas se 
deslizan por los frios corredares de la Asuncion. 
Las clases de catecismo, la capilla, el padre 
Antonio encorvada sobre el pulpito, la luz 
enredada a sus gafas. Mira hacia abajo, me mira a 
mi, a mi alma, con los ojos redondos y vacios. 
Mama! Dura y helada en la sombra. IPutrefaccion, 
gusanos! Y la Cucarachita Mandinga la gime y la 
llora. iBasta! 

-Isabel, tdonde pusiste mi prendedor? 

-No 10 he visto, viejo. De segura que en uno de 
tus trajes.-

A como estan los tomates?-

-Nina Carmen cuanto siento 10 de su mamaita. Yo 
no 10 podia creer cuando 10 supe.-

-Gracias. Dos libras por favar.-"(p.15) 

The point of view of the narrator allows her to 

manipulate time which demonstrates the confusion of 
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identity between herself and her mother, and the struggle 

to reach the center of authentic existence. She believes 

she can find the key in the past, in Wolff's diary. 

In the novel Wolff's narration begins November 16, 

1931. Carmen begins to re-read his diary at this point 

perhaps because this is where Wolff meets her father, and 

the following day, Isabel. Wolff's narration is 

interspersed in that of Carmen's, and it becomes apparent 

that Carmen identifies with his alienation to such an 

extent that at times one is not sure who is actually 

narrating because of the similarities in their lives and 

personalities. Wolff and Carmen see Isabel as salvation 

from a completely alienated state, and the latter 

represents a central, authentic space in an empty, 

hypocritcal world. For Wolff, visiting his old friend from 

Oregon, Virgil, has only helped to clarify to him that 

his existence is meaningless and that he really has nothing 

in common with Virgil nor the world he lives in. 

Me deja frio, no supe que responderle. Su alusidn 
a Oregon, su certeza de que yo consideraba a 
Oregon my home, hizo que me diera cuenta del 
precipicio que habia entre nosotros, de los anos 
sin puente, de las distintas experiencias que nos 
separaban. • . 

Par un instante luche can la palabra home, can su 
concepto. Home dicho aqui, en este pueblo 
tropical donde los dos somas extranjeros, me 
subray6 el concepto de la palabra. Durante el 
silencio que sigui6, quise recordar donde habia 
dejado el mia, si alguna vez habia tenido uno. 



Nunca 10 fue la casa de Oregon con su 6rgano de 
pedal en la sala y la expresi6n granitica en el 
rostro de mi padre, que dominaba el paisaje como 
un inabordable Matterhorn. Paris tampoco 10 fue. 
Recuerdo Paris como un bano de sauna con sus 
hirvientes y heladas alternaciones. Hollywood 
menos:un apartamanto .con botellas esparcidas por 
todos los rincones. •. . 

Hogar para mi era sentirla venir por el corredor 
con las llaves tintineando, verla detenerse para 
arreglar un florero 0 poner una silla en su sitio. 
Eran mis largos paseos con ella mientras Ie 
confiaba mis problemas, mis dudas, mis 
entusiasmos. Era su presencia, su olor, y tambien 
papa con sus refranes, su nariz aquilena, su 
maletin de cuero. (p. 47) 
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The last paragraph could well have been narrated by 

Wolff as there is no interruption between his narration and 

Carmen's. That it is Carmen narrating is indicated only by 

her reference to "papa." This mixture of narrations occurs 

at various intervals throughout the texts which tends 

to blend not only the past and the present, but also the 

personalities of Wolff, Carmen, and Isabel. 

In actuality, Wolff begins his diary October 31, 

1931, when he has recently been released from a sanatorium 

for alcoholics. The annotations in his diary continue 

chronologically to January 27, 1932, at which time he has 

witnessed the massacre of thousands of peasants after the 

eruption of Izalco. He sends his diary to Isabel as a 

farewell gift; decades later Isabel will repeat this 

gesture, leaving Wolff's diary as a farewell gift to 
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Carmen. Included in the diary are twenty-five 

annotations of varying lengths; the last one in which he 

describes the massacre of Izalco is by far the longest. As 

Wolff narrates events immediately after he has experienced 

them, his point of view is very limited. He can only narrate 

what has just happened without knowing what will follow, 

and at times he is mistaken in his perceptions of what the 

future will bring. For example, Carmen and through her the 

reader knows that his desperate attempts to convince Isabel 

to flee with him are doomed, but in his diary each entry 

expresses frustration or elation depending on whether 

Isabel is succumbing to or rejecting him. Wolff's twenty-

second entry in his diary is the only one that bears no 

date because it is a letter to Isabel that he writes in a 

bar when he is stranded in Izalco. In the letter 

he attempts to convince Isabel to flee with him, echoing 

the same feelings of Carmen stated earlier, that Isabel is 

his home, his center. 

Pienso en mi, Isabel, en mi propia necesidad. Tu 
no puedes ser simplemente un salvavidas que 
alguien me arrojd, y cuando ya 10 habia alcanzado, 
un hada malefica me 10 arrancd de los dedos. No 
puedes ser un mero acontecimiento, un episodio de 
mi vida; no puedes ser un accidente 0 una broma 
cruel. Soy un planeta oscuro que por primera vez 
ha descubierto la drbita justa alrededor del sol. 
No puedes condenarme de nuevo a errar a traves de 
la noche oscura, expuesto a los frios vientos del 
espacio. (p. 174) 
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In the next entry dated January 18th, Wolff is 

completely intoxicated and beginning to disassociate from 

his own personality. Halfway through the entry he refers 

to himself as "tu" and watches his body and self as a 

detached human being, eventually referring to himself in 

third person. "Otro sorbo, Frank, y otro. Ahora uno 

chiquito. iYa! Y una vez mas, subia suspendido de la 

cuerda de plata, casi hasta el techo. Se mira desde alIi, 

sentado a la mesa, can el tercer vaso al alcance de la 

mano, absorto en 10 que escribia .•. " Pobre viejo 

Frank,"penso-pobre estupido Frank. Nunca ha podido 

entender estas cosas, per a yo Ie voy a ayudar. Seriamos un 

equipo formidable el y yo. Empezaremos por poner algunas 

verdades crudas sobre el papel .... " (p. 176) At the end 

of this annotation he faces the bitter reality that he will 

never see Isabel again. However, the next entry January 

18th is a series of notes on how he will convince Isabel to 

leave Santa Ana with him. His last note states that he 

must send this to Eugenia, Isabel's friend, so that the 

latter can receive it by January 20th and they can escape 

together. But Wolff doesn't send the diary until after 

January 27th, because meanwhile he has witness~d the 

massacre of Izalco in which Virgil sacrifices himself, 

dying in solidarity with the campesinos. Apparently 
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through Virgil's sacrifice Wolff realizes he is completely 

unworthy of Isabel and that she was right in.her efforts to 

reject him. The last entry ends with a farewell to Isabel: 

Isabel: Hoy Ie devolvi. su auto a Eduardo, recogi 
algunas de las cosas de Virgil (la Biblia, su 
estuche, algunos de sus sermones) y estuve toda la 
noche, sentado a su mesa, escribiendote. lPor que? 
Para cerrar una cuenta pendiente quiza, para 
levantar una vela y escrutarle el rostro a la 
verdad; para decirte, en fin, que tenias razon. 
(p. 208) 

The last annotation by Carmen in her own diary 

describes the funeral of her mother in which she combines 

Wolff's and her own perception of her mother: "La dejamos 

sola entre sus muertos. Frank se IlevQ con el un rostro 

distinto de mama, uno que nunca adivine. Aqui, en este 

mismo patio, bajo la misma luz, Ie descubri, Ie descubrio 

otro rostro." (p. 209) Again, all three personalities 

blend together because their lives have been inextricably 

linked: Isabel identified with and found solace in Frank, 

Frank discovered his authentic center in Isabel, and through 

Isabel and Frank, Carmen realizes that her own existence 

is an empty imitation of what the latter have lived. 

However, from her point of view in the present, she has 

the possibility of changing her fate whereas for Isabel and 

Frank that decision was made long ago. 

* * * * * * 
The point of view in La casa de lo~ espiritus is 

what determines the perspective of both narrators and 
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marks the entire narrative process. In the first paragraph 

of the novel the principal narrator reveals herself as 

someone who is using Clara's various diary-notebooks to 

uncover the past from a point of view of fifty years later. 

The reader is also told that the narrator is using the 

notebooks to recover from some horrible experience: ". 

sin sospechar que cincuenta anos despu~s sus cuadernos me 

servirian para rescatar la memoria del pasado y para 

sobrevivir a mi propio espanto •.•. " (p.9) The 

references to the principal narrator are frequent 

throughout the text, but not until the end of the novel 

does the reader discover that she is Alba, who uses 

various sources to retrace the past fifty years until the 

moment when she is writing. Because Alba already knows 

what will happen she is able to interject various comments 

that are hints, predictions, warnings, or statements of 

what is to come. This allows her complete control over her 
155 

own narration which is dominant and that of the others 

granting her the freedom to allude to certain patterns of 

actions or behavior that emerge from her position of 
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(23 de enero, 1983), p. 40. 
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hindsight and from her point of view of the person 

describing at the same time she is at various times the 

person described. Most of the narrative is focalized 

through har point of view, but parts are also focalized 

through the point of view of her grandfather. Many of the 

same events are described from what Genette calls multiple 

internal focalization points of view because they are 

narrated by different characters with different 

perspectives. 

As mentioned, Alba uses her grandmother Clara's 

diaries, the correspondence between her mother, Blanca, and 

Clara during a crucial period of Blanca's life, the 

administrative books of the Tres Marias estate, and various 

other documents that she says she has at hand to piece 

together the past fifty years and reorganize the 

information into a coherent whole. There are also certain 

sources that Alba refers to but does not explain who they 

are. For example, of the love affairs of her uncles, 

Jaime and Nicolas, Alba says she is not able to use Clara's 

diary to learn about them because her grandmother knew very 

little about her two sons. She states that she learned 

this information from certain sources, but does not reveal 

them. On other occasions she states how she obtained a 

certain bit of information. When her uncle Jaime is 
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tortured and then murdered after the coup that overthrew 

president Salvador Allende, a soldier who had been aided by 

Jaime's medical skills in the past is witness to his final 

moments. He tells Blanca what happened, who passes it on 

to Alba who records it in her text. This serves to 

establish a certain verisimilitude to the narration which 

is also achieved through other means described below. 

Through the dedication of the novel it is understood 

that the women in the novel are real characters and that 

the author is simply documenting their lives through their 

writings and correspondence; in that sense the author 

assumes the identity of Alba and the story is told from 

their merging points of view. The basic narrator, then, is 

a blending of Allende/Alba, the "real" authorial 

consciousness and the fictitious narrative perspective, who 

use real facts and figures to further emphasize the 

accuracy of their statement because they have lived 

through the experience and are telling the true story of 

what happened in Chile during the past fifty years from 
156 

their point of view in the present. 

Another manner in which the narrator establishes 

verisimilitude is by the use of photographs or other 
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replicas of the people she describes. As she writes about 

Esteban Trueba's sister, Ferula, she refers to a photograph 

of Ferula that she has before her: 

Tengo un retrato de Ferula tornado en esos anos, 
durante un cumpleanos de Blanca. Es una vieja 
fotografia color sepia, destefiida por el tiempo, 
donde, sin embargo, aun se la puede ver con. 
claridad. Era una regia matrona, pero tenia un 
rictus amargo en el rostro que delataba su 
tragedia interior. (p. 102) 

On another occassion she describes a painting of 

Clara, the only one that exists, and says that it now 

appears in a museum in London. 

En esos dias, un joven artista famelico, acogido 
en la casa por misericordia, page su hospedaje 
pintando el unico retrato de Clara que existe. 
Mucho tiempo despues, el miserrimo artista se 
convirtio en un maestro y hoy el cuadro esta en un 
museo de Londres, como tantas otras obras de arte 
que salieron del pais en la epoca en que hubo que 
vender el mobilario para alimentar a los 
perseguidos. En la tela puede verse a una mujer 
madura, vestida de blanco, con el pelo plateado y 
una dulce expresion de trapecista en el rostro, 
descansando en una mecedora que esta suspendida 
encima del nivel del suelo, flotando entre 
cortinas floreadas, un jarr6n que vuela invertido 
y un gato gordo y negro que observa sentado como 
un gran senor. Influencia de Chagall, dice el 
catalogo del museo, pero no es asi. Corresponde 
exactamente a la realidad que el artista vivid en 
la casa de Clara. (p.237) 

Just before her grandfather dies, Alba and he go 

through the old photo albums of their family, which she 

states is absolute scientific proof that they existed. The 

only person of whom there is no picture, is Jean de 



Satigny, the perverted count that Blanca is forced to 

marry, and so Alba has come to doubt his existence. 

Desenterramos de los rincones secretos y olvidados 
los viejos albums y tengo aqui sobre la mesa de mi 
abuela, un mont on de retratos; la bella Rosa junto 
a un columpio destenido, mi madre y Pedro Tercero 
Garcia a los cuatro anos, dando maiz a las 
gallinas en el patio de las Tres Marias, mi abuelo 
cuando era joven y media un metro ochenta, prueba 
irrefutable de que se cumpli6 la maldicion de 
Ferula y se Ie fue achicando el cuerpo en la misma 
medida en que se Ie encogi6 el alma, mis tios 
Jaime y Nicolas, uno taciturno y sombrio, 
gigantesco y vulnerable, y el otro enjuto y 
gracioso, volatil y sonriente, tambi~n la Nana y 
los bisabuelos del Valle, antes que se mataran en 
un accidente, en fin, todos menos el noble Jean de 
Satigny, de quien no queda testimonio cientifico y 
he llegado a dudar de su existencia. (p.378) 
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It is ironic that as the Count was a photographer in 

life he is the only one of which there is no photograph. 

Also, after Blanca flees his mansion his existence becomes 

shadowy and peripheral and his death is only mentioned in 

passing by Alba who sees his body, but is not even sure of 

his identity. Perhaps this is because as a foreigner he is 

not of their world and came only to exploit it, never 

acquiring an identity of his own. After he has served 

Trueba's purpose in "saving" Blanca's honor, his existence 

becomes as inauthentic and unimportant as was his role in 

the entire drama. 

The narrator also seeks to establish verisimilitude from 

testimony which she considers objective. When Ferula dies 
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and appears in the Trueba dining room to bid farewell to 

Clara, Alba underscores the importance of the presence of 

her uncles Jaime and Nicol~s who had not been living under 

the spell of the spirits and therefore were reliable 

witnesses to what they saw. 

Todos los que vivieron aquel momento, coinciden en 
que eran alrededor de las ocho de la noche cuando 
aparecio Ferula, sin que nada presagiara su 
llegada. Todos pudieron verla con su blusa 
almidonada, su manojo de llaves en la cintura y su 
mono de solterona, tal como la habian visto 
siempre en la cas a • . • Era un sabado y los 
mellizos, Jaime y Nicolas,habian salido del 
internado a pasar el fin de semana con su familia, 
de modo que tambien estaban alIi. su testimonio 
es muy importante, porque eran los unicos miembros 
de la familia que vivian alejados por completo de 
la mesa de tres patas, preservados de la magia y 
el espiritismo por un rigido colegio 
ingles. (p.134) 

From Alba's vantage point or "bird's eye" point of 

view, she is able to see how certain patterns of behavior 

emerge among members of the family, and especially among 

the women: She speaks of the vivid imagination that the 

women in the family passed on through their maternal 

lineage, of their creative powers, of the secret 

relationships they establish with the daughters in their 

wombs, of their social preoccupations and attempts to 

enlighten women and better their position in a world 

dominated by brutal men, and of their luminous inner beings 

which no male can ever dominate. For all these reasons, 
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they are not accepted in the society they live in and live 

as marginal beings, finding solace in the identification 

they share with eachother. When mother and grandmother seek 

a name for the newly born baby girl, they find one that 
157 

will continue to reflect their unique spirit. "Buscaron 

un nombre en un diccionario de sin6nimos y descubrieron el 

suyo, que es el ultimo de una cadena de palabras luminosas 

que quieren decir 10 mismo." (p. 234) Because of their 

close spiritual connections, their personalities tend to 

blend with that of Alba's who has been deeply influenced 

by her grandmother and mother. Alba began to write as a 

result of the stories that her mother told her as a child; 

then, when she is placed in solitary confinement in a tiny 

dungeon by Esteban Garcia and is ready to die, Clara 

inspires Alba to write on the walls mentally so that 

she can document the atrocities she is living. By giving 

Alba a reason to live, Clara saves her life, and further 

secures the close spiritual bond that has always existed 

between them to such an extent that at times Alba believes 

157 
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Chilean clan," Arizona Daily Star (Aug. 4, 1985), p. 6. 
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in reality it is Clara who is writing in the present, in 

this way merging character and narrator. 

En algunos momentos tengo la sensaci6n de que esto 
ya 10 he vivido y que he escrito estas mismas 
palabras, pero comprendo que no soy yo, sino otra 
mujer, que anota en sus cuadernos para que yo me 
sirviera de ellos. Escribo, ella escribio, que la 
memoria es fragil y el transcurso de una vida es 
muy breve y sucede todo tan de prisa que no 
alcanzamos aver la relacion entre los 
acontecimientos, no podemos medir la consecuencia 
de los actos, creemos en la ficcion del tiempo, en 
el presente, el pasado, el futuro, pero puede ser 
tambi~n que todo ocurre simultaneamente, como 
dec ian las tres hermanas Mora, que eran capaces de 
ver en el espacio los espiritus de todas las 
epocas. Por eso mi abuela Clara escribia en sus 

. cuadernos, para ver las cosas en su dimension real 
y para burlar a la mala memoria. (p. 379) 

Because Alba is able to survey the lives that 

have preceeded her, a similar pattern emerges in her 

descriptions of what happens to different characters. 

Esteban Trueba, Blanca and Pedro Tercero Garcia, Ferula and 

others are all described as living certain situations 

which many years later they realize were the happiest times 

of their lives. (p. 142, 243) Alba also provides various 

indications of what will happen to a character in the 

future, which instead of diminishing the suspense 

enhances anticipation as to how and why this comes 

about. (Uspensky, p. 67) There are numerous examples 

throughout the text. For example, the narrator anticipates 
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what will happen to Blanca and Pedro years after they are 

caught sleeping together as innocent children: "En esa 

misma posicion serian sorprendidos muchos anos despues, 

para desdicha de los dos, y-no les alcanzaria la vida para 

pagarlo." (p.98) Referring to her lover Miguel as a child 

and his sister Amanda who cries when she takes him to his 

first day of school, Alba reveals knowledge of Amanda's 

unhappy fate. "Amanda 10 estrech6 contra su pecho 

freneticamente y en una inspiracion del momento Ie dijo: 

'daria la vida por ti, Miguelito.' No sabia que algun dia 

tendria que hacerlo." (p.l99) In describing the bitter 

youth of Esteban Garcia, one of the many bastard sons and 

grandsons of Esteban Trueba, the narrator refers to his 

future crucial role in the lives of all her loved 

ones: "Siempre reprocho a Trueba la existencia oscura que 

forjo para el y se sintio castigado, inclusive en los dias 

en que llego a la cima del poder y los tuvo a todos en su 

puno." (p. 170) Other patterns that become apparent 

in Alba's narration due to her "bird's eye" point of view 

are the sexual aberrations and abuses suffered by the women 

of her lineage, which are all described in the same style. 

Each violation is described from the point of view of the 

outsider looking in, one who is separate from the center of 

existence dominated by men. When Rosa dies after being 
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accidentally poisoned in place of her father, there are 

three accounts of her death, the most vivid being that 

described by Clara as a child who blames herself for Rosa's 

death because she foretold it. Unable to sleep, Clara 

slips down to the kitchen and finding the door locked, 

peaks through the -keyhole to witness the autopsy and 

subsequent act of necrophilism to which her sister's body 

is subjected, shocking Clara into silence for the following 

nine years. 

La noche que el doctor Cuevas y su ayudante 
destriparon el cad&ver de Rosa en la cocina para 
encontrar la causa de su muerte, Clara estaba en 
su cama con los ojos abiertos, temblando en la 
oscuridad. Tenia la terrible duda de que su 
hermana habia muerto porque ella 10 habia 
dicho. . • • Sa lie a buscarla por la casa. Todo 
estaba oscuro y silencioso ..• Recorrio los salones 
deslizandose pegada a los muros, asustada y 
helada. • .. Se dirigio entonces a 
la cocina,pensando que en el pecho de la Nana 
hallaria consuelo. Cruze el patio principal, 
entre las camelias y los naranjos enanos, atravese 
los salones del segundo cuerpo de la cas a y los 
sombrios corredores abiertos donde las tenues 
luces de los faroles a gas quedaban encendidas 
toda la noche ..• y lIege al patio, donde estaban 
las dependencias de servicio y las cocinas ..•• El 
instinto adverti6 a Clara que algo anormal estaba 
ocurriendo adentro, trato de asomarse, pero su 
nariz no llegaba al alfeizar de la ventana, tUV0 
que arrastrar un cajon y acercarlo al muro, se 
trepo y pudo mirar por un hueco entre el postigo 
de madera y el marco de la ventana que la humedad 
y el tiempo habian deformado. Y entonces vio el 
interior •.. Clara, inmovil sobre el cajon, no pudo 
dejar de mirar hasta el final ..• Se qued6 hasta que 
el medico salia poniendose su chaqueta negra con 
un gesto de mortal tristeza. Se quedo hasta que 



el joven desconocido bese a Rosa en los labios, en 
el cuello, en los senos, entre las piernas, la 
lave con una esponja, Ie puso su camisa bordada y 
Ie acomod6 el pelo, jadeando •.• Se quedo hasta que 
el ayudante la cargo en los brazos con la misma 
conmovedora ternura con que la hubiera levantado 
para cruzar por primera vez el umbral de su casa 
si hubiera sido su novia. Y no pudo moverse hasta 
que aparecieron las primeras luces. Entonces se 
desliz6 hasta su carna, sintiendo por dentro todo 
el silencio del mundo. El silencio la ocupo 
enteramente y no volvi6 a hablar hasta nueve arios 
despues, cuando saco la voz para anunciar que se 
iba a casar. (p.40) 
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Because Clara is so alienated from the society she 

lives in where such incidents occur, she chooses to 

separate herself from verbal human communication for many 

years, until she understands through her magical intuition 

that the time has come for her to speak. Many years 

later Blanca experiences a similar nocturnal episode 

described in much the same way. This time Blanca is 

witness to her husband's pornographic practices which he 

has indulged in secretly in his photography laboratory. 

