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ABSTRACT 

In this dissertation I study three novels written by 

Latin American and Chicana female authors: Arrancaiae la 

vida by Mexican writer Angeles Mastretta; Hija de la 

fortuna by Chilean writer Isabel Allende; and Delia's Song 

by Chicana writer Lucha Corpi. These novels have been 

chosen because of one common characteristic they share: 

the development of the female protagonist and her quest for 

a non-patriarchal conscribed identity and her ultimate 

emancipation. In other words, these novels portray 

protagonists in search of autonomy and create fictional 

women who escape entrapment in the traditional female plot 

expectations. 

These three novels deal with the development of the 

protagonist. Though these novels do not fit nicely into 

the classic male model of the Bildungsroman, they are 

representative of a feminist version of the Bildungsroman, 

which is said to begin to emerge in the decade of the 

seventies among American, Latin American and Latina women 

writers. In the novels analyzed, the authors have 

attempted to subvert patriarchal power in an effort to 

liberate the repressed protagonist and also to deconstruct 
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male constructed female myths. Thus, these contemporary 

feminist Bildungsromans aggressively challenge the falsely 

imposed dichotomies of gender codes while simultaneously 

creating alternative definitions of female identity, ones 

that are more ample and multi-faceted. 

The Bildungsroman becomes an apt genre for 

contemporary Latin American and Chicana women writers 

because it allows them to explore the complexity and 

multiple subjectivity of female identity. These three 

contemporary Bildungsromans subvert the traditional female 

and male genre because these protagonists are not halted in 

their development, rather they attain their goals and are 

able to construct their own identities. These novels 

present alternative destinies for the Latin American and 

Chicana protagonist. 
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CHAPTER ONE: ORIGIN AND EVOLUTION OF THE BILDUNGSROmM 

Throughout the history of the novel the paradigmatic 

plots have confined women in domesticity and apparent 

passivity. When asking "What can a heroine do?" Joanna 

Russ, in her incisive essay "What Can a Heroine Do? Or Why 

Women Can't Write", responds that apart from falling in 

love, marrying, dying or going mad, the female protagonist 

can do very little. She goes on to say that these women do 

not kill bears or set out to travel the world; they do not 

prove themselves in battle or test the boundaries of human 

survival. These paradigmatic plots based on the qualities 

of strength, autonomy, and aspiration, seem reserved for 

male protagonists (Frye 1). Reiterating what Russ says, 

Lucia Guerra Cunningham states that during the nineteenth-

century, there existed a limited set of stories worthy of 

telling and a scenario was fabricated where men were the 

Subject while women remained as the Other {Splintering 

Darkness 6) . The critic continues to explain that the 

plots proliferated around male protagonists in various 

processes of initiation: romantic love as a part of a 

search for identity, learning experiences that ended in his 

successful incorporation into society (6). 
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In this dissertation I study three novels written by 

Latin American and Chicana female authors: Arrancame la 

vida by Mexican writer Angeles Mastretta (Chapter two) ; 

Hija de la fortuna by Chilean writer Isabel Allende 

(Chapter three); and Delia's Song by Chicana writer Lucha 

Corpi (Chapter four). These novels have been chosen because 

of one common characteristic they share: the development of 

the female protagonist and her quest for a non-patriarchal 

conscribed identity and her ultimate emancipation. In 

other words, these novels portray protagonists in search of 

autonomy and create fictional women who escape entrapment 

in the plot expectations identified by Joanna Russ. 

Central to the three texts is the voiced or implicit 

assumption that a radical disjunction exists between 

approved social and cultural definitions of femininity and 

women's actual desires. These novels highlight the tensions 

of living in a male-dominant culture while affirming the 

right to female voice and self-definition. 

These three novels deal with the development of the 

protagonist. Though these novels do not fit nicely into 

the classic male model of the Bildungsroman, they are 

representative of a feminist version of the Bildungsroman, 

which is said to begin to emerge in the decade of the 
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seventies among American, Latin American and Latina women 

writers. In her study, Allende, Buitrago, Luiselli: 

Aproximaciones al concepto del "Bildungsroman" femeninor 

Leasa Lutes postulates that in the early seventies a 

discussion began with regards to a female version of the 

genre. She states that feminist writers both in Latin 

America and the United States take possession of this 

genre, becoming one of their favorite forms for writing 

(4). Annie Eysturoy studies Chicana writers' 

transformation of the traditional literary genre of the 

Bildungsroman in her book Daughters of Self-Creation: The 

Contemporary Chicana Novel (1996). In her study ^''Bildung 

in Ethnic Women Writers," Bonnie Hoover Braendlin contends 

that the Bildungsroman is being resuscitated by societal 

outsiders, such as men and women of minority groups. These 

authors explore the gendering of human identity and the 

possibilities for destroying the falsely imposed 

dichotomies of gender codes. In doing so, these novels 

redefine female identity by subverting the essentialist 

nature of women; by deconstructing patriarchal discourses 

and socially imposed myths about women; and therefore, by 

creating new alternatives for women's identity. 
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Historically, the Bildungsroman served to reaffirm 

patriarchal social conventions. The importance of the 

three Bi 1 dung sroinans in this study is that they do not 

propagate patriarchal social conventions; on the contrary, 

they subvert them and create new alternatives for women in 

fiction. 

The interest in female identity and female character 

has been central to many feminist literary critics, 

particularly those concerned with women's lived experience. 

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar find the woman's quest for 

self-definition the underlying plot of nineteenth-century 

writing by women, while Elaine Showalter sees the search 

for identity as a main theme of women's literature since 

1920 (Kegan Gardiner "On Female Identity..." 347) . Judith 

Kegan Gardiner indicates in an essay on female identity 

that critics continuously return to the problem of women's 

quest for self-definition (Frye 62). Kegan Gardiner states 

that achieving such self-definition is complicated because 

patriarchal oppression weighs heavily on women's 

possibilities for self-identification ("The Heroine..." 62) . 

The female protagonists to be examined go through a 

process of development of character and of personality. 

They begin their journeys with a lack of self-awareness in 
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search of their identity. These novels highlight the female 

protagonists' struggle to step out of their self-imposed 

and culturally-imposed restrictions. In summary, the common 

traits that characterize these protagonists are their lack 

of self-awareness, their efforts to gain control over their 

own lives, and their efforts to further their self-

development . Underlying this quest for self-realization is 

the overt or subtle presence of patriarchal mores that in 

turn can maintain the female protagonists in their 

traditional role as object. 

Mastretta's novel, Arrancame la vida, centers on the 

life of Catalina, a young naive girl who marries a man 

twice her age, and her development as a woman throughout 

their marriage, forging her own identity in a patriarchal 

world. Allende's novel centers on the life of Eliza - from 

childhood in Chile to adulthood in California during the 

Gold Rush - and her adventures while in search of her first 

love. Along the way, her search changes from one of love to 

one of self-identity. Eliza develops into a strong, 

independent-minded woman and frees herself from a 

restrictive life in Chile. Finally, Corpi's novel traces 

the development of Delia from a naive, passive and scared 

first-year college student to a confident, self-assured 
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woman who through the years finds her identity not only as 

a member of her ethnic community as a Chicana but also as 

an individual woman. 

Before I begin to define the Bildungsroman it is 

important to examine briefly the evolution of the Latin 

American novel written by women of the twentieth century. 

Before the sixties, with a few exceptions, female 

protagonists had been confined to the domestic sphere and 

to the search for love as their only possibility for 

personal realization. These female lives, centered 

exclusively on love, had the home as their domain, which 

was generally presented as a prison that drowned all of the 

protagonist's sensitivity and imagination. Gabriela Mora 

gives some examples of these works beginning with Ifigenia 

by Teresa de la Parra published in 1924, followed by works 

of Maria Luisa Bombal in the thirties, and the successful 

novels by Silvina Bullrich in Argentina and by Elisa 

Serrana in Chile in the forties and fifties ("Narradoras 

Hispanoamericanas... 157) . These writers coincide in the 

depiction of their protagonists; they come from a powerful 

family, are sensitive, married too young due to socio­

economic reasons and end up unhappily married. Each is 
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enclosed in the monotony of domesticity, with practically 

no contact with the outside world (Mora 157). 

In the sixties, women writers began to write about 

political, social and economic problems in Latin America. 

During this decade these same writers presented female 

protagonists as part of the social context without special 

emphasis on the female condition (Mora 158) . For example, 

Bullrich switches her focus from the specific destiny of 

one female protagonist to a general criticism of a whole 

social class in Los burgueses (1964), Los salvadores de la 

patria (1965), and La creciente (1966). Also, Marta Lynch 

was directly inspired by Peron's dictatorship to create her 

fictional world in La alfombra roja (1962) and A1 vencedor 

(1965) (Mora 159). 

The social context, with a clear understanding of 

class and racial divisions, became an important factor in 

Mexican women's literature. For example, the failed 

revolution, the idea that the ideals that the 

revolutionaries fought for, were not implemented due to 

corruption and greed, is a constant in Mexican literature 

and is the overall theme of Los recuerdos del porvenir 

(1963) by Elena Garro, with special emphasis on the 

violence inflicted upon women. Oficio de tinieblas (1962) 
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by Rosario Castellanos has as its protagonist an indigenous 

woman, and it explores in all its complexities the division 

of groups based on socio-economic, racial and sexual 

factors (Mora 159) . 

By the seventies, Latin American women writers were 

politically conscious and openly opposed to repressive 

governments. However, alongside this concern they began to 

refocus on exploring the female condition as well. 

According to Gabriela Mora, "en numero creciente ellas se 

van preocupando de destacar el sitio desmenguado de su sexo 

como parte de la critica al sistema social imperante que 

presentan en sus obras" (160). 

These social critics that in the last decade usually 

denounced the corruption of the upper class, now undermine 

the socio-economic structures on a deeper level, through 

texts that subvert the basic principles on which these 

structures are based upon. For example, the sacred myth of 

motherhood becomes a favorite discourse for contemporary 

Latin American women authors to satirize, destroy, or 

subvert. In Arrancame la vida Catalina destroys this myth 

by describing her pregnancy as the worst nine months of her 

life. Another sacred myth that is destroyed in 

contemporary women's literature is the idea of the ever so 
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wise old man. Elders are now portrayed as the epitome of 

greed and close-raindedness and as propagators of 

patriarchal society (Mora 161). 

What contemporary Latin American women writers wish to 

challenge is the essentialist view of nature as conscribed 

to women in fiction. Passivity in the past had been 

presented as a ^'natural" or "inherent" characteristic in 

women. For example, in La ultima niebla the protagonist's 

passivity is never questioned rather it appears as 

inherent. Contemporary authors now portray passivity very 

differently by exaggerating in order to satirize this 

characteristic (Mora 162). 

Related to the problem of female passivity is women's 

need for and ability to express themselves and their 

growing awareness of their unique situation as women. One 

aspect that begins to be expressed as well as explored in 

Latin American and Chicana feminist criticism is the female 

acceptance of erotic pleasure. This voicing of female 

erotic pleasure subverts the idea that the woman's sole 

function is that of reproduction. In the nineteenth 

century, women characters had been portrayed by both male 

and female authors as mothers or as purely spiritual beings 

(without a body); women's erotic experiences were not 
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voiced because they were considered "unnameable" and 

"unspeakable" (Guerra Cunningham Inti 6) . And in the 

twentieth century prior to the sixties, this topic had been 

treated discreetly and seriously by women writers and was 

usually presented as a source of pain and with disastrous 

consequences for the woman (Mora 167) . Today the topic of 

women's sexual gratification has become one of the 

overriding themes in literature written by Latin American 

women (Fitch 59), and is legitimized as an essential aspect 

of women's identity, as we will see in the three novels 

that I examine. 

As is evident this contemporary feminist literature 

offers new and important changes for its fictional female 

characters. These female protagonists in fiction now have 

access to the public world rather than just the private one 

providing them with new experiences and new functions. For 

example, in Puebloamerica by Maria Esther de Miguel, the 

female protagonist is a "guerrillera" who leads an armed 

revolt, and in No es tiempo para rosas rojas by Antonieta 

Madrid, we see a college student who ponders as much on 

philosophy as on political theory (Mora 161). 

In summary, contemporary Latin American and Chicana 

women's literature is characterized by a subversive nature 
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that examines the institutions that oppress women. The 

open treatment of female sexuality, abortion, infidelity, 

and pregnancy reflect the changes that women are now 

beginning to experience in society. The literature that is 

being created today demonstrates the importance for female 

writers to find new forms of examining the female condition 

in order to create new alternatives for female identity and 

destroy the old essentialist definitions. 

The origin and evolution of the Blldangsxaman. 

In this first chapter I develop the theoretical 

framework of the Bildungsroman or novel of self-

development, terras that I will use synonymously. First, I 

examine the classic male model defined by Wilhelm Dilthey 

in order to see how it has been subsequently modified or 

adapted. Then, I examine the criticism on the female 

Bildungsroman of the late nineteenth-century and early 

twentieth-century to demonstrate how different the Bildungs 

process is for female protagonists in these novels compared 

to their male counterparts. Finally, I look at the recent 

studies on the contemporary female Bildungsroman emerging 

in the decade of the seventies by women authors both in the 

U.S. and Latin America to show how these new contemporary 
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female protagonists do reach their potential and become 

self-realized. 

In general, as a category of the novel, the 

Bildungsroman is a narrative form characterized and defined 

by its subj ect matter. What defines this genre is the 

particular perspective of the protagonist, his inner 

development, and not an identifiable structure (Eysturoy 

5) . The unifying concept of the Bildungsroman, its defining 

characteristic, is the singular attention this genre pays 

to the growth and development of the protagonist. This 

development emerges from an interaction between the 

protagonist and the world: 

It is the protagonist's response to his or her 
particular environment, the interplay between social 
and psychological forces, that determines the 
direction of each individual process of 
self-development. (Eysturoy 5) 

Rather than a full account of the protagonist's life, the 

interplay between the self and society is usually revealed 

through moments or specific experiences that have had a 

particular influence on the formation of the protagonist. 

Society becomes the locus for experience and to some 

extent the protagonist of the Bildungsroman. The particular 

Bildung of the protagonist, its possibilities, prospects. 
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or limitations, reflects, to a large extent the atmosphere 

of the time and place in question. Thus, protagonists 

become representative symbolic reflections of different 

socioeconomic circumstances, thus their specific 

individuality cannot be separated from the context in which 

they live (Eysturoy 6-7). 

The protagonist's experience of the social and 

cultural environment depends on several interrelated 

factors such as gender, race, class, and ethnicity, because 

these determine the individuals' position vis-a-vis the 

social context. We will see how the novels I will examine, 

though they exhibit distinct Bildungs experiences with 

respect to era and social context, the most crucial 

determinant in the protagonist's Bildungs process is that 

of gender. Because of these determining factors, in 

looking at the development of the Bildungsroman from its 

beginnings, we encounter changes that have taken place in 

self-development reflected in this genre, changes extending 

from a male-defined eighteenth-century concept of Bildung 

to contemporary female perspectives on identity and self-

definition (Eysturoy 7). 
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Classic male model: 

The tradition of Bildungsroman was first described in 

Germany by Wilhelm Dilthey in 1870, whereby "a young male 

hero discovers himself and his social role through the 

experience of love, friendship, and the hard realities of 

life" (Labovitz 2) . At the turn of the nineteenth-century 

Bildung referred then to a very specific and complex 

understanding of what it was for a male hero to develop 

into a refined and useful member of society. With Goethe's 

Wilhelm Meister (1795-96) the archetype of the genre, a 

paradigm emerged of the hero who begins with a sense of 

self, and with outside guidance and the help of mentors is 

expected to develop to his fullest potential (Labovitz 3). 

The classic model, which according to Labovitz, can 

contain autobiographical elements, generally described the 

process of growth, development and education of a single 

male protagonist from childhood through adolescence, 

concluding with his entrance into adulthood. The childhood 

and adolescence of the male hero is treated and illustrated 

and is usually shown in conflict with family and with 

educators; this is especially true as the hero forges his 

way into the outside world (Labovitz 3) . The inner life 

and the self-realization of the protagonist become an 
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important element to the development of the whole person. 

The individual search for a career or vocation may lead the 

hero to leave home at an early age to make his way 

independently. His real education begins in a new setting, 

often in an urban center as contrasted to his early 

provincial life. After a long journey of soul searching, 

the protagonist makes a conscious decision to integrate 

himself into society (Labovitz 4) . His growth culminates 

with his accommodation to the social order, thus the 

protagonist acquires bourgeois values. According to Hegel 

the protagonist of the Bildungsroman exchanges youthful 

optimism for conventional resignation; his journey towards 

self-formation leads him towards an acceptance of existing 

social values and norms, emphasizing the conservative 

nature of the Goethean model (Eysturoy 9). 

Because this Bildungsroman model emphasizes the stages 

of growth from early childhood to young adulthood, it is a 

highly suggestive genre for studying formation of 

character. It is also perceived to be a didactic novel. 

Karl Morgenstern explains that because this genre portrays 

the Bildung of the hero in its beginnings and growth to a 

certain stage of completeness, this consequently furthers 
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the reader' s Bildung to a much greater extent than any 

other kind of novel (Eysturoy 6). 

Female model of Bildangsroaum prior to the seventies: 

In spite of the generic intent of the Bildungsroman to 

trace a female protagonist' s progression from childhood to 

adulthood, the novel of development mirrors a society in 

which such a development of character is inappropriate for 

women. The many eighteenth and nineteenth-century women's 

coming of age novels dealt with feminine conduct and became 

a highly popular way of inculcating the social norms to 

young female readers. These novels taught submission and 

suffering as appropriate ways for a young girl to prepare 

for marriage. In this most conservative branch of the 

woman's Bildungsroman we find a genre that pursues the 

opposite of its male counterpart, providing models for 

"growing down" rather than "growing up" (Pratt 13) . The 

female protagonist must uphold the image as the "eternal 

feminine" and simultaneously deprive herself of a true 

^^Bildung" (Labovitz 4) . Thus the stages of growth and 

self-realization that characterize the male Bildungsroman 

are disrupted by the patriarchal system since the social 

roles for women are antithetical to maturation (Pratt 33-
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34). The young single woman's role was to serve her family, 

and if of the middle class, she was to entertain or be 

entertained. This type of "apprenticeship" if successful 

would end in marriage (Labovitz 4). 

At the same time that the women authors suggest this 

type of "growing down" as the inevitable destiny of women 

in British and American society as well as in Latin 

American society, the more rebellious women authors, such 

as Jane Austen, Fanny Burney, and Maria Edgeworth manage to 

utilize this genre in order to criticize the plight of 

women through satiric portrayals of the effects of this 

type of dwarfing or "growing down" (Pratt 33). 

In the women's novel of development prior to the 

seventies, the female protagonist is radically alienated by 

gender-role norms from the very beginning, being confined 

to the private sphere of society, so although the women 

authors try to fit their protagonist's Bildung, or 

development, to the general pattern of the genre the 

limitations imposed upon women make the protagonist's 

initiation less a self-determined progression towards 

maturity, and more a regression from full participation in 

adult life. 
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In the early twentieth century, female rebellion may 

be represented but it seems clear that the consequences for 

their transgressions are severe. Women authors limit the 

options for their rebellious protagonists to only a few: as 

auxiliary or secondary subjects, or as sacrificial victims, 

which in several instances end in madness or death (Pratt 

36) . When Elena Garro creates a rebellious female 

character, the rebellion leads to isolation or suicide. 

For example, Isabel in Los recuerdos del porvenir breaks 

social conventions and kills herself, the central figure in 

the drama "La senora en su balcon" also commits suicide, 

and the rebellious and imaginative Titina in "Andarse por 

las ramas" remains isolated due to her rebellion (Mora 

172) . 

These Bildungsromans announce the female condition, as 

second-class citizens, who lack the possibility of self-

agency, and the novels express women's anger and 

frustration towards their situation in society. This 

female Bildungsroman prior to contemporary times is what 

Ellen Morgan calls the "truncated female Bildungsroman" 

(Labovitz 6). Cynthia Steele refers to the "failed 

Bildungsroman'" when the female protagonist instead of 

attaining self-realization and autonomy - as is the case in 
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the male version - ends up frustrated and without realizing 

her goals (Aizenberg 539) . 

Similar to Gabriela Mora's study mentioned earlier on 

Latin American women's literature of the twentieth century, 

Marcello Coddou states that literature written between 

1930-1960 is characterized by passive, dependant, and 

resigned female protagonists. They function in the private 

sphere of the home rather than the public sphere (Lutes 

94) . 

Later during the sixties, Coddou writes that the 

context of women begins to change, and by the seventies 

women's literature becomes rooted in social and political-

economic contexts (Lutes 95) . This is true for the three 

novels that I study. In Mastretta's novel, Catalina finds 

herself at the center of Mexican government after the 

Mexican Revolution and witnesses the corruption and the 

betrayal of the revolutionary ideals. In Allende's novel, 

Eliza development takes place in the middle of California's 

Gold Rush and is an active participant in the settling of 

this territory. She is also witness to the severe 

discriminatory practices towards immigrants such as the 

Chinese, Chilean, and Mexican groups. Finally in Corpi's 

novel, Delia begins her search for an identity in the 
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middle of political and social unrest at University of 

California at Berkeley in the early seventies. All three 

protagonists overcome their socially imposed limitations, 

leaving their private world and entering the public world 

as acting subjects. 

Female Blldangsroman after the seventies: 

Recapitulating what has been said thus far, while the 

fictional female protagonists of the Bildungsroman abounded 

in the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, 

the protagonists hardly possessed the characteristics 

typical of the classic male model. There was no female 

protagonist comparable to the male hero. Female 

protagonists who did attempt to empower themselves were 

generally halted before they could complete their journey 

towards a self-constructed identity, thus not completing 

their mission as Bildungsroman protagonists (Labovitz 5) . 

