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TO MY MOTHER, ZOILA ROSA (1900-1998),
WHOSE DOGGED STRUGGLE FOR HER CHILDREN
TAUGHT ME TO ENDURE, AS A WOMAN








Sara Castro-Klarén
Johns Hopkins University



INTRODUCTION:
FEMINISM AND WOMEN’S NARRATIVE:
THINKING COMMON LIMITS/LINKS




These three dimensions —knowledge, power and self— are irreducible, yet constantly imply one another. They are three ontologies.
Why does Foucault add that they are historical?
Because they do not set universal conditions.
 (Gilles Deleuze)1


Diversa de mí misma.
 (Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz,
Romance No. 51)





I.


The rise of Feminism and more especially the rise of feminist theory coincide in the West with the appearance of the problematization of the capacity of Western thought to continue to universalize both within and outside the limits it had set for itself with the Enlightenment. Gilles Deleuze (1986: 115) points out that “the events which lead up to 1968 were like the ‘rehearsal’” of the three questions —“What can I do, What can I know, What am I”— which lead to the reframing of the intellectual’s functions. The events of 1968 brought to light the intellectual’s new sense of operating in particular (historical) rather than universal (transcendental) spheres of Knowledge, Being and Power. Feminism and feminist theory have been grappling with the consequences of having lost the foundational grounds —woman— which had previously enabled us to think that we knew what we were, which was our truth and most especially how we could arrive at the necessary truths in order to face new struggles.


Feminism’s modern roots, uncritically posited in the United States during the 1960’s and well into the 1970’s, the integrated, unfissured subject of modernity as the subject upon which devolved a new cultural and political struggle. Women were seen as subjects whose work was not merely to resist the male domination always already inscribed in patriarchy, but rather as subjects whose agency at home and universal leadership would eventually liberate all women from the political, economic, sexual and ideological domination of patriarchal systems. To its utter surprise, when questioned by women of “color” in the United States itself, and by women whose identity had been forged in cultural matrixes which recognized their difference from the West as formative and even determinant, the universalist claims of North American academic and public feminists had to come to grips with the fact that the analytical framework of feminism “tended to reflect the viewpoints of white, middle class women in North America [and] Western Europe” (Nicholson 1990: 1). The modernist assumptions of feminist thought had in fact silenced the voices of many different groups of women. But this is not to say that fragmentation of Feminism into feminisms diminished the force emanating from the North American academy. Quite to the contrary, the encounter of forces fueled the ardent question of woman/women and the construction of the feminine/masculine within patriarchies. It has been pointed out that a




[…] large part of the problem was the consequence of the methodological legacies which feminist scholars inadvertently took over from their teachers (ibid.).





Thus feminist scholars replicated the problematic of the universalizing tendencies of the academic disciplines in which they had been formed, for it was those very disciplinary knowledges which authorized and regulated their thinking together with the publication of their findings. While the problem of this legacy is generally acknowledged, although it has not been easy to overcome, there remains a concomitant problem that bears examination. That is the linkage of feminism to disciplinary knowledges which in their very constitution occlude or des-authorize other knowledges. Some of these knowledges bear on the center/margin constitution of the North American academy in the world.


The imbeddedness of disciplinary assumptions as an aspect of the engine of power-knowledge as understood by Michel Foucault has only recently begun to draw the attention of feminist theorists2. In “Truth and Power” Foucault (1980: 131) posits that truth is not outside of power for it is not the “reward of free spirits”, nor is it the “privilege of those who have succeeded in liberating themselves. Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint”. In other words, if truth is a thing of this world, and the world is the flux and endless contestation of forces, feminism faces not only fragmentation into feminisms but also the loss of innocence.


The location of knowledge —knowledge understood as a series of “sequences which are congruent with previously established categories of knowledge” (Probyn 1990: 178)3— was not precisely understood as a multiple set of constraints which would have unexpected truth effects in the West as well as in its peripheries. Probyn (1990: 185) soberly points out that location means the hierarchical classification of knowledges, a grid which she fears leads to the marginalization of subaltern (women’s) knowledges. This is an epistemic practice only too well known to the Latin American intellectuals, both within the colonial constitution of knowledge there and the world at large. Walter Mignolo’s The Darker Side of the Renaissance (1995) deals extensively with this phenomenon in the history of the geopolitics of knowledge. Nevertheless it is only now theoretically acknowledged in Probyn’s attempt to engage Foucault’s theories on power/knowledge as a corrective to the feminist disciplinary legacy.


It would be relevant here to add that the practices of disciplinary validation of feminist scholarship in the United States practically required, during feminism’s modernist phase, that what was known about the history of the location of knowledge in colonial situations, such as Latin America, be ignored. It is important to link to this attempt to harness Foucault’s thought on truth and power for a repositioning of feminist theory to the consistent aversion to engage with and even the suppression of the knowledges developed in the United States under the regionalist, i.e. Latin America, rubric. It would seem as if the rules of discourse of these knowledges —thick empirical sedimentation, dominion over languages other than English or French, contestation of Europe’s subalternization of local knowledges— would disqualify them from being considered as learning possibilities for a feminist theory that is concerned with correcting its modernist approach by staging the subtle and very useful distinctions elaborated by Probyn in her delineation of the “local”, the “locale” and “location”4.


Taking up the postmodernist critique of the very idea of a possible unified theory of knowledge, justice and beauty, feminists such as Kirstie MacClure, Linda Nicholson, Jane Flax, Judith Butler and others have recently inspected the ground that could ultimately legitimize a struggle for the liberation of women. MacClure (1992: 342) points out that the “new political formlessness” of our postmodern condition intersects directly with or may even augment the weight of the problem of authority in political discourse. Liberal (unjust discrimination), Marxist (women’s exclusion from public production), Socialist (radical versions of Marxist alienation) and Radical (male control of women’s sexual and procreative capacities) feminisms all rest on contested foundational narratives incompatible with each other (MacClure 1992: 353). In view of the multiple critical practices of feminism MacClure finds that the question: “what, if any […] is the political specificity of feminist political theory?” remains an open question. Is the absence of a unified, single perspective feminism the herald of what is now referred to as post-feminism?


In a different gesture towards theory and authority Jane Flax (in Nicholson 1990: 6), finds in postmodernism a possible deterrent to the lingering attraction of many feminists to the Enlightenment world view with its certainty of autonomy, rationality and promise of progress. Rather than hoping to speak from an Archimedean point (Flax 1990: 48), Flax envisions a feminist theory that belongs in the terrain of postmodernism. Feminism shares with postmodernism notions of a fragmented self, suspicion of both the claims of objectivity and truth, and the belief in the constructedness of sexuality and language. Nevertheless, there are those who ask if postmodernism is not yet another male thing? And more importantly, is the adoption of postmodernism really compatible with the goals of feminism, an ideology which depends on a relatively unified notion of the social subject “woman”, together with a notion that implies a referent and which postmodernism would, if not reject, at least question? (Nicholson 1990: 7). Fraser and Nicholson (ibid.: 9) respond with the idea that postmodernism:




[…] need not demand the elimination of all big theory, much less theory per se to avoid totalization and essentialism. The key is to identify types of theorizing which are inimical to essentialism.





Opening the way for Foucault, they call for a:




[…] theorizing which is explicitly historical […] which situates its categories within historical frameworks, less easily invites the dangers of false generalizations (ibid.) […] [and] avoids simple celebration of difference or of particularity (ibid.: 10).





For other theorists the chief problem facing not just feminism but all of Western culture is how to reconstitute the self, gender, knowledge and social relations without resorting to binary oppositions as well as linear and teleological thinking (cfr. Flax 1990: 39).


Nevertheless, as Probyn points out and many of the essays here included show, if postmodernism means abandoning cross-cultural categories, what happens to gender? Would any determinate generalizations be possible? (Nicholson 1990: 8). It would seem that feminist theorizing needs a stopping point, and that place is, as Nancy Hartsock (in Nicholson 1990: 8) states, gender. In fact for Hartsock postmodernism does not offer a way out of the present subordination of women inasmuch as it cannot explain “Why are we —in all our variousness— systematically excluded and marginalized? What systemic changes would be required to create a more just society?” (Hartsock 1990: 159). In this interrogation of the limits of postmodernism to offer an explanation of domination, what plays is a slippage in the way gender is deployed first, as a category which avoids the essentializing of Enlightenment reason, which struggles against biological determinism5, and is then folded into a category which can explain the systematic and world wide subordination of women6. The explanatory expectations set on Gender are not only high but often contradictory. It would seem as if gender has come to provide a new ground, a sort of foundation even for a feminist theorizing that has grown up in the postmodernist battles. Called upon to carry out the work of many agendas, gender seems to have traveled well across cultural and gender boundaries. It has become a protean category inasmuch as its English language foundations have been forgotten. Gender seems to have survived despite Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990), while woman has remained highly problematized by virtue of the North American feminist theory association of woman with sex and with biological determinism.


In this regard it is illuminating to recall how English language theory has decried the fact that Spanish does not readily make the sex/gender distinction. Nevertheless the grammatical category “género” has been expanded to play an analytical role similar to its English cognate. Concerned about the reductionist capacity of the sex/gender binary Amy Kaminsky observes that:




[…] feminist scholarship needs to retain the notion of sexuality as a key to gender hierarchy and therefore as a site of oppression without pushing women back into the little corner in which there is nothing but sex and have nothing to say about anything but sex (Kaminsky 1993: xiii).





Kaminsky struggles to disentangle “género” from the fear and reservations that many Latin American feminists have of the sweeping and problematic force of North American feminism. She warns that if “género” were to be adopted uncritically into Spanish speaking feminism:




[…] it would carry an even stronger connotation of the arbitrary nature of gender, making the adoption all the less likely, for being counter intuitive (Kaminsky 1993: 7).





The fact is that even before Kaminsky wrote in 1993, “género” was already being used widely in the social sciences in Latin America, as Kaminsky herself notes (ibid.: 9), and has since expanded widely and uncritically into the humanities. The recent appearance of “Centros de Estudios de Género” indicate, in the market place of ideas, that universities and research institutes are up to date in Latin America.