Abri6 la puerta con mucha cautela y asomo la 
cabeza, en el precise instante en que una pequena 
figura agazapada pasaba por el fonda del 
corredor ..• La noche estaba fria y soplaba la brisa 
del desierto, que hacia crujir los viejos 
artesonados ... temia a la oscuridad l pero no se 
atrevio a encender las luces para no espantar a 
las pequenas momias en sus erraticos paseos ... De 
pronto rompio el espeso silencio de la noche un 
grito ronco, amortiguado, como si saliera del 
fondo de un ataud 0 al menos eso pense Blanca. . 
Se inmovilizo, can el corazon a punto de saltarle por 
la boca, pero un segundo gemido la sace del 
ensimismamiento, dandole fuerzas para avanzar 
hasta la puerta del laboratorio de Jean de 



Satigny. Trat6 de abrirla, pero estaba con llave. 
Pego la cara a la puerta y entonces sintio 
claramente murmullos, gritos sofocados y risas •.. 
(p.229) 
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The next day Blanca is determined to discover the 

secret of the laboratory, waits until her husband departs, 

and breaks in through the padlocked door of the laboratory. 

What she sees leave her aghast, much as Clara was left 

aghast so many years ago. 

A pesar de su sentido practico, que habia 
resistido inconmovible mas de veinte anos el baile 
de la mesa de tres patas y oir a su madre 
pronosticar 10 impronosticable, al cruzar el 
umbral del laboratorio, Blanca estaba temblando. . 
A tientas bUSCD el interruptor y encendi6 la luz. 
Se encontro en una espaciosa habitacion con los 
muros pintados de negro y gruesas cortinas del 
mismo color en las ventanas, por donde no se 
pasaba ni el mas debil rayo de luz •... Pero 10 que 
mas sorprendi6 fueron las fotografias. Al verlas 
se detuvo estupefacta. Las paredes del estudio de 
Jean de Satigny estaban cubiertas de acongojantes 
escenas erotic as que revelaban la oculta 
naturaleza de su marido ... vio el insondable abismo 
entre los muslos de la cocinera, a la llama 
embalsamada cabalganda sobre la mucama coja y al 
indio imperterrito que Ie servia la mesa, en 
cueros como un recien nacido, lampino y paticorto, 
con su inconmovible rostro de piedra y su 
desproporcionado pene en ereccion. (p. 231) 

Once again, Blanca is a completely isolated being 

who is confronted by an alienating experience that 

underscores her marginality in the world of men. 
~ 

The necrophilism practiced on Clara's sister and the 

pornography witnessed by her daughter are preludes to what 

happens to her grandaughter, Alba, when she is in the hands 
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of Esteban Garcia. It seems that each generation draws 

closer to the final abuse and violation of Alba's mind and 

body, repeating the rape of Garcia's grandmother by Trueba 

half a century before. The tone of the narration begins to 

change as this somber moment approaches. 

Whereas at times the first half of the narration 

reveals a lightness reflecting Clara's sense of humor, 

after Clara's death it is gone as the house and familial 

relationships deteriorate. 

La muerte de Clara trastorno por completo la vida 
de la gran casa de la esquina. Los tiempos 
carnbiaron. Con ella se fueron los espiritus, los 
huespedes y aquella luminosa alegria que estaba 
siempre presente debido a que ella no creia que el 
mundo fuera un Valle de Lagrimas, sino, por el 
contrario, una humorada de Dios, y por 10 mismo 
era una estupidez tomarlo en serio, si El mismo no 
10 hacia. Alba noto el daterioro desde los 
primeros dias ..•. (p. (262) 

As Alba approaches the ordeals suffered by herself 

and her loved ones after the overthrow, the tone of her 

narration becomes somber as the point of view begins to 

shift from an external one in which she describes, to the 
158 

internal one in which she is the described. At the time 

she narrates she is alone and completely marginalized from 

a society submerged in terror by a military dictatorship 

158 
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her grandfather had helped to establish, attempting to 

recover from the torture, rape, and mutilation she has 

endured at the hands of Esteban Garcia. She refers to 

gathering Clara's various diary/notebooks that are without 

dates and not in chronological order but rather organized 

according to events. Alba reorganizes them into chapters 

to reconstruct the history of her family and country. 

Solo el cuarto tapizado de seda azul de Clara 
permanecio intacto. En su interior quedaron los 
muebles de madera rubia, dos vestidos de algod6n 
blanco, la jaula vacia del canario, la cesta con 
tejidos inconclusos, sus barajas magicas, la mesa 
de tres patas y las rumas de cuadernos donde anota 
la vida durante cincuenta arios y que mucho tiempo 
despues, en la soledad de la casa vacia y el 
silencio de los muertos y deaparecidos, yo ordene 
y lei con recogimiento para reconstruir esta 
historia. (p. 263) 

Therefore, when Alba finishes transcribing Clara's 

notebooks and narrates her own story leading up to the 

tragic culmination of the novel, the change of tone is 

notable, determined by the shifting point of view which 

becomes much closer to the events at hand. 

The idea of writing the history they have lived comes 

from Alba's grandfather, Esteban Trueba, on his deathbed. 

Before he dies according to Alba he writes what he feels is 

important and necessary so that he can rest in peace. 

However, it becomes apparent his process of writing is very 

much involved with that of Alba's. As he refutes her 

version of events which reflect Clara's and Blanca's, he 



225 

becomes involved in long tirades attempting to justify his 

actions, as a reaction to what Alba has just narrated. 

(Rojas, p. 12) He also pretends to forget certain 

unpardonable acts commited on his part which from his point 

of view as an old man he believes were less than honorable, 

although never deplorable because he continues to be the 

patriarch. However, his story lacks conviction because of 

the many doubts he expresses and the consistent attempts to 

defend himself, including statements that he is not 

attempting to do so. 

Trueba reveals his identity, and the point he is 

narrating from, at the beginning of his narration. One 

knows that he is an old man who has shrunk with age and 

that he has a grandchild with whom he converses. 

Una vez me pregunto mi nieta como pude vivir tanto 
tiempo solo y tan lejos de la civilizacion. No 10 
se .. Me cuesta mucho intimar con la gente. En 
aquella epoca todavia no habia vivido con una 
mujer, asi es que tampoco podia echar de menos 10 
que no conocia. No era enamoradizo, nunca 10 he 
sido, soy de naturaleza fiel, a pesar de que basta 
la sombra de un brazo, la curva de una cintura, el 
quiebre de una rodilla femenina, para que me 
vengan ideas a la cabeza aun hoy, cuando ya estoy 
tan viejo que al verme en el espejo no me 
reconozco.Parezco un arbol torcido. No estoy 
tratando de justificar mis pecados de juventud con 
el cuento de que no podia controlar el impetu de 
mis deseos, ni mucho menos. (p. 27) 

The sins that Trueba refers to are his rape of the 

campesinas that work on his estatf~, Las Tres Marias, and 

then those of the surrounding estates. Throughout his 



226 

narration he consistently downplays his actions, justifies 

them or pretends to forget they occurred. From his point 

of view Trueba finally understands what rape actually means 

as he himself has suffered the consequences of his actions 

through his beloved grandaughter Alba. Therefore he cannot 

admit directly that he has done the same, setting off a 

chain of events that would eventually culminate in the rape 

of Alba, for which ultimately he is responsible. 

One manner in which he attempts to lessen his 

brutality is by explaining the difference between decent 

and loose women as perceived by his generation. "En mi 

generaci6n haciamos un distingo entre las mujeres decentes 

y las otras y tambien dividlamos a las decentes entre 

propias y ajenas." What Trueba omits is the general 

acquiesence of his class in the rape and abuse of women of 

the campesina class who worked in the fields and kitchens 

of the patrones. Above he labels them "ligeras" in an 

attempt to justify himself in the eyes of his grandaughter, 

his wife Clara, and his own conscience. 

Trueba describes the suffering he has endured 

throughout his life, first by losing Rosa to whom he had 

dedicated his life, and then Clara, who in life spurns him 

as a result of his violence against her and Blanca. He 

says he has suffered more than most because of his 

pride, admitting that he has commited ~ome errors but again 
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avoiding the entire question of rape which is the central 

issue. He claims he has been a good patron, but his doubt 

reveals itself: "Cuando pienso en esos tiempos, me da una 

gran tristeza. La vida se me pasO muy rapido. si volviera 

a empezar hay algunos errores que no cometeria, pero en 

general no me arrepiento de ~ada. Si, he sido un buen 

patron, de eso no hay duda." (p. 55) Later in his 

narration Trueba refers to Esteban Garcia's grandmother as 

someone he doesn't remember, although she was the first 

woman he raped. This may indicate a lack of importance of 

the matter in his perspective, or perhaps that he is 

ashamed to admit to it in light of what Alba has just 

experienced. He also insists that he is not a loose man 

but a faithful husband, and he is intent on clarifying his 

relationship with Transito Soto, explaining he is not a man 

of prostitutes, which may seem more immoral to him than the 

rape of inconsequential campesinas whom he considers his 

property. 

Trueba's insecurity repeats itself on several 

occassions in the process of his narration influenced by a 

point of view that allows him to relive and re-evaluate the 

past. When he speaks of the problems that eventually led 

to the final rupture between himself and Clara, he blames 

it all on the campesinos but eventually admits there were 

other factors involved. 



Por ese tipo de cosa peleabamos mucho. Los 
inquilinos eran la causa de todas nuestras 
discusiones. Bueno, no todas. Tambien 
discutiamos por la guerra mundial. • • . Sup on go 
que tambien teniamos malentendidos por otros 
motivos. En realidad, muy pocas veces estabamos 
de acuerdo en algo. No creo que la culpa de todo 
fuera de mi mal genio, porque yo era un buen 
marido, ni sombra del tarambana que habia sido de 
soltero. (p. 161) 
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Trueba's point of view is crucial because his entire 

narrative process is .marked by doubts that he apparently 

never experienced before the events of 1973,the year of 

Salvador Allende's overthrow. As one of the engineers of 

the coup, he represents the "virtuous" man who agrees to 
159 

support a military dictatorship to impose order. But as 

a consequence of his very actions, he witnesses the bloody 

repercussions in his own family with the torture and brutal 

murder of his son, Jaime, and the violation of Alba, the 

one loved one left to him, destroying his whole secure, 

indomitable world of reality. Trueba can no longer be 

certain of anything, least of all himself. That he is a 

shattered, frightened shell of his former self is revealed 

when he pours his soul out to the prostitute, Transito 

Soto, perhaps the one person in the world he ever did a 

favor for expecting nothing in return: 
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. . . no puedo aceptar que esten ocurriendo estas 
cos as en mi patria, que desaparezca la gente, que 
saquen a mi nieta de la casa a viva fuerza y yo no 
pueda impedirlo, nunca habian pasado cosas asi 
aqUi; por eso, justamente por eso, es que he 
tenido que venir a hablar con usted, Transito, 
nunc a me imagine hace cincuenta anos,cuando usted 
era una muchachita raquitica en el Farolito Rojo, 
que algun dia tendria que venir a suplicarle de 
rodillas que me haga este favor, que me ayude a 
encontrar a mi nieta • . . porque llevo semanas 
sin dormir, he recorrido todas las oficinas todas 
los Ministerios, todos los viejos amigos, sin que 
nadie pueda ayudarme, ya no me quieren recibir .. 

Transito, no quiero quitarle su tiempo, 10 
importante es que tengo buena situaci6n y mis 
negocios van viento en popa, as! es que puedo 
darle 10 que me pida, cualquier cosa, con tal que 
encuentre a mi nieta Alba antes que un demente me 
siga mandando mas dedos cortados 0 empiece a 
mandarme orejas y acabe volviendome loco 0 
matandome de un infarto, disculpeme que me ponga 
asi, me tiemblan las manos, estoy muy nervioso, no 
puedo explicar 10 que paso, un paquete por correo 
y adentro s6lo tres dedos humanos, amputados 
limpiamente, una broma macabra que me trae 
recuerdos, pero esos recuerdos no tienen nada que 
ver con Alba ..• por favor, Transito, en nombre 
de nuestra amistad, apiadese de mi, soy un pobre 
viejo destrozado, apiadese y bus que a mi nieta 
Alba antes que me la terminen de mandar en 
pedacitos por correo, solloce. (p.368) 
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At the end of his life Trueba is also an outsider, 

not able to condone or understand the brutal regime he had 

endorsed, and not able to change the pattern of his long 

life to adjust to ideas of social justice and freedom which 

he combatted throughout his entire life. Only because the 

world as he knew it no longer exists, can Esteban Trueba 

suggest to Alba that they write their story together; for 
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Trueba it becomes an expiatory process to do away with the 

remorse and guilt he feels for what has happened tlba 

and all of his loved ones as a result of his own brutal 

actions earlier in life. 



CHAPTER 5 

PERSPECTIVE OF THE NARRATOR 

The term "perspective" originated from the visual 

arts pertaining to the position of the artist in regard to 
160 

her/his work of art. According to Uspensky, "Perspective 

in general is a system for the representation of three or 

four dimensional space by means of artistic devices, 
161 

specific to the particular art form." In this sense,an 

artist may perceive a work from an external perspective in 

which she/he is located outside the artistic piece, or from 

an internal perspective in which the artist is inside the 

work perceiving the world from this vantage point. 

Linear perspective portrays an object as it is 
perceived from the outside (from a fixed point of 
view external to the represented reality). The 
picture is drawn as a view from a window might be 
drawn-with a necessary spatial barrier between the 
artist and the world she represents. Indeed, in 
Renaissance art theory, the painting is a "window 
into the open. 

160Wolfgang Kayser, Interpretacion y analisis de la 
obra literaria (Madrid: Editorial Gredos, 1954), p. 49. 
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Boris Uspens1~y, A Poetics of Composition (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1973), p. 57. 
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However, inverse perspective, a perspective system 
which is characteristic of both medieval and 
ancient art, supposes an internal position of the 
artist, rather than an external one. One of the 
typical features of inverse perspective is the 
diminution in size of the represented objects-not 
in proportion to their distance from the spectator 
(as in direct perspective) but in proportion to 
their proximity to her-so that the figures in the 
background of the painting are represented as 
being larger than those in the foreground. We may 
interpret this phenomenon by suggesting that in 
the system of inverse perspective the diminution 
in size of objects in the representation occurs 
not in relation to our point of view (the point of 
view of the spectator outside the painting) but 
with respect to the point of view of an abstract 
internal observer whom we may visualize as being 
located in the depth of the painting. (Uspensky, 
p. 135) 
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In literature the exterior perspective may pertain 

to third person narration, or an outside witness, while the 

interior perspective may correspond to narration in fir.st 

person, an immersed participant, for example. In this 

context it is apparent that the perspective of the artist 

will be determined by the assumed point of view. Not only 

does this refer to an interior or an exterior perspective, 

but also the time and place of the artist who produces the 

work. "Como es natural, la perspectiva varia siempre en 

las distintas obras segUn la epoca que representan y segUn 
162 

los personajes que contienen." Implicit is that the 
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p. 245. 



values of the artist reflected in the work will be 

influenced by her/his time and the position which the 

artist assumes in relation to her/his subject. 

In one type of description in a literary work, the 
authorial position is clearly fixed, and we can 
consider it as we would consider the position of 
the artist who paints in the system of direct 
perspective. In this case, we are justified in 
posing two important questions:where was the 
author when he/she described the events, and how 
did he/she learn about the behavior of her 
characters? (Uspensky, p.S8) 

Because there are infinite manners in which a 
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particular event, proceeding, behavior, thought process may 

be viewed, the narrator who describes the aforementioned is 

necessarily influenced by her/his own point of view and 

therefore the reader is presented with a certain 

interpretation that reflects the perspective of the 

narrator. "There is somebody in the middle of the action 

who is clearly the person to interpret it for us, and the 

action will accordingly be faced from his or her 
163 

position." For this reason, the perspective of a narrator 

is crucial to the work as the same phenomenon may be 

described quite differently depending on the angle assumed 

by the narrator, a consequence of the reality that he/she 

lives. "Perspectivism is suggested by the analogy of our 

163 
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seeing, say, a house, very differently from different 

angles while we still must admit that there is a house out 

there of definite dimensions, layout, material, colors, and 

so on, ~'lhich can be ascertained accurately and 
164 

objectively." 

In the above descriptions, point of view and 

perspective are inextricably linked and may be confused. 

However, for the purposes of th,i.s study, it is important to 

distinguish between the two fundamental categories of the 

narrator. Point of view is a technique used by the 

narrator to establish his/her angle of vision and the time 

and space from which the latter is narrating. As such, it 

is a position consciously elected and assumed by the basic 

narrator who organizes the text and believes that this is 

the best manner in which to effectively communicate the 

narrated material to the reader. However, the perspective 

of a narrator reflects the basic vital vision with which 

he/she contemplates the material narrated and is influenced 

by an intrinsic system of values, beliefs, aspirations, 

that gradually emerge directly or indirectly. Although a 

narrator may choose to manifest a perspective directly, or 

attempt to silence it in which case it is manifested 
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indirectly, a certain perspective cannot be elected 

consciously over other possibilities as in the case of the 

point of view because it is not a technique but rather an 

inherent vision of the world. As such, it creates a 

conscience that contemplates a world and reveals it, 
165 

thereby acquiring ideological overtones. 

A direct perspective emerges in fragments of the 

narration that are not confined to narrative description 

and reveal the subjective evaluation of a narrator towards 

his/her narration. An indirect perspective is one in which 

the perspective of the narrator gradually becomes known to 

a reader through, perhaps, what the narrator chooses to 

include or omit, but departs only slightly or not at all 

from narrative description. (Promis, p. 8) In both cases 

the perspective may be the same;it is only more apparent in 

one case than the other. Therefore although the author of a 

literary work of art may focus on producing an aesthetic 

piece, the narrator is still influenced by her/his own 

values that reflect moral, political, religious, national 
166 

intellectual and ideological leanings. As this 
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study concentrates on the perspective of the narrators 

created predominantly by women writers, it is necessary to 

add that although their viewpoints are certainly colored by 

the aforementioned values, the determining factor that 

influences their perspective is the condition of being 

female in male-dominated societies. 

Marta Traba considers that feminine culture forms 

part of the counter-culture, the marginal, that which is 

outside the mainstream. Therefore the female perspective is 

inexorably marked by particular experiences, and unique 
167 

perceptions, elaboration, and projections. In"The Laugh 

of the Medusa" Helene Cixous states that "a feminine text 

cannot fail to be more than subversive. It is volcanic; as 

it is written it brings about an upheaval of the old 

property crust, carrier of masculine investments; there's no 
168 

other way." 

Traba underscores that women must reject their 

passive roles and become active agents in overcoming the 

perceived inferiority of feminine literature. Citing 

Bordieu, she writes: 
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'Hab1ar, en vez de ser hab1ado, podria ser una de 
las tare as de 1a contracu1tura.' Si tomamos 
conciencia de nuestra marginacion, y por 
anadidura, de nuestro 1ugar en 1a contracu1tura, 
nos seria faci1 rechazar ser hab1adas por otros .• 
Ser hab1ados es igua1 a admitir que no hay 
nada por decir. Situaci6n de inferioridad que nos 
va quedando atras, superada de facto por un 
'corpus' de 1iteratura femenina a 1a espera de que 
se aprenda a 1eer1a correctamente. (Traba, p. 3) 

Feminists have disavowed themselves from the 
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formalists school of thought that literature is separate 

from reality and the work of art has no connection with the 
169 

medium in which it is conceived. Rather they say that 

literary criticism is the method one uses to teach the 

young that what the artist expresses has something to do 
170 

with their lives. 

In order to write women must first overcome the 

negative influences in their society that discourage such 

an act stemming from patriarchal institutions which wish to 

maintain a status quo comfortable and convenient for males. 

For this reason the act of writing itself becomes a 

169 
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subversive act and many texts that women write will contain 

criticism and condemnation of the institutions responsible 

for repression in their societies. Gabriela Mora believes 

this holds especially true for Latin American women writers 

of the past twenty-five years because although many of 

these motives and topics repeat themselves, what 

differentiates the more current works is the perspective of 

the narrators. No longer are they passive females, or if 

so, then they appear ridiculous. Also, they are openly 

opposed to the politics of oppression practiced in their 

countries by repressive governments financed and backed by 

u.s. imperialist interests. And they are especially 

interested in revealing the injustices of a system that 
171 

maintain women isolated in an inferior position. In 

Women's Voices from Latin America Evelyn Picon Garfield 

echoes Mora's perception: " these women utilize their 

medium as a mirror to reflect society and as a forum in 

which to criticize it; as a balm to salve wounds inflicted 

on them in their often alienated role as marginal 

171 
Gabriela Mora, "Critica feminista: apuntes sobre 

definiciones y problemas," Theory and Practice of Feminist 
Literary Criticism, eds. Gabriela Mora and Karen S. Van 
Hooft (Ypsilanti, Michigan: Bilingual Press, 1982), p. 3. 



commentators, and as an arena for deconstructing and 
172 

reconstructing reality.1I 

Lucia Guerra Cunningham believes that the 

definition of a feminine novel must entail the basic 

239 

conflict between women and her society;what differentiates 

it from novels written by men is that women write from an 

interior perspective that reveals their innermost 

frustrations and conflicts unique to them as marginal 
173 

beings. The novels included in this study 

demonstrate an active involvement on the part of the 

narrators in the situation of the societies they live in at 

the time of narration, especially in relation to the 

condition of the oppressed. For the most part the 

narrators are primarily interested in depicting an unjust 

social system which discriminates on the basis of class, 

race, and, as a corrallary, sex, linking female oppression 

as a continuation of general injustice. Throughout their 

narrations that describe the suffering of the 
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underprivileged classes, are continuous references to the 

abuse women suffer at the hands of the male patriarchy, and 

the solidarity women need to achieve with eachother to 

overcome their situation. 