It is only in recent years, after 1970, that one finds 

consistently articulated in literary form an optimism that 

women can emancipate themselves and create their own 

identities separate from the male sphere (Felski 132). 

In the late twentieth-century, the Bildungsroman is 

considerably transformed and resuscitated, not by males of 
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the dominant culture in the United States but by subaltern 

groups, thus functioning as the most salient genre for the 

literature of social outsiders, primarily women and 

minority groups (Hoover Braendlin 75)^. Hoover Braendlin 

states that the: 

Bildungsroman of these disenfranchised Americans-
women, Blacks, Mexican-Americans, Native Americans, 
homosexuals-portrays the particular identity and 
adjustment problems of people whose sex or color 
renders them unacceptable to the dominant society; it 
expresses their struggle for individuation and a part 
in the American dream... (75) 

By the decade of the seventies, many Latin American and 

Latina feminist authors seize this genre as their own. This 

choice is closely linked to the beginning of the feminist 

movement, especially in the United States. According to 

Rita Felski, the United States' feminine version of the 

Bildungsroman follows the original male model the closest, 

while in other countries it varies according to the degree 

of liberation for women in that country (138). Labovitz 

argues that this new contemporary genre was made possible 

only when Bildung became a reality for women, in general, 

and for the fictional female protagonist. When cultural and 

social structures began to be supportive of women's 

struggle for independence, to go out into the world, engage 
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in careers, self-discovery and fulfillment, the fictional 

protagonist began to reflect these changes (7). 

According to Wulf Koepke part of the male protagonists 

conflict in a traditional Bildungsroman is: 

Not only about acculturation, about growing into a 
mature attitude towards society,... but also about 
creativity and its social dimensions. The individual 
does not grow into society merely to accept it as it 
is, but to transform it into something more humane and 
worthwhile. (131) 

According to Lutes, the feminist version of this genre must 

create female protagonists that are sufficiently strong to 

transform society, like their masculine counterparts (68) . 

Their characterization must be of a resourceful, strong 

willed, and determined nature in order to endure society's 

social restrictions and not end in self-destruction. 

In the contemporary female version of the 

Bildungsroman, the protagonists have now learned to surpass 

the limitations imposed on them. A premise sharply 

challenged in this new contemporary version is whether a 

female protagonist can have an identity prior to being 

married and having children. In the three novels that I 

analyze, the protagonist goes through a process of 

developing an identity and is successful in arriving at 

freedom. This suggests that female otherness does not 
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automatically result in compromise or destruction but 

allows for alternative forms of living. 

According to Rita Felski, the novel of self-discovery 

"is an essentially optimistic genre, reflecting the 

historical process of women coming to consciousness of 

female identity as a potentially oppositional force to 

existing social and cultural values" (132). Like the male 

model, in the female version there is still the concept of 

the development or formation of the individual, but the 

protagonist's struggles are different from those of the 

male model. The female attempts to break away from 

established norms imposed on her not to propagate them. 

While the male hero usually has personal conflicts with 

certain individuals or situations that impede his 

development, the female protagonist must rebel against 

social codes, that is to say the whole patriarchal system 

(Lutes 100). 

According to Leasa Lutes, who studies the female 

Bildungsroman in three Latin American female authors, it is 

because of this rebellion that the construction of the 

feminine subject subverts the traditional m.ale model of the 

Bildungsroman, but does not destroy it. Instead it opens up 

new possibilities for the genre (100). While the final goal 



31 

of the male model is the subject's social integration, for 

the female subject it is reaching autonomy and independence 

(Felski 1.38) . Different from the male subject, the female 

begins her development from the position of object, with a 

lack of identity, with a lack of sense of self. Her 

challenge consists in creating an identity for herself that 

is not imposed upon her by social demands, that is to say 

by redefining herself as an acting subject (Lutes 102). 

Central to the female Bildungsroman is the exploration 

of the path toward self-development, the process of 

becoming. The female protagonist moves from victimization 

to consciousness and emerges with a sense of self-awareness 

as a woman (Eysturoy 20) . The denouement of the 

Bildungsroman, a generally open-ended conclusion, as 

Eysturoy indicates, "only reveals her potential for forming 

her life in accordance with her own convictions and 

desires" (20). While there are significant variations in 

the development and conclusions of the narrative, the novel 

usually begins by positing the problem that is invariably 

that of the restrictive nature of female social roles. 

The female protagonist's lack of subjectivity can be 

expressed on a number of levels: economically, through 

financial dependence and poverty; sexually, by the lack of 
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a self-defined sexuality; and emotionally, demonstrated by 

her feelings of inadequacy and her acceptance of a 

supportive and passive role. Because patriarchal society 

has objectified women as Other, as supplementary to and 

supportive of male identity, women have internalized this 

view and must struggle against the deep-seated influence of 

patriarchal ideology in order to achieve self-emancipation 

and a self-construeted identity (Felski 133). 

According to Labovitz, with the entrance of the female 

protagonist into the genre, two occurrences arose that 

subverted the traditional structure of the historical male 

Bildungsroman: first, self-development would function from 

the female protagonist's life experience and perspective 

rather than from a male's perspective; second, there would 

be the birth and development of the unconventional and 

rebellious female protagonist. Individual rebellion would 

manifest itself in ways ranging from attitudes on marriage, 

children, careers, and politics that define the lives of 

these women (246). 

As rebels and feminists, the women writers of the 

female Bildungsroman subvert the very structure of society, 

raising questions of equality, not only related to social 

class but also to gender. Thus, more important than social 
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class issues, the female version of the Bildungsroman, 

unlike the male model, holds as the most important theme 

that of the equality between the sexes. Questions of 

sexuality, sex roles, and sexual identity figure largely in 

the female version as contrasted with their virtual absence 

in the male counterpart (Labovitz 251). 

It becomes evident that the themes of the female 

Bildungsroman deviate from those of the male counterpart. 

While male Bildung is characterized by "the confrontation 

of the hero with his environment" (Shaf fner 8), an 

environment he may choose to oppose for existential 

reasons, the confrontation turns into rebellion for the 

female protagonist, a necessary rebellion against social 

and cultural gender norms essential to an empowered and 

self-actualized identity (Eysturoy 19) . The presence of 

patriarchy throughout women's literature becomes 

particularly pronounced in the female Bildungsroman because 

it is within its confining conditions that the protagonist 

must pursue her quest for a self-defined identity. 

Though the contemporary Latin American female 

Bildungsroman has not been studied extensively, critics 

such as Maria Ines Lagos, Leasa Lutes, Willy O. Munoz, and 

Gabriela Mora are of the few who have published studies 
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with regards to this topic and have highlighted the 

popularity of this genre for women writers who are 

interested in the female condition. 

In an article, Gabriela Mora looks at Albalucia 

Angel' s novel Est aba la pajara pinta sentada en el verde 

limon (1975) as a Bildunqsroman. She compares and contrasts 

it with the traditional male model of the genre. The 

critic states that while the traditional male hero has a 

positive social integration at the end of the novel, the 

opposite occurs with the contemporary female protagonist 

(72) . In this Latin American novel, the female protagonist 

breaks away from the socioeconomic organization of her 

world and with her experiences helps to demythify it. 

Though the novel is open-ended, it insinuates that Ana, the 

protagonist, will follow a different direction than that of 

a domestic and conservative one, which her parents and 

social environment had outlined for her. Ana becomes 

conscious of the social evils and their causes, including 

the most sacred traditional myths that serve to maintain 

women in their position as objects. 

Different from the classic male model of the 

Bildunqsroman where the central conflict is personal in its 

origin, in Estaha la pajara pinta... the personal is 
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inextricably linked to the social and political (80). This 

is to say that Albalucia Angel conceives her protagonist 

surrounded by a multitude of historical characters and 

events linked to fictional ones. They are influential in 

the development of the protagonist but at the same time 

they serve as witnesses to crucial events that deeply 

affected the history of Colombia (81). 

Another important study of the novel of formation is 

one by Maria Ines Lagos, En tono mayor: relates de 

formacion de protagonista femenina en Hispanoamerica 

(1996), where she examines how twentieth century Latin 

American women writers have narrated the female 

developmental process in a social context that establishes 

clear differences between the male and female. Lagos 

examines numerous works by women authors from Teresa de la 

Parra to Ana Maria del Rio as belonging to a specific and 

yet diverse literary genre of the Bildungsroman. She 

applies the most recent feminist criticism to her study of 

the construction of the female subj ect underscoring the 

importance of these works to the present field of women's 

studies. 

A more recent study on the Latin American female 

Bildungsroman is the one by Leasa Lutes as mentioned 
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earlier. This study examines the plausibility of the 

existence of the Bildungsroman in a new contemporary and 

female version. She applies the , theories of the 

francofeminists Julia Kristeva, Helene Cixous, and Luce 

Irigaray to the works of three Latin American writers 

written after 1986: Isabel Allende, Fanny Buitrago, and 

Alessandra Luiselli, and shows the irrefutable success that 

each writer has had reconfiguring this traditional genre of 

the Bildungsroman. She examines three female protagonists 

that learn to survive their circumstances and studies the 

dynamics present in the construction of a female subject 

and how they highlight the frustrations and restrictions 

involved in the self-realization of the female protagonist. 

According to Lutes, the concept of the construction of 

the subject is what both the classic Bildungsroman and the 

contemporary one share. In these three novels she analyzes 

how the protagonists have all been confronted with 

obstacles that have made their journey towards the 

construction of a subject difficult. These obstacles have 

been different than those presented in the traditional 

Bildungsroman but the objective of constructing a subject 

has been the same. In Leasa Lutes' own words the 

contemporary female protagonist: 
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desempena el papel de pionera en su ruptura con 
los patrones establecidos para ella. En vez de 
enfrentarse con desafios o personas individualizados 
en oposicion a su aprendizaje, la mujer ha de 
enfrentarse con los codigos sociales, o sea, un 
contrincante sistematico de dimensiones mucho 
mayores. (100) 

In the United States the Bildungsroman has become a 

popular genre for ethnic women writers as well as Anglo-

American writers. According to Bonnie Hoover Braendlin who 

studies this particular female Bildungsroman, "the 

objectivity of the Bildungsroman offers female authors 

distancing devices, such as irony and retrospective point 

of view, which convey the complexity of the female quest 

for selfhood and confirm its universality" (77) . Because 

the focus of the Bildungsroman is on the relation between 

individual and environment, it encourages female authors to 

expose and condemn established patriarchal social norms and 

values. Moreover, because the genre focuses on repressive 

societal factors, on the process of disillusionment 

imperative for personal growth and maturity, and on the 

possibilities for transformation offered by individual 

choice, it becomes an attractive genre to contemporary 

female authors who wish to express female development. 



38 

self-realization and self-defined identification (Hoover 

Braendlin 77). 

Hoover Braendlin also discusses the double 

discrimination that minority women face and how this 

affects them in their process of self-development. These 

women often contend with prejudice and sexism not only from 

the dominant culture but also from their own culture -

especially from the males; thus they must struggle on 

several levels to attain maturity and self-realization 

while being devalued both for being women and for their 

ethnicity (76). 

A recent work specifically written about the Chicana 

Bildungsroman is Annie Eysturoy's book Daughter's of Self-

Creation: The Contemporary Chicana Novel (1996). In this 

study, Eysturoy analyzes how Chicana authors portray the 

process of self-development and in the cases in which it 

applies, how the concept of discovery of self is connected 

with the process of creation (5). She states that the 

majority of Chicana novels published to date center on the 

particular challenges the Bildungs process presents to the 

individual Chicana in her struggle for a self-defined 

identity (11). For Eysturoy, women's Bildungsroman 

represent the process of un-learning the art of silence 
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(24) . For the Chicana Bildungsroman, breaking the silence 

"becomes particularly apt because Chicana writers have only 

emerged in substantial numbers during the last two decades" 

(Eysturoy 24) . The Chicana, being twice a minority, has 

been silenced both by the larger American hegemonic culture 

and within her own Chicano culture. Upper class Anglo women 

writers have tended to focus solely upon patriarchal 

oppression of women and have ignored the influence 

ethnicity and class may have on the female developmental 

process. Eysturoy believes that the ethnic context is a 

crucial component of the female Bildungs process. She 

states: 

It is through the interactions with the social and 
cultural environment, and therefore also with the 
traditions of her ethnic heritage, that the Chicana 
Bildungsheld gains an understanding of her individual 
self as a woman and as a Chicana. (26) 

This ethnic and class-consciousness is what distinguishes 

the Chicana Bildungsroman from its Anglo-American 

counterpart because , in the latter the protagonist is not 

doubly marginalized since she does form part of the 

hegemonic culture. 

Another difference that sets the Chicana Bildungsroman 

apart is that the female protagonist, in her search for a 

self-defined identity does not always strive for the 
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autonomy and individuality which Anglo-American feminism 

has "posited as a sine qua non of female development, 

rather, it is a self who is rooted in the ethnic 

experience, who defines herself in relation to family, 

community, and its traditions" (138) . 

Chicana authors are exploring who the Chicana self is 

and how she came to be that way, by placing her at the 

center of their literary discourse. They are creating 

complex, multidimensional female characters that subvert or 

defy both Anglo and Chicano definitions of Chicanas, those 

mother/virgin/whore stereotypes of the past. Thus the 

Chicana Bildungsroman portrays the developmental process of 

the protagonist within her specific ethnic context, and her 

path towards self-awareness and creative self-assertion, 

while still defining herself in relation to her community. 

In summary, as a relatively new genre, the female 

Bildungsroman validates and supports the concept of the 

existence of a woman's culture up to the seventies 

overlooked in literary criticism. In the contemporary 

female Bildungsroman, a submerged woman's culture, one that 

has been silenced, surfaces and breaks from the traditional 

dominant male culture and a whole new fictional world 

depicting a female culture emerges (Labovitz 255). The 
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genre lends validity to a recent theory that women's 

writing is a "double-voiced discourse" that always embodies 

the social, literary, and cultural heritages of both the 

muted and the dominant (Labovitz 257) . The "double-voiced 

discourse" embodies the dominant male culture that 

determined some two centuries ago who was to undergo 

Bildung and what forms it would take; and the muted, female 

culture extrapolated from the dominant culture, where women 

were scarcely noticed, silenced and treated as objects. 

In short, this new genre includes a muted or submerged 

culture, which finds and raises a discourse that subverts 

the dominant one. The writers choosing this traditional 

genre have elaborated upon the older structure, challenged 

its assumptions and finally appropriated it into a 

Bildungsroman representative of women's culture. The 

female protagonist has brought new meaning to Bildung and 

the Bildungsroman (Labovitz 258). 

When looking at the Bildungsroman tradition, it is 

interesting to recall Goethe's vision of das Ewig-

Weihliche, the Eternal Feminine, his ideal woman: "She is 

an ideal, a model of selflessness and purity of heart. 

She. . . leads a life of almost pure contemplation... a life 

without external events- a life whose story cannot be told 
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as there is no story" (Eichner 616). This image of a 

docile, self-sacrificing woman who has no story exemplifies 

the image of women as objects who are incapable of evolving 

a heightened sense of awareness and becoming self-

actualized. Women's contemporary Bildungsroman contrast 

sharply with Goethe's vision of the Eternal Feminine, 

because the protagonists indeed have a story to tell of 

their search for and attainment of a self-constructed 

identity. 



ENDNOTES 

' According to Bonnie Hoover Braendlin, while minority 
groups revive the genre, the Bildungsroman is pronounced 
dead in postmodern era by Anglo male authors. These 
authors deny the individual's ability to achieve any sense 
of personal identity and worth in an era of alienation. An 
American example of this anti-Bildungsroman is John 
Irving's The World According to Garp (75). 
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CimPTER TWO; THE DEMYTHIFICATION OF THE MEXICAN WCMAN IN 
MmmCAME LA Vim: HER TRMJSFOIMATION FRCM OBJECT TO 

SUBJECT 

As I said in the previous chapter, before the decade 

of the seventies, the female protagonist in the Latin 

American novel had been limited to the domestic sphere, 

which v/as generally presented as a prison that suffocated 

and stunted any growth for her (Mora "Narradoras 

hispanoamericanas..." 157) . Female protagonists generally 

married young due to socio-economic reasons and were 

trapped in the monotony of domestic life, unable to search 

for a self-actualized identity and become active subjects 

of their own destiny. The characteristic that most of the 

female protagonists shared was their passiveness, a quality 

attributed as "natural" in a woman for so long, as seen in 

the female protagonist of La ultima niehla by Maria Luisa 

Bombal and in most female characters of Elena Garro in Los 

recuerdos del porvenir. When authors did create rebellious 

female protagonists, these women usually ended in solitude 

or in death by committing suicide. For example, in Los 

recuerdos del porvenir, Isabel, a nonconformist and brave 

woman, tries to break away from social conventions and ends 
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up taking her life (Mora "Narradoras hispanoamericanas..." 

162). 

Because of the many positive changes women experienced 

in the sixties and seventies due to the feminist movement 

in Europe, the United States, and Latin America, female 

authors in all three geographical areas began to write 

novels that reflected such changes. These authors produced 

novels in which the protagonist evolves from the position 

of object to that of an autonomous subject who has become 

aware of the forces of patriarchy that maintain the woman 

subordinate to the man. A genre that became an ideal 

vehicle for women writers was the Bildungsroman, a genre 

that treats the protagonist's character development. 

Though these women authors adapt this new contemporary 

female version of the genre to serve their purposes, it 

usually follows the classic model in that it presents a 

narrator, generally in the first person, who reflects on 

her own development, concentrating her attention on her 

childhood, adolescence and early adult years. 

Arrancame la vida by Angeles Mastretta follows the 

classic pattern of the Bildungsroman. It centers on the 

female protagonist Catalina Ascencio, who narrates her life 
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from the year she marries Andres Ascencio, at the age of 

fifteen until the day of her husband's funeral. It is a 

contemporary version of the traditional Bildungsroman 

because unlike the female characters of the nineteenth- and 

major part of the twentieth century up until the seventies, 

this protagonist is able to complete her journey towards 

self-development and self-realization. Catalina narrates 

this period of her life from the present, as a mature 

liberated adult woman looking back at those formative 

years. Although she narrates her story in a frivolous tone 

about events relating to women, these events are not 

isolated occurrences but rather tied to a specific place 

and a specific time in history. 

This novel is situated between the years 1927 and 

1943, after the Mexican Revolution, and focuses on the 

provincial politics of the city of Puebla and particularly 

the events and popular stories associated with the 

governorship of Maximino Avila Camacho (Anderson 15) . 

During these years, Mexico was in the midst of a process of 

modernization and industrialization. Its leaders had to 

make crucial decisions about the future direction and 

orientation of the nation and its economy (Schaefer 89) . 



47 

This was the period of Mexico's "coming of age," its 

emergence into advanced capitalism. These decades form the 

backdrop of Catalina's own "coming of age" and parallel or 

echo her process of development and self-discovery. 

According to Mora, the weaving of the political and 

social with the personal is a characteristic of the Latin 

American female Bildungsroman ("El hildungsroman..." 80) . In 

Arrancame la vida, Catalina is surrounded by a multitude of 

Mexican politicians and interwoven with real historical 

events. This public, patriarchal world of Mexican politics 

plays a role in her development and, at the same time, she 

serves as a witness to crucial events that deeply affected 

Mexican history. The insertion of historical events is a 

characteristic that sets the novel apart from the 

traditional Bildungsroman, which usually examines solely 

the personal conflicts of the protagonist. 

As I said before, although Catalina dedicates much of 

her narrative to Mexican politics of that period and her 

husband Andres' rise to power as governor, her primary 

focus is on her own situation as a upper-class woman and on 

her relationship with Andres. Through Catalina's narrative 

of her own version of reality, Mastretta creates a new 
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female discourse in contrast to the patriarchal discourse, 

which positions the woman as object. Mastretta thus 

demythifies various discourses like female sexuality, 

desire, motherhood, the conventional marriage and what is 

inherently "female." She also appropriates a linguistic 

register that is typically relegated for male usage: a 

humorously and scandalously natural use of vulgarities and 

profanities not expected for a woman of her social class 

(Anderson 16) . This novel relates the 

narrator/protagonist's self development and gradual 

realization of the limitations imposed on her sex by a 

patriarchal society, as well as her growing awareness of 

Mexican politics. Catalina experiences a gradual 

transformation from an object to an active subject. She 

rebels against hegemonic norms imposed upon women and 

defies patriarchal conventions that define women as passive 

objects. ̂  

In the first thirteen chapters of the novel Catalina 

begins her personal and political education. For example, 

in the first chapter words that refer to learning abound, 

such as aprender, saher, and ensenar. She sums up her 

formal education in one short paragraph: 
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Total, termine la escuela con una mediana caligrafia, 
algunos conocimientos de gramatica, poquisimos de 
aritmetica, ninguno de historia y varies manteles de 
punto de cruz. {14) 

In chapter one, while the former revolutionaries are now 

attempting to put their ideals into practice, implementing 

land and education reform, Catalina experiences her most 

important rite of initiation: her sexual awakening. She 

loses her virginity at the age of fifteen when she is 

dating Andres Ascencio. In narrating this event, she 

breaks from the traditional sentimental rhetoric filled 

with poetic images and euphemisms that correspond to the 

conventional representation of love-making, and describes 

her experience rather matter-of-fact and with humor. 

En realidad, fui a pegarme la espantada de mi vida. 
Yo habia visto caballos y toros irse sobre yeguas y 
vacas, pero el pito parado de un senor era otra cosa. 
Me deje tocar... tiesa como muneca de carton... (12) 

She continues her description of Andres on top of her: 

"Luego se metio, se movio, resoplo y grito como si yo no 

estuviera abajo... bien tiesa" (12). 

