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Introduction 

 
la Compañía Frutera Inc. 
se reservó lo más jugoso, 

la costa central de mi tierra, 
la dulce cintura de América. 

(Pablo Neruda, “La United Fruit Co.” Canto General) 
 

[The United Fruit Company  
reserved for itself the most juicy  

piece, the central coast of my world,  
the delicate waist of America.]1 

 

¿Qué sos 
sino un triangulito de tierra 

perdido en la mitad del mundo? 
(Gioconda Belli, “¿Qué sos Nicaragua?”) 

 
[What are you 

but a little triangle of land 
lost in the middle of the world?] 

  

Chilean poet Pablo Neruda calls Central America the “delicate waist of America,” 

evoking a highly feminized image of the isthmus. The double entendre of referring to the 

region as “the most juicy part” intensifies the sexualization. Neruda’s gendering of 

Central America functions as an astute observation of U.S.-isthmian relations, in 

particular in terms of the attraction that the region holds for multinational corporations 

such as the United Fruit Company after which the poet names his famous poem. Central 

America is sensuous, with her “delicate waist,” and her juiciness is coveted.  

Nicaraguan author Gioconda Belli’s reference to her country as “a little triangle of 

land / lost in the middle of the world,” while an essentializing move, is similar to 

Neruda’s gesture. Belli’s image represents an even more obviously sexualized 
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representation of Nicaragua as a stand-in for the female pubis. She continues on in her 

poem to equate Nicaragua’s mountains with women’s breasts and its social and political 

struggles with childbirth (92).  

These two poetic representations of a feminized Central America are keys to 

understanding not only the region’s subordinate position in international (and now 

global) relations but also in the limitations of the acceptance of its literary production 

abroad. In particular, the feminization of Central America is illuminating when one 

considers the narrative discursivity of its women authors and the specific problematics 

that their works confront and attempt to subvert. Since the 19th century, U.S. scientists, 

adventurers, or explorers, lauded the fertility of the land while stereotyping the region’s 

population with an intricate collection of abject terminology, leading to the emergence of 

the banana enclaves that left the legacy of an infamous phrase: “banana republics.” The 

post WWII development in Central America modified, but did not undermine, the model 

of export-led growth, with its unequal distribution of income and distorted patterns of 

capital accumulation. This marked the isthmus as significantly different from Mexico and 

most South American nation states, which attained industrial growth during the late 

1930s and WWII, thanks to powerful, centralized populist regimes and a massive internal 

market. These changes created an image of Central American nations (and some 

Caribbean ones as well) as more “backward” than salient Latin American republics, and, 

by extension, as weaker, more “feminine” in their outlook. 

Arturo Arias, in his seminal work Taking Their Word: Literature and the Signs of 

Central America (2007), considers the region, as well as its cultural production, doubly 

marginalized—“both by the cosmopolitan center and by countries exercising hegemony 
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in Latin America” (xii). Marginalization from the outside is evident from the first 

epigraph above, illustrated by the blatant sexualization of its geography and resources, 

not only through the explicit reference to the United Fruit Company but also by the 

perception of many other Latin American countries that Central America is powerless, 

subordinate, because it has been possessed by the United States, and thus has lost its 

dignity, its honorability. Belli’s depiction of Nicaragua as fertile motherland is 

problematic because it simultaneously reveals her essentialist feminist position and 

reproduces the image of Central America as a subordinate entity to hegemonic centers of 

power in Latin America, the United States, and beyond. This legacy is mirrored in its 

cultural production of the 20th century. I contend that the narrative discursivities of 

Central American women authors experience multiple marginalizations in addition to 

those mentioned by Arias. Central American discourse itself has long ignored or 

marginalized “other” subjectivities. Female subjects in general are subordinated 

according to prevailing gender norms, and the region’s women writers are no exception. 

They are further displaced (along with the majority of their male counterparts) in 

academic circles outside of the isthmus because of their very Central Americanness, due 

to the fact that academia has traditionally focused on Mexico and the Southern Cone. 