What is often forgotten in research in women studies is that the work of Gender Trouble is not to reaffirm gender as the cultural or constructed part of the sex/gender binary. Butler’s thought points to the cultural constructedness of the male/female opposition. Gender Trouble is an arrow fired into the heart of the stability of the biology/culture opposition. Butler destabilized the integrity of the opposition by arguing that its elaboration rested on the exclusionary logic that under girths heterosexuality. Butler’s arguments did not only prey open gender from sex but it opened the what for her chief argument: that sex too is simply discursive and thus cultural and without biological basis. For Butler (1990: 7) sex is “as culturally constructed as gender”. Following her conclusion that there is no “recourse to a ‘person’, a ‘sex’, or a ‘sexuality’” (ibid.: 32), the body, she writes:




[…] [is] not a ready surface awaiting signification, but a set of boundaries, individual and social, politically signified and maintained (ibid.: 33).





In her critique of the sex/gender binary in the promise of finding a better strategy for dismantling the oppression of women, the author of Gender Trouble goes even further when she claims that:




[…] the construction of coherence, conceals the gender discontinuities that run rampant within heterosexual, bisexual, and gay and lesbian contexts in which gender does not necessarily follow from sex, and desire, or sexuality generally, does not seem to follow from gender; indeed, where none of these dimensions of significant corporeality ‘express’ or reflect one another (ibid.: 336).





Jettisoning the material (body) and social (embodiment) referent together with the dismantling of gender and sex, gender trouble produces a discontinuous series. Such discontinuity stands in stark contrast to the isomorphism between the three arts that Foucault discovered among the Greeks and which gave rise to the free (self-disciplined) subject, the city and the political7, all echoes of the desire for freedom, justice and participation in the public sphere desired by feminists almost anywhere. In contrast in her recent study on new Latina narrative, Ellen McCracken (1999: 184), on the basis of very close readings, establishes that “certain Latina writers, present gender, ethnicity, social justice and the aesthetic, as elements of a continuum”. The House on Mango Street (1984) by Sandra Cisneros constitutes the prime example of such continuum. The fiction of Cisneros stands however in contrast with Julia Alvarez’s novels and short stories where the gender, ethnicity and aesthetic continuum rests on occlusion and blind spots.


Thus released from the category and the practices of woman, gender for Butler (1990: 336)




[…] becomes a fabrication […] [for] the gendered body is performative […] it has no ontological status apart from the various acts which constitute its reality.





Not precisely re-figured, women are now repositioned and conceived as:




[…] embodied beings socially positioned as ‘women’ who, now under the name of feminism, have something quite different to say (ibid.: 324).





So it would seem that gender trouble does away with both gender and sex as identitarian categories and repositions women, as performative acts, somewhere in the social organization of discursive possibilities from which, interpellated by feminism, they “have something quite different to say”. Problematized at first and dismantled later, the word woman, persists even if it is only to signify a discursive location. The problem of the political remains.


There has emerged the general perception that gender theory has not achieved either the promise of its explanatory power nor the ability to lay the foundations for a feminist thinking which can lead to effective political action because it has been too focused on the exclusionary power of concepts and on the inadvertent deployment of gender as a reductive category over the infinite modalities of being a woman in the world8. In “Prisoners of Gender” Jane Flax (1990: 40) states that while the foundational goal of feminist studies remains committed to the analysis of gender relations, “theory by itself cannot clear all the obstacles. It needs political action”. This is precisely the point at which high theory, of which Gender Trouble is a magnificent display, reached an impasse, a limit.


For Flax feminist theory, which expects to effect understanding of the political, belongs within two larger modes of knowing: analysis of social relations and postmodernist philosophy. As a corrective to the universalized reading of Gayle Rubin’s 1975 formulation of the sex/gender system as always already oppressive, Flax (1990: 40) contends that gender relations have no fixed essence for they vary “within and overtime”. Flax does not advocate a return to the complex connections of reason, autonomy and freedom postulated by the Enlightenment by which the right use of reason resulted in the necessary obedience of laws achieved by the logic of a trans-historical reason. Fully aware of Foucault’s thought on the conflict between truth, knowledge and power and of feminists’ ambivalence towards claims of objectivity and truth, Flax nevertheless argues that feminism belongs in the realm of postmodernism because of the shared concerns and approaches to the problems of self, knowledge and truth (ibid.: 43). What is paramount to feminist thought, however, is to analyze how we think, or do not think, or avoid thinking about gender (ibid.), for thinking about gender has become a morass.


The fact is that there is no consensus in feminist thought. The long list of questions that Flax develops call for serious re-thinking. These include:




What is gender? How is it related to anatomical sexual differences? How are gender relations constituted or sustained […]? How do gender relations relate to other sorts of social relations […]? What causes gender relations to change over time? What are the relationships between gender relations, sexuality, and the sense of individual identity? What are the relationships between heterosexuality, homosexuality […]? What are the relationships between forms of male dominance and gender relations? Could […] gender relations wither away in egalitarian societies? Is there anything distinctively male or female in modes of thought and social relations? […] are these distinctions innate or socially constituted? […] what are the consequences of the feminist goal of attaining gender justice? (Flax 1990: 43-44).





For Flax part of the problem is to not have come to grips with feminists’ indebtedness to its foundations in Western knowledge and to have assumed the possibility of an Archimedean point from which to speak with a different voice (ibid.: 48). Doubtless, the greatest barrier for feminism remains the relationship between sex and gender or rather how to think of our anatomical differences, how to disentangle the opposition built between biology as presocial, prehistorical and prediscursive and the body and the seat of embodiment of difference, identity and self without falling into the reductionism to which the Gayle Rubin’s sex/gender binary has led.


Equally dissatisfied with the prison house of the sex/gender binary work, Toril Moi (1999) questions, in a genealogical account, the very philosophical necessity of the opposition and concludes that gender, by positing the body as pre-historical and pre-discursive, does in fact occlude woman and in doing so sets the stage for the series of unanswered questions listed above. The chief task that Moi sets for her What is a Woman? (1999: 119) is to clear the linguistic fog in which the sex/gender distinction has been elaborated in order to release feminism from the futile task of asking questions that have no answers. She considers that part of what went wrong with the sex/gender binary was the theoreticism of poststructural feminists. For Moi, the work of poststructural feminists achieves its highest point in the work of Judith Butler and the belief (theoreticism) “that certain theoretical positions function as guarantee of one’s radical political credentials” (ibid.: 118).


Moi thinks that the stress on identity in poststructural feminist theory in the United States contributed greatly to derail an inquiry which should have actually been focused, as in the case of Simone de Beauvoir, on freedom (ibid.: viii). In part disagreeing with Foucault, but even more keenly critical of the Foucault deployed by Butler in Gender Trouble, Moi departs from the idea that subjectivity should be viewed as a “concrete, social and psychological phenomenon” (ibid.) rather than as an effect of discursive disciplinarities. Her goal is thus to “liberate the word woman from the binary straightjacket [in which] contemporary sex and gender theory imprison it” (ibid.: ix). Through a powerful reading of Beauvoir, based on the French originals, Moi proposes to restore the concept of woman and of women’s bodies as a situation. The body is thus conceived of as not an external structure but rather as an:




[…] irreducible amalgam of the freedom (project) of the subject and the conditions in which that freedom finds itself […] [thus], the body as situation is the concrete body experienced as meaningful and socially and historically situated (ibid.: 74).





Re-thinking the body as a situation would provide feminism with an alternative to the thinking that posits the body as materiality outside history and culture. The task at hand is to rescue the word woman from the essentialist charges that the fear of biological determinations layered on it as feminists sought to escape the stereotyping by which medical and psychological knowledges of the first half of this century converted woman into a giant ovum9.


Moi’s genealogical account of the English-based sex/gender binary leads her to conclude that “no amount of rethinking of the concepts of sex and gender will produce a good theory of the body or subjectivity” (1999: 4-5). In What is a Woman? the distinction becomes “simply irrelevant” (ibid.: 5) to the task of understanding —historically— what it is to be a woman. Embodiment theory —“embodied beings socially positioned as ‘women’” (ibid.)— would seem yet another metaphysical (soul/body) reiteration. Moi’s radical questioning of poststructuralist theoreticism does not mince words nor does it stop short of the ultimate consequences of its arguments. In her attempt to bring about a feminist thinking that considers woman in a more comprehensive manner, in less exclusionary relations and disciplines, she writes that “a feminism that reduces woman to their sexual differences can only ever be the negative imagine of sexism” (ibid.: 8) for there is not a single answer to what is a woman but rather many and multiple answers10.


It is interesting to see that many of the essays included in Feminism/Postmodernism and Feminists Theorize the Political as well Moi’s What is a Woman strive for a philosophical thinking that will allow the reconsideration of woman in historical terms and that these historical terms are sought out as an antidote to what Moi calls the failures of theoreticism. But while What is a Woman argues that a careful reading of Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (Le deuxième sexe 1949) and a phenomenological approach to our understanding of woman and her situatedness in history as a free subject, could release feminism from its present sex/gender impasse, Nicholson (1990: 3) warns against the limitations of traditional historicism —all inquiry inevitably influenced by the values provided by the inquirer. What I find most promising in all these debates is the return of the woman’s body as a constitutive part of the historical and with it the recuperation of the concept of lived experience. In Moi’s recovery of Beauvoir’s feminism the conception of the body as a situation implies the refusal to break it down into an objective and a subjective component (Moi 1999: 73). In this scheme woman is always being made. The rigidity of the sex/gender list of oppositions is broken with the implication that being and being made are mutually constitutive. They are never ending rather than congealment of the sex/gender dynamics of oppression and thus “identity” can never only amount to or coincide with a fixed identity of difference nor the proliferation of performances.