This scene depicts traditional sexual relations 

between man and woman because it portrays the woman as a 

passive inanimate obj ect. Catalina describes her 
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participation as minimal while Andres hardly acknowledges 

her presence during sex. Catalina summarizes her first 

experience, however, as not a complete disappointment 

because it awakens her sexual desires and she becomes 

determined to experience an orgasm. The narrator speaks 

frankly of her desire to feel sexual pleasure, which 

contributes to the destruction of the cultural myth that 

women are incapable of enjoying sex and only engage in it 

for reproductive purposes. However, the word orgasm does 

not exist in her vocabulary due to her innocence and 

inexperience. Thus, she says she wants to learn to 

"sentir." Her lack of information and even the difficulty 

in naming the female anatomy points toward the repressed 

nature of women's sexuality. A virtuous woman was not 

supposed to talk about or inquire about sex because it was 

considered a social taboo. Catalina's mother, for example, 

does not educate her daughter about her body. In fact, the 

mother negates her body to the point of never discussing 

menstruation. Catalina recalls: "mi mama... nunca hablaba 

de eso y... me enseho a lavar los trapos rojos cuando nadie 

pudiera verme" (35). 
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According to Rosalind Coward, in hegemonic discourse 

"la sexualidad se centra en la penetracion falica dirigida 

a un proposito de reproduccion, omitiendo asi toda 

actividad narcisista u homosexual" (Guerra Cunningham 

"Estrategias..686). Mastretta subverts female sexuality, 

by representing libidinal satisfaction and by disqualifying 

phallic penetration as the nucleus to all female erotic 

experience. For example, Catalina's first orgasm lacks any 

phallic penetration. After asking Andres to teach her how 

to "sentir" and having him refuse, Catalina goes to a gypsy 

and asks her to teach her about her "cosita." The narrator 

surprises her sister that night as she masturbates in bed: 

Me puse la mano en el timbre y la movi. Todo lo 
importante estaba ahi, por ahi se miraba, por ahi se 
oia, por ahi se pensaba. Yo no tenia cabeza, ni 
brazos, ni pies ni ombligo... Y si, ahi estaba todo. 
(16 )  

This desire to experience erotic satisfaction, to test the 

limits of female propriety, and to explore alternate 

choices for her sex, governs her actions throughout the 

novel. 

According to hegemonic discourse, masturbation is a 

narcissistic act, because it serves no reproductive purpose 



52 

but is solely for pleasure (Guerra Cunningham 

"Estrategias..." 686) . Unlike her first sexual experience 

with Andres, with this act, Catalina is no longer a passive 

Object, or a subordinate Other, but a feminine Subject that 

is both the initiator/receiver of the sexual act and of the 

pleasure. Thus, the narrator also destroys her historical 

and social objectification by transforming herself into 

active subject of her desire for sexual pleasure. 

Mastretta deconstructs the system of values that has 

erased female sexual activity, representing women as "madre 

santa" or "pasivo objeto de deseo" (Guerra Cunningham 

"Estrategias... 685) . By taking control of her own sexual 

pleasure, Catalina becomes an active sexual being. 

Mastretta wishes to destroy the phallocentric concept of 

sexual love in which the female protagonist fuses, meshes 

and loses herself in the masculine subject. From this 

perspective of the female body as autonomous from that of 

the male originates a sexual discourse that not only 

transgresses the repressive codes of conduct of patriarchal 

society but also suggests alternative choices for female 

identity and sexuality in fiction. In this manner. 
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Mastretta also destroys Catalina's historical and social 

objectification by transforming her into acting subject. 

Whereas the traditional Bildungsroman portrays 

marriage as the definitive act that solidifies the 

protagonist's identity while stunting her growth, this 

novel exhibits quite the opposite. For Catalina, marriage 

is the catalyst for her personal search for independence 

and self-discovery.Though early on in the marriage, the 

relationship between Andres and Catalina overall is one of 

victimizer and victim, respectively, Catalina, with time is 

able to destroy the inequalities between the sexes in her 

marriage. In the first years of their marriage Andres is 

an authoritative, condescending husband and Catalina must 

act as a passive, docile wife whose role is that of an 

appendage to her husband. The narrator comments on her 

role as object when Andres talks to her but does not expect 

a response. Andres sees Catalina as a body, a mere 

sounding board. When Catalina does express an opinion he 

replies: "Y tu que te metes, £,quien te pidio tu opinion?" 

(13) . When she marries Andres, he does not ask her to be 

his wife, rather he announces that they will be married. 

He wishes to impose his authority over her. Their 
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matrimonial ceremony depicts the inequality between the 

sexes. For example, in pronouncing his vows, Andres 

states: "prometo las deferencias que el fuerte debe al 

debil" (18) and when Catalina has to sign the marriage 

certificate "de Ascensio" she wonders why Andres does not 

sign her last name. He states condescendingly: "Yo te 

protejo a ti, no tu a mi. Tu pasas a ser de mi familia, 

pasas a ser mi a" (19) . Andres makes certain that she 

understands it is not a contract between equals. 

As I stated earlier, the traditional Bildungsroman 

deals with the protagonist's life before marriage, when she 

learns to be passive and docile and is educated in the art 

of subservience and self-abnegation. This kind of novel 

usually ends with her entrance into marriage, where she 

fulfills her duties as a woman, that of wife and mother. 

In contrast to this, Catalina's self-formation and growth 

for the most part begin with her entrance into marriage. 

She marries as a young girl with little formal education. 

Her mentor is Andres, who teaches her the tasks of a 

dutiful wife. Early on in the marriage, because Catalina 

is half Andres' age and still a child, unprepared for adult 

life, she idolizes her husband because he is older and 



55 

wiser, in many ways serving as a father figure to her: 

"Ola sus instrucciones corao las de un dios" (24) . He also 

treats her like a child: "No sabes montar, no sabes 

guisar, no sabias coger. lA que te dedicaste tus primeros 

quince anos de vida?" (25) . Catalina's life is not her 

own, she is controlled by her arrogant and cruel husband 

and her happiness depends on him. 

Catalina describes what her life was like during her 

first years of marriage as years of progressive 

disillusionment. Andres was never consistent in his 

treatment of Catalina. She was "a veces como una carga, a 

veces como algo que se compra y se guarda en un cajon y a 

veces como el amor de su vida" (35) . Catalina recognizes 

her position as inferior comparing herself to one of 

Andres' possessions. "Me tenia guardada como un juguete 

con el que platicaba de tonterias, al que se cogia tres 

veces a la semana y hacia feliz con rascarle la espalda y 

llevar al zocalo los domingos"(37). She feels locked up or 

constrained inside the house and is bored with the endless 

routines of women's league meetings, cooking classes, and 

charity work organized for her by Andres. She wants to be 

included in more intelligent conversation, in matters of 
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business, to be treated as an equal, but he ignores her. 

This is a good example of what Anis Pratt refers to 

"shrinking down" or "growing down" as the inevitable 

destiny of heroines (13) . Andres attempts to socialize 

Catalina into believing that she only needs a few basic 

necessities in life to be happy. "A veces me convencia de 

que tenia raz6n, de que a mi que me importaba de donde 

sacara el para pagar la casa, los chocolates y todas las 

cosas que se me antojaban" (37) . However, as the novel 

progreses we will see that Catalina is not convinced of 

these ideas. Catalina slowly begins to learn of the 

patriarchal structure that restricts women and ultimately 

defies it. 

In this particular contemporary feminist version of 

the Bildungsroman Mastretta destroys the myth of pregnancy 

and motherhood. Patriarchal society has reinforced the 

notion that the primary role of woman is to reproduce and 

has insisted on the "maternal instinct" as something 

inherent in women. Patriarchal ideology has also glorified 

as well as glamorized both pregnancy and motherhood 

(Finnegan 1006). Mastretta destroys this theory on 

"maternal instinct" by expressing a negative experience 
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with pregnancy. The narrator sums up her experience while 

carrying her first child, Verania: 

La habia cargado nueve meses como una pesadilla. Le 
habia visto crecer a mi cuerpo una joroba por delante 
y no lograba ser madre enternecida. La primera 
desgracia fue dejar los caballos y los vestidos 
entallados, la segunda soportar unas agruras que me 
llegaban hasta la nariz. Odiaba quejarme, pero odiaba 
la sensacion de estar continuamente poseida por algo 
extrano. Cuando empezo a moverse como un pescado 
nadando en el fondo de mi vientre crei que se saldria 
de repente y tras ella toda la sangre hasta matarme. 
(39)^ 

Catalina's attitude towards pregnancy goes against Mexican 

society's definition of pregnancy and motherhood as the 

ideal state for women. 

This attitude towards pregnancy is repeated again in a 

conversation between Catalina and her friend Bibi with 

regards to the protagonist's second pregnancy; 

Son horribles las panzas, £,no? 

Horribles. Yo no se quien invento que las muj eres 
somos felices y bellas embarazadas. 

Seguro fueron los hombres... 

Yo mis dos embarazos los pase furiosa. Que milagro 
de la vida ni que f regada. Hubieras visto como 
llore y odie mi panza de seis meses de Verania 
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cuando se lleno de nisperos el arbol del jardin y no 
pude subirme a bajarlos. (129) 

In this passage Mastretta underscores the restrictive, 

physically limiting nature of pregnancy. The pregnant body 

is thus a site of disintegration and disgust that causes 

women's already fragile identities to become even more 

confused and insecure. 

The pregnancy changes Catalina's personality and 

demeanor. Andres tells Catalina that she was a fraud 

throughout her pregnancy because she slept all day long and 

was not her usual fun self. When Andres stopped touching 

her ^Mizque para no lastimar al nino y eso me puso mas 

nerviosa" (40), she was sure that he was seeing other 

women. She felt ashamed of her appearance and even thought 

that he was justified in not wanting to be seen with her. 

Catalina states: "no podia pensar con orden, me distraia, 

empezaba una conversacion que acababa en otra y escuchaba 

solamente la mitad de lo que me contaban... Pense que me 

quedaria tonta para siempre" (40). Catalina is aware that 

pregnancy had a negative and debilitating effect on her and 

that it was not the ideal state that Mexican society had 

portrayed it to be. By this I mean that patriarchal 
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society had propagated the myth that pregnancy and 

motherhood was the most noble and important role for women. 

The Mexican •social order has given women the role of 

custodians of spiritual values. Consequently, from birth, 

they have been tutored in the unquestioned truth that their 

primary function in life is motherhood (de Valdes 47). For 

this reason many women believe that they will feel 

beautiful, happy and self-fulfilled when they are pregnant. 

In another passage in the novel Mastretta undermines 

the cliches surrounding pregnancy: that women feel 

beautiful, happy and noble. Catalina and some of her 

female acquaintances discuss pregnancy: 

-Se ve usted muy linda embarazada - dijo Chofi. Se le 
endulzan tanto las facciones. -Es que engordan - dijo 
la Bibi. -Pues si, hay cosas que ni remedio. Como va 
una a estar esperando y delgada? Pero es muy noble la 
maternidad. Yo no conozco una sola mujer que se vea 
fea cuando esta esperando. -Yo, muchas - dije 
recordando a Chofi que desde que se embarazo la 
primera vez quedo pasmada. Ya nunca se supo si iba o 
venia, se le puso una panza del tamano de las nalgas, 
y unas chichis como de elefanta. Pobrecita, pero daba 
pena. Se iba a convertir en presidenta y ni asi 
dejaba de comerselo todo. - £,Tu muchas? lA quienes 
conoces que se vean f eas esperando un hi jo? - A 
muchas, Chofi, no vas a querer que te las nombre. -
Tu con tal de llevarme la contra. - Si quieres te 
digo que todas las mujeres embarazadas son preciosas, 
pero no lo creo. Yo nunca me senti mas fea. (130-31) 
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In this passage Mastretta is clearly trying to subvert the 

established myth of pregnancy that states that all women 

are beautiful when expecting and that it is a noble act, as 

Catalina's friend says in the above quote. The author 

deconstructs these established "truths" regarding pregnancy 

by providing a counter-discourse, expressed by Catalina. 

It is important to note that the only thing Catalina 

enj oyed throughout her pregnancy was the affair she had 

with Pablo, the milkman. The narrator states: 

Pablo se encargo de quitarme las ansias esos tres 
ultimos meses de embarazo, y yo me encargue de 
quitarle la virginidad que todavia no dejaba en ningun 
burdel. (41) 

Here the gender roles are reversed because it is the woman 

who has more experience than the man. Also it demythifies 

pregnancy, since Catalina enjoys sexual relations in her 

last three months of pregnancy. 

Catalina's sexual transgression subverts, as well, the 

concept of monogamy imposed upon women. Mastretta 

questions here the double standard where women must be 

faithful to their husbands but men have the freedom to have 
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multiple lovers. Catalina rebels against these social 

mores by having three lovers throughout her marriage. 

Andres tries to explain to his wife this double standard 

when she questions his lack of shame with regards to his 

infidelities: 

Yo no tengo por que disimular, yo soy un senor, tu 
eres una mujer y las mujeres cuando andan de cabras 
locas queriendose coger a todo el que les pone a 
temblar el ombligo se llaman putas. (102) 

Dianna Nieblyski discusses this concept regarding the 

double standard as: 

The stubborn insistence with which Western culture in 
general and Latin cultures in particular have plotted 
to reduce the number of lovers, husbands, and sexual 
partners a good woman might have to just one. 
Virginity and monogamy: The economy of a woman's 
range of sexual and romantic activities is reductive 
simplicity itself, while for men the proverbial myth 
of Don Juan continues to be held as an ideal fantasy 
of male sexual power and freedom as well as an 
excellent source of material for male bonding. (33) 

At first Catalina fulfills her role as dutiful mother, 

and when Andres brings her five more children from other 

women he has slept with, she cares for them as if they were 

her own. However, she is bored and unhappy. "Llevaba casi 

cinco afios entre la cocina, la chichi, y los panales" (55) . 

After the birth of Sergio, her second child, she swears she 
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will not have any more children: "Cuando empezo a llorar y 

senti que me deshacia, de la piedra que cargaba en la 

barriga, jure que esa seria la ultima vez" (56) . She is 

absorbed in her domestic life and has no idea what her 

politician husband's corrupt dealings entail. Though she 

hears rumors of the many he has killed, she naively 

believes him when he denies such accusations. Not until 

the day her own son tells her of his father's murders does 

she begin to understand the kind of a man he is. From that 

day forward, she decides to leave the private world and 

enter the public world: "resolvi cerrar el capitulo al 

amor maternal (88)... En cambio me propuse conocer los 

negocios de Andres" (89). Catalina transgresses even more 

radically her role as mother by leaving the responsibility 

of her children to a nanny. She decides to do what is 

socially acceptable for men and leave their children to 

someone else's care while they work. Catalina learns that 

the only way to reach her own emancipation is to negate her 

role as mother. 

Catalina is never consistent with her children. She 

is aware that she does not resemble the traditional role of 

the self-abnegated, self-sacrificing mother: 
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Con los nines todo era dar y parecer contenta. Los 
llevaba a la feria... para quitarme de la cabeza lo que 
no fuera un juego o una demanda facil de resolver. A 
veces me proponia el gusto por ellos, me empenaba en 
la ternura y el alboroto permanentes, pero mis hijos 
habian aprendido a no necesitarme y ... no se sabia 
quien estaba teniendole paciencia a quien. (257) 

Her attitude towards her children is complex because at 

times she is involved in their lives and at other times she 

completely detaches herself of all responsibilities. 

Mastretta wishes to play on the double standard for 

parenting. Traditionally it is the mother who cares and 

nurtures the children, while the father is the financial 

caretaker and disciplinary. Consequently, Andres is rather 

absent from his children's lives. Mastretta wishes to 

subvert these gender roles therefore, Catalina's character 

is more selfish than self-sacrificing and demands instant 

gratification with her children. When she needs them she 

goes to them and sees them more as her peers and companions 

than as their mother. However, at times she does care for 

them and their welfare. For example, when Andres decides 

to marry his daughter Lilia to Emilito, a young man clearly 

in love with another woman, Catalina is against it and 

tries to warn Lilia: "^No te das cuenta de que eres un 

negocio?" (205). These contradicting examples of 
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Catalina's behavior towards her children reveal the lack of 

maternal instinct in the protagonist. It is interesting to 

note that Mastretta never categorizes this lack of a 

maternal instinct as a flaw in Catalina but as a mere fact. 

The author wishes to underscore that not all women have a 

maternal instinct; that it is not inherent in all women. 

Because the Bildungs process is not always linear, the 

protagonist experiences a forward and backward flux in her 

development. Throughout Catalina's marriage she goes 

through various inconsistent phases, at times she is docile 

at times assertive. In the end, these stages become part 

of her process towards self-growth and self-realization, 

and also reflect her multi-faceted and complex personality. 

As the governor's wife, she learns about national politics 

and tries to throw herself into her duties. She organizes 

huge dinner parties, is in charge of charity functions in 

Puebla and becomes her husband's secretary, bringing to his 

attention all the city's concerns. 

Because of her involvement in political matters, 

Catalina quickly learns of her husband's hypocrisy. In one 

of his many speeches while running for governor, Andres 
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discusses the importance of women's participation in 

politics, their need to unite and defend their rights, and 

the need for the equality of the sexes in marriage. Both 

the reader and the narrator know that Andres does not 

believe a word of this and Catalina expresses her disgust: 

•"De ahi en adelante no le crei un solo discurso" (58) . 

Though Catalina is finally involved in the public world, 

knowing the kind of dirty politician Andres is makes her 

more disillusioned with her situation in life. She goes as 

far as envying Andres' lovers because they did not have to 

be participants to his crimes, while she was the "complice 

oficial" (72) . Catalina expresses this feeling of 

entrapment in her complicity to her husband's crimes: 

Yo preferi no saber que hacia Andres. Era la mama de 
sus hijos, la duefia de su casa, su senora, su criada, 
su costumbre, su burla. Quien sabe quien era yo, pero 
lo que fuera lo tenia que seguir siendo por mas que a 
veces me quisiera ir a un pais donde el no existiera, 
donde mi nombre no se pegara al suyo... (72) 

It is evident that Catalina is aware that her only 

possible public identity is as wife and mother. Her mental 

state is one of confusion as to who she is, but also one of 

resignation because she must continue to fill this role 

imposed upon her. However, there is also the desire to 
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break free from her husband, from the restrictive gender 

roles imposed upon her and search for her unique, 

autonomous self. This desire to break free from her 

husband underscores her growing consciousness of women's 

subordinate status. She expresses her desire to be someone 

else on numerous occasions: "no queria ser yo... Otra 

queria yo ser. (73)^ 

Catalina feels trapped by her situation. She begins 

to become obsessive over the most trivial things. She 

tries to please everyone. Days before a dinner party she 

tries to guess what everyone would like for dinner, and 

then becomes depressed because no one comments on the meal. 

The protagonist is conscious of her invisibility: "Para 

mucha gente yo era parte de la decoracion, alguien a quien 

se le corren las atenciones que habria que tener con un 

mueble si de repente se sentara a la mesa y sonriera" (74). 

This comment makes for a strong critical statement with 

regards to the objectification of women. It is evident 

that women's role is for decorative purposes: "ser bonita, 

dulce, impecable" (56) . The pressure to be this ideal 

perfect woman is too much for Catalina. She remembers 
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always forgett ing some small detail that makes her feel 

like a failure and lowers her self-esteem. 

Catalina begins to detest everything about herself, 

her hair, her size, the dark circles under her eyes, etc. 

Catalina desires to look different, hoping that she will be 

happier. She cuts her hair, but finds out that changing 

her physical aspect does not change her emotional state 

because she is still lacking an identity of her own. She 

envies men because they seem self-assured, happy and 

content with their lives. She is conscious that they are 

considered the superior sex and treated as such, and she 

resents this inequality between the sexes. Catalina goes 

through periods of loneliness that in turn make her 

hysterical, obsessing over Andres and reproaching the lack 

of time he spends with her: 

Me volvi inutil, rara. Empece a odiar los dias que el 
no llegaba, me dio por pensar en el menu de las 
comidas y enfurecer cuando era tarde y el no llamaba 
por telefono, no aparecia... (143) 

Because she is searching for a purpose in life, she becomes 

emotionally unbalanced, acquiring "un orden enfermo" by 
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maintaining the house spotless as if she were expecting 

company every day: 

Todos los dias enchinaba las pestafias y les ponia 
rimel, estrenaba vestidos, hacia ej ercicio, esperando 
que el llegara de repente y le diera a todo su razon 
de ser, (144) 

At this point in the novel because Catalina is still 

attempting to play the role of a subservient wife, she has 

not yet found herself, and therefore, she gives greater 

importance to Andres than to herself and her own needs. 

She is attempting to play the role of the prototypal wife 

rather than fulfill her desires and is not successful. Up 

to this moment, she allows Andres' actions to dictate her 

happiness and control her state of mind, rather than 

becoming an acting subject and creator of her own destiny. 

As I said previously, according to Pratt, in the 

traditional Bildungsroman, many protagonists' lives ended 

in suicide or in madness (16). If Arrancame la vida were a 

traditional female Bildungsroman, at this stage in her 

marriage Catalina would have either learned to bear her 

condition as the Other or, if she chose to rebel, she would 

have failed to complete her journey towards a self-
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constructed identity due to the limited possibilities for 

women. However, according to Felski, the contemporary 

female Bildungsroman, as stated in the previous chapter, 

exhibits an optimism in which women can emancipate 

themselves and create their own identities separate from 

the male sphere (132). 