Feminist critics argue that some form of 

commitment should exist between a feminist author and her 

work in an attempt to reveal and change the unjust 

structure of society. The distinction drawn between a 

feminine work and a feminist work is that the former 

interprets and describes while the latter transforms and 
174 

advocates change in the existing culture. Andrea 

Dworkin states that, "I want writers to write books because 

they are committed to the content of those books. I want 

writers to write books that can make a difference in how, 

and even why, people live. I want writers to write books 

that are worth being jailed for, worth fighting for, and 

should it come to that in this country, worth dying 
175 

for." .. Alonso, Poniatwoska, Alegria, and Allende all 

write novels that make a powerful statement about the 
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societies in which they live. Whether they would call 

themselves feminists or not, the perspective of the 

narrators in their works demonstrates an awareness and 

knowledge of the patriarchal institutions which govern 

their lives and that of oppressed people. All wrote novels 

for which they could have been jailed; Alonso's novel 

probably could not have been published during the time of 

Batista because of the criticism in Tierra inerme of the 
176 

Cuban social structure under his regime; Poniaatowska 

was threatened for the social criticism which appears 
177 

periodically in her work ; Alegria and Allende must live 

in exile, the former in Nicaragua and Mallorca,Spain, and 

the latter in Venezuela, because of fear of possible 

repercussions for the strong political statements made in 
177 

their works. The following portion of this chapter will 

deal with the social political perspective evidenced in the 

narrators of each novel. 
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* * * * * * 

Of the novels included in this work the narrator in 

Tierra inerme reveals her perspective most directly and 

clearly. Her condemnation of a social system which 

maintains the working or campesino class in abject poverty 

while the rich gringos fluorish is quite evident, as is her 

frustration and anger at the abuse women suffer at the 

hands of men. 

That the narrator sympathizes with the plight of the 

working class becomes obvious through her various 

discourses contrasting the misery of the campesinos with 

the opulence of the upper classes dominated by the North 

Americans. 

AlIi en los hierros del aZllcar, ya habla comido; 
pero aca, no. Todavia no. Cuando llegara la 
zafra con su olor a guarapo, a cachaza y a sangre 
nat iva que se molia en las mazas de acero de los 
americanos. • • . En Santa Rita se hablaba del 
batey del ingenio como de un mundo poderoso y 
lejano, donde la gente era feliz, comiendo carne 
cuando queria, alumbrandose con luz electrica, 
comprando zapatos cada ano. Era algo diferente, 
inaccesible. Habia que ser colono, 10 menos, para 
poder comprar en el almacen repleto, donde un 
yanqui rojizo ofrecia maravillas enlatadas con 
nombres extranjeros. (p. 34) 

By her reference to "aca" the narrator has placed 

herself in a position of solidarity with the workers while 

satirizing the wonders that the rich yankees offer in their 

abu'ndant stores which no campesino can afford. The life of 
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the yankee who eats well, can buy new shoes each year, and 

has electricity is one beyond their realm of understanding. 

Attempts to change the situation of the campesinos are 

frustrated in part because .they are illiterate and cannot 

understand that they are being exploited, but mostly 

because they live in fear of reprisals if they ever attemp·t 

to better their condition. The union worker who passes 

through and distributes flyers is completely ineffective as 

the campesinos simply burn them in their fires, unable to 

comprehend the words. And those that do understand a 

little bit and react are punished: "Los que entendian un 

poco aquella claridad orientadora, al final rendian cuentas 

al ejercito acusados de incendiarios de campos caneros I' de 

conspiradores contra la paz de la Republica y de las 

companias azucareras con nombres en ingl~s." (p. 35) The 

entire political, legal system is corrupt and owned by the 

yankee imperialists. The president and his representatives 

consistently make promises to better the Sabanas region, 

especially to dredge and improve the canal which when 

flooded causes severe epidemics. Instead they refer to the 

picturesque and entertaining "Venice" as the children of 

the area die. (p.83) The politicians know they only have 

to please the gringos who own and control everything: 
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De un chalet apartado del batey de los nativos 
trabajadores. Un chalet con pista de aterrizaje 
particular, con avi6n particular, con cancha, con 
piscina particular; y cine del mismo fue~o y 
privilegio, donde vivian nada m~s que seres rubios 
que hablaban un idoma extrano y que bebian ron 
como el mejor borracho criollo. Los grandes 
perros que de noche velaban sueltos en los bellos 
jardines que cuidaban manos de guajiros-como eran 
tambien las manos que ordenaban comida y fregaban 
pisos-ladraban en ingles a todo 10 que no 10 
ladrara. (p. 105) 

Here the narrator makes clear that the Americans 

from the United states are responsible for the exploitation 

and misery of the Cuban working class. 

The narrator condemns racism directed against blacks 

stemming from the times of slavery when she speaks of 

Fermin Carol and how his fellow workers assured eachother 

that he was " one of the good ones;" " ... negro bueno-

aseguraba la voz comun y corriente de los companeros de 

trabajo que hablaban sin malicia por la boca racista de los 

antepasados mayorales de negradas." Guillermo, the bastard 

son of one of the the Juanes brothers and a mulata 

asassinated by the other, suffers from an inferiority 

complex because of his mixed blood while at the same time 

he is a racist himself and attempts to hide the truth of 

his own mixed blood as a youth when he attends the 

university, always afraid that it will reveal itself. 

Durante toda la adolescencia Ie persiguio la 
ins ana compulsion de mirarse en todos los espejos 
para buscarse 0 negarse rasgos de mestizaje. El 
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tambien crucificado por los racistas y su obra;el 
tambien racista sin darse cuenta. . . . En la 
Universidad, ya las burlas mas filosas y 
penetrantes. Cada una Ie hacia saltar, como un 
puntazo directo a su persona. Entonces sonreia y 
se agrupaba de parte de los que atacaban, de los 
discrimadores, temiendo con espanto que Ie 
confundieran 0 Ie descubrieran la tremenda culpa 
de su sangre lnezclada; odiando a los mismos que 
elegia. (p. 137) 

Hating the whites that abuse of mixed races, 

Guillermo still is a participant in their racism because he 

is afraid that otherwise they will discover his own 

origin; most of all he hates his cowardice in becoming an 

accomplice to the racists by discriminating against his 

own, which he is only able to do because money can buy his 

way into any circle. His uncles insist to him that he is 

not really a mulato because he is rich, blurring the 

distinction between class and race: "Mulato, mulato 

bueno,cy que? Eso te 10 tapa la plata y el titulo. Con 

dinero nadie grita, y hasta el jabado y, si me apuras, 

hasta el negro colorado, pasa por blanco. Mulatos son los 

muertos de hambre, Guillermito." (p. 139) The hypocrisy 

of the society Guillermo lives in is made quite apparent 

through the words of his uncles. 

The perspective of the narrator is also very apparent in 
9 

her description of the situation of women in Cuban society 

before the revolution. As she identifies predominantly 

with Ernestina who has managed to educate herself, her 
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perspective emerges through Ernestina's words and actions. 

As an outsider, Ernestina is able to see clearly the unjust 

situation that the campesinos live while those that suffer 

most are women. Although she is not understood, Ernestina 

persists in her efforts to make the women aware that they 

need not bear children every year. But age-old ignorance, 

fear and superstition thwart her attempts. Andres' wife, 

Maria, listens to Ernestina and agrees that it is not right 

to bring more children into such a world of poverty and 

squalor. She has been consistently pregnant since she 

married, as if she were pregnant with the same child, and 

is expecting once again. Ernestina tells her that she 

needs to refuse Andres, or insist that he take precautions 

not to impregnate her, but Maria fears that he will leave 

her if he can't have his way with her. She also believes 

that her youngest son was born so small and sickly because 

Andres had attempted to withdraw himself before his orgasm 

so that her son was the result of only "a drop." 

Tampoco, ya 10 habia intentado una vez •.. ~y que 
saco? Algo malo. Sacd unicamente el mas 
raquitico de sus hijos. dSe daba cuenta por que 
Ramoncito sali6 tan ruin, tan chiqutico, y 
sietemesino. . . ? Claro; si apenitas seria una 
gota ... Una s61a .... Porque ella y Andres, 
siguiendo los consejos de una amiga del pueblo 
tuvieron cuidado. jy el pobre Ramoncito pago la 
culpa de que 10 hicieran sin bastante miaja! . . . 
No, no: mejor seguir asi. (p. 23) 
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Althoug~ Ernestina understands that Ramoncito's 

tragic condition is a result of the growing unhealthiness 

of his ill-fed mother combined with the loss of nu::.ri.tion 

suffered in giving birth to her previous children, the 

campesinos cannot comprehend a notion that contradicts 

what they have always believed. The marginalized 

condition of women is underscored by the narrator's 

perception that a celebration is in order if a male child 

is born; however, if it is a female child, it is simply 

another mouth to feed uritil she can be passed on to a male 

to serve him and bear his children. Referring to Venancio 

and the moment that his wife gives birth to a son, the 

narrator describes his jubilance: 

El dia del nacimiento, cuando el padre se arrimo a 
la recien par ida para ver al crio, sonri6 al 
registrar con su mano dura entre los trapos . . . 
-es un macho. . . . Es macho! Sali6 riendo, 
contento, mientras Andrea sonreia tambien aunque 
apenas la habia mirado a ella. Venancio sentia un 
orgullo simple y discriminador al verse 
reproducido en identico sexo que el suyo. El 
fuerte. El mejor. 

The natural assumption of Venancio that the male sex 

is superior and the lack of attention granted to his wife 

who has just given birth reveals the inequity that women 

live with from the moment of their own birth. When their 

second child, Chacha, is born, Venancio wishes she were 



248 

like his first-born son who is mentally incapacitated. 

(p. 34) The message the narrator relays is clear: it is 

better to be born a handicapped male because to be born a 

female is a much greater handicap, regardless of her 

physical or mental abilities. 

Finally, the description of the life and style of the 

Juanes' brothers and their friend and mentor, Pancho 

Capote, serves to emphasize the pervasive abuse of women 

and the hypocrisy which attempts to conceal it. The 

latter, as political chief of the region, takes full 

advantage of his position to rape the young campesina 

maidens. When they come to him with the children that were 

conceived as a result of the rape, he only takes them in 

when they are ten years old and can work for him, and only 

if they bear physical resemblance to him. 

Y luego sucedia que, al pasar por lugares que no 
llamaban su atenci6n, saliera a gritarle una mujer 
de empinado vientre su participacion en aquel 
fruto humano por venir, reclamando unos centavos 
para su hambre y su olvido. Pero el negaba y se 
excusaba, sonriendo sin altrerarse: 'No, hija, 
no. A saber si eso es mio. TU, llevamelo a la 
Capotera cuando salga, aver si se me parece. 
Mientras tanto, reclamale a mi caballo. (p. 152) 

While Pancho Capote is free to rape and deny 

responsibility as he pleases, the mulata lover of one of 

the Juanes' brothers must pay with her life for a perceived 

infidelity. The other brother hears a rumor to the effect 
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that his brother is being deceived and takes immediate 

action, killing the woman outright and receiving the 

unquestioning gratitude of his brother who accepted his 

lover's guilt on hearsay from other males. Because she 

is female and property of the man she lives with, she has 

no rights and although a murder has been committed, society 

perceives it to be the crime of the woman for apparently 

having deceived her man. It is also the crime of women to 

become impregnated by Pancho Capote against their desires. 

As the narrator makes clear, it is a crime to be a woman 

within the context of society they live in. 

Although the narrator clearly shows herself to be 

on the side of the oppressed as evidenced by her 

condemnation of the unjust social system sustained by the 

yankees, at times her depiction of the campesinos is 

stereotypical and less than complimentary. Also, her 

portrayal of Ernestina corresponds to traditional 

nineteenth century pure heroines who ha~e little to do with 

whole women in the process of becoming and the real world 

in which they live. These contradictions may be explained 

by the contradictory life women live, even more so twenty

five years ago, still struggling for authenticity and 

autonomy against age-old encrusted traditions. At best, it 

is a long and arduous process which continues today. 
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Jesusa Palancares is a narrator who is intimately 

involved with the social realities of Mexico because she 

must live in them and learn to survive. Because she is an 

old woman who has endured many hardships, her perspective 

as a bitter and lonely woman becomes quite apparent in the 

narration. As such, her verbal expression is. riddled with 

criticism of Mexican society, the hypocrisy and the failure 

of the Mexican revolution which has only made people 

hungrier, barbed comments about the bureaucratic system of 

government, and the abused, oppressed situation of women. 

Because she expresses herself from a very personal point 

of view which involves her own experiences, Jesusa does not 

transcend the barriers that isolate her as a woman of the 

underprivileged classes; the criticism of her surroundings 

are reactions to what she and those around her have 

suffered, without analyzing those situations to discover 

the roots of that suffering. However, the basic narrator 

who is recording Jesusa's testimony has a bro~der vision of 

the unjust social political economic system which permeates 

her society, and her perspective becomes apparent in the 

narration. (Castillo, p. 8) That aspect will be studied at 

the end of this seciton. 

Jesusa's commentaries about her nation's corrupt 

political system begin with her references to the Mexican 
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Revolution in which she was a participant. Speaking from 

hindsight she believes that the war was a mistake: "Yo 

creo que fue una guerra mal entendida porque eso de que se 

mataran unos con otros, padres contra hijos, hermanos 

contra hermanos, carrancistas, villistas, zapatistas, pues 

eran puras tarugadas porque er amos los mismos pelados y 

muertos de hambre." (p. 93) Jesusa condemns the corrupt 

political leaders that abused the common people, pillaging 

and raping women. Of all the leaders, she hated Villa 

most: 

Ese (Villa) nunca tuvo mujer. El se agarraba a la 
que mas muchacha, se la llevaba, la traia y ya que 
se aburria de ella la aventaba y agarraba otra. 
Ahora es cuando Ie resulta dizque una senora 
esposa, y dizque hijos y que hijas. "Mentira! 
Esas sdfi-puras vanaglorias que quieren achacarle 
para hacerlo pasar por 10 que nunca fue. 'Fue un 
bandido sin alma que les orden6 a sus hombres que 
cada quien se agarrara a su mujer y se la 
arrastrara! Yo de los guerrilleros al que mas 
aborrezco es a Villa. Ese no tuve mama. Ese 
Villa era un meco que se reia del mundo y todavia 
se oyen sus risotadas. (p. 96) 

After Jesusa's husband is killed and she becomes a 

widow, she is legally entitled to a pension from the 

government. When she attempts to claim it, Carranza, the 

political leader temporarily in control, informs her that 

as she is a young woman he cannot allow her to be 

pensioned, as she surely will re-marry and it would not be 

fair for the government to support her new husband. Jesusa 
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tears up her papers and throws them at him, calling him a 

thief who steals from the dead. " •.. mas que grosero, 

ladron, porque Ie quita el dinero a los muertos. Y asi 

como 10 hace us ted conmigo, 10 hara con mas de cuatro que 

no Ie caigin bien." (p. 136) Although it seems Jesusa 

believes she is being discrimianted against not because of 

her sex but rather because Carranza did not like her, it 

becomes apparent that Jesusa is a fighter who will not 

tolerate wha-t she considers injustice. Jesusa' s 

experiences with the judicial system are marked by 

inconsistencies and injustices. She describes one incident 

when she assaults a drunk who pulls her hair, and later 

runs home to change her clothes and her hair style 

realizing that the man will call the police. Although the 

man doubts that she is the woman who beat him up, Jesusa 

still must spend 72 hours in jail because of hearsay 

testimony from her neighbors. At another point when a 

policeman solicits her, according to her own testimony she 

lowers" his pants and bites his penis, again having to spend 

time in jail although from her perspective it was the 

policeman's fault. Once again Jesusa is infuriated by the 

injustice being inflicted upon her, but again it appears 

she is not aware that she is victimized because of a double 

standard based on sexual biases. 
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As an ou·tsider Jesusa condemns the hypocrisy that 

surrounds her. The upper class Mexican elite is so stingy 

with their money that their servants suffer more hunger 

than most: 

..• si, y es una casa bastante elegante, 
Madalenita, bastante elegante, pero la gente que 
tiene dinero asi es, mas hambrienta que otra cosa. 
Y es mala. Porque tiene dinero, quere siempre mas 
y Ie da a la servidumbre 10 que les sabra, la 
comida vieja, 10 quemado de las cazuelas •... 
Par eso mejor no trabajo .... (p. 246) 

When Jesusa moves to Mexico City, for a time she 

lives in a squatter's camp called Magueyitos. The new 

president, L&zaro Cardenas, orders everyone out of the 

camp, guaranteeing new lands for those that had to move. 

As the impoverished families that lived there refused to 

move, Cardenas gives the land to the traffic police without 

fulfilling his promises of a new area for the squatters, 

later ordering the firefighters to evict them. cardenas 

eventually gives the squatters rights to small area of land 

which still belongs to the government. 

Conectaron las mangueras en las tomas de agua y 
can reloj en mano les dieron media hora para 
agarrar sus casas y treparse a las trocas, que 
estaban formadas. Y asi como los agasrraron los 
aventaron en manton y los vinieron a tirar aqui al 
llano. Les dieron el cacho de tierra en que 
caian. ASl se forme esta colonia de la Joya que 
antes era un illano, como casi todo M~xico, desde 
Peralvillo hasta el Penon. Todo era llano, no 
habia casas. • . . Como quiera que sea, Cardenas 
les dio dado el terreno. Nomas que no tienen 
derecho de vender. Asi se esten muriendo de 
hambre, no pueden vender, la tierra sigue siendo 
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casa, pero si se mueren y no hay quien represente 
la familia, la pierdan. El gobierno es el dueno. 
(p. 268) 
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Jesusa's-criticism of the government includes the 

hypocritical stance on prostitution. Although prostitution 

is illegal, Jesusa believes it is only so that members of 

the government can profit personally from houses in which 

they have invested money. 

Las mujeres de la calle ocupan los cuartos cuando 
mucho una noche y dia es un puro entra y sale. 
Este hotel es de puro revolcadero. Nomas el 
tiempo de quitarse y ponerse los calzones. Y eso 
si traen calzones. El gobierno nunca Ie cerro el 
establecimeinto a dona Encarnacion porque de eso 
se mantiene. Es puro bandidaje el gobierno. De 
las mujeres que pepena por la calles saca muy 
buenos centavos, de clausurar establecimientos; de 
poner infracciones, de pegar y qui tar sellos, de 
meter y sacar gentes buenas y malas de la carcel, 
de mandar hacer redadas para que caiga quien 
caiga, y luego cobrar las multas por parajo, de 
los hoteles de ratito .... (p. 269) 

Finally, Jesusa condemns the hypocrisy of the 

Catholic Church. Although she is a deeply spiritual person 

and has grown up profoundly Catholic, through her own 

experimenting Jesusa realizes the hollowness of the 

religion in which she was raised. "En la Obra Espiritual 

no nos piden que ayunenos ni hagamos esas jijeces que 

discurren en la Iglesia Catolica: que no coman carne, que 

coman pescado." "Esas son pendejadas, pues si a veces no 

tienen ni para los frijoles, 2como van a comer pescado? A 



255 

nosotros nos piden que ayunemos de las almas que van 

pasado, que no comamos projimo crudo. . . " (p. 303) 

Jesusa also condemns the hypocrisy of the so-called 

saintly priests and nuns who engage in sexual acts and then 

must abort the resulting fetus. It is apparent that Jesusa 

has no patience with the Catholic hierarchy and the 

practices among them that she has witnessed. Jesusa 

describes a whole cemetery of aborted fetuses discovered by 

Benito Juarez in the patios of a convent. 

Por eso al escarbar encontraron muchas 
calaveritas, muchos huesitos de nino todavia 
blanditos. Las monjas lqu~ otra cosa podian ser 
sino las queridas de los curas? ~C6mo iban a estar 
tantos anos acostandose solas? .. . Las monjas 
me caen todavia mas gordas aunque no est~n 
embarazadas. Yo las he visto, y por eso les digo 
con toda la boca: mustias hijitas de Eva, no se 
hagan guejes y denle por el derecho a la luz del 
dia. Ademas, curas y monjas lque feo! unos y 
otros tras de sus naguas. Porque hay mujeres 
amantes de las naguas negras y del olor a cura. 
Las he visto. Las he oido rechinar. Si no, no 
les echaba la viga. No Ie hace que vaya yo a 
asarme en los infiernos pero es la mera verdad. 
Todos los curas comen y tienen mujer y estan 
gordos como ratas de troje. (p. 208) 

Jesusa's view of women is a curious mixture of 

condemnation and sympathy. Although she has many harsh 

words for the women that surround her she also feels 

compassion for them and the abuse they suffer at male 

hands, abuse that she herself suffered greatly when she was 

married to Pedro. Jesusa never told anyone about the 

beatings that Pedro secretly dealt her regularly. He also 
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kept her in rags and would not allow her to bathe so other 

men would not look at her. Never did he caress or kiss 

her, and Jesusa says she has no idea what love is: "No nos 

hablAbamos. Por eso no reconozco cual es el amor, nunca 

tuve amor, ni senti nada, ni Pedro tampoco. A el 10 que Ie 

interes6 era infelizarme y ya. Vivia yo feliz cuando no 

venia." (p. 108) For Jesusa, her life as a married woman 

was the worst hardship she endured and she sees other women 

suffering the same abuse from their husbands. 

Un dia va llegando Jose con una mujer, una pobre 
muchacha que estaba trabajando de mesera en una 
cantina, por ali por la Candelaria. • . . En la 
cas a Ie comenz6 a dar muy mala vida. Yo 10 oia. 
Primero Ie pegaba, luego se iba a la.calle dando 
el portazo y cuando regresaba Ie decia, muiy 
castigador: Quihubo, chula, vamonos dando un 
restregon de verijas. . . • Pobre muchacha, 'paso 
la pena negra con ell Como era su mujer, alIa 
ella, a mi que me importaba. • .. (p. 267) 

Because Jesusa believes in traditional values and customs, 

she never reaches the point of denigrating the institution 

of marriage itself. She believes this is the way it has 

always been and it is simply something through which women 

must suffer. She finally learns to deal with Opedro by 

fighting back, but after his death she has no intention of 

remarrying although she has several offers. When a rich 

American from the United States proposes to her, she 

refuses saying that he is too white and she is too black, 

and that she prefers to be alone than be humiliated or to 

suffer as she did when she was married to Pedro. 