Despite Moi’s distance from Foucault it is important not to forget here that there is no better ground in which to test the exclusionary dimensions of the knowledge/power juggernaut than in colonial situations. And so it would be foolhardy to dismiss, for the study of women and especially women in Latin America or feminist working on Latin American women writers in the North American academy, the power of the teaching machine as Gayatry Spivak has characterized this particular situation for women intellectuals. For that reason I find it necessary here to return to Deleuze’s interpretation of Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge in order to differentiate from other takes on power/knowledge and to suggest that, seen as Deleuze understands it, power/knowledge can be a useful frame for investigating the historical becomings of woman. The feminist trinity —knowledge, power and self— are for Deleuze historical ontologies. Given that light and language cannot be separated from the unique and limited existence which they have in a given stratum, it follows that:




Knowledge-Being is determined by the two forms assumed at any moment by the visible and the articulate (Deleuze 1986: 114).





Similarly:




Power-Being is determined within relations between forces which are themselves based on particular features that vary according to each age (ibid.).





And finally “self and Self-Being is determined by the process of subjectivation” (ibid.), by the places crossed by the pleating and doubling of the outside into the outside.


Whether we speak of contingencies or determinations it is clear that neither woman, as the object of feminist thinking and action, nor feminist thinking which seeks to liberate woman from her historical oppression as well as understand the forces that operate in such oppression, can take away its gaze from the historical constitution of the past as present nor the historical formations that attend to women’s lives and imaginations within varying territorial boundaries. How Latin American women have sought to write their lived experience11, how they, as subjects, have been constituted through their experience of and in history, how their diverse consciousness has engaged the power/knowledge machine and how their authorized readers have envisioned the worlds of understanding that their narrative portray is the subject of this collection.


II


The story of women’s writing, the telling of women’s learning and the understanding of women’s agency in patriarchal societies has entailed a concomitant struggle for interpretative power12. The engagement with theory is only part of that vast, contradictory and uneven story. The larger and more deeply multiple part of the unveiling of the story of women in the world is constituted today by the immense array of scholarship brought on by the emergence of Women Studies here in the United States and elsewhere in the world. There is no question that feminism, despite theoretical impasses and reformulations, has ignited a bonfire which has brought irreversible changes in our ways of learning, thinking and acting in both the halls of the academy as well as the world in general. In the age of globalization the feminist thrust has unleashed a historical retrospective which has filled the previously empty places that the canvas histories of art, literature, music science and politics had painted with the faces, deeds and thinking of women. Where there were no women writers, as in Colonial Latin America, the nuns appeared in the gaps of the larger picture. Where there were no women engaged in the arts of politics, the Mariscalas, the Monja Alférez and conspirator for Mexican Independence appeared right next to the men on horseback and in the nineteenth-century literary salons of Buenos Aires and Lima.


Our received image of nuns has been greatly modified. Sor Juana’s exceptionality now presides over a good number of women intellectuals. The great poet and “feminist” speaks next to skilled and powerful Mother Superiors who negotiated successfully discursive and economic sites of power and independence for themselves and their orders. While many of these women sought refuge in the convent and either followed obediently or resisted in silence and pain the domination of priests and more powerful nuns inside or outside the walls of the convent, some of these religious women found in their diaries and confession logs the possibility of escaping complete obedience and mimicry from the established norms of the Counter Reformation (see Lavrin 1983; Arenal/Schlau 1989; McKnight 1997). While we cannot speak of “freedom”, it is nevertheless clear that Sor Juana, and the mystic of Tunja, for instance, held tenaciously to a learning and erudition that enabled them to question the misogynist strand of Catholic ideology13. The study of nuns, a tripled subaltern category of social beings, inasmuch as they were viewed as 1. unmarried, 2. women, 3. shut away from the realm of public life, has revitalized and refigured the understanding that the social sciences had of colonial (spiritual) economy as well as the cultural relations between Indigenous elites and their criollo counterparts14. The singular importance of Sor Juana’s legacy for theory today rests on the fact that she, as Jean Franco (1989: xv) has pointed out, “defended the rationality of women”. Ahead of the key issues in theoretical thinking today, Sor Juana




[…] was able to do so because the slippage between her devalued status as woman and her empowerment by writing led her to understand gender difference as a social construction, and interpretation as a rationalization of male interests. This is why she separates “true” knowledge from its instrumental use —a major insight, all the more remarkable for the fact that she came to it on her own (ibid.).





As the restoration and re-evaluations of the nuns demonstrates, one can confidently assert today that feminism has operated a shift in perspective and understanding. However it is relevant to underscore here that such a shift in perspective is neither unilinear —from feminist cultural critiques or theory to the discovery of women writers— nor does it originate in the North as an inquiry which shapes the South as object of study, although such directionality is not without substance. The picture that accounts for feminist approaches to Latin American women writers is much more complicated and, while I cannot account here for the details of the complexity, let me note, as it were, “de dónde son los cantantes”.


With the notable exceptions of Diamela Eltit, Áurea María Sotomayor and Erna Pfeiffer, all the other essays collected here are written by members of the North American academy. Whether born in Latin America, England or the United States, these specialists in Latin American culture and literature, by virtue of the object of study which defines their learning (the geopolitics of knowledge) occupy a marginal and often contestatory place in the North American academy. Just like Latin America itself is asymmetrically wedged in the history of European thinking, students of Latin America find themselves occupying a variety of asymmetrical and conflicting positions regarding dominant and Eurocentric thinking in the North American academy. Such positionality includes the awareness of the always present dangers of thinking about Latin American “Under Northern Eyes”. Such suspicion, often expressed in Latin America about the coming (“paso a paso, se viene el feminazo”) of feminism, sees it as yet another outside force which bends out of shape indigenous cultural traditions and processes. Such multiple asymmetrical insertions do not, however, wrest away from a fundamental sense of solidarity with Latin American culture, a sense of belonging attached to the voice and tone of the essays brought together in this collection.


In close contact with and attentive to the theoretical developments which have marked the twists and turns of feminist theory both in France and the United States the essays in this volume follow, adopt, bend, respond, appropriate, contest, push, and even avert the question of gender and its attendant debate. Perhaps most notable is the sense of moving beyond the stage in which women studies focused on the denunciation of the victimization of women. While the subordination of women is taken as the ground of operations what these essays uncover is the fact that despite the networks of domination entailed in pleated dominations implicit in the layering of patriarchal, colonial and racialist and even linguistic ideological formations, women have managed to claim places, voices and agencies for themselves. The terms of the struggle, the quality and the permutations of the interdictions placed upon women, the variegated constructions of and crisscrossing of gender-class-ethnicity differences, the limits and dimensions of sexual experience, the structures of feeling in Catholic societies, the irresistible pull of testimony, are aspects of women’s lives illuminated in various ways by more than one of the scholars writing in this volume.


Even when the focus of inquiry is the Latin American narrative published after 1970, no consideration of women’s writing in Latin America can depart without an understanding of Sor Juana’s legacy. Readers of Sor Juana ignore, at their own peril, the fact that like Garcilaso de la Vega Inca, she is first and foremost a colonial subject and that the coloniality of power has yet to come to an end in the world. In colonial Mexico Sor Juana formed part of a tiny band of Spaniards and criollos for whom a “white” woman represented an immeasurable treasure. In the colonial weighing scale the worth of an intelligent and self-educated woman increased right along with sense of peril that the presence of any educated subject posed to the imperial crown. Sor Juana’s colonial subject position, in a paradoxical way, enabled her very will to write. What is more, such colonial subject position also allowed her, as it did in the case of other colonial subjects, Guamán Poma de Ayala, for instance, to see the constructedness of knowledge and authority and especially to understand with unusual clarity the imbrication of power and knowledge. It is thus the coloniality of her life experience as a catholic intellectual that enables Sor Juana to sound so in tune with postmodern themes and with some of feminism’s challenges to the modern bourgeois patriarchy.


In this regard Stephanie Merrim observes that Octavio Paz has it “none too difficult” to recover the colonial tensions of Sor Juana’s life and thought for the imperatives of our times (49)15. Feminist critics on the other hand, Merrim adds, have claimed Sor Juana as “a woman against her times and for ours”. In her essay here Merrim develops further and with deep critical acumen the later part of the feminist claim: Sor Juana for our times. Deploying subtle and keenly focused readings of key passages in the entire corpus of Sor Juana’s texts, Merrim does in fact go well beyond all previous interpretations of Sor Juana’s poetics. Merrim is able to show that the ending of the Primero Sueño constitutes “an entry point for the matters of unseizability and indeterminacy in the nun’s early/post/modern works” (51). In Merrim’s essay the assumed integrated subject of the Mexican nun turns into a “battlefield of competing self-images, a self-civil war” (52) in which contradictory self-representations remain unresolved. By “pressing the resources of drama into the services of autobiography and self-defense” (52), Sor Juana sets the terms for what Sylvia Molloy has characterized as the “theatricality of the self” in the autobiographical texts of Victoria Ocampo, a modality for self-representation deployed by many other women writers in this century. Sor Juana’s legacy as an intellectual and artist remains as a living and inexhaustible gift precisely because her multiple selves can always be read for “our times”.


In her inquiry into the problematic relationship of woman to the state and to national identity Jean Franco observes that the Greek imperative to commemorate the (dead) heroes leaves the possibility of a heroine mute. If the master narrative of the nation is still cast into the terms of the epic, then narrating the story of women heroines, as in the case of Rosario Castellanos and Elena Garro, runs the risk of finding the place of the feminine associated with treachery. In part this is so because the:




[…] interpretation of Antigone undergoes a sea change in Latin America where Polinices is identified with the marginalized, and the role of the one who commemorates the dead and does not permit them to be consigned to oblivion is taken by the [male] writer who ‘masculinizes’ the Antigone position (85).





For Franco such a permutation in the terms of the epic poses problems for women who write fiction that narrates the nation inasmuch as the novels can only achieve ambiguous ideological closure. Thus in Garro’s novels women appear aligned with the marginalized. Together they plot against the state or the family and inevitably emerge guilty of the sin of malinchismo.