After five years of attempting to play the subservient 

wife, Catalina begins rebelling against social norms 

relegated to women. The narrator contrasts her own 

rebellion against social norms to other women who accept 

these traditional social roles, For example, she offers a 

satirical description of the obedient wife of one 

politician: 

Con las chichis bien puestecitas y la cintura siempre 
apretada con lazos o cintos. Le gustaba su marido. 
Adivinar la razon porque era espantoso, pero el caso 
es que ella siempre que se podia lo sobaba y cuando el 
tipo daba sus opiniones ella lo oia como a un genio, 
moviendo la cabeza de arriba para abaj o. Quiza por 
eso el diputado terminaba sus mas elocuentes 
intervendones preguntando: ^Cierto o no Susy?, a lo 
que ella siempre respondia: Certisimo mi vida, y por 
ultima vez movia la cabeza. Eran un equipo. Yo nunca 
pude hacer un equipo asi. Me faltaba dedicacion. 
(217) 
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In reality, Catalina does not lack dedication; rather, she 

consciously resists traditional social roles that are 

assigned to her in traditional Mexican patriarchal culture 

in post-revolutionary times (Anderson 18). This idea 

supports Judith Butler's theory that "gender is 

performance". Butler explains that: "what we take to be 

an internal essence of gender is manufactured through a 

sustained set of acts, posited through the gendered 

stylization of the body" (Preface XV) . In other words, 

there are no inherent or absolute female or male qualities 

but rather, it is learned behavior that in turn can be 

demythified and destroyed as established "truths". Butler 

also states that it is patriarchy, language, and even 

heterosexuality that have helped create, while at the same 

time restrict, gender definitions. In this novel 

traditional gender roles are presented and then 

systematically destroyed. For example, Catalina becomes an 

equal to Andres towards the end of the novel. By creating 

a female protagonist that does not represent the 

prototypical woman, Mastretta helps to support the idea 

that gender is a cultural construction. 



71 

As Catalina becomes more self-aware, she begins to 

realize that she cannot accept the role of the traditional 

Mexican woman who is content with her life as wife and 

mother. She is not happy being docile, passive and 

dominated by men. She destroys the stereotype of a 

traditional Mexican woman. On one occasion, during a 

dinner party, the narrator expresses ' her disgust for the 

division of groups according to gender, the women in one 

room and the men in the other. Catalina prefers listening 

to the men's conversations but knows that "no era correcto. 

Siempre las cenas se dividian asi, de un lado los hombres y 

en el otro nosotras hablando de partos, sirvientas y 

peinados" (81) . What she most preferred was when the 

couples sat down for dinner because then the conversations 

became interesting. 

Though at first Catalina does not overtly defy 

patriarchal norms (she is conscious of her limits within 

the power structure), she does not passively accept them 

either. For example, she controls the seating at the 

dinner table and is able to express her ideas through a 

male friend from whom speech was considered acceptable: 
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"si yo me sentaba junto a el podia decir bajito cosas que 

queria que se dijeran alto sin decirlas yo..." (81) . 

Catalina analyzes and criticizes the behavior considered 

socially acceptable for women, and makes it evident that 

women do not have access to speech since she must utilize 

the man as her mouth-piece in order to express her ideas. 

As Catalina begins to question her situation as mother 

and wife, and to assert herself, the relationship between 

her and Andres begins to change as well. Catalina slowly 

but steadily begins to transform herself into a Subject 

that is active rather than an Object that is passive and 

docile. She transforms herself from being Andres' 

accomplice to being his antagonist. Her knowledge of her 

husband's corrupt and violent acts gives her a certain 

amount of power over him that later gives her the courage 

to blackmail him. 

Catalina's growing rejection of Andres is not directly 

associated to his infidelities (she's learned to accept 

those) but to her growing awareness of his crimes. For 

example, it is after the murder of "licenciado Maynez," 
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whose dismembered body is deposited at his home, that 

Catalina denies Andres her body for the first time: 

Me trepo el vestido y yo aprete las piernas. Su 
cuerpo encima me apretaba los broches del liguero. 

Quien lo mato? - pregunte. 

- No se. Las almas puras tienen muchos enemigos -
dijo - Quitate esas mierdas. Esta resultando mas 
dificil coger contigo que con una virgen poblana. 
Quitatelas - dijo mientras sobaba su cuerpo contra 
mi vestido, Pero yo segui con las piernas cerradas, 
bien cerradas por primera vez, (99) 

, According to Alicia Llarena, Catalina experiences not 

only a physical emancipation but also an emotional one that 

in turn provokes the desacralization of the general(473). 

She falls in love with Carlos Vives and begins a 

relationship with him. Due to Carlos' sensitivity, and 

integrity, he symbolizes Catalina's ideal man because he is 

the polar opposite of Andres, the cruel, "machista," and 

corrupt despot. Now it is Catalina that does not want her 

husband around. The protagonist recognizes this change in 

herself: "Siempre crei que lo unico necesario para vivir 

tranquila era tener a Andres todos los dias conmigo". But 

now, ^^Era como tener un ropero antiguo a media casa, para 

donde uno volteara aparecia" (163). 



74 

Catalina has reduced him to an obj ect of little 

significance in her life. As she begins to find her 

identity, Andres begins to shrink in size and importance. 

Whereas at first Catalina compares her husband to a god, 

"oia sus instrucciones como las de un dios" {24) , she now 

sees him as "una facha" (224) . When she is forced to 

fulfill her duties as a wife and have sex with her husband, 

she lets her mind wander, thinking of the beach or of more 

mundane everyday activities like what to serve for dinner 

the following day. She is no longer emotionally dependent 

or connected to Andres. 

An episode which marks this emotional independence and 

defiance towards her husband is when Catalina joins Carlos 

Vives and a professional singer in the song "Arrancame la 

vida". Andres orders her to stop because "esta echando a 

perder todo" (190) but she refuses and replies: "Mas jodes 

tu con tus interrupciones" (191). The simple act of 

singing is an outlet for Catalina to openly express her 

passions, her fears, and her love for Carlos. 

Andres is aware that Catalina is not the same woman he 

married fifteen years ago. He complains that now she 
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contradicts him at every turn and wishes she were the 

exemplary wife that she was in the past. He declares: 

La hubieran conocido ustedes a los dieciseis ahos, 
entonces si era una cosa linda, una esponja que lo 
escuchaba todo con atencion, era incapaz de juzgar mal 
a su marido y de no estar en su cama a las tres de la 
manana. (218) 

It is evident that this woman that Andres describes, after 

fifteen years of marriage, no longer exists. In her place 

is a strong willed, assertive, politically aware woman who 

has resolved to be happy even if it means rebelling and 

going against social conventions, and being unfaithful to 

her husband. 

The narrator remembers that although at first she did 

love Andres, throughout the years she begins to loathe him. 

When Andres orchestrates Carlos's kidnapping and murder, 

Catalina comes to understand her husband in a different 

way. No longer afraid of him, she recalls: "Aprendi a 

mirarlo como si fuera un extraho.. . Entonces dejo de 

parecerme impredecible y arbitrario" (271). One night 

while she watches him sleep she imagines killing him. She 

states: "yo lo guise, yo hasta crei que nadie era mas 

guapo, ni mas listo, ni mas simpatico, ni mas valiente que 
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el", but "ya no" (224): ""fingi que sacaba de mi cinto un 

punal y se lo enterraba de ultimas, antes de irme" (225) . 

Though this desire to stab him is never realized, Catalina 

avenges Carlos' death by administering her husband some 

herbal tea, which if taken daily, would kill him. Andres 

quickly becomes addicted to this tea and grows weaker and 

weaker until at the end of the novel he dies. 

From the moment that Catalina begins poisoning Andres, 

his power begins weakening, in part due to the poison. It 

begins to diminish, both publicly and privately, while 

Catalina's power begins to grow. For example, publicly, 

the general loses political power when he is betrayed by a 

friend and replaced in the hierarchy of advisors 

surrounding the president. Catalina is not surprised by 

this betrayal nor does she feel sympathy for her husband. 

Privately, Andres has to endure the humiliation of 

celebrating New Year's Eve with his family and Catalina's 

new lover. 

The narrator takes advantage of her new power and 

asserts herself according to her needs. First, she demands 

a Ferrari, and then a separate account for herself. She 
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moves to another bedroom apart from him, and dictates when 

Andres can sleep with her and when he cannot. Catalina 

sleeps with Alonso Quij ano whenever she pleases and 

appropriates the beach house in Acapulco. She also 

threatens her husband with exposure to the press about his 

slaughter of striking miners in Atencingo. In short, 

Catalina removes herself from her role as his official 

accomplice and becomes his official antagonist. 

Although to Andres, Catalina's behavior "resultaba un 

escandalo" (103), by the end of the novel, when he is lying 

on his deathbed, he recognizes how much she has changed and 

become an independent individual and shows his admiration 

for her strength in rebelling against him and breaking with 

social norms. He tells her: 

No me equivoque contigo, eres lista como tu sola, 
pareces hombre, per eso te perdono que andes de 
libertina. Contigo si me chingue. Eres mi major 
vieja, y mi mej or viej o, cabrona. (286) 

By referring to her as the equivalent of a man, the 

general recognizes a certain equality between them that 

Catalina has earned through her persistent attempts at 

resistance and rebellion. This quote also underscores the 



78 

complexity of Catalina's personality since she was both a 

female and a male companion to her husband. It also erases 

the binary opposition between what is inherently "male" and 

"female". For example^ as mentioned before she was not a 

natural at the role of motherhood. She was not an apt and 

exemplary mother, nor was she an exemplary wife. She 

appropriated qualities that were relegated as typical or 

acceptable to men, such as infidelity and access to the 

public domain. Because Catalina is a woman in transition, 

constructing her own identity, she plays or "performs" 

multiple and at times contradictory roles. She sometimes 

plays the role of wife accordingly and at other times 

rebels openly against Andres. 

Because Catalina has broken the gender-role norms and 

stereotypes of a Mexican woman, i.e., she has appropriated 

characteristics typically assigned to Mexican men. Due to 

this transformation in Catalina, Andres views her as more 

of a peer than a subordinate. Catalina's breaking of 

gender roles confuses Andres. He expresses this sense of 

frustration to her: "Nunca he podido saber que quieres 

tu... se que te caben muchas mujeres en el cuerpo y que yo 

solo conoci a unas cuantas" (228) . This emphasizes not 
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only the ambiguity with respect to Catalina's femininity 

but also the multiple female subjectivities that the 

protagonist exhibits: as a wife, as a mother, as a lover, 

as a sexual being, as a politically aware being, and as a 

woman conscious of her secondary role in a patriarchal 

system. 

When Andres dies, Catalina enters widowhood and 

reaches an even greater level of emancipation and freedom. 

The narrator/protagonist's memoirs end when she enters this 

stage of widowhood, this ideal state, which is the 

equivalent of freedom for a woman of her social class. 

According to Danny Anderson, Catalina, as a widow, 

occupies a unique position in society: "she enjoys her 

personal independence from husband and family, the social 

privilege conceded by her image of having been a ""^good" 

wife, and the material benefits of her elite-class social 

status" (19) . At Andres' funeral, Catalina's friend 

Josefita tells her in confidence, and with certain 

complicity: 

La viudez es el estado ideal de la mujer. Se pone al 
difunto un altar, se honra su memoria cada vez que sea 
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necesario y se dedica uno a hacer todo lo que no pudo 
hacer con el en vida. Te lo digo por experiencia, no 
hay me j or condicion que la de viuda. Y a tu edad. 
Con que no cometas el error de prenderte a otro luego 
luego, te va a cambiar la vida para bien. (297) 

This comment suggests the constrictive and repressive 

nature of marriage as an institution that negates women's 

own self-determination and individuality. As a wife, 

Catalina had learned to dissimulate, hide, and to satisfy 

her desires only in secret, as a widow she has a new life 

in which many of the social norms that previously 

restricted her will no longer have an effect on her because 

she occupies a liberated space within the power structure. 

From this space that Catalina creates she will be able to 

extend the boundaries of rebellion. 

Catalina's last act of defiance against Andres is 

expressed by her lack of rem.orse for his death/murder. 

First, she considers wearing red instead of black. Though 

she cries at the funeral "como era correcto en una viuda" 

(305), it is for Carlos that she mourns. Hours before his 

death, Catalina is muttering to herself, "Ya muerete" (293) 

and offering him more herbal tea. Looking back on the 

funeral, Catalina thinks she may have enj oyed herself. She 



81 

liked being the center of attention: "A1 entrar todos me 

buscaban con los ojos, casi todos querian abrazarme y decir 

cosas... (297) . Her farewell to Andres is a long monologue 

filled with disgust for him, "Que feo estas. Me chocas con 

esa cara. Ve a ponersela a otra, yo tengo demasiados lios 

como para cargar con tu cara de reproche." (298) . She 

speaks to him in a taunting, mocking tone, "^No querras que 

me suicide de pena? Ya oiste lo que dijo Josefita, voy a 

estar mejor que nunca sin ti." (2 98) ; and in a defiant, 

confidant, liberated tone, 

Yo quiero una casa. . . en la que mande yo, en la que 
nadie me pida, ni me ordene, ni me critique. (299)... 
Tengo. . . ganas de irme a mi cama toda para mi, sin tus 
piernas cruzandose a media noche en mi camino, sin tus 
ronquidos. (300)^ 

As I said previously, prior to the seventies the Latin 

American f ema1e Bildungsroman usually ends with the 

protagonist marrying, thus fulfilling her role in society, 

or, alternatively, rebelling against her social script as a 

woman. In the latter case the protagonist usually is 

unable to complete her journey towards a self-constructed 

identity because she is halted by the social expectations 

imposed upon her. Because she is unable to complete her 
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quest towards self-development, the novel is what Jorge 

Fornet refers to as a "failed bildungsroman" (124). 

In these novels the endings are also closed endings in 

which the protagonist's destiny was final. In Arrancame la 

vida, Catalina narrates her life as a married woman and 

ends it at the beginning of a new chapter in her life as a 

widow, but more importantly as a free, self-assured woman 

who has found her own identity and still manages to remain 

integrated into society. 

Therefore, this novel displaces the traditional 

marriage tale or "failed bildungsroman." Jorge Fornet 

states that though the structure of the novel follows that 

of the classic novel of formation, "rompe con esa tradicion 

en que la mujer tiene un fin irremediablemente tragico" 

(124). The narrator recalls feeling free upon her 

husband's death. "Cuantas cosas ya no tendria que hacer. 

Estaba sola, nadie me mandaba. Cuantas cosas haria, pense 

bajo la lluvia a carcajadas... Divertida con mi futuro, 

casi feliz." (305). This is a triumphant final declaration 

filled with an optimism for her future a future that now 

she must create on her own. The novel suggests that in 
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this case, social and political disillusionment, the 

corrupt post-revolutionary Mexican government, does not 

necessarily mean female disillusionment. 

The fact that Catalina is narrating her story as a 

mature woman looking back on her past leads us to the 

assumption that she is still in a position of power and 

recalls her life from the point of view of a self-realized, 

confident woman, a person who is aware of women's position 

in patriarchal society and is able to criticize and subvert 

it with a sardonic, sarcastic, and yet humoristic tone. 

Her narration itself subverts a number of hegemonic 

discourses such as female sexuality, motherhood, and the 

institution of marriage, but most of all, an essentialist 

concept of Woman. Here, the binary opposition Man-Woman is 

destroyed by attributing both masculine and feminine 

characteristics to the protagonist. 

As I stated earlier, Catalina exhibits many forms of 

resistance and rebellion, both active and passive, but 

undoubtedly her most effective rebellion is her dominion of 

memory, that is, her capacity to remember and retell her 

personal story. Not only does she tell her story but she 
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also narrates it in a way that is both amusing and 

surprising. In addition to her frank and dissenting 

comments, often involving taboo themes, Catalina's 

narration and dialogues are filled with vulgarities and 

profanities that are surprising because of both her gender 

and her elite social position. The narrator exerts her 

access to such language and appropriately usurps this 

linguistic register that hegemonic discourse reserves for 

male usage, thus resisting the hold that these cultural 

ideals have over her life (Anderson 22) . Such linguistic 

performance is the primary source of much of the humor of 

the novel as it conveys surprising, witty, and yet direct 

evaluations of elite society in the thirties and forties in 

Mexico. Her linguistic performance, usually reserved for 

male usage, also deconstructs the idea of what the socially 

accepted linguistic register is for women. 

By writing her memoirs she appropriates a voice that 

the patriarchal system has silenced, in order to 

reconstruct the real history of that period in Puebla and 

Mexico; the crimes, the abuses of power, the demagogy. The 

narrator/protagonist offers a counter-discourse or an 

unofficial history to the official history of Mexico. 



85 

These memories of her own life, of her personal and private 

experience as a woman become the context which frames or 

encircles all the other facts about the exterior masculine 

public world, that of the machination of power in post-

revolutionary Mexican society of the thirties and forties. 

In other words, female discourse encircles masculine 

discourse. Arrancame la vida fulfills an alternative 

function in that it adopts a point of view which 

marginalizes what is typically the center of discourse, 

making it occupy a peripheral position and vice versa. In 

this manner, the novel refutes the stereotype of the 

passive, submissive woman that the hegemonic discourse 

often presents as a model of conduct. 

Whereas the traditional Latin American Bildungsroman 

emphasizes the value of the existing patriarchal order and 

confirms it by having the male protagonist conform to it, 

Mastretta's novel contradicts this genre. This narrative, 

then, subverts the traditional Bildungsroman because it 

represents the education and transformation of Catalina 

Guzman, not into the woman that the patriarchal system 

would have her to be, but rather into the intelligent and 

independent widow who is "divertida con mi futuro, casi 
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feliz" (305). According to Danny Anderson, "the story of 

her marriage displaces the prescribed social script for a 

proper wife and instead produces a bildungsroman of 

political and sentimental growth and cultural resistance" 

(22) . 

Angeles Mastretta's novel marks the new tendency in 

the decade of the eighties to inscribe feminism into 

history and the future of Latin America, exploring female 

collective memory that has been previously silenced. 

According to Lucia Guerra-Cunningham, "la escritura asi se 

constituye en acto fundador de una realidad inedita, 

develando asimismo la identidad femenina desde su propio 

centro" ("Identidad cultural. . . 384) . This is why women 

writers like Angeles Mastretta, who focus on the female 

condition, contribute and reconstruct a new concept and 

space for the exploration of the female identity. 
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ENDNOTES 

' I am referring to "hegemonic" as used in critical feminist 
discourse. However, it is normally used to describe 
political power relationships between nations or between 
those in political power and those without power. 

^It is important to note that Catalina has the luxury to 
grow and become self-actualized within her marriage because 
she belongs to the upper class. She has servants to cook 
and clean and take care of her children. 

' This idea of being invaded by an alien or monstrous fetus, 
finds expression in other Latin American women authors such 
as Rosario Castellanos and Brianda Domecq, as well as 
Chicana authors such as Helena Maria Viramontes. For a 
more detailed analysis of the portrayal of pregnant women 
as deformed and repugnant see Nuala Finnegan's article 
"Reproducing the Monstruous Nation: A Note on Pregnancy 
and Motherhood in the Fiction of Rosario Castellanos, 
Brianda Domecq, and Angeles Mastretta". 

This dissatisfaction with one's life makes us recall the 
same theme expressed by Rosario Castellanos in her poem 
"Meditacion en el umbral" where she states: "Debe haber 
otro modo... Otro modo de ser humano y libre/ Otro modo de 
ser" (Meditacion en el umbra 1 73). 

^This portrayal of widowhood as the ideal state for women 
is also articulated in Rosario Castellano's work El eterno 
femenino. There is a scene where the protagonist says that 
she is dancing on her husband's grave because she is now 
free to do what she likes with her life (63). 
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CHaPTER THREE: FBDM. DE NMJIE^' TO DE LA 
TORWrn": ELIZA'S QUEST FOR FREEDCM 

Isabel Allende's novel La hija de la fortuna(1999) 

marks one more stage in the narrative journey that began 

with La casa de los espiritus (1982) . The author's novels 

tend to privilege marginalized voices, especially those of 

women, in order to incorporate a broad range of characters 

from different racial and social classes and to examine 

varying forms of otherness, especially female otherness. 

According to Pilar Rotella, Allende's feminist vision 

privileges the woman's point of view within a male 

dominated society while proposing the desirability of 

achieving a self-constructed identity, above and beyond 

sexual differences and social conditioning (125). 

Similar to Arrancame la vida, this novel concentrates 

on deconstructing female stereotypes through the creation 

of a disorderly female protagonist who questions the 

patriarchal conventions. Hija de la fortuna(1999) is a 

tale about the crossing and transgressing of boundaries, in 

every sense - boundaries of gender, sexuality, race, class, 

physical space, and the nature of "reality" itself. 

Allende creates a protagonist who deconstructs the 

notion of the woman as stagnant and bound to the home. The 
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author also challenges the passive and subdued traits 

generally associated with women. In this chapter I will 

focus on the crossing and transgressing of gender 

boundaries specifically and on the protagonist's process of 

development towards achieving a self-defined identity. 

Set from 1843 through 1853, this novel is about Eliza 

Sominers, the adopted child of a socially elite British 

woman. Miss Rose and her two brothers, John and Jeremy in 

Valparaiso, Chile. Eliza falls in love with an 

impoverished, illegitimate scholar, Joaquin Andieta, who 

deserts her in hopes of finding instant wealth and status 

in the California gold rush. The sixteen year old, 

discovering she is pregnant, decides to find Joaquin and 

embarks on the long boat journey hidden on the ship by 

Chinese doctor-turned-ship's cook Tao Chi'en and a 

prostitute Azucena Placeres. They care for her through 

weeks of illness and a miscarriage. Upon landing in San 

Francisco, Eliza must dress in men's clothing and assume 

the identity of a Chinese boy and later of a Chilean boy. 

She travels through Northern California in pursuit of her 

ex-lover, while maintaining communication with Tao Chi'en 

through letters. 
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This novel follows the formulaic structure of travel 

literature, a genre that has proven to be a rich vehicle 

for the exploration of cultural and individual identity, 

and therefore favored among contemporary authors and 

literary critics (Carvalho 25). The motif of travel proves 

to be a central organizing principle for most narrative 

fiction, as the protagonist undergoes a series of 

adventures or experiences that trace a path of character 

development (Carvalho 25) . It is said that travel 

literature can take many forms such as that of a quest 

narrative, picaresque encounters, spiritual search, or a 

Bildungsroman (Carvalho 25) . I believe that in Allende's 

novel it takes the form of the Bildungsroman. As stated in 

the first chapter of this dissertation, the Bildungsroman 

proves to be a viable vehicle for the exploration of female 

identity and it provides an ideal outlet for feminist views 

and for the feminists' claim to equal rights in life and 

literature. In this narrative, Allende questions and 

rewrites prescribed conventions of gender. 