Very rarely does one encounter specialists in Hispanic literatures (non-specialists in 

Central America, specifically), who can name more than one or two authors from the 

region, male or female alike. Rubén Darío, Ernesto Cardenal, and Miguel Ángel Asturias 

may be somewhat familiar names in U.S. Hispanic literature studies although they are 

little read at present, and excluded from many anthologies. As a case in point, Asturias, 

the only Central American Nobel laureate in literature, is frequently left out of such 
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collections. Mentions of Yolanda Oreamuno, Claribel Alegría, and Carmen Naranjo, to 

name but three of the subjects of my study, almost never appear.  

The two poetic depictions of Central America as female other that open this 

introduction are indicative of the implications of the U.S.’s patriarchal relationship with 

Central America from both a Latin American perspective and that of hegemonic centers 

of power, formative of a jumble of “otherness” on a global scale, and of the multiple 

displacements experienced by women writing in the region. Because of the relative 

invisibility of the literary production of Central American women writers, I seek to trace 

a genealogy of Central American discursivities by women to interrogate questions of 

female subjectivity and the inadequacy of hegemonic identitary formulations that often 

elide gender, ethnicity, and other regulatory trajectories in subject-formation. My 

dissertation is the first project in the U.S. to examine how an undercurrent in which 

colonially derived social relations underwrite contemporary Central America is 

interrogated and re-visioned in literature produced by women. 

The Latin American woman writer has been present in national literary circles as 

early as colonial times. Such are, by way of example, the cases of Sor Juana Inés de la 

Cruz (1648-1695) in Mexico, Felipa de Souza (1556-1600) in Brazil, and Sor Juana de 

Maldonado (1598-1666) in colonial Guatemala. In all these cases, they were linked to the 

conventual lettered tradition, prevalent in the major urban centers of Iberian colonies. Yet 

other lettered women, all of them members of the social elites given the rigid 19th century 

class structure, acted as public intellectuals in the isthmus, such as Pepita García 

Granados, who was an informed member and advisor in the Central American Federation 

of the 1830s. However, despite these historical traces that bring forth women’s potential 
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as writers, ideologues and intellectuals, as well as their participation in Central American 

literary circles beginning in the early 20th century, women writers in the region have been 

largely ignored not only in their own societies, but also by critics inspired by encounters 

with texts that are foreign to their own cultural and literary formation. Those female 

authors whose names have been rescued by critics later in the 20th century typically 

belonged to the high social circles of Central America’s bourgeoisie. More often than not, 

they were poets, such as María Cruz or Angelina Acuña. Though some highly empirical 

reflections have been written on some of their works by more contemporary women poets 

such as Luz Méndez de la Vega or Margarita Carrera, who were publishing primarily 

during the 1970s and 80s, their work has, for the most part, suffered a marked critical 

silence, and has seldom been anthologized or talked about outside of extremely reduced 

circles within their own countries. 

This trend did not change much during the second half of the 20th century. What 

did vary, however, was the foregrounding of ideological positioning, formal innovation, 

and problematization of traditional identitary formulations in works by Central American 

women authors who began to employ the novelistic genre as a tool to invent structures to 

grasp what could not yet be thought by Central American middle class women until those 

ideas shaking the world in the 1940s in the context of WWII began to impact the region 

as well. For many of them, the novel, a still unexplored genre by women writers in the 

isthmus until that time, became a way of articulating these very issues coming forth from 

Mexico, the U.S., and elsewhere. The novel, whose rhetoric was still basically uncodified 

in these parts at the time, thus became a useful instrument to articulate an experimental 

system to generate emergent forms of language, subjectivity, culture, and life. A good 
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bulk of the credit in this direction goes to the publication, in “revolutionary” Guatemala, 

of Costa Rican Yolanda Oreamuno’s La ruta de su evasión in 1948. Oreamuno’s novel, 

published two years before Simone De Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1950), anticipated the 

second wave of feminism, situating her as extraordinary in her prescience and uniqueness 

not only in the isthmus but also beyond its borders. She initiates a genealogical trait that 

simply had never before existed, neither in Central America nor in most places in the 

continent. Her appearance is not too different from that of Brazil’s Clarice Lispector 