Estaba yo muy chica, no comprendla. Cuando una es 
chica no comprende nada. Se Ie afigura que la 
luna es queso, que todo el monte es de or~gano. 
Es uno muy tonta. Como padeci tanto con Pedro 
dije yo: Mejor me que do sola. Dicen que el buey 
solo bien se lame ~y por que la vaca no? dComo 
podia adivinar si me iba a ir bien, casado con un 
extranjero? Para ser malo el hombre, 10 mismo es 
extranjero que mexicano. Todos pegan igual. 
Todos Ie dan a uno. Son como el leon y la leona. 
El leon, cuando esta conquistandose a la leona, la 
relame, la adula, la busca y todo. Nomas la tiene 
en sus garras y Ie pega sus buenas tarascadas. 
Asi son los hombres. Apenas la tienen a uno, y 
adios Tejeria. Ahorita mientras no Ie digo que 
si, no halla donde ponerme; el cedacito cuando 
esta nueva no halla uno donde colgarlo. Ya cuando 
esta viejo: ITalisimo cedazo! jDonde te aventare? 
Ya estas todo agujerado! Por eso nunca me ha 
llamado a mi la atencion la casadera. Mejor pasar 
necesidades que aguantar marido. Sola. A mi los 
hombres no me hacen falta ni me gustan, mas bien 
me estorban aunque no estan cerca de ml, ojala 
que no nacieran! (p. 173) 
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Although at times Jesusa expresses sympathy and a feeling 

of solidarity with women, she frequently condemns them for 

giving themselves to men too easily and therefore, in her 

perspective, deserving of all the consequences, from the 

various diseases that afflict prostitutes, to homosexuality 

caused by female promiscuity, to the beatings women receive 

for tempting men. Jesusa herself beats a woman who makes 

overtures to Pedro who encourages such actions, finding the 

former at fault rather than the latter. 
9 

But although Jesusa says she is more comfortable in 

male company and wishes that she had been born a male, 

throughout the narration she establishes bonds with various 
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women that enable her and others to survive difficult 

sit~ations. The first is the intimate bond that links her 

to her mother who died when Jesusa was only a child. 

Jesusa's narration of her life begins with the description 

of her mother's burial when she climbs into the tomb to 

keep dirt from falling in her motehr's face. As a 

consequence she is also buried, but she continues to remain 

with her mother in spiritual union. One may say the grave 

symbolizes the uterus and the powerful bond that unites 

mother and daughter from birth to death. 

Yo me arrim~ junto de mi papa pero estaba 
platicando y tomando sus copas con todos los que 
10 acompanaron y no se dio cuenta cuando me avente 
dentro del pozo y con mi vestido Ie tape la cabeza 
a mi mama para que no Ie cayera tierra en la cara. 
Nadie se fij6 que yo estaba alIa dentro. De 
pronto el se acord6 y yo Ie conteste desde abajo, 
entonces pidio que ya no echaran mas tierra. Yo 
no me queria salir. Queria que me taparan alIi 
con mi mama. (p. 17) 

Much later in life when Jesusa becomes a visionary and 

communicates with spirts from the other world, she becomes 

in contact with her mother's spirit and realizes that she 

is completely blind and lost, not even aware that she had 

any children. Through the intercession of the priestesses 

in the Obra Espiritual Jesusa is able to open her mother's 

eyes and help her find her children and her people, 

symbolizing a new birth this time from daughter to mother. 

For this her mother is eternally grateful: "bendito sea 
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Dios, bendito seas Dios que me llamaste, hija, a traves de 

tantos arios. Estaba perdida de mi gente pero al fin nos 

encontramos. Gracias, hija, que te acordaste de mi. 

(p. 16) 

Jesusa also establishes bonds with many of the women 

with whom she deals with in daily life although she says 

she never had any friends. In times of hardship they 

frequently find places for her to stay and work. In turn, 

Jesusa cares for their children and defends them from 

abuse. 

-Oye, Jesusa, e1 policia debe meses de renta y no 
los ha querido pagar. Desde que te fuiste nomas 
se ha dedicado a busar. -ElIas me buscaban a mi 
porque sabian que solo yo podia defenderlas, elIas 
no tenian tanates. Yo fui maleta, pues, desde muy 
joven, a mi los hombres me las pelan de tunas. (p. 
213) 

Adhering to traditional values, Jesusa has no patience for 

homosexuality and condemns it as a disgraceful practice. 

"Si tienen muchas ganas, (por que no se meten con un 

hombre? Segun la historia de muchos siglos atras, asi 

tiene que ser y si hombre con mujer es malo, pues ahora, 

imaginese hombre con hombre 0 mujer con mujer, pues eso es 

una pura desgracia." (p. 261) But Jesusa helps and 

supports a well-known homosexual who has been abandoned by 

his friends because he had the "defect" of stealing 

children. Jesusa says she helps Manuel el Robachicos not 
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because she approves of what he does, but rather through 

compassion. 

Manuel el Robachicos no era afeminado sino que se 
ech6 a perder. Tal vez las mujeres Ie haclan el 
asco porque estaba galico, 0 tuvo una decepcion y 
ya mejor se dedico a los muchachitos. Se divertia 
mucho con ellos y decia que los hombres salen mas 
baratos que las mujeres y que son mas ocurrentes. 
Y como perdi6 el habito de dar dinero, se Ie hizo 
facil acostumbrarse a sacarselo a qui en se 
dejara. • . • No es que 10 quisiera mucho ni 
que me gustaran sus gustos, pero Ie tenia 
compasi6n. (p. 187) 

Perhaps this is the main recurring theme throughout 

Jesusa's life. Expecting nothing in return, time after 

time she sacrifices herself to help others, especially 

children, and time after time she is used and then 

abandoned. This explains her cynical and bitter view of 

life which emerges in frequent comments throughout her 

narration, because although she professes no need for human 

companionship or help during her lifetime, as an old woman 

she suffers from physical ailments and lonelinessh and 

there is no one to care for her. Looking back on her life 

she sees it as a series of hardships shared with 

ungrateful; worthless beings, herself one of them as she is 

too much given to drinking and fighting. 

Y desde entonces todo fueron fabricas y fabricas y 
talleres y changarros y piqueras y pulquerias y 
cantinas y salones de baile y mas fabricas y 
talleres y lavaderos y senoras fregonas y 
tortillas duras y dale y dale con la bebedora del 
pulque, tequila y hojas en la madrugada para las 
crudas. Y amigas y amigos que no servian para 
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siguiendo a sus perras. Y hombres peores que 
perros del mal y po1icias 1adrones y pe1ados 
abusivos. Y no siempre sola, y e1 muchacho que 
recogi de chiquito y que se fue y me deja mas sola, 
y me sa1udas a nunca vue1vas por ai Maria vo1t~ate 
y yo como 1azarina encerrada en mi cazue1a, y en 
1a calle cada vez menos brava y menos pe1eonera 
porque me hice vieja, no se me ca1ienta 1a sangre 
se me cay6 e1 pe10 y nomas me quedaron unas 
c1avijas por dientes, rascandome con mis unas ... 
.•. ni siquiera duermo y nomas se me reve1a todo 10 
que pase desde chiqui11a, cuando anduve de guacha 
jugando a 1a gallina ciega, recibiendo puros 
trancazos, cada vez mas desmadejada en esta 
chin,gadera de vida. (p. 148) 
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Through the transcriptions of Jesusa's testimony by 

the basic narrator, Poniatowska, the latter's perspective 

also becomes apparent. She clearly portrays a female hero 

who is not the typical stereotype but rather one who has 

strengths and weaknesses, who expresses doubts and 

certainties, and who lives a life that has nothing to do 

with the traditional female role in the home. In her 

various interpretations of Jesusa's testimony Poniatowska 

makes it clear that Jesusa is an oppressed woman struggling 

to overcome the limitations of her sex and class, although 

Jesusa herself would not be able to verbalize her struggle 

for justice in such a manner. Joel Hancock states, "Hasta 

no verte Jesus mio is a novel which may be considered a 

landmark in Mexican literature because it offers a fresh 

view and treatment of Latin American women, of a new female 
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image or role model." Although Jesusa Palancares may 

not be aware at all times of the true implications of her 

own story on various levels, Poniatowska makes it apparent 

that there is a need for change in the situation of women 

and the poverty-stricken classes. Therefore, through the 

transcription of Jesusa's testimony, the basic narrator is 
180 

free to add and delete, to organize and re-organize. 

Through this her perspective as a woman who is socially 

aware emerges in her interpretation of Jesusa's story. 

* * * * * * 

The epigraph at the beginning of Cenizas de Izalco 

reveals the perspective of the basic narrator who 

identifies mostly with Carmen. It states: "Sercin ceniza, 
181 

mas tendra sentido: polvo seran, mas polvo enamarado." 

In the context of the novel reflected by the title, the 

ashes referred to are from the volcano, Izalco, which 

erupted in 1931; but in a deeper sense they represent the 

remains of those who perished in the massacre, la matanza 
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of the peasants of EI Salvador, after the eruption of 

Izalco and their own rebellion. In the epigraph the 
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narrator expresses her belief that although the rebellion 
-

failed and those who participated turned to dust and ashes, 

they were borne from love and are meaningful in themselves. 

Implicit is the message that there was a reason for the 

rebellion which still exists at the time of the narration. 

One becomes aware of the perspective of Carmen as 

narrator from the moment she arrives in EI Salvador after 

living twenty years in the United States. Her first 

comments upon her return indicate that nothing has changed 

in her hometown of Santa Anna. There still exists the same 

poverty, misery, and hunger among the lower classes, and 

the same hypocrisy, arrogance, and lack of consciousness 

exhibited by the upper classes of which she is a member. 

She begins her narration by describing the delight she 

experiences being barefoot on the mosaic floors in the 

elegant house of her parents. In the next breath she 

mentions the eruption of Izalco and the nervousness she 

feels that a huge storm is brewing. Shortly afterwards she 

describes the EI Salvador she has returned to, indicating 

that nothing has changed. The underlying message is that 

the same potential forces that erupted with Izalco are 

still present and restless. 



Nada ha cambiado. El mismo ritmo de ballet, la 
misma griteria, los perros famelicos de colas 
avergonzadas y costillas como teclas de marimba, 
los ninos panzones y descalzos que se esquivan 
como peces en el polvo, el tasajo colgando, las 
gallinas amarradas por las patas revolviendose en 
los canastos, las llagas abiertas de los mendigos 
que esperan limosnas y la muerte junto a los muros 
largos tatuados de mugre, de escupidas, de sudor. 
(p. 14) 
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The contrast between the world of the rich in which 

she lives and that of the poor which she observes is 

accentuated by the fact that she feels delight in being 

barefoot as that is her choice. The children who roam the 

streets of Santa Anna without shoes have no choice. At the 

same time Carmen listens to the boring conversations of her 

rich acquaintances from the past which continue in the 

present: "Yo me aburro. No hay libros. Alicia solo habla 

de trajes, de fiestas, y con gran orgullo de su grupo, en 

el que se encuentran las muchachas mas ricas de El 

Salvador." (p.19) 

I~ the first few paragraphs of the novel one learns 

that Carmen's father dreams of returning to his homeland of 

Nicaragua and that he was there to fight the Yankee 

invasion led by Augusto Cesar Sandino. Since his departure 

he has stayed in touch with the happenings in Nicaragua 

mostly through radio transmisions broadcasted from 

Nicaragua to El Salvador. The close connections between 

Nicaragua and El Salvador are emphasized with the 
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references to Farabundo Marti who once worked as Sandino's 

secretary. After reading a fragment of Wolff's diary, 

Carmen asks an upper class acquaintance if she remembers 

him. The response is a tirade against Wolff, Marti, and 

the communists: 

Era un comunista que dijo que habia venido aqui 
para escribir un libro. Puras mentiras, venia con 
ordenes directos de Moscu. El y aquel Farabundo 
Marti fueron los culpables del levantamiento. Por 
suerte teniamos a Martinez de presidente y el 
ligerito supo arreglar la situacion. (p. 33) 

Later, from Wolff's narration, it becomes apparent 

that he had no idea of what was occurring until after the 

massacre, and that Marti played a minimal role in the 

uprising as he had already been arrested. 

Shortly after the uprising Carmen remembers a scene 

in which her father attempted to defend a campesino who was 

being abused by the military. She remembers it as another 

incident in which her father was the victor: 

Alfredo y yo estabamos asomados a la ventana del 
dormitorio cuando dos guardias trajeron a un 
campesino. Tenia las manos atadas p~r detras con 
un cordel alrededor de los pulgares. Se quedo 
alli, parado, con la cabeza gacha, mirandose los 
pies desnudos. El coronel se le acerco y le 
hablo, pero el no dijo nada, siguio mirando hacia 
abajo. El coronel le volvio a hablar con voz 
violenta. El preso 10 miro y le contesto con un 
monosilabo. El coronel le golpeo y volvio a 
hablarle iracundo. Fue entonces que salio papa de 
su oficina; la tunica blanca le flotaba; tenia la 
cara roja. 

-A un hombre indefenso no se le pega, coronel-le 
dijo. 



El cor.onel tambien se puso rojo. 

~Usted ocupese de sus enfermos, doctor-exclamo 
mirando a las dos guardias-, yo seguire ocupandome 
de guardar el orden de la ciudad. 

·-Papa 10 mire de frente.-Le juro, coronel-le dijo
que si vuelve a golpear a ese hombre, le voy a 
telefonear al general So16rzano a San Salvador 
para quejarme de su conducta. 

La mandibula se le puso tensa al coronel y con 
gesto abrupto les ordeno a los guardias que se 
llevaran al reo. Con la camisa manchada de sangre 
desaparecio el campesino por los corredores de la 
guardia. El coronel y papa carnbiaron algunas 
frases que ya no pude oir •... (p. 36) 

si, recuerdo-dije-,papa gan6 como siempre. (p.36) 
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Although Carmen feels that her father had won, in 

reality all he gained was a temporary restraining order 

on the public abuse and humiliation of the campesino. 

Certainly after the bloodied campesino was taken away this 

abuse was continued most likely until death, as evidenced 

by later occurences in the narration. But Carmen's 

memories from childhood portray her father as a hero in 

this incident. Her father's description of the massacre 

also remains fresh in her mind: 

El coronel me llama y me dijo que habia un 
problema en Izalco y que me necesitaban. Solo eso 
me dijo. Puso un carnian y cuatro guardias a mis 
ordenes. Al llegar me estaba esperando un 
teniente joven; estaba palido. 

-Donde vamos a enterrar a tanta gente,~doctor?-me 
pregunto. 



.oEl coronel tiene miedo por el agua, puede haber 
epidemia."- Me llevci hasta donde estaban los 
muertos hacinados como lena. Yo miraba los 
montones, con pies y brazos saliendo de aqui y de 
alIa. 

-En las tierras baldias, al pie del vOlcan, -Ie 
dije, y ya no pude hablar mas. (p. 94) 
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Once again, Carmen's father is helpless and unable 

to change anything. 

Carmen's perspective as an outsider is revealed both 

in her homeland and in the United states. In El Salvador 

she has nothing in common with either class as she is 

alienated from both, and in the United states she is 

uncomfortable with society as evidenced by her disgust with 

her husband's and his friends' attitude towards the United 

States. She believes that politics has contributed to the 

growing feelings of alienation between them and rejects the 

notion that a society permeated with social injustices can 

be called "God's country." 

Pero se me paran los pelos de punta cuando oigo 
decir a Paul y sus amigos: 'God's country.' God's 
country con los negros tratados peor que animales. 
God's country con su complejito de superioridad 
hacia el resto del mundo, God's country con una 
escala de valores puramente materialista y 
anuncios en los periodicos que dicen: 'Gentiles 
only. ' (p. 85) 

Whereas Carmen's narration reveals a perspective 

that is at least somewhat politically aware, at the 

beginning of Wolff's diary it becomes apparent that he has 
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no knowledge of the existence of injustice in the world he 

lives in and is concerned solely with his own existence. 

For this reason it is easy for him to insist that Isabel 

leave her husband and her home for him; it is only in the 

final notation after he has witnessed Virgil's sacrifice 

and the massacre at Izalco that Wolff realizes his own 

worthlessness and puerile existence. 

When Wolff arrives in Santa Anna to visit Virgil he 

feels extremely out of place and cannot understand what 

Virgil is doing in such a godforsaken location. That 

individuals could dedicate their lives to other beings is 

incomprehensible to Wolff and he realizes that any former 

bond between them has been irrevocably broken. 

Cuanto mas converso con Virgil, menos 10 entiendo. 
Su brujula interna no varia nunca, tiene otro 
norte que la mia. Desde hace cinco anos se ha 
enterrado deliberadamente en este pequeno y 
tropical rinc6n. Se pasa los dias curando 
chanchos, vacas, caballos;transmitiendole a su 
rebario de piel bronceada la palabra de Dios con 
gran intensidad, olvidandose de si mismo. 
Cuando yo sali de casa fue para dirigirme a la 
ciudad mas grande, mas ostentosa que imaginara. 
Una vez alIi, empece a hacer ruido para llamar la 
atencibn sobre mi persona. Virgil, en cambio, se 
vino a Santa Ana, y estoy seguro de que nadie, con 
excepci6n de sus padres y hermanos, 10 recuerda en 
Oregon. 

Su congregacicin?9 Tengo la certidumbre de que el 
apoyo 0 la adulaci6n de sus conversos 10 deja tan 
indiferente como el odio de los cat61icos. Se me 
ocurre que ve a estas gentes mas como victimas 
abstractas de la ignorancia y la miseria que como 
a personas de carne y hueso. (p. 45) 
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Despite the vast differences between Wolff's self

serving egoism and Virgil's sacrifical dedication to 

others, they have one thing in common. Although Virgil has 

lived in Santa Ana for five years attempting to help the 

native population, he is still an outsider and regarded as 

such by those he serves. His Spanish is poor and he has 

trouble communicating with the Salvadorans. But perhaps 

more important is his inability to understand the reality 

of the situation he lives in as evidenced by the incident 

of the pigs. 

Virgil is called by the local butcher to examine 

three pigs that appear to be sick and which Virgil 

immediately diagnoses as cholera, telling the butcher that 

he must kill the animals, burn them, and not sell any 

infected meat. Meanwhile the butcher's mother is convinced 

that Virgil is the devil and works the gathering crowd into 

a frenzy. After the butcher hears Virgil's diagnosis he, 

too, is convinced that Virgil is intent on ruining him, 

joins his mother in cursing him, and the crowd becomes 

ugly. Through it all Virgil seems to remain oblivious as 

to what is actually happening and stubbornly insists that 

the butcher must kill and burn the pigs, the land where 

they have been raised, and remove the other pigs from the 

area. Wolff appears to better understand the mood of the 
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crowd and attempts to convince Virgil to leave. In the 

ensuing confusion Wolff becomes involved in a brawl and is 

stabbed by a drunk, while virgil keeps repeating, "No se 

sabe por donde empezar .... " (p.l09) The lack of 

communication between Virgil and the people he has lived 

with for five years is evident to Wolff who doubts his 

effectiveness. 

Wolff's perspective is affected by his own condition 

of outsider not only because he is a foreigner in a strange 

c'ountry but because he is disassociated from the real world 

that surrounds him, in part because he believes it has 

nothing to do with his own existence, and in part because 

he is an alcoholic. Referring to a dinner conversation at 

the home of Isabel and her husband in which the various 

guests discuss the possibility of a coup, Wolff believes it 

to be an absurd comedy, without understanding the profound 

impact this would have on the people of El Salvador. 

Yo me divertia. El cuadro de generales, 
coroneles y barones reuniendose por la noche y 
haciendo planes para derrocar al gobierno de este 
pais minusculo y absurdo, mientras todos los 
ciudadanos les siguen los pasos, me parecio un 
toque delicioso de opera ccmica. (po 48) 

Although Wolff is surrounded by poverty and misery 

he believes it all to be quite picturesque, preferring to 

remain indifferent to the plight of the poor. It is only 

after he reveals his ignorance through a comment he makes 



271 

to Eduardo, Isabel's brother, that his perspective begins 

to change. 

El panorama tenia vida:asi se 10 dije a Eduardo. 
Chasqueo la lengua, dubitativo. 

-Temo, Frank-me dijo-,que usted 10 esta viendo con 
ojos de extranjero. Trate por un momento de ver 
la realidad. El ganado que acabamos de dejar 
atras, camino.al matadero, no es de las gentes que 
10 guian, ni siquiera son de ellos las carretas 0 
los bueyes. Don Jaime Dominguez es el dueno; 
vienen de su finca. Todo 10 que ve, con excepci6n 
de la grava, las lineas de tel~fono y este auto, 
esta exactamente igual desde hace doscientos anos. 
Nuestro pueblo vive en el siglo dieciocho y no en 
el veinte-. 

Tenia razon, por supuesto. Su cuadro acusaba la 
inmutabilidad de El Salvador, cosa atractiva para 
mi. 

-Menos mal que este es un pais tropical y el 
desempleo no es tan grave como en tierras frias
dije-. Me sentiria mucho mas a gusto siendo pobre 
aqui, que en los barrios bajos de Chicago donde 
uno precisa carbon y ropa gruesa.-

Mi comentario fue un error. Eduardo se movio 
impaciente en su sitio y la voz Ie temblaba al 
hablar. 

-pongase en el lugar de ellos, Frank-exploto-, 
puede ser que su pais tengu un clima ingrato, pero 
no es mas agradable morir de hambre que de frio. 
Como Ie gustaria a usted ser tratado como un burro 
toda su vida y ver a sus hijos crecer en la 
miseria,lsin poder ir a la escuela? Son seres 
humanos como usted, Frank. Piense en eso. 

Su ira me impresiono. Tenia razon ..•. " (p.118) 

The cUlmination of Wolff's disasociation occurs when 

he is in the bar in Izalco drinking and begins to refer to 

himself in third person. (p. 175) 
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Wolff's last entry in his diary demonstrates that 

his perspective has changed. He tells Isabel that she was 

right in refusing to share her life with him and he leaves 

El Salvador. Because Wolff witnessed the massacre of the 

peasants in Izalco and Virgil's sacrifice, his vision of 

the world has been profoundly altered and in comparing his 

actions to those of the campesinos and of Virgil who defy 

death when directly confronted with it,his indifference 

towards the world fades and the scorn he feels for himself 

becomes apparent. 