Throughout the novel, Eliza embarks on an emotional, 

psychological, and physical journey, which shapes her 

Bildung. This narrative departs from the traditional 

Bildungsroman because consequently for the protagonist. 
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this journey of development results in self-discovery and 

self-realization. Along her journey, in order to reach 

personal awareness, she transgresses society's norms and 

its imposed expectations. 

The novel begins with the discovery of Eliza as a 

baby, in Miss Rose's garden. The opening chapter describes 

the differing versions of this discovery and of Eliza's 

mysterious origins. Miss Rose insists on the fact that: 

Tienes sangre inglesa, como nosotros. Solo a alguien 
de la colonia britanica se le habria ocurrido ponerte 
en una cesta en la puerta de la Companla Britanica de 
Importacion y Exportacion. En ese tiempo yo estaba 
loca por tener un hijo y tu caiste en mis brazos 
enviada por el Senor, para ser educada en los solidos 
principios de la fe protestante y el idioma 
ingles. (12) 

Mama Fresia, the nanny has a version that is less idealized 

and more realistic. 

IInglesa tu? Nina, no te hagas ilusiones, tienes 
pelos de India, como yo (12). A1 abrir la puerta 
de la casa una manana a finales del verano, 
encontraron una criatura de sexo femenino desnuda 
dentro de una caja. (13) 

Eliza argues that it ultimately does not matter what her 

origins are, "lo importante es lo que uno hace en este 

mundo, no como se llega a el" (13) . She believes that her 

origins are not important in the construction of self. The 

protagonist begins her life without an identity, "la hi j a 
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de nadie," and through her travels and experiences acquires 

her own self-constructed identity, thus becoming "la hija 

de la fortuna." 

As a child Eliza is exposed to two different methods 

of childrearing, one is restrictive and the other allows 

more freedom. She is raised by two strong female 

characters. Miss Rose and Mama Fresia. Part of Eliza's 

childhood is spent with Miss Rose, representative of 

Western traditions, who imposes strict codes of conduct for 

Eliza. In contrast to this experience, Eliza spends the 

rest of her time with Mama Fresia, representative of non-

Western traditions, where she experiences less supervision 

and more freedom. 

Miss Rose wants to educate her in the "solidos 

principios de la fe protestante y el idioma ingles" (12) . 

The environment created by Miss Rose is structured by the 

traditional and restrictive norms of class and gender. For 

example. Miss Rose educates Eliza on becoming a lady and 

instructs her on the rules of feminine conduct: 

Las clases de piano se convirtieron en un martirio 
diario para Eliza. Tambien asistia a una academia 
de bailes de salon y por sugerencia del maestro de 
danza. Miss Rose la obligaba a caminar por horas 
equilibrando un libro sobre la cabeza con el fin de 
hacerla crecer derecha. (62) 
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Miss Rose prepares Eliza for her future and hopes to find 

her a socially correct husband, one that will support her 

and maintain her social status. Though Miss Rose's brother 

does not want to send Eliza to school because "no soy 

partidiario de educar tanto a las muchachas, se ponen 

inmanejables. Cada uno en su lugar, es mi lema" (57) , 

thanks to Miss Rose, Eliza's formal education exceeds the 

norm for young women in the nineteenth century: 

Los preceptores contratados por Miss Rose le ensenaron 
franees, escritura, geografia y algo de latin, 
bastante mas de lo que inculcaban en los mejores 
colegios para ninas de la capital donde a fin de 
cuentas lo unico que se aprendia eran rezos y buenos 
modales. (54) 

Miss Rose assures her brother that Eliza "tendria estudios, 

dote y reputacion de bella, aunque no lo fuera, porque 

belleza, segun ella, es cuestion de estilo"(61) . According 

to Miss Rose, if one does not have a brother as one's 

protector, like in her case, then one must find a suitable 

husband. "Una casada, si contaba con astucia, al menos 

podia manejar al marido y con algo de suerte hasta podia 

enviudar temprano" (61). This statement demystifies the 

notion that all women wish to marry. For Miss Rose 

marriage is not necessary, nor desirable ["una esposa era 

propiedad del marido, con menos derechos que un sirviente o 
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un nifto" {61)] though she realizes that without a brother 

it is the only respectable option for a woman in the 

nineteenth century: "una mujer sola y sin fortuna estaba a 

merced de los peores abuses" (61) . This statement also 

elevates widowhood to a desirable status for women, a 

coveted position for women in society because as widows 

they have fulfilled their duties as wives and yet they are 

now free to enjoy their personal independence while 

remaining integrated in society. 

In contrast to this civilized upbringing is Eliza's 

less constrictive experience growing up with the indigenous 

nanny. Mama Fresia, another very strong maternal figure. 

Half of her childhood is spent as a free spirit, in the 

back yard, playing with the chickens and the dogs, barefoot 

and poorly dressed: 

Mama Fresia fue el segundo pilar de su ninez. Asi 
aprendio leyendas y mitos indigenes, a descifrar los 
signos de los animales y del mar, a reconocer los 
habitos de los espriritus y los mensajes de los suenos 
y tambien a cocinar. (20) 

Eliza becomes an expert cook, which later in life earns her 

a living. In short. Mama Fresia introduces Eliza to a 

world that transgresses the boundaries of reason and 

patriarchal hegemony and focuses on old legends and myths. 
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Despite her moments of freedom experienced with Mama 

Fresia, the closer Eliza is to womanhood, the more she 

becomes enclosed in the home with no contact with the 

public world. She is exposed to the restrictive gender 

norms of nineteenth century upper-class society in which 

different standards were established for boys and girls. 

This socialization prescribed action and freedom for men 

and passivity and enclosure for women (Lagos "Female 

Voices..." 90) . 

Los hijos varones pasaban sus ociosas existencias 
entre misas, paseos, siestas, juegos y parrandas, 
mientras las hijas flotaban como ninfas misteriosas 
por aposentos y jardines... siempre bajo el ojo 
vigilante de sus duefias. (51) 

Young women were trained from childhood for an existence of 

virtue, faith and abnegation. The ideology of the proper 

sphere for women was to be contentedly submissive to men 

(Showalter A Literature of Their Own... 274). Women's 

destinies were arranged marriages and motherhood (de Valdes 

47) . 

Though Eliza is sheltered from the outside world, she 

is an avid reader and is exposed to many different worlds 

through literature. She devours hour after hour all the 

classics in her family's library. Miss Rose's collection of 

romances, out-dated newspapers, and the Bible. She finds 
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"mapas, libros de viajes y documentos de navegacion de su 

tio John, que le sirvieron para precisar los contornos del 

mundo" (54) . Her uncle captain John Sommers, whose status 

as Eliza's biological father is later revealed, is an 

independent explorer whose essential characteristic is that 

of crossing physical, geo-political boundaries because as a 

ship captain he travels constantly to Asia, Latin America 

and the United States (Carvalho 27). Eliza is drawn to him 

from childhood and it is through him that she acquires a 

vivid imagination and her attraction towards adventure. 

Los cuentos del Capitan Sommers, echaron a volar su 
imaginacion... alborotandole la fantasia con sus 
historias inauditas... El ano se iba en esperarlo y en 
poner alfileres en el mapa imaginando las latitudes de 
altamar por donde iba su velero. (54) 

At thirteen, Eliza has her first menstruation and both 

Miss Rose and Mama Fresia explain to her the significance 

of this moment in her life. Miss Rose explains to Eliza: 

"Ya eres una mujer y tendras que conducirte como tal, se 

acabaron las chiquilladas" (55) . Mama Fresia in turn warns 

her that she is damned, that her body will change, "se te 

nublaran las ideas y cualquier hombre, podra hacer contigo 

lo que venga en gana" (55). Eliza rebels against this 

warning by bandaging her breasts in hopes of curtailing 

their growth. In order to combat "las ideas nubladas" (55) 
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she begins to write.^ With regards to the warning about any 

man being able to do as he wished with Eliza, the 

protagonist simply ignores this because she cannot imagine 

a man in her future. 

However, at the age of sixteen, Eliza believes she has 

fallen in love with Joaquin Andieta. It is evident that 

more than love it is an intense physical attraction, normal 

for a sixteen-year-old girl. This experience affects her 

development process because while fantasizing about her 

future lover, Eliza discovers her sexuality. As is the 

case with Catalina in Arrancame la vida, the discovery of 

sexuality is an important step in Eliza's development 

because it is the discovery of a part of the protagonist's 

identity. Eliza explores her body, discovering "sitios 

secretos nunca antes explorados" (115). She imagines 

Joaquin touching her, kissing her, making love to her. 

Eliza is a woman of action. She does not wait 

passively for Joaquin to approach her, but rather she 

initiates the relationship. Allende inverts the 

traditional gender roles by transforming the woman into the 

subject and the man as the object of her desire. In this 

case it is the man (Joaquin) that "se lleva un susto 

formidable... le ardian las orejas, se le mojaba la ropa de 
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sudor y una fiebre de tiritones le recorria la espalda" 

(116) when he encounters Eliza for the first time. Taking 

advantage of an opportunity, the protagonist defies Miss 

Rose by handing Joaquin a note informing him where and when 

to meet her. "La estratagema era de una sencillez y 

audacia tales, que cualquiera podria confundirla con una 

experta en desvergiienzas" (117) . It is evident that from a 

very young age, Eliza is a determined, brave woman who does 

not settle for defeat but rather follows through until she 

is able to acquire the object of her quest. By this 

inversion of socially constructed gender roles, Allende 

wishes to show that they can be deconstructed and 

rearticulated. 

Eliza commits an even greater transgression when 

she begins to meet her lover in the Sommers' home in the 

middle of the night. She is aware of the repercussions of 

her actions. A woman's honor, her most prized treasure, is 

lost when meeting a man in secret without a chaperone. 

Eliza has been told over and over again that: "Una mujer 

sin virtud nada vale, nunca podra convertirse en esposa y 

madre, mejor seria que se atara una piedra al cuello y se 

lanzara al mar" (123). Nevertheless, Eliza plans her 

rendezvous with premeditation and strategy fully conscious 
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of her dangerous actions and her defiance of society's 

norms. 

Though not conscious of it, Eliza falls in love with 

the romanticized or idealized version of love, meaning she 

is more in love with the idea of love than with Joaquin, 

the individual, and she is incapable of analyzing their 

relationship. She gives herself to Joaquin without 

reservation, not realizing or perhaps ignoring the fact 

that he does not return the feelings with the same 

intensity and passion. Eliza is not satisfied physically 

with his lovemaking, yet, she compensates for this 

frustration with her imagination and with his beautiful, 

romantic love letters. "En las cartas el se transformaba 

en el amante perfecto, capaz de describir su pasion con tal 

angelico aliento" (127). 

Eliza exhibits a natural sensuality. However, she has 

to repress her sexual instincts that urge her to discover 

new ways of feeling sexual pleasure, because Joaquin 

becomes defensive and insecure with his performance. 

El instinto atizaba la audacia de la muchacha 
incitandola a descubrir las multiples posibilidades 
del placer, pero pronto aprendio a reprimirse. Sus 
iniciativas en el juego amoroso ponian a Joaquin a 
la defensiva; se sentia criticado, herido o amenazado 
en su virilidad. 128 
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Joaquin is more comfortable talking to Eliza about 

politics, the need for separation of church and state and 

other liberalist ideologies. Eliza barely listens to him, 

not comprehending how he could waste the few precious hours 

they have a week together philosophizing on politics. It 

is important to note that once Eliza experiences freedom 

and becomes more socially aware in California she is able 

to understand what Joaquin's impassioned discourses were 

concerning. 

A1 fin entiendo a Joaquin, cuando robaba horas 
preciosas de nuestro amor para hablarme de libertad. 
De mo do que era esto... Era esta euforia, esta luz, 
esta dicha tan intensa como la de los escasos momentos 
de amor compartido que puedo recordar, (298) 

As I mentioned in Chapter One, Mora states that in the 

contemporary Latin American female Bildungsroman, the 

historical period is influential in the development of the 

protagonist ("Estaba la pajara pinta..." 81) . This is true 

for Eliza because due to historical circumstances, she 

embarks on her journey to California. This journey marks a 

turning point in her life and it affects the course of her 

future. In Part II, Allende introduces the discovery of 

gold in California in 1848. The news arrives in Chile 

within months. There is promise of acquiring a quick and 

relatively easy fortune. The newspapers talk of El Dorado 
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finally being discovered, the city dreamed of by the 

conquistadors, where the streets were paved of gold. The 

journals state that there is enough gold to enrich 

thousands of men for decades. "La riqueza de las minas es 

como las de los cuentos de Simbad o de la lampara de 

Aladino; se fija sin temor a exageracion que el lucro por 

dia es de una onza de oro puro" (135). A stampede of eager 

Chileans sail off within months of the news to find their 

fortunes in California. 

Joaquin is one who is caught in the frenzy of the Gold 

Rush. In Chile, he is condemned to subordinate status 

because of his poverty as well as his illegitimacy. 

California represents for him his only chance at overcoming 

his poverty stricken life. He knows that in Chile he will 

not be able to elevate his economic status. Joaquin, like 

Eliza, is in search of a self-constructed identity not one 

that is imposed upon him by society. 

Consequently, Joaquin deserts Eliza and she finds 

herself pregnant. Mama Fresia assures her that she can 

abort the child. Eliza is filled with guilt and fear 

because she can feel the child insider her. However, if 

she remains pregnant she is aware of the consequences that 

will plague her. "Estaba atrapada y apenas empezara a 
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notarse su condicion, no habria esperanza ni perdon para 

ella. Nadie podria entender su falta; no habia manera 

alguna de recuperar la honra perdida" (149) . Eliza is not 

naive; she knows what future awaits her when her secret is 

revealed. She is terrified of experiencing the same fate 

as Joaquin's mother, who carried the stigma of having an 

illegitimate child, was disowned by her family and 

condemned to a life of poverty and solitude. Eliza is 

confronted with the harsh reality of her situation as a 

woman and the lack of options she is afforded. On the 

night when Mama Fresia is to perform the abortion, Eliza 

prays for an earthquake to save her from performing this 

desperate act and is relieved when her uncle catches her 

sneaking out of the house and she is unable to keep the 

appointment with Mama Fresia. 

Because Eliza is not willing to risk being disowned by 

her adoptive family, she decides that her only solution is 

to travel to California and search for Joaquin. This 

decision affects her Bildungs process dramatically because 

it will afford her the possibility for self-determination 

and self-discovery. From this moment forward her life 

takes a different turn. If the protagonist were to stay in 

Chile and face the consequences, she would never complete 
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her journey towards freedom and self-determination. 

However, the act of traveling saves her from experiencing 

what Cynthia Steele refers to as a ^''Bildun gs roman 

fracasado," where no construction of identity takes place 

(327) . 

According to Susan Carvalho, the act of travel itself 

implies female agency and self-determination, "in those 

texts where the woman articulates her own journey rather 

than serving as accompaniment to the male traveler" (28) . 

There is a defiance of patriarchy implied by Eliza's act of 

traveling. Though she seems to have already approached 

this point before by defying patriarchy, Eliza now leaves 

the traditionally configured private, enclosed, domestic 

female space and enters the public, open, male-controlled 

space definitively and with the understanding that she will 

not be able to return to Chile. As Marilyn Wesley points 

out in her introduction to Secret Journeys: The Trope of 

Women's Travel in American Literature, the woman traveler 

challenges the historical notion of male movement versus 

female anchoring (xviii). Wesley continues on to say that 

the woman traveler refuses society's conventions of a 

woman's place in the world and thus becomes a 

"transgressor" of these conventions (xviii). By traveling. 
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Eliza is the deviser of her own destiny. She is rebelling 

against patriarchal norms and acting on her own terms. 

In Hija de la fortuna, Allende stresses the fact that 

the original catalyst of the search is the idea that 

freedom can be found in another place. However, Carvalho 

believes that this idea in women's travel fiction of 

finding freedom in another place is a fallacy, since in the 

end identity can be constructed in any place (28) . In 

Eliza's case, I do not entirely agree with Carvalho because 

as said previously, had she stayed in Chile it would have 

been more difficult to arrive at self-realization and it is 

unlikely that she would have constructed a truly autonomous 

identity. Allende wishes to shed light on the difficulty a 

woman encounters in overcoming restrictive nineteenth 

century Chilean norms and her need to break away from this 

enclosed space. Marcelo Coddou reiterates this idea: 

Eliza... emprende sus viajes iniciaticos que la 
conduciran al final encuentro de si misma, conseguido 
gracias al abandono y alej amiento del hogar, espacio-
claustro que le habria significado una muy probable 
sumision a restrictas normativas de vida. (37-38) 

Her journey towards the construction of self is a success 

because the growth experiences generated by the journey 

help her achieve self-confidence, independence, and allow 
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her to achieve a self-constructed identity, from "la hija 

de nadie" to "la hija de la fortuna." 

As the author articulates in the novel, women 

traveling alone in the nineteenth century are a rare 

occurrence (with the exception of prostitutes) and because 

Eliza's "uncle" is a captain and would find out that Eliza 

was traveling by ship and stop her, the protagonist is 

forced to make her j ourney secret in order to escape, 

stowing away in the belly of the ship. Carvalho notes the 

references to the ship's "vientre" (236) and "panza" (267) 

which imply a gestation of her own; Eliza's journey towards 

a re-birth or the beginning of the construction of self. 

At the end of the pivotal chapter appropriately titled 

"Despedida," the narrator comments on Eliza's re-birth, as 

she removes her restrictive nineteenth-century female 

clothing and trades them for loose men's clothing on the 

night of her departure to California. 

A medida que sus atuendos de nina inglesa se 
amontonaban en el suelo, iba perdiendo uno a uno los 
contactos con la realidad conocida y entrando 
inexorablemente en la extraha ilusion que seria su 
vida en los proximos anos. Tuvo claramente la 
sensacion de empezar otra historia en la que ella era 
protagonista y narradora a la vez. (168) 

As Eliza sheds her traditional upper class female garments 

she is conscious that she is entering a new phase of her 
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life, one in which she is the subject and the creator. 

Eliza will map out her life from this moment forward, and 

in the process arrive at greater self-discovery and self-

definition tracing a road to freedom. 

The voyage by sea is in and of itself a test of 

physical strength for Eliza. With the help of Tao Chi' en 

she hides in a sack in order to board the boat. She lives 

in a room that is two meters by two meters for two months. 

She becomes sea sick immediately and suffers from 

dehydration and malnutrition. Consequently, Eliza 

miscarries her child. On several occasions she is near 

death but between Tao Chi'en and Azucena Placeres, a 

prostitute, she is nursed back to health. She has lost 

several pounds and is very weak. She is even given small 

doses of opium to calm her and keep her disoriented for the 

remainder of the journey. 

Upon arriving in California, Eliza is aware of the 

social expectations for women. Therefore, because it is 

socially unacceptable for a woman to travel independently 

and consequently dangerous, Eliza crosses over gender, 

race, and national boundaries by dressing like a Chinese 

boy. She later dresses like a Chilean boy, changing her 

name to Elias. Her male disguise lends her social agency 
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because it acts as a mask or a shield that she can hide 

behind. This allows her the freedom to move about 

undisturbed. As the narrator articulates on various 

occasions, the only possibility to travel as an 

unaccompanied woman is to claim the identity of a man or of 

a prostitute. This experience proves crucial because it 

provides her a life unencumbered by the social codes and 

constraints a woman endures (Martinez 56) . It is 

interesting to note that by dressing as a male, Eliza takes 

the first step in her journey towards self-discovery. 

Eliza's cross-dressing allows the novel to explore 

multiple questions of the female construction of gender. 

It supports Judith Butler's theory that gender is a 

cultural and social construction and therefore performative 

(xv). It also underscores Simone de Beauvoir's theory that 

woman is not an essential or universal category that 

depends on a biological state but rather it is learned 

through culture (Lagos 17). Allende deconstructs and 

subverts essentialist definitions of both female and male 

identity and opens up new spaces and new possibilities for 

the construction of self. 

Eliza discovers that dressing like a male allows her a 

freedom never before experienced as a woman, that of 
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invisibility, which affords her the luxury of looking for 

Joaquin Andieta without harassment: "la ropa de hombre le 

daba una libertad desconocida, nunca se habia sentido tan 

invisible" (241). Researchers have documented that the 

rarity of women in California during the early years of the 

gold rush created a heightened interest in the female sex 

(Gould Levine 139). Within this context, it is evident why 

Eliza is obligated to disguise her sex. During this time, 

the racial prejudice towards ethnic minorities had begun to 

escalate. Because Eliza chooses a minority identity, as 

long as she is careful to immerse herself solely with other 

minority groups such as the Chinese and the Latino 

populations, she is able to travel unnoticed.^ The narrator 

comments on Eliza's relative success at maintaining this 

invisibility in her travels: 

No habia afinado la punteria, pero si su talento 
para volverse invisible. Podia entrar a los pueblos 
sin llamar la atencion, mezclandose con los grupos de 
latinos, donde un muchacho con su aspect© pasaba 
desapercibido. (293) 

Allende creates an interesting inversion of gender 

stereotyping in which traditionally women have been viewed 

as the invisible ones that blend in with the background 

scenery while the males are in the center, dominating the 

action and writing history (Carvalho 32) . Here, Eliza 
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dressed as a male, finds freedom in not being the object of 

the masculine gaze or the object of masculine desire. 