(1920-1977), with the important differential factor that she remains barely known 

critically, whereas Lispector has been recognized as one of Brazil’s top 20th century 

novelists. Oreamuno created something like no one before her, and, indeed, it was many 

years before anyone else achieved anything equally as groundbreaking. It is my goal here 

to demonstrate the exceptionality and genius of six Central American authors, five of 

whom may not have participated in isthmian letters to the same extent had Oreamuno not 

first broken new and exciting ground for them by fusing textual experimentation with 

overtly feminist concerns. As we will see, Oreamuno’s work, and the formal and 

discursive innovations inaugurated with the publication of La ruta de su evasión, marks 

the other writers I analyze.  

In “Re-centering Central America: Women Writers Undisplaced,” I endeavor to 

unpack and unravel the meaning, genealogy and implications of the U.S.’s patriarchal 

relationship with Central America by focusing on the narrative production of six Central 

American authors: Yolanda Oreamuno (Costa Rica, 1916-1956), Claribel Alegría (El 

Salvador, 1924), Rosario Aguilar (Nicaragua, 1938), Carmen Naranjo (Costa Rica, 1928-

2012), Gloria Guardia (Panamá, 1940), and Jacinta Escudos (El Salvador, 1961). I have 
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chosen the authors listed here because each of them exhibit stylistic and formal 

experimentation, and they share a preoccupation with issues of subjectivity.  

The exclusion here of works by Guatemalan and Honduran authors is not intended 

to suggest that notable women writers from these countries do not exist. In these 

countries, women authors have distinguished themselves more as poets than as novelists. 

Indeed, it is only in the 21st century that important figures such as Carol Zardetto are 

emerging as exemplary technicians of the genre in Guatemala. Because my project 

centers on narrative, rather than poetry, and because until very recently there have been 

very few women novelists from these countries who have made such indelible marks on 

isthmian narrative textualities as those I have collected here, I chose to limit the scope of 

my study to writers from Costa Rica, Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Panama.  

I do not pretend to be the first scholar to examine the work of every one of the 

authors collected here. In 2003, for example, Seidy Araya Solano, a scholar at the 

Universidad Nacional de Costa Rica, published Seis narradoras de Centroamérica, a 

collection of essays that looks at the primary publications of Claribel Alegría, Gloria 

Guardia, Rosario Aguilar, Rima Vallbona, Carmen Naranjo, and Luisa González. 

Although her study overlaps with mine by four authors, Araya’s book lacks an organizing 

motif other than Central Americanness and femaleness, without articulating any concrete 

theoretical problematization of the implications of the ideas expressed by these narrators 

from a critical thinking perspective.  

Another study, entitled Writing Women in Central America: Gender and the 

Fictionalization of History and published in 2003 by U.S. scholar Laura Barbas-Rhoden, 

examines counter-hegemonic literary representations of Central American history by 
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women authors, including Claribel Alegría and Rosario Aguilar. Her book is similar to 

my dissertation in its focus on contestatary discourses that challenge established modes of 

thought based on colonialist, patriarchal, and machista mindsets. The strength of Barbas-

Rhoden’s study rests on its clear discussion of the methods through which the authors 

construct alternative histories by exploring gendered dichotomies and creating a 

“collective memory of resistance” (3). Her focus is particularly sociopolitical, whereas 

my study centers on the fundamental problematic of gender relations. For as brief as the 

book is, Barbas-Rhoden analyzes multiple texts by the authors she studies, leading, in my 

opinion, to less critical depth than a narrower scope would provide. Other texts since 

2000 problematizing Central American literary narrativity have not focused solely on 

women writers, even when dealing with some of them. I will discuss some of these 

studies in the section immediately following. 

No systematic study has looked at how literary techniques and representations by 

these authors articulate a literary counter-statement to the patriarchal legacy informing 

Central American modernity during the second half of the twentieth century. No other 

scholars have directed their attention to the problematization by the writers I collect here 

of traditional formulations of subordinate subjectivities in which norms, rhetorics and 

assumptions of machismo and social exclusion of women inhabit and still animate social 

relations in the isthmus. 