The problematic relation of women intellectuals and the terms of public discourse has also been given attention to by scholars who have examined the ways in which women appear in the writing of history. Francine Masiello takes the case of Catalina de Eráuso, the Spanish woman who in the XVI century fled a Spanish convent, and dressed as a man, joined the Spanish soldiers who fought in the Spanish wars against the Araucanians (Chile). Masiello examines how historians writing in the nineteenth century portray the private and public transgressions of this woman. Masiello is especially concerned with the double identity of Catalina de Eráuso and the treatment that liberal historians (José Victoriano Lastarria) conferred upon questions such as the place of women under the law, women as agents in political life and women in the republican project and women who, like Eráuso, crossed (dressed) the limits of sexual and gender identity. Surprisingly enough, the liberal project downplayed the outrageous crossings of the Monja Alférez. The upper classes of the nineteenth century saw women active in public life, Eduarda Mansilla de García for instance, as individuals who, somehow, circulated across linguistic and cultural borders (73). For Masiello these women in public life were especially interested in:




[…] restablecer a los sujetos excluidos en los debates sobre la formación de las naciones. En este contexto introducen las voces reprimidas mediante los recursos del viaje y de la traducción (73).





Like in novels written a century later by Elena Garro and Rosario Castellanos, the women that Masiello studies played the role of a double agent in history, coming and going from the domestic to the public sphere, from the micropractices to the monumental roles demanded in times of war and social crisis.


In her study of women and the avantgard movements in Latin America, Vicky Unruh finds yet another double position for women in public life. Unruh examines how in this vexing and complex relation women played the doubled role of writer and muse —Norah Lange and the Martin Fierro group in Buenos Aires and Patricia Galvão among the anthropophagic group in São Paulo. In other cases the women’s relation with the avant-garde —Teresa de la Parra, Victoria Ocampo, María Luisa Bombal and Nellie Campobello— appears to be more directly enabling of innovative artistic an intellectual projects which did not require ties to specific groups. But in the case of Magda Portal and María Wiesse in Peru, the intellectual and artistic work of these two women is inextricably tied to the Amauta project and to some extent to José Carlos Mariátegui’s both essentialist and liberating views on women.


Mariátegui established a distinction between “escritoras serias” and “escritoras diletantes”. No doubt both Portal and Wiesse fell into the first category for they avoided the pitfalls of a superficial modernity which more often than not displaced and alienated women without necessarily offering practical paths for liberation. Unruh contrasts here the paths followed by Magda Portal, a political leader in APRA, a woman who went to jail and exile together with the men of her political party; a single mother, who was expected to inspire the “hombres nuevos del Perú” (107), with the life of María Wiesse, also a member of Amauta and the wife of the powerful painter José Sabogal. Far from any charges of malinchismo, as in the Mexican case, the public-private life experience of Magda Portal constitutes an exemplary case of an “equilibrio imposible”. Unruh sees this search for an impossible equilibrium as a journey that takes place “entre guiones culturales en conflicto” (104). Portal’s novel La Trampa (1956) embodies “[el] retrato de un personaje femenino sin albergue —intelectual o político” (111).


Married and more interested in cultural events than politics María Wiesse, in time, produced a very large body of work. She has recently entered the canon of Peruvian literature as “the best woman writer” of her period. Unruh finds Wiesse to be keenly aware of the ambiguities of cultural modernity and the unspoken dangers that it posed for women. In her newspaper columns Wiesse subtly warns that “frivolity” —the desire for the new at any cost— is not liberating but rather does in fact continue and exacerbate the “gran comedia social” in which women fare poorly. Like Mariátegui and Portal, Wiesse thought that women’s writing could be profound, tender and gracious. Though essentialist, their view of women was positive and hopeful, for women could indeed provide an “antídoto vitalista y orgánico —‘calor de nuestro corazón’— al ‘polvo de la biblioteca’” (117).


As Sylvia Molloy reads the ten volumes of Testimonios (1935-1977) authored by Victoria Ocampo in the light of her autobiography, it becomes plain that for the Argentine writer “reading is a vital performance” (175). The library’s dust is brushed off in an act of reading that enables Ocampo to narrate the events of her life through the experience of other writers and fictional heroines. With a brilliant genealogical approach Molloy shows how Ocampo’s autobiographical act is constituted by one scene of reading upon another. “Book follows upon book and discovery upon discovery” (171) in Ocampo’s interdicted search for representation. Molloy believes that Ocampo’s obsessive search for representation reflects a “gender-related cultural predicament” (176) which is linked to a final lack of writerly authority of a woman who was perceived by her critics as a “rich woman, at once fascinating and exasperating, who writes” (187). Ocampo therefore opted for the performance of the “writer as an actress in disguise” (179). Differing clearly from Kristeva’s theory on women, language and subjectivity, Molloy’s finds that:




Lacking a voice of her own and a feminist system of representation […] by the sheer fact of enunciating [male author voices] from a feminine “I”, [she] succeeds, much in the way Pierre Menard did when rewriting Cervantes” (191).





On the question of the body, that is to say Ocampo’s sense of embodiment, Molloy’s close reading shows that Ocampo conceived of her-self-body as a presence in the world. Molloy’s sense of presence amplifies on Ocampo’s self-figuration as a person endowed with stage presence. This is a presence which “society would have repressed and of which her body is the most visible sign” (187). Presence is thus understood in visual terms. It refers to Ocampo’s (good) looks, to the way in which she is looked at, desired and even flattered (187).


Lack of writerly authority, which in Ocampo’s case leads her to read and translate in order to find or rather enact an “altered voice” for herself also drives the multiple and perverse narrative acts of Julieta Campos and the most of the authors of adolescent life stories studied by María Inés Lagos Pope. Laura Beard examines in detail the intertextual tunnels by which the search for writerly authority circulates in the work of Julieta Campos and much of what she has to say on discordant identities and disjunctive authority can be extended to the problematic narrators in Elena Poniatowska’s own fiction. Molloy’s felicitous term, an altered voice, could probably be incisively deployed to account for the successful narrative appropriation of Josefina Bórquez’s voice (recordings) in Hasta no verte Jesús mío (1972). However, while the quest for writerly authority entails the unsatisfied play with many possible points of view, genres and narrative modalities, in Julieta Campos’s Tiene los cabellos colorados y se llama Sabina (1978) Laura Beard finds a systematic and conscious destruction of all possible avenues inherited. The door is closed for writing as translation as well as for all forms of mimetic acts. Campos does indeed search for zero degrees in writing as “she systematically cuts out from under the props that hold up her authority as author” (244).


The singular lucidity that Latin American literature has attained on the workings of language, self-reflection and playful relationships to history is only sporadically recognized outside Latin America and, when it is so, it is often exclusively associated with Jorge Luis Borges. The theoretical worth of Latin American literature has been consistently underestimated in almost all quarters. In Theoretical Fables Alicia Borinsky (1993: x) contends that certain texts authored by Macedonio Fernández, García Márquez and María Luisa Bombal, among others, “ask us to perform [readings] that would take into account literature’s most destabilizing effects”. As she develops her essay on the silence in the fiction of Maria Luisa Bombal it is not difficult to see where an antecedent for Julieta Campos may be found. What intrigues Borinsky in her essay on Bombal is the deployment of passivity, the refusal of anecdote in the construction of the narrative, the vocation for the meandering ways that lead us away from the facts. In Bombal’s narrative we find the problematic that remains at the heart of the feminist impasse: “the difficulty in adequately defining and portraying a woman” (197), the mystery of the connection between a name and a body. Borinsky finds that Bombal’s sensitivity for nature and music enables her to portray an erotic energy in women that is linked to the vegetable world. The critic warns that this is not a metaphysics of the eternal feminine, but rather a “notation of details that disseminate certain feminine characters into their natural counterparts” (199), for the uncanniness of Bombal’s women is indeed difficult to grasp within the frame of referential language. Bombal’s melancholy play with death, the constant deferment of action that create an atmosphere of stillness, are interpreted by Borinsky’s as a “voluptuousness of inaction”, as a woman’s silence that “articulates hatred and resentment” and which keeps the story of a dead woman from substituting the “worthlessness of everyday life with something loftier, more poetic” (202). At the heart of Bombal’s fiction lies the question: “What is a (body-name) woman?”


Eros is undoubtedly the sign that is both repressed and represses in Bombal’s fiction. The heroines’ desire is always already too dangerous, like writing itself, it first appears with the mark of the forbidden. Diane Marting writes on the fiction that explores this dangerous face of desire. Departing from Luisa Valenzuela’s short story “Other Weapons” (1985) Marting elaborates a series of questions that includes asking:




[…] do stories about the sexual woman veil threats that she who follows the path of attacking society will bring down upon herself the wrath of society? Has the woman reader been coerced so that she obeys in fear, attacking the woman who produces critical discourse? Do the women who attack [authority] turn the gun on themselves or do they defend [authority]? Do they aim the gun at the society who punished sexual women for so long? (208).





Marting’s study shows that for most of this century a woman writer courted danger by writing about women’s sexuality. The story of woman as a subject who desires rather than the object that is desired has yet to be told. Marting’s essay here and her forthcoming book Women’s Dangerous Desires goes a long way in mapping of sexualized power relations in novels authored by both men and women. Here she shows how the sanctions for a woman writer who explored the pleasures of love and sex —Delmira Augustini, Frida Kahlo, Rosario Castellanos, Armonía Sommers, Cristina Peri Rossi— have taken a variety of forms, from physical attack to social ostracism to censorship and, of course, dismissal. Noting one of the most fundamental changes that has occurred at the end of the century, Marting indicates how the sexual rebellion which begun in the 1960’s, enabled writers in countries where censorship was extremely repressive, to deploy sexuality as a means to




[…] criticize the state or the elites from a position of relative safety, since censors often missed the metaphorical and lateral social commentary in sexual fiction (226).





While the woman/nation/state series is explored in terms of individual bio-graphies or individual characters in fiction by both Jean Franco and Francine Masiello, the work of Ileana Rodríguez returns to the same series in order to bring under consideration not just fiction but also the real life-experience of women in guerrilla armies. The experience —in the collective— of women who fought in the Central American wars and struggled in the power networks of “triumphant” armed revolutionary movements destabilizes the concept of “the” revolutionay subject.


In an earlier work, Rodríguez (1994: 4) studied the national vision of Teresa de la Parra and concluded that in:




[…] narratives of nation formation everything is tied to the land, to agriculture, to lineage and family, and to the ethnic groups associated with them. Land is the yearning for nation and nationhood.