Thus, women's appropriation of the male costume protects 

them from the ambivalent contradictory position women hold 

in a patriarchal society where they are invisible in terms 

of active autonomous subjects but visible in terms of 

objects of desire. As Carvalho explains: ^'They are at 

once doubly marked and erased: hypervisible as spectacles 

or as decoration, but invisible in terms of autonomy and 

power" (32) . The crossing over into a male space provides 

women a unique opportunity to transcend economic, social, 

and sexual restrictions (Andre 80). 

Eliza becomes aware of this contradictory situation as 

a woman and is able to escape this restrictive, confining 

cultural bind by binding her breasts, and clothing herself 

as a male. Consequently, she is freed from the male gaze 

and acquires the power and autonomy to map out her own 

future without the cultural baggage and restrictions 

imposed on women, which make it virtually impossible for a 

woman in the nineteenth century to chart her own future. 

Among these restrictions are social norms, female codes of 

conduct mentioned previously, confining clothing, and 

danger of male violence. It should be added that the 
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minority male figure also suffers from a contradictory 

position in that he is visible as a scapegoat, one to be 

persecuted and targeted by the dominant society, but 

invisible in terms of autonomy and power. In fact, 

throughout the novel, Allende comments on the overt 

discrimination minority groups had to endure. 

According to Marcelo Coddou, the novel is a 

"planteamiento de la cuestion femenina tanto como del 

racismo" (23), and I believe of class as well. For 

example, Tao Chi' en becomes a target of racism when he is 

assaulted by whites and his hair is violently cut off. 

According to William R. Locklear, the anti-Chinese 

sentiment in California was strongest in the last half of 

the nineteenth century. He states that the refusal of the 

Chinese to adopt American dress and customs tended to 

intensify this basic animosity {Racism in California... 93) . 

It is after this incident that Tao Chi'en decides to 

appropriate the Western dress in order to assimilate and 

render himself less of a target of discrimination. It is 

interesting to note that both Eliza and Tao Chi' en alter 

their physical appearance in order to survive and achieve 

freedom. 



I l l  

Eliza is not only freed socially by male clothing but 

she also expresses feeling naked in these new clothes in 

contrast to the figure-shaping (figure-distorting) female 

clothing of her adolescence. The traditional nineteenth-

century clothing for women included: 

un corse tieso mediante huesos ballena y tan apretado 
que no podia respirar a fondo ni levantar los brazos 
por encima de los hombros; tampoco podia vestirse sola 
ni doblarse porque se quebraban las ballenas y se le 
clavaban como agujas en el cuerpo. (34) 

By shedding these female clothes, Eliza feels like she can 

breathe more deeply and she delights in the new found 

liberation of her body through the loose-fitting, 

unrestrictive male clothing. The shedding of her clothes 

symbolizes the first step to the shedding of cultural 

baggage, everything that society imposes on women in order 

to subjugate them. The narrator states that: 

Una vez que se repuso de la impresion de estar 
desnuda, pudo disfrutar de la brisa metiendose por 
las mangas de la blusa y por los pantalones. 
Acostumbrada a la prision de las enaguas, ahora 
respiraba a todo pulmon. (241) 

It is interesting that Eliza finds it natural to wear men's 

clothing because had she been discovered, it would be 

deemed "unnatural" to social codes of femininity. Allende 

wishes to destroy the definitions of what is natural and 

unnatural for women as well as criticize and condemn the 
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restrictive, figure distorting female clothes of the 

nineteenth century. 

Eliza's costuming questions gender roles because it 

allows Eliza to realize the grave discomfort she 

experienced with her former clothes and thus question the 

need for restrictive female clothing. However, the male 

costume never requires Eliza to question her sexual 

identity. Eliza is always certain of her sexual identity 

and never "feels" like a man. She never has, nor desires, 

a male consciousness (30) . The narrator refers to the 

protagonist as Eliza and not Elias and is described with 

adjectives in the feminine. She is not a cross-dresser 

either because she does not derive erotic pleasure from 

dressing or passing as a man. Rather, she is what critic 

Chris Straayer calls a "temporary transvestite," one who 

adopts male clothing as a matter of circumstantial 

necessity or convenience (Carvalho 31). 

In Allende's novel, the protagonist's male disguise 

serves not only as a vehicle for the questioning of gender 

roles and as a vehicle of self-discovery, but also to add 

verisimilitude to the story of a nineteenth-century female 

traveler in the United States. It was not uncommon during 

this period of history for women to travel disguised as men 
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in order to have the freedom afforded to men. In her 

study, Amazons and Military Maids: Women Who Dressed as Men 

in the Pursuit of Life, Liberty and Happiness (1989), Julie 

Wheelwright documents stories and illustrations of women 

who disguised themselves as men in order to acquire male 

privilege and several of these tales take place in North 

American frontier country, 

Hija de la For tuna implies that Eliza is not the only 

case of "cross dressing" when there is a brief mention of 

another suspected transgressor, Charley. Eliza meets this 

character and feels as if he is also in disguise but 

neither of them risks exposing themselves to one another. 

Mientras mas lo observaba, mas segura estaba Eliza 
de que se trataba de una mujer vestida de hombre, 
como ella. Charley tenia la piel curtida por el sol, 
mascaba tabaco, juraba como un bandolero y no se 
separaba de sus pistolas ni de sus guantes, pero una 
vez alcanzo a verle las manos y eran pequenas y 
blancas, como las de una doncella. (296) 

Allende inserts this episode into the novel to make a point 

that women disguised as men was not a completely uncommon 

occurrence during the gold rush. 

Though dressed as a man, Eliza remains a woman. As 

mentioned earlier, she never acquires a male consciousness. 

In fact, the temporary adoption of a masculine identity not 

only fails to hinder her quest for a unique female 
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identity, but it facilitates her Bildungs process (Carvalho 

34) . According to Marjorie Garber, cross-dressing helps to 

define gender categories: 

Paradoxically, it is to transsexuals and transvestites 
that we need to look if we want to understand what 
gender categories mean. For transsexuals and 
transvestites are more concerned with maleness and 
femaleness than persons who are neither transvestite 
nor transsexual. They are emphatically not interested 
in ^unisex' or ^androgyny' as erotic styles, but 
rather in gender-marked and gender-coded identity 
structures. (110) 

Eliza's alter ego, Elias, magnifies and intensifies her 

consciousness of womanhood in terms of traditional 

personality characteristics because it is by pretending to 

be male that she becomes so acutely aware of her 

femaleness. For example, as Elias she becomes a cook and a 

piano player, she demonstrates maternal tenderness for the 

orphaned Tom sin Tribu, she finds solidarity and comfort in 

the company of women, and she writes and adorns the letters 

of passion and of farewell that illiterate frontiersmen 

send to their wives and families back home. 

Though it seems as if Eliza falls into traditional 

gender roles, her situation is different because she 

chooses which traditional female roles she wishes to keep 

and which ones she wishes to discard. Thus her disguise 

allows her Bildungs process to progress naturally without 
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society imposing their social norms of conduct on Eliza. 

That is to say that she does not have to perform according 

to her gender, rather, she is able to acquire a self-

constructed identity and not a culturally imposed one. She 

recognizes that all gender roles rigorously enforced and 

codified stifle individual growth and she chooses those 

that will further her growth and independence. 

Through her male disguise, Eliza also learns the roles 

that men have to perform and comments to Tao Chi' en in a 

letter how tedious these gender constructions are: "En mi 

papel de hombre me cuido mucho de lo que digo. Ando con el 

ceno fruncido, para que me crean bien macho. Es un 

fastidio ser hombre, pero ser mujer es un fastidio peor" 

(298) . Therefore, in the same way that writing can be a 

catalyst to self-development and self-discovery as we will 

see in the following chapter on Delia's Song, the adoption 

of a male identity in this case is seen as an intermediary 

step, not only practical for the purposes of her journey in 

search of Joaquin, but also for her journey towards self-

discovery. 

Along with discovering greater female consciousness as 

said earlier, Eliza discovers freedom and "se enamoro de la 

libertad" (296). This discovery results in the awareness of 
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freedom as liberation from the social conventions, 

constraints, and fears that have held her captive all her 

life. She realizes that what hinders women from achieving 

self-autonomy and self-empowerment is fear. The narrator 

explains Eliza's realization as follows: 

El miedo habia sido su companero: miedo a Dios y su 
impredecible justicia, a la autoridad, a sus padres 
adoptivos, a la enfermedad y la maledicencia, a lo 
desconocido y lo diferente, a salir de la proteccion 
de la casa y enfrentar los peligros de la calle; miedo 
de su propia fragilidad femenina, la deshonra y la 
verdad. La suya habia sido una realidad almibarada, 
hecha de omisiones, silencios corteses, secretos bien 
guardados, orden y disciplina. (296) 

This fear has been deeply socialized in Eliza from an early 

age and thus she has not been aware of its power over her 

until she is able to discover freedom by dressing as a man. 

This demonstrates that the manner in which women are 

socialized is directly linked to their submissive and 

passive qualities. It also shows how this fear is not 

inherent in females but rather socialized. Allende 

destroys social myths that attribute fear as an inherent 

quality in women. The author demonstrates that the first 

step to destroying these myths is to acknowledge their 

existence. 

Dressed as a boy, freed from societal norms, Eliza is 

able to "grow up" by discovering freedom. This journey 
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leads her to a feeling of empowerment, never before 

experienced. This newly acquired sense of freedom 

culminates one morning when she feels for the first time a 

happiness never before felt: "la invadio una dicha atavica 

jamas antes experimentada" (297). Eliza leaves Chile with 

the sole purpose to find Joaquin and become his slave for 

life but "ya no se sentia capaz de renunciar a esas alas 

nuevas que comenzaban a crecerle en los hombros" (296). 

Eliza not only crosses over boundaries and undermines 

conventions but she acquires the metaphoric wings that 

allow her to continue on her journey through life. When 

she became pregnant, Eliza had written in her journal that 

she was not deserving of happiness however, in the last few 

months riding on horseback through California, "sintio que 

volaba como un condor" (297) . The protagonist is happy to 

have found this freedom to move through space uninhibited 

and without the restrictions imposed upon women by society. 

Eliza is conscious of her gradual transformation from a 

submissive woman to a self-empowered one. 

Throughout Eliza's journey she questions patriarchal 

norms and resists coded modes of thought and behavior that 

stressed good manners and subservience from women. She 

recalls that her aspiration in life had been virtue but now 
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she doubted the significance of this word (296) . Eliza 

continually rejects culturally imposed demands on women and 

defines and creates a new set of standards for herself. 

Along her journey, many established truths are 

destroyed, much to Eliza's surprise. For example, she had 

been socialized to believe that a woman could not survive 

without the protection of a man: "Sin un hombre que la 

protej a y la mantenga, una mujer esta perdida, le habia 

machacado Miss Rose, pero descubrio que no siempre era asi" 

(302) . Eliza discovers that there are jobs that a woman 

can do that are not valued in Chile but are appreciated in 

California. For example, she is able to set up her own 

business. "Ella organize un negocio de empanadas para 

vender a precio de oro" (264) . She was also hired to play 

the piano and she read and wrote letters for the 

illiterate. These abilities traditionally reserved for 

women such as cooking, in Eliza's case do not signify 

submissiveness, rather they offer her the possibility for 

survival, something that she utilizes for her own benefit. 

Allende redefines and validates these traditionally 

devalued tasks relegated to women. 

Eliza's strength of character continues to be 

challenged throughout the novel. In one instance her 
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bravery is put to the test. Eliza volunteers to amputate a 

man's fingers that have developed gangrene. Everyone 

around her is incredulous because the more obvious choice 

for this task is Babalu, "el Malo," who is accustomed to 

hunting and skinning deer but he refuses to perform the 

amputation. Eliza calmly and skillfully completes the task, 

"Eliza repaso lo que habia aprendido junto a Tao Chi'en 

cuando extraian balas y cosian heridas en Sacramento. Si 

entonces pudo hacerlo sin pestanear, igual podria hacerlo 

ahora" (331). Babalu is filled with admiration and respect 

towards Eliza/Elias: "Eres todo un hombre, Chilenito" 

(331) , On another occasion, when a fire breaks out in her 

home, she is the one who commits a brave deed. She 

realizes that Tom Sin Tribu, a little Indian boy who lived 

with her, was sleeping inside when the fire broke out. 

Without giving thought to her own life she runs inside to 

save Tom. These heroic deeds demythify the established 

truths propagated by patriarchal society that women are the 

weaker sex and are incapable of surviving without a man 

(Guerra-Cunningham "Algunas reflexiones..." 35) . 

In open defiance of the restrictions that had 

structured her childhood and had determined her early 

youth, Eliza manages to adapt to the rough living 
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conditions and constant danger experienced by the male 

adventurers involved in the Gold Rush. The more she is 

confronted with challenges, the more courageous she 

becomes: "le habia perdido el miedo al miedo" (297). In 

one of her many letters to Tao Chi' en, Eliza explains her 

process of transformation: 

Estoy encontrando nuevas fuerzas en mi, que tal vez 
siempre tuve, pero no conocia porque hasta ahora no 
habia necesitado ejercerlas... todos [los aventureros 
californianos] se sienten duenos de sus destines, de 
la tierra que pisan, del futuro, de su propia 
irrevocable dignidad. Despues de conocerlos no puedo 
volver a ser una senorita como Miss Rose pretendia. 
(297-98) 

It is important to note that Eliza believes she may have 

always had the strength inside her but as a woman was never 

required to utilize or develop this quality. Allende 

wishes to suggest that women are taught to repress certain 

characteristics, such as strength of character, bravery, 

and courage. Because Eliza is given the opportunity to 

live as a man for a period of time, she is now capacitated 

to claim control of her own destiny and never wishes to 

return to the constricted and repressive life of a "lady". 

Eliza transgresses the realm of propriety for females by 

acting outside of the rules and by desiring completion and 
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freedom for herself. This quote also underscores Eliza's 

growing understanding of what it is to be female. 

In her letters to Tao Chi'en Eliza describes her 

emotional as well as psychological changes and her 

aspiration to retain the rights only men enjoyed, those of 

embracing the spirit of adventure and forging their own 

destiny. 

No se en que vuelta del camino se me perdio la persona 
que yo antes era, Tao. Ahora soy uno mas de los 
incontables aventureros... Son hombres orgullosos... que 
no se inclinan ante nadie porque estan inventando la 
igualdad. Y yo quiero ser uno de ellos. (297) 

Eliza makes the distinction of the person she used to be 

and the person she is now. She is conscious that she has 

reinvented herself and identifies herself as an adventurer. 

She wishes to become one of the many pioneers during the 

gold rush that enjoyed freedom. Another example that 

highlights the changes she has undergone is the fact that 

she feels no nostalgia for her large comfortable home in 

Chile with Miss Rose but rather feels nostalgia for the 

small humble house in Sacramento that she had shared with 

Tao Chi' en. "Extrafiada de que su nostalgia no evocara la 

tranquila salita de costura de Miss Rose o la tibia cocina 

de Mama Fresia. Como he cambiado, suspiro, mirando sus 

manos quemadas por el sol inclemente y llenas de ampollas" 
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(284). Eliza realizes how much she has changed both 

physically as well as psychologically. Eliza's idea of 

home is now in California with Tao Chi'en. 

At the end of the novel Eliza's journey leads her back 

to the repossession of her body and femininity when she 

finds it essential to cast off her masculine attire. When 

she sheds her male clothing and recovers her own female 

identity, she re-awakens to her erotic desire. She 

realizes she has been living as a "raro ente asexuado" 

(416): 

Por primera vez en cuatro anos volvia a tener 
conciencia de su cuerpo, relegado a un piano 
insignificante desde el instante en que Joaquin 
Andieta se despidio de ella... En su obsesion por 
encontrar a ese hombre renuncio a todo, incluso su 
feminidad. (415-16) 

This passage is a bit melodramatic but I believe Allende 

wishes it to be interpreted as symbolic. Eliza rediscovers 

her body, her sensuality and her femininity. The arduous 

journey she had embarked on and her male clothing had not 

allowed her to be conscious of her body or her erotic 

desire as a woman; at the very least she had to repress any 

sexual desire. It is only after coming to know her body 

again and recovering her female identity that Eliza can 

admit to herself her physical attraction to Tao Chi'en. 
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This reclaiming of the body and sexuality opens another 

road to freedom, the one leading to the experience of 

genuine love with Tao Chi'en. It is important to note that 

only after the intensity of her search for Joaquin begins 

to fade can she begin the process of repossessing her body, 

reclaiming her sexuality, and opening herself to genuine 

affection. 

As I mentioned in Chapter One an overriding theme in 

literature written by Latin American women is the topic of 

woman's sexual gratification (Fitch 59) . As is the case in 

Mastretta's novel, in Allende's narrative the transgression 

of sexual taboos is an important dimension explored in the 

process of identity. According to Fitch, "physical 

pleasure, historically denied, regulated and repressed in 

women, is a necessary component in self-discovery (63). In 

order to assert her female agency, Eliza unclothes herself, 

"queria verse desnuda" (417), becomes at once subject and 

object of her own erotic gaze, and manually explores the 

geography of her own female body (Carvalho 36) . Her body 

is like a map, which Eliza begins to explore in order to 

rediscover it as her own. "Le sorprendia esa mujer casi 

desconocida, con curvas en los muslos y en las caderas, con 

cintura breve y un vello crespo y aspero en el pubis" 
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(418). Allende carefully narrates this episode as a 

lovemaking scene. She inscribes female sexual desire and 

sexual fulfillment in the taboo subject of autoeroticism. 

Abria los muslos y tocaba la misteriosa hendidura de 
su sexo, morbida y humeda; buscaba el capullo del 
clitoris, centro mismo de sus deseos y confusiones... 
Despues se olia las manos, maravillada de ese poderoso 
aroma de sal y frutas maduras que emanaba de su 
cuerpo. (418) 

As discussed in Chapter Two, according to Rosalind 

Coward, in hegemonic discourse "la sexualidad se centra en 

la penetracion falica dirigida a un proposito de 

reproduccion omitiendo asi toda actividad narcisista u 

homosexual" (Guerra Cunningham "Estrategias..." 686) . 

Allende, like Mastretta, transgresses this concept by 

representing libidinal satisfaction and by erasing phallic 

penetration as the nucleus to all erotic experience for 

women. Eliza is not a passive object nor a subordinate 

Other but a feminine Subject that is both the 

initiator/receiver of the sexual act and of the pleasure. 

This concept of the female as an autonomous sexual being 

deconstructs the phallocentric concept of love in which the 

female protagonist fuses, meshes and loses herself in the 

masculine subject. From this perspective of the female 

body as autonomous from that of the male originates a 
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sexual discourse that not only transgresses the repressive 

codes of conduct of patriarchal society but it also 

suggests alternative choices for female identity. 

It is important for Eliza to rediscover her body and 

engage in erotic pleasure because she is asserting her own 

female sexual identity. This becomes one of the steps 

towards Eliza's self-realization. Another moment in the 

process of reclaiming her body and sexuality is described 

in Retrato en sepia (2000) when Eliza makes love to Tao 

Chi'en for the first time. "Esa noche descubrio algunas de 

las multiples posibilidades del placer y se inicio en la 

profundidad de un amor que habria de ser el unico para el 

resto de su vida... Tao Chi' en fue despojandola de capas de 

temores acumulados y recuerdos inutiles (66). 

According to Allende, writing and eroticism are 

intimately linked, and both are connected through the motif 

of discovery (Carvalho 36) . Eliza writes her experiences, 

her thoughts, and the observations of her journey. This 

act of writing is seen as an ideal vehicle for the 

exploration of the constructed gender identity. It is seen 

as an aid to her process of assessment and growth. 

Another example of the connection between writing and 

eroticism is when Eliza derives true erotic pleasure from 
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Joaquin's love letters. Ironically, she is not physically 

satisfied with his sexual performance, but the letters are 

tender and eloquent in their expressions of desire. These 

letters become her talisman, carried next to her breast 

throughout her journey (Carvalho 36) . However, with time 

her own personal journey and quest for her identity begin 

to take precedence over her pursuit of Joaquin Andieta. 

She comes to realize that she was in love with the sugar 

coated, romantic idea of love. 

Ya no podia ignorar la sospecha de haberse enamorado 
del amor y estar atrapada en el trastorno de una 
pasion de leyenda, sin asidero alguno en la realidad... 
La mujer en que se habia convertido, poco tenia en 
comun con la nifla enloquecida de antes... Se preguntaba 
mil veces por que anhelo tanto pertenecer en cuerpo y 
espiritu a Joaquin Andieta, cuando en verdad nunca se 
sintio totalmente feliz en sus brazos, y solo podia 
explicarlo porque fue su primer amor. (398) 

Eliza is conscious that she has transformed herself into a 

different woman and that she no longer wishes to find 

Joaquin. At the end of the novel when Eliza realizes she 

is free from her obsession with her first love, she decides 

to have her daguerreotype portrait made with the letters in 

her hand - "a textual symbol of her passing on to a new 

phase of life" (Carvalho 37) one in which she can embrace 

her new love, Tao Chi'en and embrace her newly self-

constructed female identity. 
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The text as exploration and expression is a recurrent 

motif throughout Hlja de la fortuna, beginning with Eliza's 

simultaneous discovery of maps and books: "En el cuarto de 

los trastos, donde se acumulaban vejestorios, encontro 

mapas, libros de viajes y documentos de navegacion de su 

tic John, que le sirvieron para precisar los contornos del 

mundo" (54). The most significant texts within the novel 

are Eliza's diaries and her written correspondence with Tao 

Chi' en. Her letters to her friend are in a way another 

kind of diary because Eliza is never sure if Tao Chi' en 

receives the letters, and they are never answered. 