The premise of the present dissertation can thus be construed as the appearance of 

a seminal novel, Oreamuno’s La ruta de su evasión, that for the first time in a Central 

American context, and one of the first in the rest of the continent as well, established a 

problematization of sovereign subjectivity, so as to eliminate masculine authoritativeness 
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and open up space for a feminist contestatary speech and agency. It then proceeds to 

identify the underlying continuities that account for the constitution of feminist 

knowledges and discourses in fiction written by women, thus unearthing the relations 

operating in particular scriptural events and historical developments. I explore the 

continuity between Oreamuno and a series of other Central American women writers to 

explore how Oreamuno’s epistemic break was not a singular act, but, rather, the 

emergence of a broader tendency that, ultimately, has made possible the visibilization of 

women subjects in the region’s public arena. 

The works by the authors I have collected here all debunk conventional 

historiographies of the isthmus by attempting to identify the cracks in the sovereign 

subject’s unified suprahistorical positioning. The studies I detail below, while they do not 

focus solely on the narrative discursivity of women writers, do indeed explore alternative 

versions of Central American history and identity. In fact, they have all shaped my 

readings of the region’s literature in the 20th and 21st century, in one way or another, by 

focusing on it as a mode of contestatary discourse. 

Arturo Arias’s readings of Central American narrative, in both his 1998 book 

Gestos ceremoniales: Narrativa centroamericana 1960-1990 and 2007’s Taking Their 

Word, have deeply informed my own. With Gestos, Arias opens a space of representation 

for the signifying practices of Central American narrative by insisting that the region’s 

literary production no longer be marginalized. Composed in Spanish and published by 

Guatemala’s Editorial Artemis-Edinter, this book has visibilized as well as legitimized 

the examination of Central American discursivities specifically within studies of Hispanic 

literature. Taking Their Word achieves a similar goal as Gestos, but amplifies the scope 
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of the previous work by both discussing Central American literary production within the 

isthmus and examining the narrative discursivities of Central American-Americans in the 

diaspora. Additionally, Arias’s text takes up issues of indigeneity in Central American 

cultural production, often ignored in anterior studies of the isthmus’s discursivity, 

engaging deftly with anthropologist David Stoll whose conservative political stance seeks 

to delegitimize indigenous ways of expression. Taking Their Word, written in English 

and published in the United States, reaches both Hispanists and non-Hispanists alike, 

extending the importance of studying Central American and Central American-American 

literature to other disciplines including cultural, postcolonial, and subaltern studies, as 

University of Washington’s Cynthia Steele so astutely signals in her assessment of 

Arias’s book that appears on its back cover. Arias’s books, in looking at various modes of 

literary expression in the region through a sociopolitical lens, evidence the complexity of 

Central American narrative discursivity and the need for further critical studies of the 

same. Taking instead a feminist approach, I explore yet another facet of the heterogeneity 

of isthmian literature. 

Ana Patricia Rodríguez’s book, Dividing the Isthmus: Central American 

Transnational Histories, Literatures & Cultures (2009), covers an extensive time period 

(1899-2007) as well as immense geographical space in order to trace the “imaginary yet 

material space” of what she terms the “transisthmus” in which Central American cultural 

production is not limited to the geographical specificity or totalizing narratives (2). 

Rodríguez highlights the transnational flows of Central American histories, literatures 

and cultures, mimicking such movement by employing a highly transdisciplinary 

approach. Deeply rooting her literary analysis in conceptions of space and place, 



 11 

Rodríguez imagines a notion of the isthmus that is simultaneously local and global in 

scope. Her book, like my study, considers the effects of the subordinate relationship of 

Central America to the United States as a situation that informs textual production in the 

region and examines alternative histories. 