Derrib~ la silla al levantarme. Un torbellidn de 
gritos angustiados ahogo el ruido de las proximas 
descargas. La plaza entera estaba en violenta 
mocicin;una masa de cal zones blancos se agitaba 
como hojas de otono que levanta una rafaga de 
viento. 

Las ametralladoras estaban montadas en los 
camiones, con oficiales manejandolas. Mientras 
mirabamos, la masa de campesinos en el espacio 
abierto de la plaza salia de su estupor, buscaba a 
ciegas escaparse por un hueco. Sentimos la onda 
que se extendio por los cuerpos cuando se dieron 
cuenta que no habia escape posible, que estaban 
atrapados. . . . Saltaban sobre los cuerpos de 
las primeras victimas, se deslizaban por las 
baldosas manchadas de sangre, se arrastraban 
heridos ..•.... Los campesinos se agruparon, 
se desviaban gateando de las abejas metalicas que 
rebotaban y gemian, se arrastraban con las urias 
hacia el centro del espacio abierto, hacia el 
unico refugio temporal que ofrecia el muro todavia 
viviente de sus companeros. Todos estaban en el 
suelo de rodillas, de barriga, culebreando •••. 
Fue entonces, mientras me empezaba a entrar 10 que 
pasaba frente a mis ojos era real, mientras el 
impacto de horror y monstruosidad golpeaba mi 
plexo solar, fue entonces, Isabel, que ocurrio 10 
mas increible, 10 mas inimaginable. Alguien alIi 
en medio de la convulsa plaza debe haber gritado 



dlgo. No 10 oi, pero debe haber gritado algo 
como: "si nos van a matar que nos maten de pie." 
A 10 mejor no 10 grit6 sino solo 10 pense mientras 
se levantaba, pero su ejemplo, 0 mas bien dicho su 
pensamiento, alcanz6 por telepatia la mente de los 
otros, sensibilizada por la inminencia de la 
muerte. . • • Los que pudieron ponerse de pie, 
los que pudieron dar unos cuantos pasos, formaron 
una columna erratica, dispersa y empezaron a 
mar char hacia la iglesia, hacia las bocas 
humeantes de las dos ametralladoras . . • fueron 
cayendo, caminando, cayendo. • .. -No!solloZQ 
Virgil-!No! INo!-y se lanzo hacia la puerta. Lo 
alcance mientras luchaba con la llave, pero con 
una fuerza demoniaca se liber6 de mi.--Virgil, no 
seas idota!-le grit~. Ya era tarde. Fu~ como si 
el y yo hubiesemos tambien aprendido nuestr05 
papeles cuando ninos y solo ahara los 
recordaramos. 

Salio Virgil, (y yo? 

Yo regrese a la ventana. 

Un hombre y un nino de doce 0 trece anos se 
levantaban. El nino miraba aterrorizado, pero 
obediente, a su padre. 

Virgil cruzo desde la cantina. Torno al nino de la 
otra mano. Los tres empezaron a caminar hacia la 
iglesia. La vieja se puso junto a mi. Los segui 
con los ojos hasta que cayeron. (p. 207) 
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Besides Carmen and Wolff there is a basic narrator 

who controls the order of their narrations. The comparing 

and contrasting from alternate perspectives has the effect 

of demonstrating that although Carmen narrates almost 

thirty years after Wolff, nothing has changed in El 

Salvador and the same oppressive conditions exists as well 

as a wide gap between the rich and the poor. Also implicit 

is that the rebellion of 1931 left only ashes, but as 
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indicated in the epigraph those ashes have meaning and laid 

the foundation for future rebellions. The alternating 

perspectives also serve to demonstrate the wide difference 

between the two narrators' vision of women .. 

It seems apparent that Isabel left Carmen Wolff's 

diary for a reason and Carmen struggles to discover that 

reason. As she reads the diary she begins to realize that 

she never really knew her own mother and she is shocked to 

find that Isabel has had an affair with Wolff, almost 

leaving husband and home to embark on a new life with 

Wolff. Also, Carmen periodically interjects comments about 

her own life as a housewife in the United states and it 

emerges that there are many parallels between the 

alienation and boredom mother and daughter feel toward 

their husbands and society in general. However, Isabel 

decides not to leave with Wolff at the last moment, and 

chooses to remain in Santa Ana. From Wolff's last 

notations in his diary it appears that Isabel was right to 

choose her monotonous life in Santa Ana over the exciting 

temptation of escaping with Wolff, because Wolff is an 

alcoholic who admits he was only looking for an excuse in 

Isabel to continue drinking once he was rejected. "Eche a 

rodar la piedra para abastecerme con una excusa valida y 

poder asi regresar a la botella cuando tti me dejaras caer." 

(p.186) Therefore it is possible that Isabel left Carmen 
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the diary in order to demonstrate to her that although her 

existence with husband and family in an alienating ambience 

is inauthentic and monotonous, perhaps this is better than 

the alternative. From Wolff's own admission that Isabel 

was right, it is understood that the latter's life could 

have been much worse if she gave up all for a self-

confessed alcoholic. 

However, it is also possible that Isabel left Carmen 

the diary for the opposite reason. Isabel blamed the 

stifling atmosphere of small town life in Santa Ana for her 

feelings of alienation and she attempted to cope through 

desperate attempts to escape with temporary trips to 

surrounding areas. However, her dream of traveling to 

Paris is never realized and in the crucial moment she 

decides to stay in Santa Ana. Isabel had also believed 

that Carmen would have a better life in the United States 

married to an American husband, but before her death she 

begins to sense that Carmen suffers from the same 

existential anguish she does living with a husband with 

whom she has nothing in common, and with whom she is 

completely bored. 

Vivimos en las afueras, vamos al cine una vez 
par semana y al teatro al caer de una casa. 
Cuando nos vamos de vacaciones 0 hacemos cualquier 
cos a fuera de nuestra rutina, Paul insiste en 
planearlo como si se tratase de una operaci6n 
militar. Ah, Paul, no hay nada espontaneo en ti, 
mi monosilabico amigo, mi responsable esposo, mi 



obtuso companero;ni siquiera cuando haces el amor. 
Invariablemente los viernes, los domingos y los 
martes, salvo que si martes hayas tenido mucho 
trabajo y te sientes cansado. si, mi querido, mi 
respetuoso encanto, estoy casada con el 'pe~fect 
organization man', ~y que remedio hay para eso? 
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Carmen believes that her husband sees her only as a 

plaything, imitating the gestures of a doll but not to be 

taken seriously. He consistently tells her that she is too 

emotional without making any attempt to understand her. As 

Carmen relates her life to her mother's while reading the 

diary she begins to realize that her own life is as just as 

inauthentic. 

Ya se que soy emotiva, que me falta razonar con 
logica, pero la vida tambien es asi,no esta hecha 
de silogismos artistotelicos, ni de triangulos 0 
paralelogramos. Me ve como si fuese una muneca de 
la cual el cree saber todas las reacciones. Si me 
viese mas como a un ser humano, puede ser que algo 
se salvara de nuestro matrimonio. Muchas veces me 
he hecho el proposito de ser una buena esposa, de 
seguir los consejos del 'Ladies, Home Journal'. 
Cuando llega de la oficina 10 recibo con la 
sonrisa ancha, Ie ayudo a quitarse el saco, Ie 
llevo las pantuflas, me intereso por la Bolsa. Ni 
siquiera nota mi esfuerzo. Reacciona como 
siempre: me contesta con monosilabos, se hunde en 
su sil16n y esconde el rostra detras de su 
peri6dico. tQue nos queda para salvar? (p. 90) 

As Carmen becomes more and more involved in Wolff's 

diary, the parallels between her mother's existence and her 

own become clearer to her, and she reaches the point of 

questioning her identity which has been usurped by the 

inauthentic roles she plays as did Isabel, apparent in 

Wolff's descriptions of her: 



Ella es una persona vital, vibrante, cuando se 
suelta en una conversaci6n que Ie interesa. Creo 
que se siente prisionera de este pueblo infeliz, 
que necesita otro campo de acci6n para expresarse. 
Parece resignada a seguir aqui en Santa Ana, 
hacienda el papel, demasiado limitado para ella, 
de esposa de medico, madre ejemplar, y buena 
cristiana. (p. 134) 

This notation in Wolff's diary provokes Carmen's 

identity crisis. 

~Quien seria yo si no 1levase conmigo mis 
etiquetas de esposa y madre? En las mananas, 
cuando llama a los ninos para el desayuno suena mi 
voz can timbre de madre. Par las tardes, cuando 
llega Paul de la oficina, me oigo hablandole can 
ese tono insipido y azucurado de heroina de 
television en un melodrama domestico. 

A Paul Ie gustan sus etiquetas (bur6crata, marido, 
padre). Me irrita can su postura absurda en los 
tres papeles. Sin embargo, siempre que me dirijo 
a el, 10 hago autom~ticamente, dentro de mi papel 
de esposa abnegada, de madre de sus hijos. Es un 
dialogo asquerosamente falso. <Quien es Paul? 
Quien es Carmen? <Que tendrian que decirse si 
dejaran a un lado sus papeles? 

Despues de tantos anos de farsa, erne seria posible 
reinventar a Carmen? ~Podria imaginarme como una 
persona segura de si, que ocupa un espacio, que 
pasa par experiencias que la marcan, que la 
afirman en su individualidad, en vez de ir 
repitiendo ecos par un corredor vacio donde las 
puertas tienen signos y estan cerradas? 

Donde estci Carmen? Ha desaparecido baJo el peso 
de sus mascaras, de sus etiquetas? cQue paso can 
mama? Chupan los maridos y los ninos nuestra 
sustancia y nos dejan como cascaras vacias? (p. 
135) 
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Perhaps, then, the reason Isabel left Wolff's diary 

for Carmen to read was so that she may escape the empty 
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existence that her mother led. Through her brief affair 

with Wolff, Isabel discovered another world which possibly 

she rejected out of fear, but which she was never able to 

forget. "Pero Frank Ie abri6 una puerta hacia otro mundo 

factible. lQuien cerro esa puerta finalmente? ~Fue el 0 

fue ella? Quienquiera que haya sido, ella nunca pudo 

olvidar ese vislumbre, nunca pudo amoldarse a Santa Ana 

despu~s de eso." (p. 170) It seems that Isabel realized 

Santa Ana was not responsible for her feelings of 

alienation, but rather the universal oppressed condition of 

women who must sacrifice their identities to fulfill their 

expected roles of wives and mothers. With Wolff's diary 

she attempts to communicate the universality of this 

condition to Carmen. Although they lived in different 

worlds, they have both suffered the same anguish which 

marks their inauthentic existence. Isabel did not accept 

the challenge to change her life, but Carmen still may do 

so. However, although the diary provokes serious doubts, 

condemnation, and questioning on the part of Carmen, one is 

left with the impression that Carmen will also choose to 

remain in her empty but comfortable role of wife and mother 

rather than face the insecurity of earning a living and ~ 

leaving behind the material wealth she enjoys in her life 

with Paul. 



Hay otras puertas en el mundo ademas de la de 
Washington y la de Paul. Podria abrirlas, podria 
llevarme a mis hijos a Mexico y trabajar .. Lo he 
pensado muchas veces, he dado vueltas como una 
ardilla enjaulada, alrededor de la ideas. Hubo 
las puertas de la escritora, de la actriz;las pas~ 
de largo. • • • Para un hombre es distinto', me 
digo. 'Es mas facil para un hombre abrir puertas 

He intentado escribir, a veces, pero no tengo nada 
de interes para contar. Lo que trasluce en mis 
paginas es lastima a mi misma. cPor que lastima? 
Estoy vacia por dentro,~es que solo tengo una 
larguisima y delgada queja por la injusticia de 
que Carmen no es 10 que imagino ser? Desprecio a 
Paul porque Ie falta pasion; ccuando me he lanzado 
yo a ciegas? ~Temo acaso perder mi casa con 
calefaccion central, mi auto, mi televisor? ~Temo 
quedarme a solas con mi vaclo? 

Era distinta antes, tenia avidez de rostros, de 
calles, de ciudades, sed de experiencias nuevas. 
Nada me asombra ahora, todos los rostros me 
parecen iguales, no veo las calles ni los 
edificios. Mi propio rostro, cuando pinto sus 
labios y cejas frente al espejo, me parece muerto; 
un 6valo inexpresivo, con el vacio adentro, 
rechinando. Paul tambien esta muerto. Esconde su 
vacio de otro modo, 10 mide de otro modo. 

Necesita de mi y no puedo ayudarlo. No tengo nada 
que darle, nada que decirle que no este gastado a 
fuerza de tanto repetirlo. Lisa y James me 
necesitan, pero un dia se van a dar cuenta de que 
tienen una madre hueca. Pienso en mi demasiado, 
sera eso? Un pensamiento circular. . cuantas 
veces se sentaria aqui con sus dudas, sus 
recuerdos, sus preocupaciones. • .. (p.17l) 
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Although Carmen never resolves her dilemna, at the 

beginning of her narration she speaks of staying in Santa 

Ana for a month to care for her father, as Paul would never 

be able to tolerate him living with them in Washington. 

(p. 12) This indicates that Carmen does return to her 
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inauthentic existence, and in reality, nothing has changed, 

presenting quite a bleak perspective on the part of the 

basic narrator about possibilities open to women. Those 

who follow tradition and dedicate their lives to their 

husbands and children are bored, empty and alienated. 

However, Isabel's life would probably have been no better 

had she elected to escape with Wolff whose existence 

revolves around alcohol. And those who break society's 

rules face the most bitter and lonely existence of all, 

becoming transformed into statues as "the culmination of 

their inauthenticity. Carmen describes one such woman: 

La senorita Soto no se cas6 nunca. Es la esfinge 
de Santa Ana. Con su inmovilidad ventanera planto 
una pregunta que no entendi por muchos anos. 
Nadie sabe bien 10 que pas6. Algunos dicen que un 
hombre casado, otros que fue un turco. Lo cierto 
es que ning~n muchahco se Ie volvio a acercar a la 
seiiorita Soto. De nina me figuraba, al verla 
alIi, asomada a su balcon como una arana en el 
centro de su red polvorienta, que simplemente 
envejecia sin casarse, sin formar su propia 
familia como los demas. 

Hace anos, cuando regrese por primera vez la vi 
. . . y ahora, hace dos dias. .. Una arana que 
nunca atrapo nada; alIi atrapada en el centro de 
su red. Todos los dias detras de una reja, sin 
leer, sin tejer, mirando la misma calle donde el 
mismo polvo se levant a detras de cada auto y 
vuelve a su mismo sitio. Toda una vida de 
amargura est6lida y publica resignaci6n. 

La inmovilidad de la senorita Soto es un reto a 
la ciudad, una burla al movimiento insensato de 
los transeuntes que piensan que algo pasa en Santa 
Ana. No ha pasado nada. La senorita soto ha 
estado al acecho, ha esperado en vano, se ha 
convertido al fin em monumento. (p. 21) 
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By alternating between the world of Wolff and 

Isabel, and that of Carmen's some thirty years later, the 

basic narrator presents us with a vision of a stagnant 

society symbolized by the senorita Soto. It is apparent 

that the oppressed are still the oppressed; the campesinos 

continue to live in abject misery brutalized by the ruling 

class, and women continue to fulfill their traditional 

roles that maintain them in their universal inferior status 

as servants to men. 

* * * * * * 
La cas a de los espiritus opens with an epigraph by Pablo 

Neruda which reflects the existential anguish of human 

beings who cannot comprehend the meaning of time, life and 

death: 

~Cuanto vive el hombre por fin? 
LVive mil anos 0 uno solo? 
tVive una semana 0 varios siglos? 
~Por cuanto tiempo muere el hombre? 
~Qu~ quiere decir para siempre? 

These few words describing the frailty of human existence 

summarize the feelings of the two narrators at the end of 

their narration. Esteban Trueba has lived to be ninety 

~ears old and during his lifetime has come to doubt 

everything that he believed in so vehemently, because in 

many and varying aspects his own actions have returned to 

haunt him in a continuing cycle of death and destruction. 
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Because Trueba's obsessions and passions in life have 

unleashed a power which will have its repercussions long 

after death, his mortality is of no import. What he 

engendered in his lifetime will continue in many lifetimes 

after his own. Likewise, Alba reflects the attitudes of 

her foremothers, repeating their beliefs and actions and 

continuing the magical spiral of existence which 

encompasses all space and all time, as will her own 

offspring. However, Alba understands the importance of 

breaking the cycle of violence and states her willingness 

to reli.nquish vengeance which, from her perspective, will 

only exacerbate the bloodshed which surrounds Trueba and 

all of those with whom he is associated. In both of the 

narrators personalities and time blend in an unending 

spiral of repetition; because Trueba and Alba write the 

stories of their lives after the horrors endured when 

Salvador Allende was overthrown, their perspectives are 

influenced by what they have experienced. 

As Alba pieces together the history of her family, 

she draws from her maternal lineage to describe the past, 

becoming the voice of her great-grandmother,Nivea, her 

grandmother, Clara, and her mother, Blanca;as her name 

symbolizes, she is the last in this series of luminous 

spirits to bring light to the world and she heralds a new 

age. As the main narrator, Alba's perspective of the world 
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is noticeably influenced by the women who have raised her, 

and one is able to trace the evolution of feminine 

consciousness throughout the various generations which 
182 

translates into social concerns and action. She is 

especially influenced by her visionary grandmother ,Clara. 

Because Alba bases much of her narration on the diary-

notebooks of Clara, her observations are tinged with the 

magic of the times and nostalgia for a time past when Clara 

and the surrounding spirits formed part of a daily routine. 

Clara paso la infancia y entrd en la juventud 
dentro de las paredes de su casa, en un mundo de 
historias asombrosas, de silencios tranquilos, 
donde el tiempo no se marcaba con relojes ni 
calendarios y donde los objetos tenian vida 
propia, los aparecidos se sentaban en la mesa y 
hablaban con los humanos, el pasado y el futuro 
eran parte de la misma cos a y la realidad del 
presente era un caleidoscopio de espejos 
desordenados donde todo podia ocurrir. Es una 
delicia, para mi, leer los cuadernos de esa epoca, 
donde se describe un mundo magico que se acabo. 
Clara habi·taba un universo invent ado para ella, 
protegida de las inclemencias de la vida, donde se 
confundian la verdad prosaica de las cos as 
materiales con la verdad tumultosa de los suenos, 
donde no siempre funcionaban las leyes de la 
fisica 0 la Idgica."(p. 79) 

All of Alba's foremothers are extremely creative and they 

express their abilities in various manners; Rosa sets out 

182 
Alexander Coleman, "Reconciliation Among the 

Ruins," New York Times Book Review (May 12, 1985), p. 1. 
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to embroider the largest tablecloth in the world but her 

task is interrupted by her death; Clara as a child paints 

and writes, and the latter becomes a daily practice that 

helps preserve her inner being and which she guards 

jealously until her death; Blanca learns the art of pottery 

froin Pedro Tercero Garcia's grandfather, a talent that will 

help her and Alba to survive in times of economic 

stress; Alba as a child also paints and is inspired by Clara 

to write in order to overcome her own horror and anguish. 

In Clara, Blanca, and Alba the creative ability becomes an 

intense process linked to their own survival and ·to 

that of their firstborn daughters who continue the 

tradition of creating from their own intimate and 

inviolable space, in a room of their own which no being 

may disturb. This space is described by Julia Kristeva as 

the feminine center: "Their space, of creating, is the 

center of things, and in being where they are, doing what 
183 

they do,they define where the center is." By establishing 

a personal, inner dialogue with their daughters from the 

moment they are conceived, through their creative 

183 
Rossette C. Lamont, "The Off-Center Spatiality of 

Women's Discourse," Theory and Practice of Feminist 
Literary Criticism eds. Gabriela Mora and Karen S. Van 
Hoof·t (Ypsilanti, Mich: Bilingual Press, 1982), p. 154. 
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abilities, and through their compassion, the female heroes 

of the novel are able to discover their feminine center, 
. . 

symbolized by the luminous courtyard in the women's 

concentration c~mp to which Alba is taken after being 

raped, mutilated, and tortured by Esteban Garcia for over a 

month. There, suffering from pain and shock, Alba is 

received by a chorus of women's voices singing for her; 

these women who have also been raped and tortured in many 

ways, care for Alba, accompany her, constantly forcing her 

to eat and assume the responsibilities that they all have. 

They give her a notebook so that she can learn to write 

with her unmutilated hand and in that manner exorcize her 

being of the horror she has endured. Here Alba learns the 

importance of solidarity among women, and this influences 

her perspective as she writes about the women she has known 

in her lifetime and the bond between them that prevented 

them from being defeated. Julia Kristeva describes this 

phenomenon as a reflection of women as perpetual 

dissidents. "Although survival is an intimate, personal 

struggle, comfort can be derived from the fact that women, 

again like camp inmates or lifers are not alone;they belong 

to a community of outcasts and misfits. Like the latter 

they must weave a tapestry of sounds made from their voices 

blending together, voices from the chorus. Today's women 
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are dissidents who will no longer be silenced." (Lamont, 

p. 189) In Alba's situation she is literally a camp inmate 

with women who have blended their voices in chorus. Nor 

will they be silenced: 

Cuando los carabineros gritan a las mujeres, 
callense, putas', las mujeres les responden, 
haganos callar, si pueden, cabrones, aver si se 
atreven', y no se atreven porque sabian que no se 
puede evitar 10 inevitable.' Eran mujeres 
violadas, torturadas, mutiladas, pero no habian 
perdido la voz para una cancion de cuna, ni el 
gesto para un consue19. Alba sale del campo de 
concentraci6n llorando rnientras todas las mujeres 
le cantaban para darle animo, porgue habia sido 
feliz alli."(p.375) 

Although it has been a long process throughout the 

lives of her foremothers beginning with Nivea, the 

realization that women are outsiders and their only hope 
184 

for salvation lies in unity and solidarity is epitomized 

by Alba's experiences after the overthrow of Allende. In 

the concentration camp she becomes close friends with Ana 

Diaz, an ex-college mate who shares her cell. Although 

previously they did not understand eachother largely due to 

class differences, as they are tortured and suffer together 

they realize the importance of female bonding to overcome 

patriarchal fear and loathing based on the politics of 

184 
Rene Jara, Los limites de la representaci6n: la 

novela chilena del golpe (lYladrid: Fundacion Instituto 
Shakespeare, 1985)~ p. 27). 
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power. From th concentration camp she is taken to the 

poorest barrio in Santiago, El Barrio de la Misericordia, 

and left in a trash disposal. 