In this account land plots and replots the making of history, for the history in which ethnicity, gender and nation intersect is an uninterrupted history, it is the “history of a map of disputed borders and frontiers in the ever-polemical discussion of nation and nationality” (ibid.).


In her essay here Rodríguez analyzes once again the relationship of women to the state, taking into account the lived experience and the structures of feelings which emerged in the period of the most recent civil wars in Central America. Rodríguez points to the unmistakable codes of solidarity that define the encounters of “comandantes guerrilleras salvadoreñas, mujeres sandinistas revolucionarias, indígenas guatemaltecas” when they speak of their experience in war. These vanguard women, this not as yet demobilized intelligentsia, speak “not of pleasure or revolution, as expected, but of pain, of the fury and the rancor of a pounded sexuality” (153). In her essay, “Montañas con aromas de mujer”, Rodríguez argues that the revolutionary movements deployed an image of the ideal guerrillero/guerrillera based on a romantic and liberal figuration of Ché Guevara (154) which did not permit women’s entry into the scenario of heroism. Women continue to be thought of as bodies that carry armament while “Ché retains for his writerly self all guerrilla authority” (156). Thus Rodríguez asks how has the place of the feminine subject been elaborated so that when women enter the terrain of insurgency the result is their exclusion from power? What are the hidden links in the discourses, feminist discourse included, that produce woman as a “surprising subaltern subject” (156) even in revolutionary situations? The fiction written on the Central American wars links the fate of the insurgency to that of the nation, the masses and women, that is to say, the subaltern. But that very fiction is not aware of the fact that it




[…] establishes a relationship between erotic love (heterosexual love of men and women), and patriotic love (the homosocial love of men for men and of men for their country) (Rodríguez 1996: 19).





The reality (the real is that which hurts) of the Central American wars, which followed right in the footsteps of the Dirty Wars in Chile, Argentina, Uruguay and Brazil, is only one of the factors that propel feminist discourse into a post-feminist face for students of the historical phenomena in Latin America and the world at large. As the thinking of John Beverley and George Yúdice demonstrate, the hegemonic ship of theory, feminist or otherwise, founders on the rocky shoals of testimonio. “The Real Thing”, the object of desire of the academic left, the place where the “poetics of solidarity” (Gugelberger 1996: 1)16 would reside, may have passed as such, but the discursive force of testimonio as the nahual capable of establishing solidarity of the collective remains as anopen and present possibility. In his essay “Testimonio and the Postmodern”17 George Yúdice masterfully delineates the challenges that testimonio poses to the vexed and narrowly theorized question of representation.


Departing from the testimonials by Domitila Barrios de Chungara (1977), Rigoberta Menchú (1983) and Elvira Alvarado (1987), all subaltern subjects, who by definition do not belong to the lettered city of the great male writers18, Yúdice shows that:




[…] testimonial literature is animated by a popular perspective that contrasts markedly with George Lucáks’s idea of the professional writer who attempts to represent the whole people (Yúdice 1996: 43).





Testimony understood as an authentic narrative, conceived at a moment of existential urgency and told by a witness who, in her narrative deploys popular oral discourse as an agent of a collective memory, poses an insurmountable challenge not only to master narratives but to literature itself19. But the challenge of testimony does not stop here. With an argument that should resonate loudly on the walls of the impasses in feminist theory, Yúdice takes on postmodern theory and its elaboration of the subject/other aesthetics.


While testimony writing shares several features with postmodern —decentering of the subject of discourse, underscoring of the marginal— Yúdice points out that the differences are not only significant but rather crucial, for testimonio cannot and should not be enveloped in Kristeva’s linguistic and cognitive theory of abjection. Yúdice (1996: 50) writes that:




Because the ‘other’ is ‘that absence in the interior from which the work paradoxically erects itself’ (Foucault 1977: 66), it does not exist. On this view the aesthetic is the experience of this generalized limit that takes on the guise of women, death, monsters, savages, ‘the heart of darkness’, in sum all that is abject.





Yúdice (ibid.) goes on to show that for Kristeva as for Joan Didion (Salvador, 1983):




[…] abject and abjection are my safeguards. The primers of my culture […]. The abject is lined with the sublime.





Thus the experience of the abject becomes “hegemonic postmodernism’s privileged aesthetic principle. It is in the experience of the ineffable, often referred to as jouissance, at the limits of reality” (Yúdice 1996: 51) that Kristeva celebrates the corpse. However, for Kristeva, as for Didion, the “experience of limits has nothing whatsoever to do with any empathy with the marginalized persons to whom violence is being done” (ibid.). Thus the violence, that for Kristeva limits and safeguards her culture and is the very horror that Didion finds unrepresentable in her tour of El Salvador, is taken up by testimonial writing in its refusal to accept the invisibility of the anonymous (abject) other as self for itself.


For Yúdice the counter-hegemonic power of testimony resides in the sense of representation that undergirds the writing of Rigoberta’s collective witnessing. “Representation for Menchú then, is something quite different from classical political representation” (ibid.: 56). This concept and practice of representation is founded on the idea of the nahual, that is on another epistemology.


As a manner of contrast with the problematic of the testimonio as its challenge to Western epistemology, the essay by María Inés Lagos Pope casts a long and comprehensive look at the feminine Bildungsroman in Spanish America. Not surprisingly, she finds that most of the young women whose lives are memorialized in this kind of fiction belong to middle or upper class families. Wishing to explore a large corpus which spans in time from 1924 with the publication of Ifigenia (1924) to the Hagiografía de Narcisa la Bella (1985), Lagos Pope finds definitive patterns in the deployment of narrative strategies, the type of protagonist, and the mother-daughter relationship. The heroines of these novels turn out to be exceptional and rebellious girls who question their assigned (subordinate) role in society. The narrators of these stories alternate various fragmented voices and points of view, as if somehow, coming to voice were one of the most pressing and difficult acts to learn in the drama of attaining a self independent from the identity of the parents. One of the most interesting findings of this essay is the double feminine model that the girls must both attempt to emulate and reject. In colonial or post-colonial societies the mother-nanny double twists and turns the gender, class and race strands into complicated, painful and joyous patterns. Lagos Pope finds that these feminine tales of growing up differ from the European “model”. This turns out to be so, in my opinion, because in “model” Marianne Hirsch’s study (1979) of the mother-daughter relationship, the failure to consider the religious-cultural dimension, cripples the universalizing gesture of psychoanalysis. To this key absence one should add the fact that the religious matrix of Latin America, for the period in which these novels were written, continues to be its own colonial Catholicism and the Hirsch study assumes a bourgeois, Protestant and/or Jewish modern bourgeois milieu.


The problematics of representation, mother-daughter relationships, the gender cultural specific interdiction of women’s coming to voice, canonicity, going public and winning Nobel Prizes, are all daunting and scary propositions. What is a young woman, growing up under the shadow of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, Flora Tristán, Gabriela Mistral, César Vallejo, the reflective light of Borges, the global success of García Márquez and the exigencies of feminisms and theoreticism to do? The poetics of zafarrancho (emergency mixture of all odds and ends) seem like a good light-hearted and yet serious and very postmodern approach to the weighty past in search for a place from which to speak to the future. Such was the gesture of a group of emerging Peruvian poets in the later 1970’s. In other quarters the desire for “lite” as “Coke Lite” had created an enormous market for entertaining novels. In “Estéticas complacientes” Susana Reisz, who has also written on zafarrancho, examines the phenomenon of the best-selling women writers.


Just a short decade ago the novels by Isabel Allende, Laura Esquivel, and Ángeles Mastretta were enthusiastically received by a sector of feminist critics. In the last few years there has been, however, a correction in that evaluation. More and more frequently this kind of mimetic writing —with “lo real maravilloso” as the “model” on which the reception is based— is being questioned (see Franco 1996). Reisz writes to explain the change of attitude and her own change of heart towards the “novela multimediática” and the “new age” narrative such as Laura Esquivel’s La ley del amor (1995), Isabel Allende’s El plan infinito (1991) and Marcela Serrano’s Nosotras que nos queremos tanto (1991).


Reisz finds that beyond the García Márquez mimetism that characterizes the novels by Allende and Esquivel there is also a rampant deployment of a “feminismo romántico” that combines “los paradigmas de la moderna ‘mujer-maravilla’ [con los] de la ‘self-made woman’ en El plan infinito” (347), for instance. However, such findings make it necessary to problematize the emerging dichotomy between a classification that would polarize serious and radicalizing narrative as in the fiction of Cristina Peri-Rossi, Diamela Eltit, Carmen Ollé, Carmen Boullosa, and Maria Negroni and pulp, conservative fiction as in the best-selling products by Isabel Allende and others. For Reisz there also has emerged a group of writers who, like Reina Roffé, cultivate in the garden of the “textos desobedientes”. Carmen Ollé’s Las dos caras del deseo (1994) and Roffé’s La rompiente (1998) engage a challenge to linguistic convention and established narrative forms that harbor a strong political-sexual message imbedded in the deliberate “desordenamiento de los significantes y en la disrupción de la racionalidad de la voz narrativa” (351). Reisz’s ample reading of the panorama of recent women’s writing and her search for valuative criteria that projects the formal experimentation onto a screen of contents and political signification is bolstered by Erna Pfeiffer’s essay on Carmen Boullosa’s historical novels. For Pfeiffer, Boullosa’s descent into the obscure zones of history, her attraction for marginal and subaltern subjects —women, indians, nomads—represents a multiple and potentiated play of hybridity upon hybridity (278). In her descent into the history of silenced events and subjectivities Boullosa deploys:




[…] un complejo proceso de destrucción y (re)construción que abarca todas las variantes desde [el] desbaratamiento de estructuras absoletas y cuestionamiento/negación de mitos anquilosados, rescate de lo reprimido/marginal hasta (re)invención de lo olvidado/obliterado, en una palabra: deconstrucción (274).





Pfeiffer advances the notion that Boullosa’s historical vocation may indeed stake out a leftist feminism within postmodern conditions.