Nicole Caso, in turn, employs spatial metaphors as does Rodríguez in her 2010 

book Practicing Memory in Central American Literature. Caso organizes her study 

around “the isthmus,” “the city,” “the nation,” and “the other” (otherwise referred to as a 

“space for expressing cultural difference”) as both physical and figurative sites that 

facilitate reconceptualizations of Central American identitary construction. Caso analyzes 

the literary discursivity of these spaces in order to demonstrate the contestatary potential 

of narrative and poetic representations of memory and history in the region. Her 

particular methodology relies on the interplay of geographical and historical specificities 

in order to parse out the significance of the particular literary representations she 

examines. In the end, Caso demonstrates how various Central American narrative 

discursivities function as literary counter-statements to official accounts of history and 

regional identity, linking aesthetics and ideological positioning. Caso’s focus on 

contestatary representations of history as a means of refashioning traditional notions of 

identity is mirrored in my own work here. 

Finally, Beatriz Cortez’s Estética del cinismo: Pasión y desencanto en la 

literatura centroamericana de posguerra, also from 2010, is another exemplary work of 

isthmian literary and cultural studies that informs my work. Cortez’s book defines post-

war narrative discursivity as a literature of cynicism. In her asseverations about the post-

war Central American novel, Cortez demonstrates a marked departure from the utopian 
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narratives of the revolutionary period and, secondly, she signals a crisis of subjectivity in 

the post-war era precipitated by the failure of the aforementioned revolutionary projects. 

Cortez’s perception of the fractured, suicidal post-war subject is particularly important to 

my discussion of the final text analyzed in the present study, Jacinta Escudos’s A-B-

Sudario because it foregrounds existential angst as a characteristic of these subjects and 

demonstrates the insufficiency of reified notions of identity. 

Other emerging scholars of Central American literary studies include Yvette 

Aparicio and Verónica Ríos. Aparicio’s soon-to-be published book, País mío vení, 

engages with the twin notions of “home” and “homeland” in post-conflict, globalized 

Central America, distinguishing these central metaphors from the concept of nation and 

analyzing their productive power as affective attachments that construct “imagined 

communities” in Central American texts from El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. 

Ríos’s upcoming dissertation, "La compleja tarea de representar héroes costarricenses: la 

narrativa y la revelación de las aporías del discurso nacional" [The complex work of 

representing Costa Rican heroes: narrative and the revelation of the aporias of national 

discourse], examines the construction of national heroes and literary representations of 

heroic figures in Costa Rica from 1890-1920 as mechanisms of the project of national 

identitary consolidation (both within the region and internationally) precipitated by the 

region’s presence in the international market. Both of these studies represent the cutting-

edge of Central American literary scholarship because they take a fresh look at 

constructions of nationhood in the region, thereby amplifying and enriching the corpus of 

isthmian studies. I, like Aparicio and Ríos, contribute a unique perspective on the 

region’s literature through a focus on the problematics of identity construction. 
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My study is based first and foremost on Michel Foucault’s understanding of 

genealogy as articulated in his essay, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” (1971), in which 

he considers it as a sort of “effective” history that defies traditional Western philosophy 

with its teleological insistence on absolutes. Genealogy is “gray,” history with a 

lowercase “h,” whereas traditional historiography is black and white, history with a 

capital “H.” The goal of such histories is not merely to do away with official accounts but 

also to find those histories that have been silenced, covered over, marginalized; to change 

the ways in which the past and its events are conceived; and to encounter new means of 

explaining the past. As a stark counterpoint to traditional history, genealogy places 

tantamount importance on the multiplicity of interpretive possibilities.  

I place the works of the authors studied here in a genealogy. The novels I analyze 

of course do not pretend to represent totalizing narratives; they are highly personal in 

nature, and depict discontinuous histories, or, as Carmen Naranjo writes in her novel 

Diario de una multitud, they allow us access to “otras voces, otros gestos, otros rostros” 

[other voices, other gestures, other faces] (231). As the definition of a foucauldian 

genealogy would clearly imply, there cannot be a precise linearity linking each of my 

authors as participants in a conventional historiography where “facts” evidence their 

inevitable connection. I see the narrative discursivities of the six authors studied here as 

events in a continual but varied process of questioning and breaking with official 

teleologies, in particular the myths of sovereign, unitary subjectivity and the superiority 

of the patriarchal regime. Instead, I perceive intersections, “the accidents, the minute 

deviations—or conversely the complete reversals—the errors, the false appraisals, and 

the faulty calculations that gave birth to those things that continue to exist and have value 