There she is saved by a poverty stricken woman and her 

child who risk their lives to grant her refuge until the 

nightmarish curfew ends in the morning hours. In her 

reflections about the night she spent with the woman, Alba 

observes: 

• . . esa mujer estoica y practica que recoge 
hijos de otros y ademas a todos los parientes 
pobres, y a cualquiera que necesite una madre, una 
hermana, una tia, mujeres que son el pilar central 
de muchas vidas ajenas, que crian hijos para que 
se vayan y que ven partir a sus hombres sin 
reproche. (p. 377) 

By then Alba had come to know many such women, and when she 

tells the woman that she had risked much to help her, the 

woman smiles, and Alba understands the powerful spirit of 

women in solidarity. 

role pareci6 igual a tantas otras que conoci en los 
comedores populares, en el hospital de mi tio 
Jaime, and la Vicaria donde iban a indagar por sus 
desaparecidos, en la Morgue, donde iban a buscar 
sus muertos. Le dije que habia corrido mucho 
riesgo al ayudarme y ella sonri6. Entonces supe 
que el coronel Garcia y otros como el tienen sus 
dias contados, porque no han podido destruir el 
espiritu de esas mujeres. (p. 377) 

At the time of Alba's narration she has absorbed the 

spiri,t of the women that have surrounded her from birth 

and, combined with the indomitable spirit of other women 
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she has met in her lifetime, this has been critical in 

forming her perspective with which she views and judges 

past events. 

Esteban Trueba's perspective has also been 

influenced profoundly by the women he has loved and at the 

time of his narration as an old man this influence becomes 

apparent in the doubts and rationalizations he consistently 

repeats. However, it is difficult for him to shake the 

habits and customs of a lifetime and he continues to 

condemn and belittle women and their efforts to combat 

sexual and class oppression. Nivea is the first in the 

matriarchal lineage to establish a model that will be 

followed by all of her female descendants. In the Catholic 

Church she is singled out by the reactionary Father 

Restrepo for her insubordination and struggles for equal 

rights: " ... por tratar de dar a las mujeres la misma 

posicion de los hombres, en abierto desafio a la ley de 

Dios, que en ese aspecto era muy preciso." Trueba flies 

into a fury every time he thinks of his future mother-in-

law, generally reflecting the attitude of Chilean society 
185 

at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

185 
Ximena Bunster-Burotto, "Political Action and the 

state," Women and Change in Latin America, ed. June Nash 
and Helen I. Safa (Mass.: Bergin and Garvey Publishers, 
1986), p. 298. 



Que no Ie fueran con la monstruosidad de que todos 
nacen con los mismos derechos y heredan igual, 
porque en ese caso se iba todo al carajo y la 
civilizaci6n regresaba a la Edad de Piedra. Se 
acordaba de Nivea, la madre de Rosa, quien despues 
que su marido renunci9 a la 90litica~ aterrado por 
el aguardiente envenenado, inici6 su propia 
campana politica. Se encadenaba con otra damas a 
las ~ejas del Congr$so y de la Corte Suprema, 
provocando un bochornoso espectaculo que ponia en 
ridiculo a sus maridos. Sabia que Nivea salia en 
la noche a pegar pancartas sufragistas en los 
muros de la ciudad y era capaz de pasear por el 
centro a plena luz del mediodia de un domingo, con 
una escoba en la mano y un birrete en la cabeza, 
pidiendo que las mujeres tuvieran los derechos de 
los hombres, que pudieran votar y entrar a la 
universidad, pidiendo tambien que todos los ninos 
gozaran de la protecci6n de la ley, aunque fueran 
bastardos. • . • 

Esa senora esta mal de la cabeza!-decia Trueba-. 
Eso seria ir contra la naturaleza. Si las mujeres 
no saben sumar dos mas dos, menos podran tomar un 
bisturi. SU funci6n es la maternidad, el hogar. 
Al paso que van, cualquier dia van a querer ser 
diputados, jueces, 'hasta Presidente de la 
Republica! Y mientras tanto estan produciendo una 
confusion y un desorden que puede terminar en un 
desastre ... IMano dura es 10 que hace falta 
tambien en este caso!" 
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Trueba understands well that as long as women are kept in 

their roles of mothers and homemakers they will be isolated 

from the public world of production and power, therefore 

remaining subordinate to male domination. Nivea herself, 

although enlightened for a woman of her times, does not 

really understand the role she attempts to play. As a 

member of the privileged class, it is easy for her to call 

for solidarity among women across class differences because 
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she does not suffer from class discrimination and cannot 

feel the resentment lower class women may feel towards the 

exploiters, representatives of her class. Even as a young 

child, Nivea's daughter, Clara, noticed the discrepancy 

between her mother's preachings of oppression and the 

reality lived by working class women. 

A veces Clara acompanaba a su madre y ados 0 tres 
de sus ami gas sufragistas a visitar fabricas, 
donde se subian en unos cajones para arengar a las 
obreras, mientras desde una prudente distancia, 
los capataces y los patrones las observaban 
burlones y agresivos. A pesar de su corta edad y 
su completa ignorancia de las cos as del mundo, 
Clara podia percibir el absurdo de la situaci6n y 
describia en sus cuadernos el contraste entre su 
madre y sus amigas, con abrigos de piel y botas de 
gamuza, hablando de opresi6n, de igualdad y de 
derechos, a un grupo triste y resignado de 
trabajadoras, con sus toscos delantales de dril y 
las manos rojas por los sabanones. De la fabrica, 
las sufragistas se iban a la confiteria de la 
Plaza de Armas a tomar te con pastelitos y 
comentar los progresos de la c~"pana, sin que esta 
distraccion frivola las apartara ni un apice de 
sus inflamados ideales. (p.78) 

When Nivea and her husband are killed in a car 

accident, the former decapitated, her head cannot be 

found and she must be buried headless. Her funeral is 

attended by numerous delegations of women who considered 

Nivea the first feminist of the country, while her 

ideological enemies remarked that as she had lost her head 

while alive, there was no reason that she should have 

conserved it in death. (p. 112) 
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As one of the first sufragettes, Nivea struggles to 

change the oppressed condition of women, but without really 

comprehending the implications. She herself has borne 

fifteen children; because she is from a rich family her 

offspring need not suffer the fate of the women in the 

factories to whom she preaches. Therefore during Nivea's 

lifetime she cannot communicate with the working class 

women because in their perspective the differentiation 

between class far outweighs that of sex, while Nivea need 

only concern herself with the latter. 

Clara follows in her mother's footsteps in reversing 
28 

male-female roles, at first unconsciously. When Trueba 

arrives at her parents' house to ask for her hand in 

marriage, she proposes to him first. As she has already 

seen her destiny, she is resigned to a marriage without 

love. Contrary to traditional behaviour, throughout their 

marriage it is Trueba who makes Clara the center of his 

existence, attempting to possess her completely, 

physically,and emotionally all of his life and never able 

to do so. On the other hand, Clara is removed from Trueba 

after the initial physical passion, and finds him more of a 

nuisance and pest as time passes, noeunderstanding how 

Trueba could verbally abuse her all day and at night expect 

her to love him. Trueba attempts to, explain that men and 
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women are naturally different in their sexual needs, to no 

avail. Nor do any of his threats pierce Clara's spiritual 

immunity. 

Queria poseerla completarnente, hasta su ultimo 
pensamiento, pero aquella mujer diafana pasaba por 
mi lado como un soplo y aunque la sujetara ados 
manos y la abrazara con brutalidad, no podia 
aprisionarla. su espiritu no estaba conmigo ... 

Un dia me explic6 con calma que nuestra relacion 
matrimonial se habla deteriorado y por eso habia 
perdido su buena disposici6n para los retozos 
carnales. Dedujo naturalmente que si no teniarnos 
nada que decirnos, tarnpoco podiarnos compartir la 
carna, y pareci6 sorprendida de que yo pasara todo 
el dia rabiando contra ella y en la noche quisiera 
mis car1C1as. Trate de hacerle ver que en ese 
sentido los hombres y las mujeres somos algo 
diferentes y que la adoraba, a pesar de todas mis 
manas, pero fue inutile Para herirla, hice 
ostentaci6n de ir al prostibulo Farolito Rojo pero 
su unico comentario fue que eso era mejor que 
forzar a las campesinas, 10 cual me sorprendio, 
porque no imagine que supiera de eso. (p. 163) 

On a more conscious level, Clara reaches a point 

where her perspective changes and she begins to see that 

life is not all pretty and trivial, imitating her mother in 

her attempts to make the women workers, the inquilinas,on 

her husband's estate aware of their oppressed condition. 

The reactions she receives from the inquilinas are similar 

to those received by her mother in the factory: 

Las mujeres la escuchaban risuenas y avergonzadas, 
por la misma razon por la cual rezaban con Ferula: 
para no disgustar a la patrona. Pero aquellas 
frases inflarnadas les parecian cuentos de locos. 
'Nunca se ha visto que un hombre no pueda golpear 
a su propia mujer, si no Ie pega es que no la 
quiere 0 que no es bien hombre; donde se ha visto 



que ~o que gana un hombre 0 10 que produce la 
tierra 0 ponen las gallinas, sea de los dos, si el 
que manda es el; donde se ha visto que una mujer 
pueda hacer las mismas cosas que un hombre, si 
ella naci6 con marragueta y sin cojones, pues dona 
Clarita', alegaban. Clara desesperaba. ElIas se 
codeaban y sonreian timidas, con sus bocas 
desdentadas y sus ojos llenos de arrugas curtidos 
por el sol y la mala vida, sabiendo de antemano 
que si tenian la peregrina idea de poner en 
practica los consejos de la patrona, sus maridos 
les daban una zurra. (p. 100) 

When Trueba discovers that Clara is following in 

Nivea's footsteps he delivers what he believes to be an 
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ultimatum.Clara,once again, pays no attention and makes him 

feel ridiculous. 

Esteban gritaba como un enajenado, paseandose por 
la sala a·q~andes trancos y dando punetazos a los 
muebles, argurnentando que si Clara pensaba seguir 
los pasos de su madre, se iba a encontrar con un 
macho bien plantado que Ie bajaria los calzones y 
Ie daria una azotaina para que se Ie quitaran las 
malditas ganas de andar arengando a la gente, que 
Ie prohibia terminatemente las reuniones para 
rezar 0 para cualquier otro fin y que el no era 
ningun pelele a quien su mujer pudiera poner en 
ridiculo. Clara 10 deja chillar y darle golpes a 
los muebles hasta que se cans6 y despues, 
distraida como siempre estaba, Ie pregunt6 S1 
sabia mover las orejas. (p. 100) 

Although Clara is perhaps one step closer than her mother 

in her awareness of the oppressed condition of women and 

the working class, her perspective is still influenced by 

her privileged position and she is worlds apart from their 

reality, unable to communicate with them. It is with 

Clara's daughter, Blanca, that the gap between the rich and 

the poor begins to disappear. 
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The love between the rich patron's daughter, Blanca, 

and the son of the poor tenant farmer, Pedro Tercero 

Garcia, is born while they are children and grows into a 

passion that becomes a whirlwind. As an adolescent Pedro 

Tercero becomes a rebel and an organizer of the 

campesinos, and spends his free ni<;Jhts ma]{ing love to 

Blanca on the banks of the very river where Trueba had 

first raped his great-grandmother. When the foreign count 

Jean de Santigny informs Trueba of the love affair between 

his daughter and the "communist" campesino, father assaults 

daughter as she makes her way home and beats her brutally, 

blaming Clara for having raised their daughter in such a 

libertine fashion that the latter did not even realize she 

should only take such liberties with one of her own class. 

When it is discovered that Blanca is pregnant, she is 

forced to marry the Count as part of a business transaction 

between him and her father. In Trueba's perspective the 

honor of the family must be maintained at all cost and he 

offers to support the Count economically in exchange for 

marrying his disgraced daughter. He throws a huge gala 

event to celebrate the marriage for the sake of 

appearances, and although nobody is fooled, his status in 

society is firm enough to quiet the gossip. Blanca, a 

woman with a practical and down to earth perspective on 
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life, agrees to the marriage because she believes Pedro 

Tercero Garcia is dead and because she is afraid of her 

father, does not comprehend society's hypocritical 

standards that her father has taken such great pains to 

meet, and the day after her wedding she stops by her home 

to visit Clara. The extent of Trueba's hypocrisy is 

reflected when he flies into a rage and screams that people 

will say she was not a virgin. Blanca replies simply that 

she wasn't. 

Blanca abandons the Count a few months later on the 

eve of Alba's birth when she discovers his perverse sexual 

preferences. However, she never bothers to formally 

dissolve the marriage vows and therefore holds a unique 

status in society, as a married woman without a husband, 

lover to a rebel campesino, with an illegitimate child who 

is her lover's child, dependent economically on a father 

with whom she has never had good relations. After Clara's 

death Trueba gives Blanca very li~tle money to cover the 

household expenses, food, and clothes for her and Alba. 

Therefore Blanca becomes a woman of poor economic means 

with one suit of clothing, and she must depend on her 

creative ability at molding clay Christmas figurines 

learned as a child from her lover's grandfather, to earn 

extra money and allow her some independence from her 

father. 
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Blanca, as her mother, refuses to be dominated by a 

husband and prefers the difficulties of her life in her 

father's home rather than adopt the traditional routine 

role of wife. Even after she knows that the Count has 

died, Blanca refuses to marry Pedro Tercero Garcia, her 

lover of so many years and father of her child, in part 

because she enjoys a life with no matrimonial obligations 

that she would be expected to fulfill, in part because she 

is afraid to live his lifestyle, and in part because she is 

afraid ordinary cohabitation would destroy the magic 

between them and they would tire of each other. 

Blanca preferia esos encuentros furtivos con su 
amante en hoteles de cita, a la rutina de una vida 
en comrin, al cansancio de un matrimonio y a la 
pesadumbre de envejecer juntos compartiendo las 
penurias de fin de mes, el mal olor en la boca al 
despertar, el tedio de los domingos y los achaques 
de la edad. Era una romantica incurable. Alguna 
vez tuvo la tentaci6n de tomar su maleta de payaso 
y 10 que quedaba de las joyas del calcetin, e irse 
con su hija a vivir con el, pero siempre se 
acobardaba. Tal vez temia que ese grandioso amor, 
que habia resistido tantas pruebas, no pudiera 
sobrevivir a la mas terrible de todas: la 
convivencia. . . . En realidad, tanto como temia 
la rutina, la horrorizaba el estilo de vida de 
Pedro Tercero, su modesta casita de tablas y 
calaminas en una poblacion obrera, entre cientos 
de otras tan pobres como la suya, con pi so de 
tierra apisonada, sin agua y con un solo bombillo 
colgando del techo. Por ella, ~l salio de la 
poblacion y se mudo a un departamento en el 
centro, ascendiendo asi sin proponerselo, a una 
clase media a la cual nunca tuvo aspiracion de 
pertenecer. Pero tampoco eso fue suficiente para 
Blanca. . Esa mujer practica y terrenal para 
todos los aspectos de la existencia, sub limo su 
pasion de infancia, viviendola tragicamente. La 
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aliment6 de fantasias, la idealizd, la defendio 
con fiereza, la depur6 de las verdades prosaicas y 
pudo convertirla en un arnor de novela." (p. 276) 
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Although Pedro Tercero Garcia insists that they must marry, 

Blanca steadfastly refuses which causes a separation that 

lasts two years. Like her mother, Blanca reverses the 

traditional male-female role in which it is the woman who 

is expected to desire and seek marriage, because from her 

perspective this would only destroy the special 
186 

relationship they have. 

Finally, it is Blanca who becomes the instrument of 

salvation for the men in her life. When Trueba is 

imprisoned by his own carnpesinos on the Tres Marias during 

the time of the Conspiracy, Blanca ends the separation 

between her and Pedro Tercero Garcia by asking him to help 

free Trueba. Because of his great love for her, Pedro 

Tercero Garcia uses his influence as a popular 

revolutionary singer to persuade the carnpesinos to free 

their patron. When Trueba furiously ask him why he does 

so, Pedro Tercero Garcia responds simply, "porque Blanca me 

10 pidid." Later, in the time of Terror, the military 

searches the country for Pedro Tercero Garcia to punish him 

186 
Gabriela Mora, "Ruptura y perseverancia de esterotipos 

en La ~ de los espiritus", p. 11. 
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for his subversive songs and Blanca hides him for months in 

her home, in the "Great House on the Corner." When she 

realizes that his free spirit will no longer tolerate being 

confined to a room, she asks for Trueba's help, who by then 

had changed a great deal. When Trueba agrees to help the 

lovers flee the country, Pedro Tercero Garcia asks him 

furiously why he does so. Trueba repeats the same phrase, 

"porque Blanca me 10 pidi6." In this manner it becomes 

possible for Blanca and Pedro Tercero Garcia to flee the 

country and to live the rest of their lives together in 

Canada. The difference of class diminishes even more, as 

the poor man saves the rich, and then the rich saves the 

poor, but only through the intervention of the unifying 

spirit of a woman who manages to overcome the obstacles 

between classes. 

In a certain sense perhaps Blanca is the weakest of 

the female heroes in La casa de los espiritus. She cannot 

confront her father, is married against her will, and holds 

the traditional role of maintaining a household for the 

family. On the other hand she refuses to conform to 

society's norms and does not marry her lover. Like her 

mother and daughter, Blanca does not fit the traditional 

stereotypoe of the female hero, but rather mirrors the net" 

image of women in literature as whole beings. Ellen Morgan 

describes this image: 



... creatures in the process of becoming, 
struggling to throw off her conditioning, the 
psychology of oppression. She is pitting herself 
against her patriarchal culture and its 
institution. She is teaching herself how to play 
the game of sexual politics on her own terms, and 
the stakes are her personhood and humanity. In 
short, her story in this period of transition is 
the story of an education, of a coming to 
consciousness and a subsequent development of self 
and search for authenticity, of rebellion and 
resolution. Her task is integration. Woman as a 
political being is not only a product and victim 
of her culture, but also a apersonal being who 
transcends it. Her experience is political and 
social, as well as personal and psychological. 
(Morgan, 147)187 
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Alba continues the act of integration begun by her 

foremothers and symbolizes the union of the oppressed and 

oppressor classes. As a member of the upper class but 

illegitimate child of a poor campesino, of very rich 

grandparents but of a poor mother, raped and tortured by a 

member of the lower classes who achieves his position of 

power through the upper classes, Alba's perspective is 

influenced by a unique blend of opposing circumstances, 

encarnated in the victimization and the union of women of 

all classes subject to patriarchal power. She also 

represents hope in her role of integration that will unify 

women of all classes to combat the oppression of the 

patriarch. 

187 
Ellen Morgan, "Human becoming.: Form dnd Focus in 

the Neo-Feminist Novel," in Feminist criticism: Essays on 
theory, Poetry, and Prose, p. 147. 
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At the other end of the spectrum is Esteban Trueba 

who encarnates patriarchal power which is more apparent 

than real. Hence the importance of appearances and 

tradition to maintain a system of exploitation which rests 

on a frail base easily upset when questioned. By 

juxtaposing the narration of Trueba and that of the female 

heroes, the perspective of the basic narrator becomes quite 

clear in the contrast between the inauthentic exterior 

values associated with patriarchal power, and the 

authentic, inner values emanated from the center of women's 

existence. It also becomes apparent that in reality it is 

the women who hold the power; Trueba's is no more than a 

superficial bluff exposed in its weakness when the real 

test arrives and he must seek the help of women to survive 

what he has created. (Jara, p.27) 

Despite Trueba's domineering nature and his violent 

ways that even make plants cringe in terror, throughout 

their married life it is Clara who holds the reins of 

power. She is the matriarch without whom the family and 

house fall apart. No one realizes this better than Alba: 

"Alba sabia que su abuela era el alma de la gran casa de la 

esquina. Los demas 10 supieron mas tarde, cuando Clara 

murio y la casa perdio las flores, los amigos transeuntes y 

los espiritus juguetones y entro de lleno en la epoca del 
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estropicio." (p. 250) It is with Clara's death and the 

loss of matriarchal power that patriarchal power assumes 

control and immerses the family and country in a bloodbath 

with no end in sight. 

With the overthrow of Salvador Allende certain 

factions assume power and the pieces of a puzzle that 

Trueba has been instrumental in creating fall into place. 

However, they acquire an importance and identity of their 

own reflecting Trueba's hunger for power and dominance, and 

the very vehicle which he creates to serve his desire for 

control eventually controls him. Just as he has discarded 

women throughout his life when he had no more need for 

them, he is discarded by the new regime that takes power 

through the coup. At first Trueba refuses to recognize that 

he has been rebuffed by the new government and he closes 

his eyes to the violence and bloodshed that surrounds him 

which he has unleashed. It is only with his son Jaime's 

death that he begins to realize that he has made a mistake, 

and this perception influences his perspective throughout 

his entire narration as he defends and contradicts himself 

consistently from the perceptions evidenced in the other 

narration, organized and re-written by Alba. 

The absolute breakdown of patriarchal power occurs 

when Alba, the only loved one left to Trueba, is taken from 

his house by military police in the middle of the night and 
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he is powerless to stop it. Unconsciously, Alba herself 

has been relying on his patriarchal strength to save her, 

but when she sees the pitiful, figure of her helpless 

grandfather as she is taken away she realizes that no help 

can be expected from Trueba. 