The coincidence of a deconstructive and disordering engagement with received narrative forms, with language itself, and the writing of the specificity of the conditions of the women who write “her” “self” appears as the strongest constant in all these essays. There emerges a rising tide that enables critics to theorize on women’s writing from the very texts at hand. It is the text’s work of disordering, creation of alternate voices, disobedience and transgressions, silences and testimonial strategies that flex, question, contest and even break metropolitan theory, feminist or otherwise. Writing against the grain requires, by definition, the will, the knowledge and the capacity to read against the grain of dominant paradigms of interpretation. If the woman writer is to move beyond the conundrum of repetition and resistance, even if that resistance is read as deconstructive, there needs to emerge an opening onto another vision.


Testimony still maintains that energy and so does the work of several women writers among whom the most outstanding are Diamela Eltit and Reina Roffé, for they break with the dynamics of the silence that is imposed both internally and externally. Writing on Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, Octavio Paz (1988: 5) remarks, in an almost personal note, on the power of the internal inquisitor:




The implicit prohibition is the most powerful; it is what is never voiced because it is taken for granted and therefore automatically and unthinkably obeyed […]. In the modern world, the system of implicit authorization and prohibitions exerts influence on writers through their readers.





With her first novel, Lumpérica (1983) Diamela Eltit broke through the entire architecture of the ideology of the novel as a patriarchal legacy and with La rompiente (1987) Reina Roffé broke with her previous work as well as through the curtain of silence that the Argentine Dirty War has imposed on so many.


In “Qué escribimos”20 Roffé states that her novel recovers memory: the memory of a personal itinerary contaminated with the memory of a historical process. In her essay on La rompiente Mary Beth Tierney-Tello notes that Roffé understands that women’s quest is not simply a question of “writing the body”, but of “woman being able to express femininity in a way different from the one imposed upon her” because otherwise what we have is body mascarading as feminine which reveals itself in relation to masculinity (292). This novel struggles with the demand for finding a subjectivity, as process and product, which breaks the censorship of the State as well as with normative representations of woman. Tierney-Tello argues that in achieving the effect of a subjectivity that encompasses both aspects of acting —actor as subject to a social script and acting as social agent— Roffé does in fact inaugurate a woman’s poetics of authorship that is grounded on a struggle between writer and reader, speaker and listener. Nothing could be further from the pleasing rhetoric of the “lite” narrative or from the endlessly performative. For it is primarily in the acts of reading and writing (in silence):




[…] in the various gestures of reading and writing performed in La rompiente, that Roffé locates the transformation she needs to construct a subjectivity of her own (293).





La rompiente, like Lumpérica, a few years earlier, achieves its textual transformation, from silence to subjectivity, by disordering discourses, by accumulating contradictory subject positions and allowing a panoply of ambiguities to coexist at the expense of narrativity. The result in both “novels” is the re-embodiment of the feminine subject that emerges, illuminated, on the written page21. It is not a question of finding a buried origin or a deeply subsumed female body. Both novels stride away from all essentialism and portray instead a constant process of becoming which begins everyday with the blank page, with the blank time of everyday time and therefore posits the self as a work in progress.


In “Tres caricias” Áurea María Sotomayor reaches out to touch, as a melody touches our sense of hearing, three other major works by Diamela Eltit: El padre mío (1989), El cuarto mundo (1988) and El infarto del alma (1994). It is well known that in these texts Eltit, once again, moves well beyond existing limits of genre, gender, sexuality, rationality and modalities of knowing and perceiving. Sotomayor investigates the question of deciding “how and from where does one speak”? Sotomayor returns to one of the vexing questions in feminist theory: is there an otherness outside of sexual difference? In the work of Diamela Eltit, and through Luce Irigaray’s sense of parody and excessive irony, Sotomayor finds:




[…] una vertiente agresiva de lo que sería una mimesis histérica […] conjuntamente con un elemento utópico que funde el barroco eltiniano de lo marginal y la vocación performativa de su obra (319).





Perhaps the most interesting insight in this essay concerns the idea of an ethics founded on love, that is the key point that differentiates Eltit’s narratives from the angry feminism of the mad woman in the attic and which proposes the language of love as the speech of the alienated voices that filter up through the cracks opened on the surface of the visible and normative.


Women, inasmuch as they occupy a subaltern position, have in fact been exploring divergent modalities of “speaking” for themselves and about their contingent position in the world. Talking Back (1992), the ingeniously titled book by Debra Castillo, advances decisively the desire of many feminist critics to begin theorizing woman from Latin American texts22. In her essay in this volume Castillo, once again takes up the challenge, and writes with great insight into the feminist theory imbedded in the work of Rosario Castellanos. Keeping in mind what Sylvia Molloy has called the “scandalous oxymoron” of a woman writer, Castillo points out that Castellanos does in fact see writing as surface without depth and that instead of offering recipes for how to achieve the (male) desired depth, Castellanos encourages women to “celebrate and polish the superficial as their particular charge in the world of letters” (369). Castillo believes that Castellanos strikes a “radically subversive” proposal. It calls for nothing less than the re-examination of our entire set of literary values in which depth occupies the central position. Castellanos’s transvaluation of silence as the place where women can begin to invent themselves (367) constitutes the place for a counter-hegemonic response to the official silencing that accompanies the “dizzying dance of negativity” (362) that surrounds women. Castillo takes with verve and gusto the problem of Euro-North American theory and the possible relation between the work of feminists who study Latin America in the North and Latin American women writers and scholars and in so doing recognizes the urgency for a general debate on the geopolitics of knowledge.


If the powers of domination operate from a matrix of “desmemoria” and if the present conversion of individuals into blind consumers of sex and all other possible pleasures, also relies on the forgetting of local histories and identities and communities, this volume on women’s writing and feminist criticism is an appeal to the constitution of a long and communitarian memory. The authors of the superb essays collected here engage not only the history of Latin American letters, the making and remaking of the canon, but also the major tenets of both postmodern and feminist theory in order to bend them, inform them and re-create them in light of the Latin American experience. They offer multiple, historical, answers to the question: “what is a woman?”. As intellectuals, the women writers who appear in the pages on these essays confront, as concrete and often agonizing subjectivities, not only the challenge of “what can I know”, as in Sor Juana and Victoria Ocampo, but also wrestle with the possibility of (ethical) action in the world as in case of Rigoberta Menchú and Diamela Eltit.
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1 It is important here to quote in full Gilles Deleuze’s understanding of Foucault’s thinking on the historical constitution of these three ontologies in view of the fact that I consider them fundamental to any future feminist thinking and will be referring to this concept of historical ontologies throughout this essay. Knowledge, power and self are historical ontologies inasmuch as:




Knowledge-Being is determined by the two forms assumed at any moment by the visible and the articulable, and light and language in turn cannot be separated from the ‘unique and limited existence’ which they have in a given stratum. Power-Being is determined within relations between forces which are themselves based on particular features that vary according to each age. And the self, self-Being, is determined by the process of subjectivation: by the places crossed by the fold (the Greeks have nothing universal about them). In brief the conditions are never more general than the conditioned element, and gain their value from their particular historical status. The conditions are therefore not ‘apodictic’ but problematic (Deleuze 1986: 114).





2 In “Truth and Power” Michel Foucault relates how when he was a student in the 1950’s:




[…] one of the great problems that arose was that of the political status of science and the ideological function which it could serve […]. These could all be summed up in two words: power and knowledge (Foucault 1980: 109).





Foucault goes on to argue that instead of looking at relations of meaning, in order to understand the relations of knowledge to politics, we need to look at relations of power, for:




History has no ‘meaning’, though this is not to say that it is absurd or incoherent. On the contrary, it is intelligible and should be susceptible of analysis down to the smallest detail—but this is in accordance with the intelligibility of struggles, of strategies and tactics. Neither the dialectic […] nor semeiotics […] can account for the intrinsic intelligibility of conflict (ibid.: 114).





Later in the essay he concludes that the important thing is not to forget that:




[…] truth isn’t outside of power, or lacking in power [for] isn’t the reward of free spirits […] nor the privilege of those who have succeeded in liberating themselves. Truth is a thing of this world: It is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of power (ibid.: 131).





3 Elspeth Probyn (1990) clarifies the meaning of Foucault’s concept of “location” so often confused with the “local” and even “locale”. For Probyn “locale” designates:




[…] a place that is the setting for a particular event. I take this “place” as both a discursive and nondiscursive arrangement which holds a gendered event, the home being the most obvious example (Probyn 1990: 178).





“Local”, in contrast, is that which is “directly ensuing from or related to a particular time” (ibid). “Location” refers to:




[…] the methods by which one comes to locate sites of research. […]. Location, then, delineates what we may hold as knowable, and, following Foucault, renders certain experiences “true” and “scientific” while excluding others. Thus, the epistemology that this suggests most often works to fix the subaltern outthe sanctified boundaries of knowledge, determining the knowledge of the subaltern as peripheral and inconsequential. (ibid.)





On the formation of discursive objects see also Foucault (1972: Chapters 3 and 5) and Dreyfus/Rabinow (1982: 61-67).


4 I do not mean to say here that post-colonial intellectuals such as Gayatry Spivak or Jean Sharp have not been acknowledged. It is interesting to see, for instance, that Gayatry Spivak, the author of In Other Worlds (1988), has recently self-described herself as a Europeanist by training (see here Spivak 1992: 58). However, the intent of Spivak’s essay is quite other than to affirm a European point of departure. The importance of revisiting French feminists is linked to the experience of changing subject positions from which, as an Indian woman in the North American academy, Spivak has written and taught. She sees the “normative narrative of metropolitan feminism [as] asymmetrical wedged” (ibid.) in the structure of postcolonial violence that precedes her. Thus “no Europeanist should ignore the once and future production of ‘Europe’” (ibid.). That is all well and good, but this is not the point I am making here.


5 Having appropriated the category of gender first developed by psychoanalyst David Stoller in 1963, Gayle Rubin opposed sex as biology to gender as culture in 1975. For her and for most feminists afterwards gender came to mean a key term in the conception of a




[…] sex/gender system [as] the set or arrangements by which a society transforms biological sexuality into products of human activity, and in which these transformed sexual needs are satisfied (Rubin 1975: 159).