 14 

for us…as a critique” (Foucault 146). If we return to the notion of “effective” history as a 

project of highlighting and valorizing the partiality of knowledge, we understand that 

essences are a fabrication and identity is “parody,” “a complex system of distinct and 

multiple elements, unable to be mastered by the powers of synthesis” (Foucault 

“Nietzsche” 161). I close this section on Foucault by stating how, for him, the concept of 

genealogy relativizes all ideals of truth, firmness and solidity, eschewing a supra-

historical perspective. A genealogical enquiry shows that “…power produces 

knowledge…that power and knowledge directly imply one another” (Foucault Discipline 

and Punish 27).  

Judith Butler expands on Foucault’s notion of parody when she posits in Gender 

Trouble (1990) that identity is a “signifying practice” in which agency is contained in 

“the possibility of a variation on [the] repetition” that characterizes the “doer”’s 

performance of his or her identity (198, 195). In this way, identity is merely an “effect” 

(Butler GT 201). Because of the essential fragmentation of the subject and partiality of 

knowledge, any notion of a unitary or “sovereign” subjectivity is effectively rendered 

impossible. 

For Butler in her 1997 book Excitable Speech, the sovereign subject is one that 

effects action through threat, and demonstrates power through interpellation (12). She 

goes on to emphasize that “[w]hereas some critics mistake the critique of sovereignty for 

the demolition of agency, I propose that agency begins where sovereignty wanes” (ES 

16). The way in which I deploy the term “sovereign subject” in this dissertation is 

primarily aligned with the patriarchal subject who imposes regulatory regimes of identity 

construction on subordinate subjectivities. Both Foucault and Butler accept the 
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paradoxical nature and ambiguity of the subject in which “‘subjection’ signifies the 

process of becoming subordinated by power as well as the process of becoming a 

subject” (Butler The Psychic Life of Power 2). In Judith Butler’s summary of the 

argument, “power is no longer constrained by models of sovereignty” but instead 

“emanates from any number of ‘centers’” (ES 78).  

Butler’s fundamental question then becomes: “How, then, is subjection to be 

thought and how can it become a site of alteration?” (PLP 11). The most effective way of 

effecting difference is through parodic repetition, as Butler posits in Gender Trouble. 

Parodic repetition, or repetition with a difference, is a subversive means of resisting 

imposed norms of identity construction. In this way, a subordinate subject, aware of her 

dependency, can deploy her own exercises of power in order to destabilize established 

hierarchies and gesture toward the possibility of creating alternative conceptions of the 

self. Through acts, as well as discourse, subjects perform their identity, highlighting its 

artificial nature through the performance itself. In the texts I analyze, the regulatory 

fiction of a unitary, coherent identity, particularly that of the patriarchal subject, is 

subverted both through representations of performativity as well as through discourses 

that evidence parodic repetition of gender norms. 

The authors that I examine in this study are all keenly aware of their own 

subordination as women, and the subordination of other marginalized groups. In addition, 

they are acutely conscious of the exercises of power of the sovereign subject and 

construct their narratives so as to reveal the farce of identitary unity and superiority that 

the sovereign, usually patriarchal, subject assumes as his birthright. Highlighting the 

carnavalesque, unruly nature of identity and history that Foucault describes in 
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“Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” the narrative discursivities analyzed in my study 

effectively undermine the sovereign subject and explore the problematics of subjectivity 

itself (161). 