En esos meses, el Senador habia aprendido que ni 
siquiera su limpia trayectoria de golpista era 
garantia contra el terror. Nunca se imagine, sin 
embargo, que verla irrumpir en su casa, al amparo 
del toque de queda, una docena de hombres sin 
uniformes, armados hasta los dientes, que 10 
sacaron de su cama sin miramientos y 10 llevaron 
de un brazo hasta el salon, sin permitirle ponerse 
las pantuflas 0 arroparse cun un chal. Vio a 
otros que abrian de una patada la puerta del 
cuarto de Alba y entraban con las metralletas en 
la mano, via a su nieta completamente vestida, 
palida, pero serena, aguardandolos de pie, los vic 
sacarla a empujones y llevarla encanonada hasta el 
salon ... de los hombres que recorrian la cas a 
destrozando las puertas, vaciando a culatazos los 
armarios, tumbando los muebles •.. en busca de 
guerrilleros escondidos, de armas clandestinas y 
otras evidencias •.. ' ISoy el Senador Trueba!' cEs 
que no me reconoce, hombre, por Dios? -chil16 el 
abuelo desesperadamente. INo pueden hacerme esto! 
Es un atropello! Soy amigo del general Hurtado! ' 
ICallate, viejo de mierda! Mientras yo no te 10 
autorice, no tienes derecho de abrir la boca! ,
replica el otro con brutalidad •.• 
(Alba)Habia supuesto que ese momenta llegaria 
algun dia, pero siempre habia tenido la esperanza 
irracional de que la influencia de su abuelo 
podria protegerla. Pero al verla encogido en un 
sofa, pequeno y miserable como un anciano enfermo, 
comprendi6 que no podia esperar ayuda ... 
El hombre dio una rapida media vuelta y abofeteo a 
Alba en la cara. El golpe la lanza al suelo. El 
Senador Trueba se queda paralizado de sorpresa y 
espanto, comprendiendo al fin que habia llegado la 
hora de la verdad, despues de casi noventa anos de 
vivir bajo su propia ley. (p. 353) 
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Trueba finally must pay the p~ic~ for the br~tal acts of 

violence he committed in his lifetime. Unfcrtunately, the 

real victims in both cases are women. It is Alba's turn to 

suffer the same fate her violator's great grandmother 

suffered at the hands of Trueba. 

In the end, Trueba must appeal to Transito Soto for 

help. She is the prostitute to whom he lent fifty pesos 

when he first became patr6n of the Tres Marias. With that 

money Soto was able to move to the city and from there 

build a network of prostitutes, male and female, 

attempting to socialize the whole system of prostitution. 

At the time of Allende's overthrow, Soto is on very good 

terms with government officials because she directs a 

discreet house that allows illicit lovers the fulfillment 

of their passion,and many of the customers are in 

government positions. When Trueba begs soto to return the 

favor that he paid her so many years ago, he is reduced to 

a feeble, hysterical old man pleading for the life of Alba. 

Nowhere is there any resemblance to the strong, domineering 

Trueba who terrorized Blanca and the campesinos during his 

lifetime;he was able to do so then because he was never 

challenged. When he must face the hour of truth he 

crumbles along with whatever vestiges remain of his 

patriarchal power, although he still plays the role of the 

good father for his inquilinos. 



. . . fue un escandalo, esos campesinos ignorantes 
se comieron mis toros reproductores y pusieron mis 
yeguas de carrera a tirar del arado y en menos de 
un ana Las Tres Mari~estaba en ruinas •.• mientras 
esos infelices que tenian titulo de propiedad de 
mi propiedad, la mia, andan muriendose de hambre, 
como una cuerda de pelagatos, buscando algtin 
miserable trabajito para subsistir, pobre gente, 
ellos no tuvieron la culpa, se dejaron enganar por 
la maldita reforma agraria, en el fondo los he 
perdonado y me gustaria que volvieran a Las Tres 
Marias, incluso he puesto avisos en los periodicos 
para llamarlos, algun dia volveran y no me quedara 
mas remedio que tenderles una mano, son como 
ninos, bueno, pero no es de eso que vine a 
hablarle, Transito, no quiero quitarle su tiempo, 
10 importante es que tengo buena situaci6n y mis 
negocios van viento en popa, asi es que puedo 
darle 10 que me pida, cualquier cosa, con tal que 
encuentre a mi nieta Alba antes que un demente me 
siga mandando mas dedos cortados 0 empiece a 
mandarme orejas y acabe volviendome loco 0 
matandome de un infarto, disculpeme que me ponga 
asi, me tiemblan las manos, estoy muy nervioso, no 
puedo explicar 10 que pas6, un paquete por correo 
y adentro s610 tres dedos humanos, amputados 
limpiamente, una broma macabra que me trae 
recuerdos, pero esos recuerdos nada tienen que ver 
con Alba, mi nieta ni siquiera habia nacido 
entonces, sin duda yo tengo muchos enemigos, todos 
los politicos tenemos enemigos, no seria raro que 
hubiera un anormal dispuesto a fregarme enviandome 
dedos por cor reo justamente en el momenta en que 
estoy desesperado por la detenci6n de Alba, para 
ponerme ideas atroces en la cabeza, que si no 
fuera porque estoy en el limite de mis fuerzas, 
despues de haber agotado todos los recursos, no 
hubiera venido a molestarla a usted, por favor, 
Transito, en nombre de nuestra vieja amistad, 
apiadese de mi, soy un pobre viejo destrozado, 
apiadese y busque a mi nieta Alba antes que me la 
terminen de m~ndar en pedacitos, solloce. 
(p. 368) 
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In the face of reality Trueba's patriarchal power crumbles 

although he still does not understand why, or at least he 
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pretends ignorance of the fact that Alba is suffering the 

consequences of the rape of Pancha Garcia decades before 

Alba's birth. 

In solitary confinement after weeks of physical and 

psychological torture, Alba decides to die. It is at that 

point that Clara visits her and informs her that it is too 

easy to die; the real trick is to live on and document the 

truths that she is living. 

Trato de no respirar, de no moverse, y se puso a 
esperar la muerte con impaciencia. Asi estuvo 
mucho tiempo. Cuando casi habia conseguido su 
propos ito , aparecio su abuela Clara, a quien habia 
invocado tantas veces para que la ayudara a morir, 
con la ocurrencia de que la gracia no era morirse, 
puesto que eso llegaba de todos modos, sino 
sobrevivir, que era un milagro. La vio tal como 
la habia visto siempre en su infancia, con su bat a 
blanca de lino, sus guantes de invierno, su 
dulcisima sonrisa desdentada y el brillo travieso 
de sus ojos de avellana. Clara trajo la idea 
salvadora de escribir con el pensamiento, sin 
lapiz ni papel, para mantener la mente ocupada, 
8vadirse de la perrera y vivir. Le sugirio, 
ademas, que escribiera un testimonio que algun dia 
podria servir para sacar a la luz el terrible 
secreto que estaba viviendo, para que el mundo se 
enterara del horror que ocurria paralelamente a la 
existencia apacible y ordenada de los que no 
querian saber, de los que podian tener la ilusion 
de una vida normal, de 10 que podian negar que 
iban a flote en una balsa sobre un mar de 
lamentos, ignorando, a pesar de todas las 
evidencias, que a pocas cuadras de su mundo feliz 
estaban los otros, los que sobreviven 0 mueren en 
el lado oscuro. -'Tienes mucho que hacer, de modo 
que deja de compadecerte, toma agua, y empieza a 
escribir'-dijo Clara a su nieta antes de 
desaparecer tal como habia llegado. (p. 363) 
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In this manner Clara removes Alba from Esteban Garcia's 

power. Where the full strenght of Trueba's patriarchal 

power fails, matriarchal power succeeds and Alba lives to 

tell her story and that of all the extraordinary women of 

her lifetime. 

Behind the two narrators is a third consciousness 

that organizes their narration bringing to light certain 

comparisons and contrasts made more obvious by their 

juxtapositions. Alba herself states that she believes 

someone else is writing in her place, and at times she 

confuses her identity with this other person, who may be 

Clara, Isabel Allende herself, or a blend of all of the 

women narrators. Regardless, the perspective of this 

narrator emerges through how she organizes the text and 

what she chooses or does not choose to narrate. On one 

level her concern with women and the oppressed classes is 

evident;the women's narration appeals to the reader's 

sympathy, while that of Trueba when contrasted with the 

former appears contradictory, weak, egotistical, and 

oppressive. The world of the patriarch dominates and as a 

consequence the general population suffers. However, at 

another,level, this narrator contradicts herself at times 

and reenforces stereotypes that contribute to the 

exploitation of women and the other oppressed classes. 
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Although Trueba believed that due to his sister 

Ferula's curse he would die alone as a dog, he dies happily 

with Alba by his side and in the spiritual presence of 

Clara who had forgiven him. Alba is portrayed as calm and 

resigned, patiently awaiting the arrival of her guerilla 

lover. For some, after the vivid portrayal of the 

suffering of the Chilean people with the overthrow of 

Salvador Allende, the novel's conclusion leaves much to be 

desired. 

En la novela chilena, el oligarca Esteban Trueba, 
bien estructurado como ejemplo de las "virtudes" 
que impusieron la dictadura militar, sobrevive a 
la Historia local y fallece en los brazos de su 
nieta Alba-que nacio con el pelo verde como hace 
35 anos el chico de la pelicula de Joseph Losey
cerrando el circulo de complicidades de cierta 
sociedadchilena. La muchacha burguesa con 
veleidades guerrilleras retorna a su nucleo 
gestatorio y todos quedan contentos. Es un final 
de soap-opera que traiciona, si no a la calidad de 
best-seller de la obra, por 10 menos la dimension 
que Ie hubiera dado un caracter verdaderamente 
mayor. 188 

Implicit at the end of the narration is that Alba has 

accepted her fate and is fulfilled in her reproductive 

role, returning to the traditional image of women in 

society and in fiction. Alba also speaks of reconciliation 

188 
Hernan Castellano-Giron, "La casa de los espiritus," 

Literatura chilena: creaci6n y critica 29, 
(julio/septiembre, 1984), p. 35. 
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and forgiveness, believing this is the only manner to 

destroy the cycle of blood and vengeance engendered by her 

grandfather that formed her destiny before her birth. 

Again, the traditional image of woman as self-sacrificing, 

forgiving, and passive is reinforced. Also, Alba expresses 

that history was determined by forces beyond human control 

and there was no way to change what occurred in her 

lifetime. Gabriela Mora asserts that this is a dangerous 

perspective: 

Si es acertado proponer la comprensi6n y la 
eliminaci6n de la venganza;la conclusi6n de la 
novela, y la forma circular de su estructura, 
pueden ser leidas como aceptaci6n de la postura 
conservadora de que la injusticia y el crimen son 
inevitables. EI hecho de que sea Alba, la mas 
educada de las Trueba, la que al final se disponga 
a 'esperar' a que lleguen "tiempo mejores", es 
vuelco muy cercano a la pas iva resignada de otros 
tiempos, reforzada por una peligrosa ideologia que 
ve el destino humano como ya escrito. (Mora, p. 
12) 

Although this is one manner of interpreting the basic 

perspective evident in the narration,there also exists 

another possibility which has to do with the magical world 

portrayed by the female narrators. Spirits who wander 

around the "Great House on the Corner," the visionary 

Sisters Mora who foretell the future and communicate with 

the dead, Clara and her various magical abilities which 

include flying, Pedro Tercero Garcia's grandfather who 

narrowly averts the destruction of The Tres Marias by 
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diverting voracious hordes of ants to another location, 

Blanca living alongside mummies who travel around freely 

under protection of the night,Alba born with green hair 

like her great-aunt and her communication with Clara after 

her death, are only few examples of this magical world 

portrayed in an everyday-like fashion. Alejo carpentier 

describes this as the real maravilloso in which the world 

of Latin America is marvelous and magical where reality may 

suddenly be altered, where various times and places co-

exist, where spirits are illuminated and exalted. However, 

it is necessary to believe in this world for it to 
189 

exist. 

Pero es que muchos se olvidan, con disfrazarse de 
magos a poco costo, que 10 maravilloso comienza a 
serlo de manera inequivoca cuando surge de una 
inesperada alteraci6n de la realidad (el milagro), 
de una revelaci6n privilegiada de la realidad, de 
una iluminaci6n inhabitual 0 singularmente 
favorecedora de las inadvertidas riquezas de la 
realidad, de una ampliacion de las escalas y 
categorias de la realidad, percibidas con 
particular intensidad en virtud de una exaltacion 
del espiritu que 10 conduce a un modo de 'estado 
limite.' Para empezar, la sensacion de 10 
maravilloso presupone una fe. (Carpentier, p.ll) 

It is apparent in the narration that the female narrators 

take for granted the magical world in which they retain 

power to the exclusion of males, at the same time 

189 
Alejo carpentier, El reino de este mundo 

London~ Grant and Cutler, Tarnesis book~983. 
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combatting social injustices prevalent in their 

surroundings caused by patriarchal forces. Therefore, 

while they exist on one level in a magical mythical time 

that is circular, on another level they exist in a 

time of constant movement and change, caused by the 

contradictions of the world in which they live. Lukacs 

believes that in order to understand the society one lives 

in, it is necessary to capture the essence of the powerful 

undercurrents that flow beneath superficial reality which 

determines the past, present and future. 

Estos escritores ... dan forma a las tendencias 
vivas, pero todavia ocultas, de la realidad 
objetiva, tan profunda y verazmente que su obra es 
confirmada por el posterior desarrollo de la 
realidad, y no s610 en el sentido de la simple 
coincidencia de una buena fotografia con el 
original, sino precisamente como expresi6n de una 
comprensi6n multiple y rica de la realidad, como 
reflejo de las corrientes ocultas bajo la 
superficie, que se apareceran plenamente 
desarrolladas y perceptibles para todos, sino en 
un estadio posterior del desarrollo.En el gran 
realismo se da forma a una tendencia de la 
realidad que no es inmediatamente evidente, pero 
que tiene mayor y duradera importancia objetiva, a 
saber, el hombre en sus mUltiples relaciones con 
la realidad, y precisamente 10 duradero de esa 
rica multiplicidad. Ademas de eso se reconoce y 
configura una tendencia evolutiva que en el 
momento de la dacion de forma existia solo en 
germen y no podia desplegar aun social y 
humanamente todas las determinaciones objetivas y 
subjetivas.190 

190 
Jose Ignacio 

sobre literatura 
(octubre/diciembre, 

Lopez Soria, "Lukacs: 
y sociedad" Texto 

1979), p. 122. 

Apuntamientos 
Critico 15 
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In this sense Alba's final statements in reference to her 

.belief that time is circular and all was predestined may 

be referring to the undercurrents of matriarchal power~ot 

immediately visible to the h~~an eye. At the same time, 

they work to undercut patriarchal power in a constant 

spiral-like cycle of movement towards change. Alba's own 

refusal to accept the vengeance and blood of past 

generations is an indication that seeds of change have 

been planted and that society progresses away from the 

crime and injustice perpetuated by a patriarchal system. 

As her name implies, she is the dawn of a new hope. 

Mora cites other examples in the text of 

reenforcement of traditional stereotypical images of women 

such as the rivalry between Nana and Ferula for Clara's 

affection and control of the homeithe depiction of the 

first woman raped by Trueba, Pancha Garcia, as a satisfied 

and fulfilled woman with her pregnancy resulting from the 

rapeiand the presentation of the prostitute, Transito 

Soto, as an intelligent capitalist who enjoys her 

profession. (Mora, p. 11) 

One may question whether these objections are 

relevant to the artistic sensibility that predominates in 

a work of art. Citing Lotman, Mora believes it is 

relevant as it is impossible to separate the reality 

expressed in a work of art from its reference. 



Adelantandome a las objeciones que pueden arguir 
que un texto literario es principalmente un 
objeto artistico que debe ser tratado como un 
sistema immanente, independiente;recordamos, con 
Lotman, que el concepto de signo (y el arte 10 
es) es inseparable del problema ,del significado, 
y que este se asienta en el acto social de 
comunicar informaci6n. Con Lotman, tambi~n, 
creemos que en especificos momentos hist6ricos, 
un texto literario no s6lo tiene valor estetico 
sino que una funci6n politica 0 religiosa, 0 de 
otra categoria social, inseparable de la 
percepci6n estetica misma. (Mora, p.l3) 
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If one were to agree that a work of art fulfills a social 

function as well as an artistic one, the conclusion of La 

casa de los espiritus may raise some questions about the 

perspective of the basic narrator, depending on how one 

interprets it, and some of the stereotypical images of 

women are objectionable. Although it is clear that the 

intent of this narrator was to condemn a patriarchal 

system which systematically abuses the oppressed classes 

and especially women, the contradictions may be a result 

of the influence of this very system on her own viewpoint. 

Women are still struggling to overcome Tjlays of thinking 

reenforced by generations of oppression; women are still 

in the process of becoming. The question will be treated 

further in the conclusion of this 'study. 



CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

Female Solidarity As The Source of Political Power 

If full and well-placed words have always been 
utilized, aligned, and accumulated by men, it is 
not impossible that the female may resemble wild, 
scrawny grass •.• which manages to grow in the 
chinks of old stones and ••• finally loosens cement 
slabs, however heavy they may be, with the power 
of what has been contained for a long time." 
(Xaviere Gauthier)191 

Gauthier's words summarize the various purposes of 

this dissertation. The first chapter. "Brief Survey of 

Latin American Women Writers," demonstrates how words have 

_been used by men for their own purposes to accumulate and 

categorize a wealth of information about themselves. 

Excluded almost ent.irely is the "other", the female half of 

the population ostracized by words, methods of 

organization, and cultural taboos perpetuated by a 

patriarchal society that leaves women writers looking like 

"scra\-my grass." Because literature is intimately 

connected with how women perceive themselves and how 

191 
Xavier Gauthier, cited in Donna C. Stanton, 

"Language and Revolution: The Franco-American 
Disconnection," in The Future of Difference, ed. Hester 
Eisenstein and Alice Jardine (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1980), 
p. 76. 
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women are perceived in the patriarchal world, it is 

necessary to outline what has happened historically and 

-what is happening now to bring to light undercurrents that 

must be exposed, to change that pattern in the future. 

For this reason the basic sociological-economic-political 

factors contributing to the perception of women as inferior 

beings, and therefore historically ignored, are delineated 

in Chapter Two, "Awakening Feminist Consciousness in Latin 

America," as well as how the women's liberation movement 

has had universal repercussions. The last three chapters 

represent an effort to make accessible information about 

four women novelists, specifically those who write about a 

particular situation of double or triple oppression in 

which women suffer consequences because of biases against 

their sex, race, or class, the last two inextricably 

linked. And it becomes apparent that the "scrawny grass" 

is growing and the huge cement slabs are beginning to 

loosen if not fall, as more and more attention is accorded 

women writers. The power contained within potential or 

real women writers is being unleashed after centuries of 

repression, during which "a woman who writes becomes 
180 

a contradiction and a disturbing element." 

192 

to • • 

John Stuart Mill, "The Subjection of Women," in 
Essays on Sex Equality, ed. Alic Rossi (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1970), p. 156. 
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Feminist literary criticism has played an important role in 

releasing this power, and the repercussions,extend to all 

facets of society, demonstrating that criticism cannot and 

should not be limited to an isolated aesthetics but rather 

to what it can teach our young about how literature has 
193 

something to do with the way we lead our lives. Cheri 

Register defines the task of feminist criticism as "the 

illumination of 'female experience' which will help us 

decide how to transform the world. Feminist critics look 

at how literature comprehends, transmits, and shapes female 
194 

experience, and is, in turn, shaped by it." 

That the world is still in need of transformation 

is reflected in part by the fact that certain male critics 

continue to argue that if women had been great writers, 

their works would form part of the so-called "sacred" 

literary canon of great literature. For the reasons 

already put forth in Chapter One, it is obvious that women 

were purposely excluded from the canon because of gender, 

as they have been excluded from power-holding positions in 

193 
Adrienne Rich, "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re

Vision," College English 34, No.1 (October 1972), p. 18. 
194 

Cheri Register, "Review Essay: Literary 
Criticism," Signs 6:2 (1980), p. 269. 
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the mainstream of society.. In her excellent article, "Women 

and the Question of Canonicity," Susan Hardy Aiken explains 

the male critics' resistance to re-examining works that are 

considered masterpieces and to incorporating more women 

writers in their works and in their teaching. Because, as 

she puts aptly, there is much more at stake than a simple 

literary code. What is called into question is not just 

the canon but the entire patriarchal tradition based on 

power passed from males to males. Audacious women who dare 

to write rebel against the authority of the father figure 

and call into question precepts and assumptions that form 

the base of patriarchal power. 

Mutually dependent and reinforcing, these systems 
have interlocked over time to forge some of the 
strongest chains that have served historically to 
keep women out of the official intellectual 
institutions of the Western world, and, 
simultaneously, to keep them in those rooms 
necessary to that world's functioning: kitchens, 
nurseries, wedding chambers. The enduring 
influence of these systems, even in an age that on 
its surface appears to have repudiated the world 
view out of which they arose, suggests the extent 
to which their power has now gone underground, 
there to operate with the enhanced strength of the 
repressed. We need continually to bring them back 
to light if we are to free ourselves of their 
influence •..• 195 

195 
Susan Hardy Aiken, "Women and The Question of 

Canonicity," SIROW Working Paper No. 20 (1985), p. 9. 
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Women who write are "breaking and enteri.ng" into 

masculine territory, "shattering the unbroken paternal line 

on which the identity of the androcentric critic also 

depends." (Aiken, p. 11) For these reasons male critics 

will vehemently defend their canon, as threats to it pose 

threats to their patriarchal hierarchy, a reflection of 

what occurs in society at large. 

Therefore it is essential for feminists to continue 

writing for and about women, reflecting a reality while at 

the same time creating it. For literature is necessary to 

teach those who desire to think and live afresh, and through 

that process create a new society. 

writing . . • is precisely the very possibility of 
change, the space that can serve as a springboard 
for subversive thought, the precursory movement of 
a tranformation of social and cultural struggles. 
(Cixous, cited in stanton, p. 76) 

Perhaps, then, a literature, and literary methods of 

studying such literature, may be created which does not 

exclude or marginalize, but listens to and assimilates all 

voices. Aiken describes it as "the entanglement of all 

literature with the power dynamics of culture." (Aiken, 

p. 16) 

The Cuban critics Jose Antonio Portuondo and Roberto 

Fernandez Retamar argue that literature in Latin America 
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has always served a social function. In an article, Jose 

Promis delineates how literature from the time of the 

conquest to the present has served as an instrument of 

criticism and change in Latin American society, to a 

greater or lesser degree depending on tho3 socio-historic 
197 

moment. Latin American women writers have been no 

exception, as shown in the brief survey in the first 

chapter. However, it seems that their literature 

concentrates to a much greater degree on the victimazation 

and sexual oppression of women as a corollary to class and 

race oppression. Also, women are depicted more as real 

beings with faults and attributes, rather than as "pure" or 

"monster" women seen especially but certainly not 
198 

exclusively in the modernist novel. Although at times it 

seems patriarchal imagery slips into their writings, this 

may be one of the consequences suffered because of a lack 

of "literary mothers." If in the nineteenth century the 

196 
Roberto Fernandez Retamar and Jose Antonio 

Portuando, cited in Jos~ Promis, "The Role of Literature in 
Spanish America," p. 2. 