Consequently, they function more as articulation for her 

than as communication with him. Eliza is able to put her 

thoughts down on paper, and delve into self-analysis. The 

act of writing in her diary begins as a way of remembering: 

"Eliza solo escribia para recordar" (122). It then shifts 

to a way of knowing, of processing and comprehending her 

own physical and spiritual journey: "Escribia incansable 

en su diario con la esperanza de que al hacerlo las 

imagenes adquirieran algun significado" (335). 

As Eliza writes, both in her diary as well as in her 

letters, she constructs her own female identity. She 

writes not what she has learned but what she is in the 
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process of experiencing and learning. These diary entries 

and letters to Tao Chi'en document her day-to-day process 

of self-development and self-awareness. These texts 

demonstrate work in progress, the discovery of uncharted 

social and spiritual territory, and the process of the 

journey. At the end of the novel, Eliza achieves her 

quest, as she constructs her own identity amidst a rapidly 

changing and unstable world when legends were created, 

passion and greed were unleashed, and diverse ethnic groups 

struggled to shape a new life for themselves in America 

(Gould Levine 135) . It was a time when the emergence and 

consolidation of the modern nation-state began as well as 

the articulation of national identities and the development 

of national economies (Martinez 54) . 

Eliza's evolving identity is mirrored by California's 

emerging identity, in its extraordinary variety, 

instability, fluidity, and potential explosiveness. In a 

letter to Tao, Eliza comments on her capacity to create her 

own identity: "para mi este pals es una hoja en bianco, 

a qui puedo escribir mi nueva vida, convertirme en quien 

desee, nadie me conoce salvo tu, nadie sabe mi pasado, 

puedo volver a nacer" (301). This statement supports the 

idea that Eliza's journey has been one of re-birth and has 
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served as a catalyst for the construction of self. As 

Eliza states, this unsettled, unmarked country affords her 

the anonymity to rewrite herself into history, with a new 

female identity. 

Historically, the novel is situated between the 

years of 1843 and 1853 and crisscrosses diverse continents. 

Allende describes a voyage from Chile and China to the 

newly settled lands of California during the gold rush. As 

is the case in Mastretta's novel, where Catalina's coming 

of age is paralleled with Mexico's coming of age, Allende 

also interweaves the personal with the historical. As I 

mentioned earlier, in this novel Eliza's process of self-

definition and autonomy in California is mirrored in the 

author's telling account of the creation of the state of 

California. 

These insertions of historical events are a 

characteristic that sets the novel apart from the 

traditional Bildungsroman, which usually examines solely 

the personal conflicts of the protagonist. According to 

Gabriela Mora, this weaving of the political, the 

historical and the social with the personal is a 

characteristic of the Latin American contemporary female 

Bildungsroman (80) . In Hija de la fortuna, the public 
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world plays a role in Eliza's development and serves as 

witness to the events that lead up to the settlement of 

California. As with Catalina in Arrancame la vida, Eliza's 

own personal and private experiences as a woman dressed as 

a man in California become the context which frames or 

encircles all the other facts about the exterior masculine 

public world, that of the panoramic vision of the gold rush 

in California (Coddou 80) . In other words, the feminine 

discourse encircles masculine discourse. 

Hija de la fortuna also fulfills an alternative 

function in that it places at the center of discourse what 

is typically marginalized and moves masculine discourse to 

the periphery. Allende does this with the purpose of 

inscribing women's voice and presence in this historical 

context. The author documents the significant 

participation that minorities and women exercised in the 

socio-political of newly discovered territories in North 

America. 

Typical of the contemporary feminist Bildungsroman, 

the novel has an open ending; Eliza has not yet consummated 

her relationship with Tao Chi' en, and Miss Rose is on her 

way to California to look for Eliza. The novel concludes 

with Eliza visiting the room where the head of the 
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notorious criminal Joaquin Murrieta is being exhibited to 

ascertain if indeed it is her former lover, Joaquin 

Andieta. In the final page of the novel, Tao Chi'en 

inquires as to the criminal's identity but Eliza simply 

responds: "Ya estoy libre" (429). It is unimportant if 

indeed Murieta is Andieta because she is no longer 

emotionally connected to him. What is important is the 

protagonist's present emotional and physical state that is 

one of confidence and self-autonomy. This statement 

expresses her newfound freedom and her assurance that she 

will live her life according to her rules and not 

societies. She is now free from her past and ready to move 

forward towards her future. 

Eliza's journey begins with her search for Joaquin, 

but ends with her discovery of self. She decides to remain 

with Tao Chi'en and help him rescue enslaved Chinese 

prostitutes. This choice is made only after she reaches a 

position of empowerment, after she has acquired agency and 

autonomy. She has constructed an identity for herself and 

at the end of the novel begins this new phase of her life 

with Tao Chi'en. 

Allende offers her readers the chance to continue to 

follow the lives of many of her characters of this novel in 
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her subsequent novel, Retrato en sepia (2000). We find out 

that Eliza and Tao marry and live together for more than 

three decades in Chinatown. Eliza owns a tea room near 

Union Square while Tao devotes himself to his medical 

practice and to rescuing the Chinese prostitutes. They 

have two children and continue to love each other 

unconditionally "as they struggle in a racist society that 

obliges them to sit separately in the theater and walk 

apart in the street" (Gould Levine 159). Throughout her 

marriage, Eliza never loses her independent spirit and 

after the death of her husband, she rediscovers her passion 

for travel and for adventure as she journeys all over the 

world. She is later instrumental in helping her 

granddaughter, Aurora, the protagonist of this,novel, with 

questions about her past and her identity. 

Eliza's journey to California allows her to discover 

new possibilities for her gender. Through her 

explorations, experiences, and adventures she transcends 

the traditional limitations of her assigned gender and 

creates alternative choices for the female subject. At the 

same time she demythifies traditional gender 

representations of women. In the final chapter, Eliza 

openly defies restrictions of race, class, and gender by 
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appearing in the public world as a white woman with a 

Chinese man in the nineteenth century in California. She 

is no longer defined and controlled by fear, that 

characteristic that she had in the past attributed to women 

as "inherent," as part of their female essence. She boldly 

decides on her own terms how - she will construct and create 

her own future. 

Eliza's crossing and transgressing gender and race 

borders and her development into a self-actualized female 

attests to Allende' s effort to create a contestatory female 

voice which proj ects a newly raised female consciousness 

within the patriarchal establishment. This creation of a 

counter discourse demands presence at the same time that it 

subverts the male authorial voice. The narrative stresses 

how the transgression of either gender, racial, 

geographical, social and sexual boundaries became a 

frequent practice of the times and possibly the only choice 

to exercise mobility and agency. 

The protagonist of Hija de la fortuna inaugurates new 

female spaces where economic, religious, and sexual power 

relations present new unaccustomed forms of interaction 

(Riquelme 12). Eliza transgresses social conduct codes by 

abandoning the secure private world of the home and 
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entering the unsafe, dangerous public world. Eliza 

constructs her identity at the same time that she realizes 

her own dreams and takes on her own projects, making her 

own decisions and building her own future. Eliza's conduct 

subverts nineteenth century female expectations of social 

conduct by breaking away from the status quo. The 

protagonist embodies the notions of contemporary feminism 

in a historical past represented in fiction. As is common 

in Allende's fiction, the author presents women's lives as 

open-ended and able to become free from repressive norms 

and patriarchal constraints. Allende creates a female 

subject that is no longer measured by matrimony or 

motherhood, but by her strength in creating her own place 

of resistance where she can nurture her own needs and 

evolve according to her own rules. 



ENDNOTES 

' Later in the novel we will see how writing becomes a tool 
of self-analysis and self-discovery for Eliza. 

^ Robert F. Heizer and Alan F. Almquist's book The Other 
Californians: Prejudice and Discrimination Under Spain, 
Mexico, and the United States to 1920 (Berkeley: U of 
California P, 1971) looks at the severe discrimination 
suffered by minorities during the gold rush. As white 
Americans increased in number and the amount of gold began 
to diminish, resentment towards all "colored" people 
(Mexicans, Chileans, Chinese, Blacks, and Indians) was 
increasingly expressed. In hopes of ridding themselves of 
foreigners in the mines, in 1850 the California legislature 
established a license tax of twenty dollars a month for all 
foreigners working in the gold mines. The legislature 
could also prohibit foreigners from working in the mines 
except on payment of an established fee for that 
privilege(121). Spanish-speaking people, including 
citizens of the United States were lumped together under 
the term "greasers" and were heavily discriminated. The 
Chinese were also excluded from legal protection and were 
robbed, beaten, killed, and forced out of many towns (154). 
Other studies that discuss the deep-seated racial prejudice 
inflicted on minorities during these times are: Daniels, 
Roger and Spencer C. Colin, Jr. Racism in California: A 
Reader in the History of Oppression. New York: Macmillan 
Company, 1972 and DeWitt, Howard A. The Fragmented Dream: 
Multicultural California. Iowa: Kendall/Hunt Publishing 
Company, 1996. 
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CHAPTER POOR: THE DISCOVERY OF THE CHICANA SUBJECT THROUGl 
WRITING IM LUCHA CORPI'S mLIA'S SONG 

In the decade of the late sixties and seventies, 

Chicano literature written by male authors began to 

flourish. For example, ...Y no se lo trago la tierra (1971) 

by Tomas Rivera, The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo 

(1972) by Oscar Zeta Acosta, and Estampas del valle (1973) 

by Rolando Hinojosa. These novels established a creative 

representation of the Chicano experience. This 

representation was expressed in terms of a political and 

social identity; the seizing of the indigenous and Mexican 

heritage that set them apart from Anglos; and a sense of 

exploitation, marginalization, and of being "Other" because 

of this heritage. It was necessary to establish a 

collective identity that defined the Chicano in these 

social, political, and ideological terms in order to 

establish a unified front in resistance to Anglo-American 

culture (Rebolledo 95) . ...Y no se lo trago la tierra 

documents the lives and peregrinations of the Mexican-

American migrant worker of the forties and fifties through 

a child's vision. Through the act of remembering, this 

child is able to construct an identity for himself and 

reconstruct a collective history for his Mexican-American 



137 

community. In The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo the 

protagonist struggles to come to terms with his identity 

that is neither Mexican nor American. He realizes that he 

is a man of color in a white supremacist society. It is 

not until he finds his "''mestizo" roots that he is able to 

reach a greater sense of self and ethnic pride. Estampas 

del valle is a historical novel in that it portrays how the 

Texas Mexican community struggles, lives, and survives a 

segregated and racist society. This novel is less a 

history of individual subjects than a history of the 

collective social life of the Mexican American community. 

These and other novels focus on the growing 

consciousness and coming of age of the male hero. They 

relate the protagonist's particular identity and adjustment 

problems due to his ethnicity and class in relation to the 

dominant society. What these novels do not address is the 

particular identity and adjustment problems Chicanas must 

face living as a double minority in the United States. By 

this I mean that they are a minority because of their 

ethnicity and because of their gender. Chicanas often 

contend with prejudice and sexism not only from the 

dominant Anglo culture but also from their own Chicano 

culture. Thus they must struggle on these levels to attain 
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maturity and self-realization while being devalued both for 

being women and for their ethnicity (Hoover Braendlin 76). 

Hoover Braendlin states that the Bildungsroman 

stresses repressive environmental factors, the process of 

disillusionment necessary for personality change and 

maturity, and the possibilities for transformation offered 

by individual choice (77). Because a central theme in much 

of Chicana fiction is the search for a self-actualized 

female identity, the expression of female-awakening and 

consciousness-raising, the Bildungsroman functions as an 

attractive genre for Chicana authors. Annie Eysturoy 

states in her recent book on the Chicana novel that the 

majority of Chicana novels published in the last two 

decades (1980-2000) center on the particular challenges the 

Bildungs process presents to the individual Chicana in her 

struggle for an identity not circumscribed by the 

patriarchy (11) . 

As I stated earlier, Chicano authors have tended to 

focus solely on the influence that ethnicity and class have 

on the Chicano developmental process and express it solely 

from a male perspective, ignoring the unique Chicana 

experience. Feminist Anglo-American women writers have 

tended to focus solely upon patriarchal oppression of women 
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and questions of gender and sexuality, neglecting the 

factors that ethnicity and class have on the development of 

minority women (Yarbro-Bejarano 733). 

The problem for Chicana writers in the last three 

decades has been how to represent a discourse that had 

effectively been silenced. When Chicana writers began to 

try to define their identities from their own perspectives 

on the social and political situation, it was challenging 

to define themselves both as women and as members of an 

ethnic group (Rebolledo 96-97), Whereas male writers 

ignore women's issues altogether and feminist Anglo-

American writers ignore ethnic women's experiences, some 

Chicana authors choose the Bildungsroman genre in order to 

give voice to their unique experiences in the process of 

self-development and self-realization. Eysturoy states 

that: 

By placing the Chicana self at the center of their 
literary discourse and by tracing the development 
of complex and multidimensional Chicana characters, 
these writers explore who she is and how she came 
to be that way. (26) 

According to Yarbro-Bejarano, in writing about 

themselves and other Chicanas, several Chicana novelists 

challenge the "dominant male concepts of cultural ownership 

and literary authority" (733). The Chicana novelists who 
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use the Bildungsroman reject the dominant culture's 

definition of what a Chicana is and refuse the 

objectification imposed by gender roles and racial and 

economic exploitation (734). As Adrienne Rich expresses it 

when referring to all women writers, "in breaking those 

silences, naming ourselves, uncovering the hidden, making 

ourselves present, we begin to define a reality which 

resonates to us, which affirms our being" (245). 

As I mentioned in the first chapter, Annie Eysturoy 

states that the journey towards self-definition is in some 

cases portrayed as connected to the process of creation; 

therefore, the act of writing or creating is directly tied 

to the discovery of the self (4) . This characteristic 

qualifies some Chicana Bildungsromane as Kunstlerromane. 

The latter is a form of the Bildungsroman "that portrays 

the development of an individual who becomes an artist of 

some kind"(Eysturoy 4), such as a writer. These two 

literary classifications are often combined in that the 

Bildungsroman generally contains some degree of 

autobiography. In some of the novels of development, the 

artistic inclinations of the protagonist are a reflection 

of the authors' sensitivity and of the autobiographical 

tendency of the genre (4-5). 
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What Chicana authors accomplish by writing is to place 

Chicana subjectivity in the center of literary 

representation. Among these writers and their works are 

Sandra Cisneros, The House on Mango Street (1985), Helena 

Maria Viramontes, Under the Feet of Jesus (1995) , and Ana 

Castillo The Mixquiahuala Letters (1986) , to just name a 

few. These novels are all examples of the Chicana 

Bildungsroman in which each protagonist discovers 

individual as well as ethnic self-definition. 

One Chicana novel that combines the Bildungsroman with 

the Kunstlerromane, and that I will discuss in this chapter 

is Delia 's Song (19S9) by Lucha Corpi. This novel 

chronicles the life of Delia, a Chicana, from her first 

year as an undergraduate at U.C. Berkeley in 1968 to the 

completion of her doctorate in literature. It traces her 

development from a naive, passive and scared girl to a 

confident, self-assured woman who through the years finds 

her identity not only as a member of her ethnic community, 

but more importantly as a woman. 

In this novel, Delia begins to write a novel, 

autobiographical in nature, which in turn aids her in her 

journey towards self-definition. In Allende's novel, part 

of Eliza's journey is physical, for Delia it is a journey 
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through writing. Through the creative process, the 

protagonist is able to exorcise the demons that are 

impeding her from developing an autonomous and self-

realized identity. She learns to accept all the multiple 

facets of her self and embrace them. In other words, 

writing is the catalyst for reaching a heightened sense of 

self-awareness. 

The protagonist reflects upon the process of her 

development and describes it from her own unique 

perspective. It is important that the interaction between 

the female self and socio-cultural values and gender role 

expectations is presented and interpreted by the complex 

subject, that is the female Bildungsheld or protagonist. 

The writer/protagonist becomes the conscious subject of her 

own coming of age story, and through the act of narrating, 

actively participates in the process of her own self-

definition. According to Eysturoy, when the protagonist 

takes on narrative authority, "she gains authority over her 

own life and her own story; an act which in and of itself 

subverts patriarchal confinement of the female self" (86). 

In this study I will analyze the work and how it 

portrays the Chicana Bildungs process, while at the same 

time how this work contributes to the very transformation 
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of the Bildungsroman genre in Chicana fiction. My study 

focuses on how Lucha Corpi explores the simultaneous 

experience of gender, ethnicity, and class and its effect 

on Delia's developmental process, and how the concept of 

discovery of self is connected with the process of 

creation. 

Delia's Song captures the complex relationship between 

self and Chicano culture. It also shows how the 

protagonist chooses to appropriate those positive aspects 

of her culture that allow her a more encompassing and 

multi-faceted identity. Delia finds her literary voice 

through her own cultural experience and that of other 

Chicanos/as. She seeks self-empowerment through writing. 

This process of creation is essential to her discovery of 

self and in establishing ties with her community, which 

plays an important role in the construction of her 

identity. 

In this chapter I explore Delia's process leading to 

self-definition and creative assertion. Throughout her 

development, Delia becomes increasingly self-aware and is 

able to assert and arrive at a self-circumscribed identity. 

The Chicana protagonist becomes a conscious subject as 

opposed to a passive object who, through the act of 
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questioning and interpreting her socio-cultural context, 

gains a new understanding of herself and her place in the 

world as a Chicana. 

An important aspect, crucial to the process of her on 

going discovery of self, is Delia's conscious exploration 

of the contradictions between how she perceives herself and 

how society defines women. Both Mexican and Chicano 

society, in general, perceive women as docile, passive, 

submissive objects of desire, whose primary purpose in life 

is to marry, become supportive wives and have children. 

The cultural expectation for women is the ideological model 

of being good: selfless, nourishing, respectful, and 

passive (Rebolledo 204). As Maria Elena de Valdes states: 

The Mexican social order has given women the role of 
custodians of spiritual values. Consequently, from 
birth, they have been tutored in the unquestioned 
truth that their primary function in life is 
motherhood... (47) 

These are some of the contradictions that the Chicana 

protagonist confronts and interprets from her own 

experiences and perspective. Because Delia narrates her 

own story, this reinforces her as an active agent in the 

formation of her own cultural and gender identity. 

Delia's Song serves a didactic socio-political 

function because it educates the reader on the Chicano/a 
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movement and bears witness to changing events in Chicano/a 

and American history of the sixties.^ The insertion of 

political events is a characteristic that sets the novel 

apart from the traditional Bildungsroman, which usually 

examines solely the personal conflicts of the protagonist. 

Lucha Corpi dedicates this book: 

to all the Chicano students who participated 
in the Third World Strike, at the University 
of California at Berkeley, with my deepest 
gratitude. Without their courage and determination 
my son, Arturo, most likely would not now be a 
senior and a Regents' Scholar at U.C. Berkeley(3). 

This novel not only documents the strike and struggle 

that took place but also the positive changes that it was 

able to bring about both for Chicanos and Chicanas 

(Rebolledo 121). The birth of the Chicano movement (1968) 

parallels or echoes the birth of Delia's own Chicana 

consciousness. 

In opposition to the traditional linear, chronological 

convention of the male Bildungsroman genre, Delia's Song 

fluctuates between past and present and between an 

omniscient third person narrator and a first person stream 

of consciousness narration that incorporates dreams, 

memories, poetry, and the protagonist's narrative. The 

author's adoption of this narrative strategy, underscores 
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the fragmented, nonlinear nature of the female Bildungs 

process. In the portrayal of the Chicana Bildungs process, 

Delia's Song subverts, the traditional, prototypical female 

limitations of the traditional female Bildungsroman. That 

is to say that the protagonist defies the limitations 

imposed upon women and succeeds at self-definition and 

actualization. Delia transgresses her culturally imposed 

identity and creates her own multiple and contradictory 

identities that reflect her bicultural subj ect positioning. 

Delia's life can be divided into four phases: what we 

know about her childhood experiences, her undergraduate 

years, her graduate years and the year that transpires 

after she receives her doctorate, The novel begins with a 

dream about the tumultuous events surrounding the Third 

World Strike at the University of California at Berkeley. 

However, the time frame fluctuates between those events, 

which occurred when Delia was a freshman in 1968 and the 

present, 1977, when she has finished her doctorate but 

still has not developed a heightened awareness of self. 

Since it is the development and the construction of an 

autonomous female subject that is of primary importance in 

this study, it is essential to comment on Delia's 

childhood, which the reader learns about through 
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flashbacks, dreams and stream of consciousness. Delia's 

development is affected by two crucial events: both 

brothers die, one of a drug overdose and the other as a 

soldier in the Vietnam War. Consequently, her family life 

is filled with pain, guilt, anger, and most of all, 

silence. 

An important ingredient in contemporary Chicana novels 

of self-development is the protagonist's realization of 

being silenced or being marginalized because of her 

ethnicity or gender (Rebolledo 108) . Delia grows up in an 

environment in which she is invisible to her mother because 

she is a girl. Her mother pays more attention to the dead 

sons than the living daughter. For example, at Christmas, 

Delia has dinner between two empty chairs put out for her 

dead brothers. She listens to her mother crying and wants 

to scream and tell her: "Look at me. Mother. I am not 

Sebastian or Ricardo, but I'm ALIVE!" (33); nevertheless 

she remains silent. Delia experiences the feeling of 

complete abandonment by her mother, She feels unloved and 

wonders if she is ignored because of her sex. In the 

subsequent passage Delia expresses her mixed feelings of 

anger, frustration, guilt and hurt towards her mother: 

Why don't you lov& me Mother What must I do What 
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can I do I wished I had died instead of them I 
live I live I love you Mother It isn't enough 
It'll never he enough for you Fill the emptiness 
Why did you abandon me What did I ever do to you 
I was a girl Was that it I wasn't a boy 
We never talk We don't even fight Silence between 
us Dark web you've crocheted to hold me there 
Speechless Why can't you love me Mother Why I'm 
not much but I'm all you've got (33) 

This passage allows insight into the pain that Delia 

feels. Also, this example of preferential treatment given 

to the dead sons underscores the gender inequality in 

Chicano culture internalized and propagated even by women. 