One strategy through which the subordinate subject can push back against 

hegemonic norms imposed by the so-called sovereign subject is through the agency 

afforded by the speech act. Each of the six authors assembled in this study deploys 

literary language as a means of “talking back” to hegemonic discourse. Their stylistic 

innovations and formal experimentation serve to destabilize the orderly world in which 

the sovereign subject purports to live and serve as literary counterstatements to the 

regulatory regimes of identity construction that mandate unquestioning conformity and 

attempt to impose homogenizing definitions on groups so as to justify their 

marginalization. In addition to their strategic deployments of literary form, several of the 

authors I study also use their protagonists to call attention to the simultaneously 

subversive and redemptive role of language that allows the subordinate subject to 

negotiate her own identity and undermine the prevailing norms to which she is subjected. 

As Cayetana, the unruly protagonist of Jacinta Escudos’s A-B-Sudario (2003) points out, 

writing is a means to “conciliar ese caos, ese yo dividido de los esquizofrénicos” 

[reconcile this chaos, the schizophrenic, divided ‘I’] (111). 

Chapter 1 on Yolanda Oreamuno represents the foundation of my genealogical 

study. La ruta de su evasión was published in 1949, when Central America had begun to 

experience the labor pains of modernity. Oreamuno utilizes the figure of family patriarch 

Don Vasco to demonstrate the destructiveness of the heteronormative model in this new 

age. The rigidity of the patriarchal structure simply cannot be accommodated when the 
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logic of developmentalism in the region mandates economic success. As modernity is 

ushered in, all sectors of society, including many women, leave the paternal home to 

enter the workforce in search of economic well-being. Aurora, in this way, is an emblem 

of the new era. She is the only character who maintains a sense of self at the conclusion 

of the novel. Aurora, whose name translates to “dawn,” represents hopefulness 

engendered by the inauguration of a new set of possibilities in the modern age that will 

force open fissures in the heteronormative regulatory regime. 

Oreamuno’s groundbreaking novel initiated the use of new modes of discursive 

practice as well. Nineteenth century Costa Rican literature was dominated by 

costumbrista texts. Oreamuno’s modernist influences privileged representations of 

interiority and stream of consciousness narration, resulting in texts that rejected linearity 

and emphasized the individual psychologies of the fictional subjects they created. As 

such, Oreamuno’s text, like those of modernists Virginia Woolf and Marcel Proust, lends 

itself to depictions of self-reflection and self-awareness on the part of the protagonists, 

opening a space for interrogations of established notions of subjectivity. 

Oreamuno’s La ruta de su evasión, inaugurates a new epoch for both feminine 

subjectivity and narrative discourse in Central America, one continuing to this day. This 

text opened up a distinct set of possibilities for women novelists in Central America, 

thereby allowing for the emergence of the writers analyzed in the remainder of the 

present study. 

In Chapter 2, I analyze Claribel Alegría’s seminal work, Cenizas de Izalco, 

published in 1964. Alegría’s text emerges from the space opened up by Oreamuno’s La 

ruta de su evasión, extending the critique of patriarchal gender roles to include a 
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problematization of individual identity as well. Simultaneous to this project of 

deconstructing traditional norms of identity, Alegría fashions a literary counter-statement 

to the historia oficial concerning the 1932 massacre of Salvadoran farm workers by 

interpolating history with the intimate stories of two women, Isabel and her daughter 

Carmen. Combining innovative literary techniques with interrogations of subjectivity, 

much like Oreamuno, Alegría’s novel marked the end of social realism in the isthmus 

(Arias Gestos 62). 

The novel is structured around the parallel representations of two women’s 

endeavors for self-realization and actualization. The frame story represents Carmen’s 

interiority while the interpolated text, Frank Wolff’s diary, recounts Isabel’s struggles as 

a young wife and mother. This narrative strategy counters authoritarian discourse through 

its non-linearity and the novel, like Oreamuno’s before it, is characterized by stream of 

consciousness and confusions of space and time. This discursive innovation allows for 

the revelation of, and meditations on, the partiality and disorderliness of understandings 

of memory and as well as identity. These representations of history and subjectivity 

confirm the artificiality of totalizing accounts of both individuals and events.  