197 
Jose Promis, "The Role of Literature in Spanish 

America," Paper presented at Texas Christian University. 
198 

Nancy Sternbach, "The Death of a Beautiful Woman: 
Imagery of Women in the Modernist Novel," Dissertation, 
University of Arizona, 1985. 
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Chilean Jose Victorino Lastarria can refer to the lack of 

"literary fathers" to support and back up Latin American 
199 

writers (presumedly male), certainly women have suffered 

from the lack of attention accorded their foremothers who 

also were writing at the time. Instead, for the most part, 

they have read the forefathers whose literary works are' 

accesible, leaving an undeniable imprint and influence on 

their perspective which is difficult to shake. Gilbert and 

Gubar state that: 

A female writer's authorial autonomy, depends on 
inverting-thus subverting-the images of women 
inherited from a patriarchal tradition.200 

Once that has been accomplished, we may see a whole 

different kind of literature emerging that will make it 

easier to distinguish between male and female writing but 

it is premature to assert precisely what is unique to 

female writing that differentiates it from that of males. 

As Cheri Register states, tedious though it may seem, 

exhaustive, comparative studies are needed to establish'~f 

199 
Jose Victorino Lastarria, cited in Jose Promis, "The 

Role of Literature in Spanish America," p. 9. 
200 

Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Madwoman in the 
Attic: The Women Writers and the Nineteenth Century-
Li·terary--rmagination (New Haven, London: Yale University 
Press, 1979), p. 274. 
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there is a particular form of women's literature that 

reflects a female world. But whether that shows up in 

literature or not depends on "the extent to which women's 

literary forms are derived from a female culture, rather 

than determined by literaray tradition and critical 

response. (Register, p. 272) 

In the four novels mentioned, the representation, 

point of view and perspective of the predominantly female 

narrators are studied bringing to light similar patterns 

that are emerging in Latin American works written by women, 

especially the concentration on patriarchal abuse of the 

female body and pysche, and the female bonding created to 

fight back against that abuse in specific socia-historic 

moments. Because females are consistently marginalized in 

the societies they live in, confined to the home and away 

from the public wage-earning workplace, they observe events 

from a point of view and from a perspective that is apart 

from the malestream of society. Ostracized from real 

events in society, the are the "Outsider" For this reason 

the importance of female bonding especially in the 

special mother/daughter bond is emphasized, as it becomes 

the basis for female strength and solidarity. When that 

bond is broken, female power is weakened, threatened, or 

destroyed, unless it is replaced by female bonding on 

another level. In all four novels the death of the mother 



is portrayed. (In La ~ de los esp1ritus the death of 

Clara, Alba's grandmother, symbolizes the death of 
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matriarchal power, although Alba also loses her mother when 

the latter must flee the country.) With the absence of the 

mothers, the daughters are left defenseless in a brutal 

world dominated by the patriarchy. In this vein, Adrienne 

Rich expresses that "the cathexis between mother and 

daughter-essential, distorted, misused-is the great 
201 

unwritten story." Nan Bauer Maglin writes that while 

this is not a totally new subject for literature, it is a 

new passion for the women of this generation, a passion 

based on the feminist movement and new theory about women, 
202 

history, and literature." From the novels studied here, 

it is apparent that this theme of matrilineage has had an 

effect on contemporc?i . .':Y Latin American women writers also, 

although the importance of the mother-child relationship 

had been emphasized long before. However, these novels all 

201 
Adrienne Rich. Of Woman Born: 

Experience and InstitutIOn (New York: 
237. 

202 

Motherhood as 
Norton, 197~ p. 

Nan Bauer Maglin. "Don't never forget the bridge 
you crossed over on": The Literature of Matrilineage," in 
The Lost Tradition: Mothers and Daughters in Literature, 
eds., Cathy N. Davidson, and E. M. Broner (New York: 
Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1980), p. 257. 
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reveal to some degree a preoccupation centered on the 

mother/daughter bond and what happens when the mother is 

removed and the daughter is left to fend for herself in a 

patriarchal world. 

In Tierra inerme a significant aspect of 

oErnestina's isolation is caused by the loss of her 

mother; this results not only in the emptiness experienced 

because of this loss, but also her removal from the world 

she is familiar with iOn Havana where she studied at the 

university. Without her mother's support, Ernestina must 

abandon Havana to live in the countryside with an uncle who 

cares for her; but the mother/daughter relationship cannot 

be replaced, contributing to the alienation Ernestina feels 

as she cannot confide in or relate to any of the people 

that surround her. "Andres 1a miraba con bur1a y rustic a 

ma1icia. No podia entenderla. Ni el, ni ninguno de los 

hombres y mujeres que tambien compartian 1a misms suerte, 

mu1tiplicandose inconscientemente, ciegamente, en la tierra 

adentro." Worse, once matriarchal power has been 

removed, Ernestina becomes prey to the males around her. 

First, she is deceived and abandoned by her lover who 

continues in his attempts to seduce her although he has 

married another. Then, as deceptions and ~ies are passed 

from male to male about her personal life, she narrowly 
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escapes being murdered for a fabricated infidelity, a fate 

suffered previously by her would be mother-in-law. This 

can only occur in a world where it is accepted that women 

are powerless and the property of men; according to the 

patriarchal code a man has a right to take the life of a 

woman simply on hearsay that she may have been unfaithful 

to him, although he may do as he pleases. The 

descriptions of the abuse and rape of the campesinas by 

Pancho Capote, strongman of the region, and his arrogant 

refusal to recognize his bastard sons and daughters unless 

they look like him when they are old enough to work, 

underscores the victimization of underprivileged women. 

In Hasta no verte Jesus mio Jesusa Palancares loses 

her mother as a child and during her funeral is actually 

briefly buried with her. Decades later, as an adult, she 

has a psychic reunion with her mother, enabling her mother 

to find her way to her loved ones in the darkness around 

her. In "Mother-Daughter Relationships" Jane Flax describes 

the necessity a daughter feels to rescue her mother, "not 

only to avoid the guilt of her death but to make possible a 
203 

total freedom for herself." It is apparent that Jesusa 

203 
Jane Flax, "Mother/Daughter Relationships," in The 

Future of Difference eds. Hester Eisenstein and Alice --
Jordan (Barnard College Women's Center, Boston: G. K. Hall 
and Co., 1980), p. 33. 
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has suffered deeply after the loss of her mother, 

continuously referring to the pain she feels because the 

only person in the world that ever cared for her is absent. 

She underscores her mother's gratitude at being "saved' by 

her daughter, perhaps alleviating lifelong guilt in that 

manner. In contrast to Tierra inerme, the bond between 

mother and daughter in Hasta no verte Jesus mio is strong 

enough to bring spiritual salvation to Jesusa's mother. 

However, because as a child Jesusa has lost the maternal 

protection, she is consistently abused by the patriarchal 

system;she is used and abandoned by her father, repeatedly 

beaten and "mounted", as she puts it, by her husband who 

treats her like any other animal he mounts; she is treated 

with gross injustice by the legal, religious, and 

govermental institutions in Mexico, all controlled by male 

leaders. At the end of her narration she is a bitter old woman 

reflecting the alienation of the outsider; however, her her 

indomitable spirit refti.Sf"cl to give up even in the face of 

death. 

Aunque este mala, ando haciendo mi quehacer. 
Me quejo porque estoy llena de ijotes, con el alma 
en un hilo, pero no me doy. Por eso a la mera hora 
me ire a un cerro a que me ayuden a bien morir los 
zopilotes. Mientras tanto sigo iyendo al taller a 
hacer limpieza. Apenas puedo subirme al cami6n de 
tanto que me duelen las corvas, pero nunca he 
dejado de trabajar, ni porque me ande cayendo •.. No 
tengo ni un cachito bueno, estoy vieja, vieja, 
vieja, todo es vejez, pura vejez, ya me estoy 
muriendo en pie como los arboles podridos. 
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Jesusa's anger at the W'crld also emerges in her 

condemnation of the rape of the campesina women by Pancho 

Villa and his troops, typical of the fate experienced by 

defenseless women." 

Cenizas de Izalco opens with the return of the 

protagonist, Carmen, to El Salvador in time for her 

mother's funeral. Throughout the narration the identity of 

mother and daughter are confused; what emerges is the pain 

and isolation Carmen feels at the loss of her mother, 

Isabel, the only person who understood and truly cared for 

her. Also present is the guilt at feeling she did not try 

hard enough to understand her mother who reveals a shocking 

secret through Wolff's diary, that he and Isabel had been 

lovers while Carmen was a child. His diary, a gift from 

Isabel to Carmen after the former's death, appears to be an 

attempt to save the daughter from her mother's empty 

existence. However, it is indicated that Carmen plans 

to return to her inauthentic existence and role as a wife 

who has no communication with her husband, and who fears 

that one day her children will see the vacuous existence of 

their mother. 

Carmen represents the alienated woman who has lost her 

identity by playing the roles assigned to her by society, 

the same roles assumed by her mother. The conflicts 
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never resolved by her mother are passed on to the 

daughter through Wolff's diary. Part of Isabel's unresolved 

conflicts center on the reality that if one does not 

conform to society's norms, the message is clear that things 

could be much worse. If Isabel had escaped her empty 

existence in Santa Ana, she would have had to abandon 

husband and family and most likely would have ended up 

victimized by her relationship with Wolff, a self-confessed 

alcoholic; or if one chooses to have a relation outside of 

marital status, then one is relegated to a stone-like 

existence, an eternal waiting, as reflected by the 

statuesque existence of the Srta. soto who broke the rules. 

La senorita Soto no se casd nunca. Es J~ esfinge 
de Santa Ana. Con su inmovilidad ventanera planto 
una pregunta que no entendi por muchos anos. 
Nadie sabe bien 10 que pas6. Algunos dicen que un 
hombre casado, otros que fue un turco. Lo cierto 
es que ningun muchacho se Ie vol~i6 a acercar a la 
senorita Soto . . • De nina me figuraba. al verla 
alIi, asomada a su balcon como una arana en el 
centro de su red polvorienta, que nU:clca atrap6 
nada, alIi atrapada en el centro de su red. 

Isabel and Carmen understand the way society works, 

and choose security over other limited and frightening 

options although they are prisoners of that society. 

Depicted, again, is the rape of the young girls, 

represented by one forcibly removed from a bus in the 

prelude of la matanza. Although Carmen and her mother face 

the terror of an inauthentic bourgeios existence, their 
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privileges are sustained by a patriarchal system that 

protects them legally and militarily, as long as they 

remain within the bounds of what is considered acceptable 

behavior, an option they understand and ultimately choose 

to abide by. This factor separates them from females of the 

powerless classes who have no options and experience 

real terror in the face of patriarchal violation; whether 

it originates from the upper or lower classes, they have no 

protection. 

The importance of the mother/daughter relationship is 

revealed most strongly in La cas a de los esplritus in which 

all the female protaganists are bonded through their 

matrilineage. As Alba writes her story, she becomes the 

voice of her mother, her grandmother, her aunt and her 

great-grandmother, and says that at times she is not sure ~ 

which is writing. During the pregnancies of each woman, the 

mothers established an intimate pre-natal relationship with 

the fetuses that prolonged itself after birth, developing a 

system of spiritual communication that continued to 

function after death. It is this bond between Alba and her 

foremothers that is strong and deep enough to wrench Alba 

from death; just when she has determined to die in Esteban 

Garcia's torture chamber the spirit of her grandmother 

Clara appears, removing her from Garcia's power, and 

renewing her will to Itve. 
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In La ~ de, los espiritus sexual abuse and 

oppression are even more, prevalent than in the previously 

mentioned works. Again, the campesinas are systematically 

raped by the patr6n as a matter of custom and part of the 

rights of the patr6n over his property, causing envy among 

his peers. 

No pasaba ninguna muchacha de la pubertad a la 
edad adulta sin que 10 hiciera probar el bosque, 
la orilla del rio 0 la cama de fierro forjado. 
Cuando no quedaron mujeres disponibles en Las Tres 
Marias, se dedic6 a perseguir a las de otras 
haciendas, violAndolas en un abrir y cerrar de 
ojos, en cualquier lugar del campo, generalmente 
al atardecer. No se preocupaba de hacerlo a 
escondidas, porque no Ie temia a nadie • . . la 
fama de su brutalidad se extendi6 por toda la zona 
y causaba envidiosa admiracion entre los machos de 
su clase. Los campesinos escondian a las 
muchachas y apretaban los punos inutilmente, pues 
no podian hacerle frente. Esteban Treuba era mas 
fuerte y tenia impunidad. • . • 

However, this miniscule world of the Tres Marias 

estate controlled by Trueba's brutal patriarchal power 

becomes magnified and out of control when a similar type 

patr6n becomes leader of the country after the overthrow of 

Salvador Allende, encouraging and condoning the torture, 

mutilation and disappearance of civilians, and the rape of 

women to teach them to stay in their places; the kitchen, 

the nursery, the home. Here the sexual abuse of women 

crosses class and racial barriers. As the campesinas were 

raped by her grandfather, Alba is raped by her 
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grandfather's bastard grandson, Esteban Garcia. Alba 

realizes in "The Moment of Truth," that not even her 

grandfather, for all his class privileges and riches, can 

halt the pendulum he himself set into motion. He can no 

better defend his beloved grandaughter from the blood

soaked regime he helped to create than the poorest, most 

helpless campesino. Hate destruction,blood and vengeance 

are the legacy left by the patriarch. Eventually all 

become victims, but especially women • 

. Solidarity among women to combat patriarchal 

repression is present in varying forms in the four novels 

studied, from the spirit of identity felt by mother and 

daughter, primarily the focus in Cenizas de Izalco, to the 

bonding of females in oppressive situations in order to 

protect themselves. At times, attempts at female bonding 

fail due to class and racial differences. Because 

Ernestina has been able to educate herself in Havana, she 

believes it is her duty to teach the campesinas about birth 

control, a project that fails miserably as she comes up 

against age-old superstitions and stereotypes that she 

cannot comprehend. The same occurs in La casa de los 

espiritus as Nivea, Alba's great-grandmother, harangues the 

poverty-stricken female factory workers to fight for their 

rights, and then goes off to sip tea with her fur-clad 



330 

friends at an elegant coffehousei Nivea's daughter, Clara, 

repeats these gestures with the inquilinas of Las Tres 

Marias, who realize that if they follow the advice of their 

patrona, they will suffer the consequences at the hands of 

their husbands. 

Las mujeres la escuchaban ~isuenas y 
avergonzadas, por la misma raz6n por la cual 
rezaban con Ferula; para no disgustar a la 
patrona. Pero aquellas frases inflamadas les 
parecian cuentos de locos. Nunca se ha visto que 
un hombre no puede golpear a su propia mujer, si 
no Ie pega es que no la quiere 0 que no es bien 
hombresi donde se ha visto que 10 que gana un 
hombre 0 10 que produce la tierra 0 ponen las 
gallinas sea de los dos, si el que manda es ~l; 
donde se ha visto que una mujer pueda hacer las 
mismas cosas que un hombre, si ella naci6 con 
marragueta y sin cojones, pues dona Clarita, 
alegaban. ElIas se codeaban y sonreian timidas, 
con sus bocas desdentadas y sus ojos llenos de 
arrugas curtidos por el sol y la mala vida, 
sabiendo bien de antemano que si tenian la 
peregrina idea de poner en practica los consejos 
de la patrona, sus maridos les dab an una zurra. 

The message is clear that solidarity among women 

cannot be achieved while ignoring class and racial 

differences. Bell Hooks expresses it well: 

Women are divided by sexist attitudes, racisms, 
and class privilege, and a host of other 
prejudices. Sustained women bonding can occur 
only when these divisions are confronted and the 
necessary steps taken to eliminate them.204 

204 
Bell Hooks, "Sisterhood: Political Solidarity 

Between Women," Feminist Theory from Margin to Center 
(Boston: G. K. Hall and Co., 1980), p. 33. 
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Of the four novels, Jesusa Palancares is the 

only protagonist of the underprivileged classes, who, 

like the campesinas mentioned above, has no use for a 

discussion of women's rights. Although Jesusa has been 

abused by the patriarchy all of her life, she has neither 

the interest nor the time to focus on the particulars of 

injustice towards women; if she is confronted with an 

injustice she reacts, whether the victim is male or female, 

because she is accustomed to fighting for survival in a 

system oppressive to both sexes. At times she solidarizes 

herself with women, at times she condemns them, reflecting 

the existence of a woman who lives and survives on a daily 

basis. Therefore, while Jesusa fiercely combats economic 

and political injustice, on occassion she contributes to 

the exploitation of her sex by accepting and condoning 

certain patterns of behavior in males that she would not 

accept in women. She speaks vehemently about how much 

better it is to be male than female as the former have all 

the freedom and privileges, but Jesusa is far from 

understanding why this is so and what may be done to change 

sexual inequity, because she lives in a world dominated by 

a reality in which only the most fit survive, making 

everything else irrelevant. However, because Jesusa 

resists the injustices that she sees around her, she 

represents a step towards the liberation of her people. 



332 

In all of the novels studied, the oppressed 

situation of women is linked to a particular socio-historic 

moment in which the general population is immersed or about 

to be immersed in a struggle to combat oppression. It 

becomes apparent that these Latin American women writers 

see their struggle against patriarchal oppression as part 

of a wider struggle encompassing all of society. Basic, 

structural changes must be effected to transform 

patriarchal institutions which repress males and females 

alike. However, women have certain power and strenght in 

their solidarity with one another, and this is where their 

political force lies. In La ~ de los espiritus Alba's 

final revelations demonstrate that she has come to 

understand the invincibility of female solidarity, once 

race and class have been eliminated as obstacles. This is 

demonstrated by the sisterhood that develops between her 

and Ana Diaz imprisoned and tortured together, a 

relationship previously impossible a§ they were separated 

by class barriers; the solidarity among the women in the 

concentration camp, who show eachother how to survive 

regardless of class or race, and whose voices, raised in 

chorus together, inspire one another and intimidate the 

male guards who dare not enter the ~amp; 

Cuando los carabineros gritan a las mujeres, 
c&llense, putas, las mujeres les responden, 
'haganos callar si pueden, cabrones, aver si se 
atreven, y no se atreven porque sablan que no se 



puede evitar 10 inevitable. Eran mujeres 
violadas, torturadas, mutiladas, pero no habian 
perdido la voz para una canciun de cuna, ni el 
gesto para un consuelo. Alba sale del campo de 
concentraci6n, llorando meintras todas las mujeres 
Ie cantaban para darle animo, porque habia sido 
feliz alIi. 
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Finally, Alba is rescued by a woman and child in the 

poorest area of Santiago, the Barrio de Misericordia, who 

defy the curfew to save Alba's life, risking their own for 

a stranger. It is then that Alba realizes the days of 

patriarchal power are numbered because the unifying spirit 

of women such as these eventually must prevail. 

Me pareci6 igual a tantas otras que conoci en los 
comedores populares, en el hospital de mi tio 
Jaime, en la Vicaria dondeiban a indagar por sus 
desaparecidos, en la Morgue, donde iban a buscar 
sus muertos. Le dije que habia corrido mucho 
riesgo al ayudarme y ella me sonria. Entonces 
supe que el coronel Garcia y otros como el tienen 
sus dias contados, porque no han podido destruir 
el espiritu de esas mujeres. 

It seems that more and more novels are being written 

by Latin American women portraying female reality, although 

it may be simply that they have become more accesible in 

recent years due to new attention accorded women's writing. 

Regardless,this is an important step towards eliminating 

the alienation experienced by the female half of the 

population who have been unable to discover themselves in 

literature. Rosario Castellanos describes the literature 

she read as a young child, and how little it had to do with 
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her reality, from descriptions of angelic model females, to 

ogres and demons who pursue princesses, to kings who pursue 

their own daughters. castellanos describes how she became 

physically ill with the knowledge that she was destined to 

be one of them: 

Pero yo se que mi fiebre tenia otro origen: el 
miedo. Y que el miedo (que atin hoy me estremece, 
que aun hoy me hace subir la fiebre) se originaba 
en el describrimiento del mal del que yo no s6lo 
tendria que ser la victima-tarde 0 temprano-sino 
tambi~n el instrumento, el vehiculo, la 
personificaci6n.205 

The alienation Castellanos felt as a child continues 

in her adult life in the form of frustration at still not 

knowing who she is. For her, writing is an attempt to find 

the answers. 

Soy yo misma la que quiero verme representada para 
conocerme, para reconocerme. tPero c6mo me llamo? 
A quien me pc.rezco? tDe quien me distingo? Con la 
pluma en mano inicio una busqueda que ha tenido 
sus treguas en la medida en que ha tenido sus 
hallazgos, pero que todavia no 
termina. (Castellanos, p. 196) 

That a young Latin American female can pick up a 

novel by and about her foremothers today, and that she can 

identify with characters that are not "insipid heroines or 

205 
Rosario Castellanos, Mujer ~ sabe latin. M~xico: 

Secretaria de Educacion PUblica, 1973), p. 188. 
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sexy survivors," is a vital step in the way women view 

themselves and are viewed. Therefore, in itself, writing 

becomes a political force for change, an instrument to be 

wielded against the patriarchal powers that have kept ·her 

in a state of subjection: 

Woman must write herself: it is the essential act 
by which she can mark her shattering entry into 
history which has also been based on her 
suppression. To write and thus forge for herself 
the antilogos weapon. To become at will the taker 
and initiator for her own right, in every symbolic 
system in every political process. In particular, 
writing represents the most forceful weapon for 
reappropriating the female body, which man has 
confiscated as his property.207 

One may say the task of the Latin American women 

writer is just beginning, and the role she plays in the 

future of Latin America may well determine the course of 

her story. 

206 
Lee Edwards, "Women, Energy, and Middlemarch," in 

The Lost Tradition: Mothers and Daughters: Another 
MInorItY Group (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 
1980), p. 10 

207 
Helene Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa," Signs 

No.4 (Summer 1976), p. 879. 
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