Delia recognizes the stigma of social limitations of her 

sex. She replicates this feeling of inferiority, which is 

given added weight because it is her mother that propagates 

this gender inequality. Delia must overcome these 

internalized feelings in order to not feel erased. The 

first step to empowerment is to become aware of the sexism 

in Mexican and Chicano culture and resist and condemn it. 

As I stated in Chapter One, educators serving as 

mediators or interpreters of life are typical of the 

Bildungsroman. These mentors are essential to the 

protagonist's development (Labovitz 3) . Upon arriving at 

Berkeley on a scholarship as a naive, apolitical young 

woman, one of the first people Delia meets is her history 

professor, Mattie Johnson, who becomes her mentor for the 
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next twelve years. This relationship is instrumental in 

Delia's maturation process as well as for acquiring agency 

and self-empowerment. Mattie recognizes Delia's need to 

become more vocal and assertive. She challenges the 

protagonist by asking her thought provoking questions and 

expanding her mind on social issues, ones especially 

relevant to Delia such as Chicano concerns. 

This relationship gradually grows from that of 

teacher/student to one of good friends. By the end of the 

novel, Delia has reached a heightened self-awareness and 

become a peer to Mattie. A moment towards the end of the 

novel that highlights her growing self-knowledge is when 

Mattie, having traveled with the guerrillas in Central 

America, tells Delia that unlike Central-Americans, U.S. 

Americans do not know what it is to have a civil war. 

Delia explains that maybe Anglo-Americans do not understand 

but "we Chicanos know all about it" (158) Mattie is amazed 

by Delia's politicized consciousness and comments on the 

transformation: "The student has become the teacher" 

(158) . 

Raised by traditional, working class parents, Delia 

has learned to respect authority and not question it. In 

Chicano culture women have been taught to be silent and 
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docile (de Valdes 171). Though conscious of her passivity, 

Delia finds it difficult to unlearn what has been dictated 

to her as proper female behavior. When Delia's professor, 

Mattie asks her opinion in class, Delia is fearful of 

reprisal. "She couldn' t risk a bad grade, so she kept 

quiet and listened to Mattie" (16). Delia's silence 

represents a muted self that is unable to achieve self-

definition due to the internalization of the feelings of 

self-doubt and inferiority that her female conditioning has 

produced. 

In one instance, when Delia does speak her mind with 

regards to the lack of choices Chicanos have in society, 

she feels "exhilarated" (18). This gives Delia perhaps a 

glimpse of her possibilities for growth; that it may be 

possible for her to seize subjectivity. According to 

Rebolledo, the Chicana woman suffers from a repressed self, 

from a lack of freedom to express herself openly (74) . 

Delia begins to be aware that she has been taught to 

silence her opinions and therefore feels more comfortable 

"when she could just observe and j udge things without 

having to become involved in them, but also disliked 

herself for her lack of assurance" (18) . It seems clear 

that Delia is resentful of the fact that she has allowed 
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herself to be silenced and that she does wish to acquire 

agency. 

Because one of the main strategies for achieving 

consciousness - or seizing subjectivity - is through 

knowledge (Rebolledo 107), Delia's journey towards self-

discovery begins with the exploration of her Chicana 

cultural, social and historical identity. Delia's interest 

in Chicano issues is first peaked by her mentor, Mattie, 

who assigns her a research paper about the socio-economic 

status of this ethnic minority group in the United States. 

This assignment forces her to search for information about 

Chicanos and educate herself. This task proves to be 

indispensable because it provides Delia with information 

that aids her with her personal development as well as her 

collective and communal development. 

This task also immerses her into the civil rights 

movement on campus because while researching her topic she 

is referred to a graduate student that has compiled a more 

extensive bibliography on Chicanos and he in turn 

introduces her to other students that are politically 

involved. She becomes a member of El Movimiento 

Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlan (MECHA), and becomes 

politicized." It is in this social milieu that she chooses 
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to identify herself as a Chicana. Rebolledo discusses the 

importance of naming oneself for the construction of 

identity because to name something is to acquire power 

(103) . By naming herself a Chicana and taking pride in 

this name, Delia begins to move away from a position of 

object and towards a position of subject. 

As a member of this active political group, she 

realizes the invisibility of the Chicano to the largely 

Anglo student community. When remembering those years at 

Berkeley, Delia articulates: "I was there We were there 

but no one knew us... Shapeless entities That's what we 

were to them No history No destiny..." (9) . This statement 

indicates the emerging consciousness of the protagonist, 

the fact that her journey from naivete to knowledge has 

begun. This emerging awareness of how she and other 

Chicanos are perceived is important to Delia's process of 

self-definition because it awakens her to the lack of 

presence and power that they have in hegemonic society. 

Delia is aware that the Chicano has lacked a 

documented history and consequently an identity. For 

example, when doing library research on the socio-economic 

status of the Chicano in the United States, she is 

surprised to find only one book and a journal article that 
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deals with the history or sociology of the Chicano, neither 

one written by a Chicano author. Delia realizes the need 

for the Chicano/a to find his/her roots and history 

collectively as a unified people, 

The relationship with this Chicano/a socio-cultural 

environment at the University of California at Berkeley is 

very important to the Chicana Bildungsheld, because it is 

within this Chicano/a university community that Delia finds 

support and protection from an alienating and, at times, 

oppressive Anglo world. For example, when she says, "no 

one knew us,"(9) she is referring to the university 

administration and the predominantly Anglo student body. 

Without her network of Chicano/a student friends, she would 

not have become as politically and socially aware of her 

situation as a member of a marginalized group. Even though 

she is unable to feel a part of the mainstream student 

body, (in fact she never mentions having contact with non-

Chicanos students) , she does feel a part of the Chicano/a 

student body. It is in part to this Chicano/a socio-

cultural environment that she gains an understanding of her 

personal and cultural identity. 

As a new member of MECHA, Delia is excited to begin 

her new life. She is full of optimism for the future and 
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is "ready to begin the journey that would take her to that 

place where there were no dreams, because reality was 

better than any dream her imagination could design"(24). 

This journey, as we will see, is full of disappointments 

and hardships that Delia will overcome in the end, though 

not without pain and struggle. 

According to Tey Diana Rebolledo, Chicano/a literature 

is a border literature that is enriched by various literary 

traditions such as the testimonial tradition so prevalent 

in Latin America. Because Chicana writers function within 

cultures that have silenced and erased them, this notion of 

testifying and remembering in order to achieve presence is 

seen throughout their writing (119). Delia is appointed 

the historian for MECHA, serving as "testiga" to the social 

and political happenings around her. This position as 

historian contributes to her development because in 

chronicling the events that lead up to the Third World 

Strike she not only educates herself on the present 

tumultuous affairs at her university but this job also 

introduces her to the act of writing, which will gradually 

serve as an indispensable tool to her process of self-

definition and actualization. This first introduction to 
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writing is of a factual though not completely objective 

nature. 

Rallies, riots, the arrival of the National Guard 
for the first time on campus, the chancellor's 
refusal to meet with any of them, the support for 
the strike vote by the American Federation of Teachers 
and the American Federation of State, County and 
Municipal Employees, the Regent's vote for immediate 
suspension of all students who violated rules, the 
150 people arrested, 38 students placed on interim 
suspension, 18 of them falling under the Regent's 
ruling. With a steady hand, Delia entered all events 
and dates in the chronology during the weeks to 
follow... (50) 

Delia's testimonial writing is important because it helps 

her to understand the historical and political forces that 

shaped her and her participation in the larger socio-

cultural scheme. It also inscribes these events into 

written discourse and serves as a sort of Chicano history 

text for readers, framed as a novel. 

Eventually Delia begins alternating her writing 

between the chronicle, which represents the historical and 

cultural domain of her Bildungs, and the journal, which 

represents the personal, intimate, female experiential 

domain of her Bildungs. The act of writing in her personal 

journal is therapeutic, It relieves Delia's feelings of 

anguish and uncertainty, making her loneliness more 

bearable. 
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As I mentioned previously the act of naming oneself is 

a step towards creating an identity for oneself. According 

to Rebolledo, "the naming of ourselves, the acceptance of 

that name, and the pride we feel in it should lead us from 

a position of fragility to a crossroads of survival and 

strength" (107). Delia, as historian, comes to the 

realization that she is a Chicana, and thus a colonized 

ethnic subject, by reading and writing about the political 

events pertaining to the Chicano movement. She comes to 

identify and name herself a Chicana: "Then I knew I was a 

Chicana" (26) . By stating that she is a Chicana, Delia is 

identifying herself as a member of the Chicano student 

movement. She is conscious that she is a member of a 

subjugated and subordinated group excluded from mainstream 

discourse and marginalized by Anglo-American society. 

Delia now has a political and social consciousness, This 

is a very important period in the protagonist's self-

formation because she consciously chooses to name herself a 

Chicana and this naming gives her power (Rebolledo 103) . 

It is important to note that up to this point Delia is 

exploring and forming her identity as a member of an ethnic 

minority group but not yet as an individual. 
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A characteristic of the Bildungsroman is the 

conflictive interaction of the individual with society. As 

Marianne Hirsh states: "the novel of formation's concern 

is both biographical and social. Society is the novel's 

antagonist and is viewed as a school of life, a locus of 

experience" (297) . It is through this conflictive 

relationship with society that Delia moves towards greater 

self-definition and empowerment. During the most 

revolutionary moments of the Third World Strike, Delia 

encounters many obstacles. Along with all the 

responsibilities Delia has as a student, such as attending 

classes, studying and writing papers, she is also heavily 

involved in strikes and protests where she is attacked with 

tear gas. She runs the risk of being badly injured, of 

being arrested, or of being expelled from school. This 

period in her life is very important because it forms Delia 

into a brave, stronger individual who remains loyal to the 

movement. 

During one of the campus riots, Delia is hit on the 

leg by one of the tear gas canisters. She is in extreme 

pain but is determined not to cry. She says: "I'll be 

beaten and I' 11 get up again, and again, and again" (50) . 

Her anger towards the school administration, towards law 
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enforcement, towards everything that symbolizes dominant 

Anglo society, is apparent when she shouts: "I'm here to 

stay. Do you hear me? I'M HERE TO STAY!" (50) . Delia 

feels an urgency to be heard, to become visible. It 

becomes clear that her ability to acquire a voice is 

intimately connected to her acquiring consciousness. The 

more Delia expresses herself, the more adept she becomes at 

self-realization. 

Because the journey towards self-definition and the 

seizing of subjectivity is rarely linear, Delia suffers 

from certain setbacks. After the strike, she loses her 

scholarship due to her involvement in the Third World 

Strike and has to rely on herself for economic survival. 

Delia is of the few Chicano activists that remain at 

Berkeley because some transfer to other schools because 

they are considered troublemakers by the school 

administration, while others cannot complete their school 

assignments and drop out. For Delia, losing these friends 

was like losing her brothers. They had "joined the list of 

casualties"(59) . With these college friends she had felt a 

part of a community for the first time. One night, four 

years later, she has a dream where she wakes up repeating, 

"the dream is dead"(60). She has lost hope that there will 
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be a Third World College. This dream is a loss greater 

than any other in her life. 

The belief that there will never be a Third World 

College is traumatic for Delia. She had put so much time, 

energy, and hope into this cause that the idea of it never 

realizing plummets her into a depression. She disassociates 

herself from political Chicano/a activism on campus and 

from anyone connected to those years of activism. The 

progress she had made towards greater self-actualization 

and definition is, for a time, at a standstill. She begins 

having frequent nightmares and becomes an insomniac. 

Mattie, her mentor, suggests she write the dreams down in 

her journal in order to decipher their meaning. 

In keeping with the Bildungsroman genre, where the 

protagonist has one destructive relationship and one 

redeeming one (Fraiman 7), Delia first gets involved in an 

abusive relationship with Fernando Dieguez. He is 

controlling, manipulative and possessive. She is conscious 

that she is in a self-destructive relationship but 

continues to date him. She knows she does not love him and 

yet cannot end the relationship. She asks herself why she 

takes his abuse. 

her own behavior worried her. It was like watching 
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herself from a distance walk of her own accord into 
a stormy sea, and once in it not know how to begin 
to save herself or even whether she wanted to 
survive. (64) 

The protagonist feels that she has no control over her 

actions. She sees herself and is conscious of her actions 

but believes she is not equipped with the proper tools to 

change her situation. She experiences self-alienation and 

fragmentation. It is evident that Delia has not yet 

acquired agency and self-realization because she allows 

herself to be a victim. 

There comes a moment when the emotional and verbal 

abuse turns to physical abuse. It is not until Diego 

strikes Delia that she reacts. Delia feels as if "all the 

sadness and pain she had suffered through the years had 

turned into an uncontrollable rage"(64). She defends 

herself by swinging an unabridged Spanish dictionary at her 

victimizer, striking him in the head. For the first time, 

Delia acts without suppressing her emotions. "Hit me 

again, son of a bitch, and I' 11 kill you" (64) . It is 

evident that Delia does possess the proper tools to assert 

herself, but guilt, fear and silence had not allowed it. 

After this incident, Delia experiences myriad 

emotions. For example, she feels fear and guilt because 
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she knows she would have hit him again if he had tried to 

retaliate. Her own capacity for violence and rage 

surprises and frightens her. However, mixed with the fear 

and guilt, she feels a strong satisfaction at striking 

back. This event is a definitive moment for the 

protagonist. The satisfaction she feels is due to her 

appropriation of power. Fernando never bothers her again. 

Corpi chooses the Spanish dictionary, a tool of language 

and expression, to be her protagonist's self-defense 

weapon. Mattie acknowledges the relationship between 

language and power by stating: "And the word shall make you 

free" {64) . Striking back at an abusive male marks a 

turning point for Delia and a step in the direction towards 

self-empowerment. 

As I stated earlier in this chapter, the journey 

towards self-definition is at times connected to the 

process of artistic creation (Eysturoy 4). This is 

certainly true for Delia. The most important factor in her 

j ourney towards self-actualization is her writing. One 

night the protagonist confides in her mentor, Mattie, her 

feelings of failure at not accomplishing all that she had 

set out to do. Mattie tells Delia that she is a writer and 

that she must tell the story of the Chicano/a students' 
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participation in the Third World Strike in 1968 at the 

University of California at Berkeley. The mentor, once 

again, plays an essential role in Delia's Bildvngs process. 

After pondering Mattie's idea, Delia 

was surprised to find herself so at ease with the 
idea of writing. Maybe she was grasping at straws, 
hoping to find a way to get herself out of spiritual 
deprivation, but a voice inside kept assuring her 
that writing would help her restore proper order to 
a world that had collapsed around her. It had before, 
long ago, when she sat down every day to write in her 
journal. (78) 

Delia had previously engaged in many types of writing. 

As mentioned in the above quote, Delia used to write in her 

journal daily about her personal female experiences. This 

type of private intimate writing had helped her to restore 

"proper order" (78) to her life. As I mentioned earlier, 

Delia also became MECHA's historian, chronicling the 

historic events that were occurring in the late sixties at 

the university. This type of writing allowed her to 

construct her political/ethnic identity. However, the 

writing of her dissertation did not serve as a catalyst to 

any form of self-discovery. Perhaps this is due to the 

fact that the dissertation topic was not self-fulfilling. 

Thus the type of writing that is instrumental to Delia's 

self-discovery is that writing that pertains to her ethnic 
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female experience, that writing that is personal, intimate, 

and free and that pertains to her development. 

Delia's decision to write her story and those of her 

"hermanos" and ^^hermanas" serves as her greatest catalyst 

for understanding and accepting herself as well as seizing 

subjectivity. Rebolledo believes: 

writing, after all, is naming, mapping, and leading, 
as well as creating. It forms an explanation of the 
meaning of existence; it can order chaos, introduce 
reason into ambiguity, re-create loss, call up the 
past, and create new models and traditions. In sum, 
it orders existence and creates new worlds. It can 
denounce injustice and prejudice and may function as 
a focus for a shared experience. (117) 

As Delia begins to write her story, Delia's Song, as she 

calls it, she begins to have a greater understanding of who 

she is and becomes more adept at self-discovery and 

definition. 

In order to start a new life and begin writing, Delia 

decides to move to her aunt Marta's house in Monterrey 

where she spent most of her summers as a child. This home 

is the one place she feels safe and secure. 

For seven summers Delia had lived in a bountiful 
place where music, legend and family history were 
consumed every day like food to keep alive and 
healthy. It was there she began to understand 
what people meant later by the "living language" 
and the "dynamics of culture". (93) 
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For Delia, this home is the center of cultural continuity, 

a safe haven where ethnic pride and family solidarity are 

perpetuated. She does not feel the same about her parents' 

home because there is too much pain and alienation between 

her mother and herself because of the death of her 

brothers. At her aunt Marta's, the protagonist senses she 

has roots and an identity. She feels part of a larger 

family and community. 

Marta is also a mentor to Delia and fills the role of 

her absent mother. Her aunt is the preserver of the 

culture, the memories, the rituals, the stories, 

superstitions, language and the images of Mexican heritage. 

She passes on to Delia their family history; 

Sad and happy memories, but I wanted never to forget 
any of them. And here they all are: our family, 
always with me, and now with you, Delia. As I have 
told you their story, so must you tell it to your 
children and their children. (86) 

This passing on of family history is being passed down to 

the next generation from aunt to niece. Rebolledo states 

that many Chicana writers are "first-generation" writers 

who are telling the stories of their mothers and 

grandmothers, thus preserving this oral tradition (14). 

Delia will now document in her novel her aunt's stories. 

The transcribing of stories helps to preserve the memories 
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and history alive as well as bare witness to the existence 

of people, places and events. 

Delia's first attempts to write her story were 

difficult, but she continued to sit at her desk every day 

until the first words formed: 

On the day I left Berkeley, almost ten years after 
my arrival on campus, I remembered the evening my 
father brought me a box of dark, bitter chocolate 
truffles and we sat beside the coffee table in the 
living room, looking at them at first, then snipping 
off their little crowns, biting into them and 
letting the sweet nectar of rum and cherries flow 
down our throats. It was a happy day, one of so 
few I had at home. (107) 

The narrating "I" is the most powerful expression for a 

woman because it is she who defines and creates herself, 

subsequently resisting an imposed cultural definition of 

herself. According to Joanne Frye, the 

narrator/protagonist's narration: 

is itself the process of ceaseless self-definition... 
self-narration calls upon a recognition that the 
self of the narrator is able to change and thus 
opens new ways of understanding female experience 
and female identity{61}. 

Delia claims that when she first set out to tell the story 

of the Third World Strike, she had no intention to write 

about herself, she did not want to bare her soul to the 

world, yet everything that flows from her pen is of an 

intimate nature. According to Rebolledo, many Chicana 
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writers felt an urgency to name themselves, their 

ancestors, and their environment. For this reason many of 

their texts are written in the first person because they 

attempt to articulate the multiple and varied identities of 

Chicanas (152). Delia discovers writing and its importance 

in her life. It is her way of taking control of her life, 

creating "chaos or order as she pleased" (108) and 

discovering her identity. 

She questions why she is only able to write about the 

past and then explains how writing alleviates these wounds: 

"No one is ever rid of the past It hurts like a piece of 

loose skin at the edge of the wound Cut off the skin 

Relief Words Tiny blades Trimming the loose skin around 

old wounds..." (108) . By remembering her past, Delia is able 

to claim it as her own, creating meaning out of the myriad 

past experiences and impressions that form part of her 

Chicana identity. Even though writing reminds Delia of 

past wounds, it also gives her the power to heal them. 

Alejandra Pizarnik wrote that the writer is the great 

artist. "The poetic act would imply exorcism, conjuring 

and moreover healing. To write a poem is to heal the 

fundamental wound, the rift" (20). This implies that there 

is a transformative and curative power in writing. For 
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Delia, writing about her past experiences indeed serves a 

therapeutic, healing purpose, and also serves as a catalyst 

to her own self-definition and self-discovery. For the 

protagonist, it is the only space where she feels safe and 

secure. 

The narrative development of Delia's text can be 

described as the elaboration of her subjectivity. The 

writing is the creation of her own space, of her own 

freedom for self-invention. As the writing progresses so 

does the creation of the subject. Delia is in the most 

direct sense of the word making herself a space of her own. 

As she writes she transforms herself from object to 

subject. 

While writing her life story, Delia tries to decipher 

meaning from her experiences. She is especially concerned 

with the significance of a reoccurring dream that haunts 

her. In this nightmare, what appears to be a man, slices 

her tongue. She wonders why she is being punished and why 

she passively allows this man to maim her. "What frightens 

me the most is that I didn't fight him. I let him maim me. 

He took away my tongue. My tongue! The very instrument of 

voice" (127) . The dream appears to represent the 

protagonist's passive acceptance at being silenced by 
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patriarchal society. Finding her "tongue" -literally her 

voice- is the key to her empowerment and liberation to 

redefine her existence. Delia must conquer the linguistic 

oppressions in order to inscribe herself in a collective 

and historical process that has discounted and silenced 

her. 

Finally, Delia discovers that the person slicing her 

tongue is herself. "The code of silence Silence Silence 

I sliced my own tongue Dios What have I done to myself?" 

(145). She is both victim and victimizer, by 

simultaneously punishing and silencing herself. Delia has 

allowed her own patriarchal culture as well as the Anglo 

culture to make her invisible. This dream underscores the 

fact that Delia has not only internalized society's female 

expectations of silence and passivity but she has also 

propagated them by silencing herself with self-mutilation, 

i.e. the slicing of her own tongue. She realizes that 

silence has been "my oldest enemy, my dearest friend" 

(150) . It has been her companion and her punishment, in a 

sense, because silence has been with her, her whole life. 

Silence has maintained her passive and unable to confront 

the difficulties in her life. Consequently, in the past 