6 After careful consideration of a theory of power for women in which Foucault’s thinking on power could serve as a grounding, Hartsock (1990: 166) concludes that:




Reading Foucault persuades me that Foucault’s world is not my world but instead a world in which I feel profoundly alien.





Hartsock (ibid.: 167) goes on to say that:




[…] perhaps the stress on resistance rather than transformation is due to Foucault’s profound pessimism.







7 Gilles Deleuze (1986: 99-100), writing on Foucault’s understanding of Greek thinking and sexual practices, discovers that:




Greek education presents new power relations which are very different from the old imperial forms of education and materialize in a Greek light as a system of visibility, and a Greek logos as system of statements. We can therefore speak of a diagram of power, which extends across all qualified forms of knowledge: governing oneself, managing one’s state, and participating in the administration of the city were three practices of the same type, and Xenophon shows the continuity and isomorphism between the three arts.





8 Toril Moi (1999: 33) illustrates the stiffness of the construction of the sex/gender binary which may have led to its own reductionism shown in the following two columns:






	SEX

	GENDER






	biological

	political






	natural

	cultural






	essence

	construction






	essentialist

	constructionist






	body

	mind






	passive

	active






	base

	superstructure






	being

	doing






	substance

	performance






	fixed

	[mobile, variable]






	stable

	unstable






	coherent

	non-coherent






	prediscursive

	discursive






	prelinguistic

	linguistic






	presocial

	social






	ahistorical

	historical







9 Dissatisfied with the then trendy translation of Elaine Showalter’s gynocentrism and with several of the essentialist thesis advanced in The Madwoman in the Attic by Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar (1979) because I thought that these portrayals of women placed undue stress on anger at the expense of reason and advocated a misguided women centered mode of knowledge, I wrote an essay that, drawing on Bakhtin’s sense of heteroglossia, attempted to provide another ground for thinking women’s contingent and historically situated differences (see Castro-Klarén 1989).


10 In this regard it is worth adding one of several passages in which Moi (1999: 31) states the insufficiency and error of poststructural theory:




The problem of poststructural Feminist Theory is not the ultimate goal but rather that the goal is not achieved […] [because] the theoretical machine they bring to bear on the question of sex and gender generates a panoply of new theoretical problems that [they] feel compelled to resolve, but which no longer have a connection with bodies, sex or gender.





11 On the question of experience and how to make it visible it is important to note that Joan Scott (1992) calls for attention to the historical as theorized by Foucault. Scott’s sense of historical experience and Moi’s idea of refiguring the concept of “lived experience” differ in important ways. For Scott (1992: 26-27):




[…] making visible the experience of a different group explores the existence of repressive mechanisms, but not their inner workings or logics; we know that the difference exists, but we don’t understanding it as constituted relationally. For that we need to attend to the historical processes that, through discourse, position subjects and produce their experience. It is not individuals who have experiences, but subjects who are constituted through experience.





12 For a discussion of the failure of Euro-North American Theory to provide answers to the question of women’s agency so sorely needed for an understanding of women’s struggles in all order of things in Latin America see Castro-Klarén (1996).


13 I make here special reference to Stephanie Merrim’s “‘Still Ringing True’: Sor Juana’s Early/Postmodernity” in this collection and to Jean Franco’s “Sor Juana Explores Space” in Franco (1989: 23-54).


14 There are many studies that can be cited in this regard. See for example the path breaking work by Josefina Muriel (1946). For a more recent study see Kathryn Burns (1999).


15 The page numbers without further indication refer to this present volume.


16 The Introduction by Gugelberger (1996: 1) from which I take the phrase “the poetics of solidarity”. See also Beverley (1983/1996) which attempts a Lacanian reading (the Real and the Thing) of Rigoberta and her testimony in Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú, Y asi me nació la conciencia.


17 For this volume George Yúdice has written “De la guerrilla a la guerra cultural: Testimonio, postmodernidad y debate sobre la autenticidad”, an essay which updates his thinking in two previous text on testimony: “Testimonio y concientización” (1992) and “Testimonio and Postmodernism” (1996). Here I quote from “Testimonio and Postmodernism” in Gugelberger (1996).


18 In this regard Yúdice stands in disagreement with Elzbieta Sklodowska (1990-91: 113) who claims that:




[testimonios] no representan una reacción genuina y espontánea del ‘sujeto-pueblo multiforme’ frente a la condición poscolonial, sino que sigue siendo un discurso de las élites comprometidas a la causa de la democratización.





19 In this regard it is interesting to observe that two recent and widely read books on testimony dealing with battlefield survivors, victims of the Holocaust, ignore completely Rigoberta Menchú as well as the accompanying debate on testimony among students of Latin America. See Felman/Laub (1992), see also Caruth (1996).


20 Quoted here in Tierney-Tello, “Reading and Writing a Feminist Poetics: Reina Roffé’s La rompiente” (283).


21 For a discussion of the question of the body in pain in Lumpérica and Rigoberta Menchú see Castro-Klarén (1993). In the afterword to his translation of Lumpérica into English Ronald Christ (1997) carries out an unusually insightful analysis of the novel’s relentless deconstruction of language, narrative rhetoric and established knowledges. He illuminates the complex significations imbedded in the novel by placing particularly difficult or obscure segments of Lumpérica next to the less obvious “originals” or “sources” at play. Christ (1997: 227) believes that such a reading procedure reveals more “than watching the novel through the lenses of contemporary theorists”. Lacan for instance has been acknowledged by Eltit as having been one of her early “sins”. Christ goes on to say that “the aboriginal repeatedly asserts itself in the novel, not only in quotations but also in the diction” (ibid.). Thus we are invited to think of Eltit’s work in relation to Yúdice’s arguments on testimonio’s own way of knowing as well as Rodriguez’s sense of the solidarity among the former women insurgents, for these are uniquely Latin American historical developments which as such contest the universalizing power of “theory”.


22 In various occasions I have written indicating the need to theorize from the writing of women in Latin America as well as the need to refashion the values that organized a literary canon in which women had not written or what they had written was only of secondary value. See Castro-Klarén (1989).
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STILL RINGING TRUE: SOR JUANA’S EARLY/POSTMODERNITY


In the opening lines of the introduction to his A Sor Juana Anthology, Alan S. Trueblood (1988: 1) states:




From the city of Mexico, heart of the autocratic and theocratic viceroyalty of New Spain, the voice of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz reaches us across a gap of three centuries, still fresh, still ringing true, at times sounding almost familiar.





Trueblood’s statement poses the conundrum and challenge that this essay will explore. For how is it that a seventeenth-century nun, writing in a theocratic world on the margins of the margins of almost anything embracing modernity can still ring true, or even sound familiar, in a postmodern climate?


Of course, in obvious and important ways it is none too difficult to claim Sor Juana for our times and imperatives. Octavio Paz (1982) recuperates Sor Juana as a locus of the tensions of colonialism in his Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz o las trampas de la fe1. Although Paz (1982: 397) rather naïvely asks if “¿se podría ser feminista en el siglo XVII?”, feminists recuperate Sor Juana as the heroic foremother of feminist writing in Latin America, as a woman against her times and for ours. Sor Juana’s early modern defenses of the learned, writing woman and of women’s reason in such works as her villancicos to Santa Catarina, her love poetry, the “Autodefensa espiritual”, and the “Respuesta a sor Filotea de la Cruz” no doubt continue to move and inspire. Her ultimately fatal struggles with the power centers of the autocratic and theocratic colony render Sor Juana the bold tragic heroine so dramatically captured in the exemplary tale of María Luisa Bemberg’s film, “Yo, la peor de todas”. All of these issues still press upon us with force and poignance.


The present essay takes a complementary perspective. Still focusing Sor Juana as a woman writer, it pans out from her ever relevant feminism to those aspects of her writings that hold currency for a broad postmodern climate, aspects that ally the early modern (and early modern feminism) with the postmodern2. With the aim of show-casing Sor Juana’s works as something other yet no more or less than those of tragic heroine, I will examine sites of undecidability, category indistinctions, and issues of marginality embedded (for the most part, quite purposefully) by Sor Juana in her writings. Each of these issues suggestively approximates Sor Juana’s fin de siècle perspective to our own.


To set the stage for the readings of Sor Juana’s texts, let me first lay out the broad framework of Sor Juana’s plural and disturbed early modern world, so evocative of the present postmodern climate. Linda Woodbridge (1984: 325) well characterizes the seventeenth century as a period of “yoked incompatibilities” that reflect a world “disturbed to the point of schizophrenia”. Opening out even farther, as is well known Michel Foucault (1973) sees the seventeenth century less as a fixed construction than as a time of un-fixing, of unfastening and dissociation. For Foucault, the Baroque does not constitute an episteme unto itself but instead, in a hypertrophy of what is often considered Mannerism, largely entails the problematizing and dismantling of the Renaissance paradigm of similitude. Hence —and it is interesting that he takes Spain rather than France as his frame of reference— Foucault reads Velázquez’s paintings and Don Quijote as reifying the demise of the harmonious “prose of the world” based on an unbroken chain of similitudes and as typifying a new non-order which dissociates signified from signifier, sign from referent. In the transitional times of the seventeenth century, similarity gives way to difference and fixity to instability.


The profound upheavals taking place throughout the Western world during the seventeenth century provide historical grounding and the necessary background for any theorizing of the era. It is practically incontrovertible that in political, religious, social, economic, and ideological terms, the seventeenth century, like our own, was a time of disorder and change. “‘Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone; / All just supply, and all Relation” (Rabb 1975: 47), wrote Donne. Financial recession and poverty and plague, shifting demographics, inflation, a newly disempowered and impoverished nobility, among many factors, transformed its economic and social landscape. The revolutions of the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation continued to restructure the religious and political systems of Europe; the slow move toward the organization of the modern centralized state involved the breakup of empires and the configuration of national identities. Wars religious and secular, civil and international, consistently wracked Europe. Where the Reformation and Counter-Reformation had placed religious belief systems into question, the onset in certain countries of the Scientific Revolution during the latter half of the century subjected to systematic doubt all knowledge that had preceded it. In essence, these were cultures of crises, forged in the crucible of the larger battle between traditionalism and the problematic values of change and modernization.


If seventeenth-century Spain, as Paul Julian Smith (1987: 2) asserts, was the place of marginality or the supplement to Europe, then the Spanish colonies can be seen as the margin’s margin. During the so-called period of stabilization, Spain strove to arrest its colonies in a frozen and artificial state, immune from the multiplex upheavals of the metropolis. At the same time, the increasing diversification and independence of New World economies, and with it the rise of criollo consciousness or patriotism, began to jeopardize Spain’s stranglehold on its margins. Intermittent uprisings, natural disasters, and famines jarred the tenuous stability of the colonies. Isolated shards of modern thinking made their way through the semi-permeable curtain of cultural embargo, creating ever widening rifts in the monolithic enterprise of the Baroque colonial period, whose main thrust in the eyes of Spain “was immobility, spiritual, intellectual, cultural, social, political, and economic” (Leonard 1959: 223).


Equally permeable and lending itself to mobility against all odds was the “colonial echo chamber” (Harss 1986: 17) of Sor Juana’s mind and works. From within the convent of San Jerónimo —whose walls were less unyielding than one might assume— she corresponded widely, conversed with members of the court and her fellow intellectuals, and made contact, to a degree impossible to determine, with contemporary developments. Her knowledge of Latin gave her exceptional access to Western literature. Her writings essayed and reenacted most of the poetic, dramatic, theological, and even philosophical discourses of her times in the metropolis, making her works a compendium of baroque culture in its diversity and syncretism. Sor Juana’s self-creation as a learned woman effectively toppled many of the walls in which she was materially enclosed and positioned her within the dynamic, shaking world of early modern culture.


The shaking context and its shaking of the sign bear most famously in Sor Juana’s works on her masterpiece, the Primero sueño. We will return at the end of the essay to the Sueño as a critique of the shaking context in epistemological terms; for now, we will consider the ending of the poem as an entry point for the matters of unseizability and indeterminacy in the nun’s early/post/modern works. As scores of scholars have not failed to remark, the final lines of the Sueño —“[…] quedando a luz más cierta / el Mundo iluminado, y yo despierta” (1.974-5)3— destabilize the poem on more than one count. They disclose the previously veiled identity of the poem’s “I” and appear to ascribe some sort of revelation to that “I”. But what is the nature of that revelation? Has she awakened to a conventionally baroque desengaño, to an acceptance of the failure of her quest? Or, like the night, “segunda vez rebelde” (1.965), has she determined to pursue her quest in the next night or in another sphere? Has she awakened to faith as the path to true knowledge? Has she gleaned, with the coming of day, some unstated illumination? The possibilities are legion and I will not attempt to exhaust or to explicate them here. For my intention is not to resolve the enigma of the poem’s conclusion but to highlight its indeterminacy. Like Phaeton, one of the Mexican writer’s most oft-invoked characters, Sor Juana has performed an act of great daring in the Sueño by detailing a woman’s search for knowledge. At the very point that betokens full disclosure, however, Sor Juana places an abrupt closure of sorts, leaving the revelation shrouded in mystery and pulsating with unresolved implication. Sor Juana gestures toward a new script for women and draws on the resources of indeterminacy provided her by the baroque taste for things left unfinished, for open endings that surprise and titillate, to cloak her audacity.


The indeterminate, plural, opalescent ending of the Sueño refuses fully to place a triumphant ending on the Soul’s quest. It disallows a reading of the Sueño as an unequivocally victorious moral tale by simultaneously indexing failure and success. In much the same way, Sor Juana’s entire bulky corpus of self-representational works forecloses on the possibility of reading her as a continuous subject —or as a tragic or successful one. Much as Paz or Bemberg or anyone else may wish to shape Sor Juana’s life into a coherent, exemplary story, her very writings on the self defy such univocal construction. In its stead, as I will now demonstrate, Sor Juana constitutes her self-representations as unresolvably contradictory, as a battlefield of competing self-images, a self-civil war. Caught in a maelstrom of emerging and residual elements, and in the crisis of the fame largely interdicted to the early modern woman, Sor Juana writes herself into the two “readable” (albeit mutually exclusive) scripts of exceptional, odd “Tenth Muse” and humble woman. She slides from one fiction of self-representation to another, bridging the stories that patriarchal culture has written for women (vid. Sidonie Smith 1987, chapter 3). In her fleeting moments of aggressively contestatory, self-assertive “unreadability”, she fractures prevailing paradigms. My ensuing discussions of the context and the nun’s texts will bring home that this is clinical narcissism of a most socially mandated and literary sort: a casting about for identity, a restless shifting between prescribed and proscribed selves in service of self-defense.


Much as Renaissance iconography represents Fame as a woman, fame was generally not for women in the early modern period. Women were expected to remain silent, enclosed in the home, not attracting public attention (Jones 1986: 74, 93, et passim). Nevertheless, in the early modern period learned women increasingly entered the public sphere. Nuns or otherwise, they continued to incite far more anxiety and disapproval than admiration. However, a means was carved out of the anti-female climate to accommodate the learned women when, for example, her achievements —as did Sor Juana’s in the New World— could serve as a monument to Culture. No new paradigm embracing the learned woman without qualification yet emerged. Instead, the seventeenth century drew on the classical construct of the “Tenth Muse” (first applied to Sappho) to frame a space of exceptionality for learned women. This early modern paradigm allowed for an uneasy acceptance of the woman into the public sphere as well as for her containment, in a circumscribed and exclusive third space.


Keenly attuned to the mechanisms that channeled her fame, Sor Juana played into them and played with them. Engaging with her iconic status as a rara avis or strange bird, Sor Juana not only drew attention to her incongruity but in her poetic self-representations also developed something of an iconography of anomaly. Romance #48 humorously reconstructs her body into a logic-confounding sex beyond sex (“y sólo sé que mi cuerpo, / sin que a uno u otro se incline, / es neutro, o abstracto, cuanto / sólo el Alma deposite”; I will return to this loaded characterization). Sor Juana’s last poem, Romance #51, from her most embattled days, vilifies her body as a monstrous “rústico aborto”. Sor Juana subjects her body, together with her anomalous position as “Phoenix of Mexico”, to parodic treatment in the epistolary Romance #49. Here the nun answers a poem (included in vol. 1 of the OC as Romance #48bis) sent to her by a gentleman recently come to New Spain in which he compares the Mexican writer, for her everlasting fame, to the phoenix, with its everlasting life. In this magnificent burlesque of her role as a prodigious Phoenix of Mexico, even as she writes herself as a monster, Sor Juana proves herself eminently aware of the equivocal benefits of being one. She is not unmindful of the advantages that accrue from her position as a rara avis, which makes her sui generis (ll. 31-32), autonomous (ll. 133-34), and safeguards her from others (ll. 163-64). Nevertheless, Sor Juana does not fail to register that the phoenix who thus finds herself exempt from categories and regulation is also a commercially expedient monster, a freak. In a sharp turnabout, the poetic speaker takes grave exception to the manner in which circus people have turned the phoenix into a sideshow freak whom they parade from town to town, charging an admission fee to see her. “No, not that!”, the poem exclaims. No one, she says, will see this phoenix, who to avoid display has shut herself away under lock and key.


Sor Juana’s iconography of anomaly, so neat a fit with the Tenth Muse paradigm as well as the baroque esthetic of the bizarre, rehearses a strategy that holds unlimited potential for the seventeenth-century woman —or criollo, or subalterns to this day. As she writes herself into the script of exceptionality, Sor Juana unmistakably exoticizes herself. In so doing, she essentially decolonizes the tropes of exoticism invoked by the colonizers in description of the New World. Self-exoticizing and self-othering would be one important literary platform on which criollos would erect their flailing, nascent self-identity (vid. González Echevarría 1993, chapter 6, 1996). Paz (1982: 86) asserts that in “este amor por la extrañeza están tanto el secreto de la afinidad del arte barroco con la sensibilidad criollo como la razón de su fecundidad estética”. Moreover, self-exoticizing can easily be seen to lie at the heart of both the motivation and viability of the far more recent phenomenon of “magical realism” in both Latin American and U.S. Latino/a literature. Self-exoticizing, with its reverse Orientalism and mimicry, turns stereotypes to ideologically productive and, particularly in the case of recent texts, commercially profitable ends.


The preponderance of Sor Juana’s self-representations, however, labor to undo the incendiary potential of her anomalous position as famed “Phoenix of Mexico” by adopting the more conventional subject position of a pained and humble woman. I take as an example of this subject position what was perhaps4 and literally its first performance: the speech saturated with details from her life that Sor Juana places in the mouth of her idealized heroine, Leonor, in her Act 1, scene 2 of her first comedia, Los empeños de una casa, presented in court in October of 1683. Sor Juana avails herself of Leonor’s speech to melo-dramatize her own life-story. She creates a readable version of her life fit for mass consumption. To the facts that we know derive from her life —she was beautiful, intelligent, prodigious, the object of fame— Sor Juana adds a fictionalized noble birth and the love affair with a “perfect” man that has prompted much speculation on the part of her biographers. Yet at the same time and in practically the same breath as she constructs her legend for the public, she deconstructs it. Sor Juana undermines her established public image by showing through Leonor the deleterious effects that natural gifts and fame have produced. What might strike an audience familiar with Sor Juana’s reputation as her good fortune or dicha, she systematically reveals to have been misfortunes or “desdichas” (4.36). To wit: the good fortune of Leonor’s noble birth has been tempered by an innate sadness, her celebrated beauty by an inability to love, her prodigiousness by the “ardientes desvelos” and “ansiosos cuidados” (4.37) that the acquisition of knowledge has cost her. The “fama parlera” to which Leonor devotes several stanzas has only distorted the reality of her person and parlayed her into a false “idol” (4.38). Falling prey to Leonor’s public image, her parents relaxed their vigilance and allowed her to fall in love with Carlos —a love that has only occasioned “desasosiego y cuidado”, “tragedias”, and “agravios” (4.41). In sum, nobility, beauty, intelligence, and fame have only served to land Leonor in the sorry position she describes with unbridled pathos at the end of her speech as “sin crédito, sin honor, / sin consuelo, sin descanso, / sin aliento, sin alivio” (4.43).
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