In Cenizas de Izalco, Alegría employs a proliferation of voices as a challenge to 

monologic definitions of subjectivity. These distinct points of view many times clash, 

revealing the fragility and fragmented nature of identity, whether it be that of the 

individual, a collective, or a given gender. The emphasis on polyphony in this text is 

utilized to great effect in several of the other texts analyzed in my study, and reaches its 

highest significance in Carmen Naranjo’s Diario de una multitud. Alegría, and Oreamuno 

before her, establish dialogic discourse as the most revelatory mode of narrative, 
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especially when exploring questions of subjectivity, and the majority of the women 

novelists studied here employ this strategy. 

Reading and writing also play a significant role in this text, and are represented as 

coping mechanisms. Both practices involve constant mediation and critical interpretation 

on the part of reader and writer. The importance of such dynamic processes to 

understandings of subjectivity is established in Cenizas de Izalco and reappears and is 

further developed in the works of Rosario Aguilar and Jacinta Escudos, for example. 

Chapter 3 deals with Rosario Aguilar’s collection of novellas, Primavera 

sonámbula (1976). Aguilar exclusively utilizes female protagonists in the five short 

novels I analyzed. The depictions of aberrant feminine subjectivities allow the author to 

destabilize traditional heteronormative models of gender identity. The narrative strategies 

that Aguilar employs are not particularly experimental, but the privileging of solely 

feminine perspectives distinguishes her work from that of Oreamuno and Alegría and 

permits for more explicit self-consciousness on the part of the female subjects she 

represents. What Aguilar achieves by depicting feminine subject positions is a fuller 

censure of the machinations of the patriarchal regulatory regime and, at times, the 

suggestion of alternative modes of comportment that transcend the strictures of the 

heteronormative model. Some, if not all, of the female subjects Aguilar represents in 

these novellas achieve measures of agency even while remaining subordinate. 

In several of the novellas collected in Primavera sonámbula, as in Alegría’s 

Cenizas de Izalco, writing is a practice that enables the female subject to negotiate her 

identity. Reading in Aguilar, however, is depicted as power play in that the reader takes 

and interprets the text without regard for the author’s intentions or perceived individual 
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truths. Personal narrative, while dangerous for the subordinate, female subject, is 

ultimately a mechanism for self-expression that displaces authoritarian discourse 

(medico-legal or juridical as the case may be in the texts I have explored).  

The aberrant female subjects collected in Primavera sonámbula prefigure the 

unruly protagonist of Jacinta Escudos’s A-B-Sudario, Cayetana, and the foregrounded 

importance of writing as a means of self-fashioning and redemption also recur in greater 

relief in Escudos’s novel. 

In Chapter 4, I shift my focus to Carmen Naranjo’s Diario de una multitud 

(1974). In her novel, Naranjo opts for a representation of the urban citizenry over that of 

individual subjectivities in order to emphasize the heterogeneity of Costa Rican society, 

thereby invalidating the myth of tico exceptionalism. By extension, Naranjo employs the 

excision of the individual in her text as a means of avoiding the construction of a lesbian 

subject and the depiction of lesbian desire. The spectral or “disappeared” lesbian, then, is 

a marker of the violence with which sexuality has been repressed in Central America in 

general, and Costa Rica in particular. 

The narrative discursivity of Diario is polyphonic at its core, and Naranjo’s 

strategic non-privileging of individual subjects creates a more egalitarian representation 

of Costa Rican society that the homogeneizing myth of tico exceptionalism allows. 

Because the myth of exceptionalism is directed outward, it conflicts with and denies the 

internal realities of a country that is falling apart. This notion is an artificial conflation 

that invisibilizes sectors of the society that give lie to Costa Rica’s exceptionalism: 

radical students, workers, and gay and lesbian subjects. Costa Rica, then, is revealed as 
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the equal of any other Central American or Third World country, plagued by internal 

strife. 

The self-ghosting of the lesbian subject permits her a certain ability to escape the 

binary norms of identity construction while simultaneously highlighting the violence with 

which non-normative sexual practices are suppressed. The lesbian, through her resistance 

to such regulatory mechanisms, denies the legitimacy of “patriarchal protocol,” as Terry 

Castle puts it (4-5), and this denial destabilizes hegemonic structures. 

Naranjo desconstructs the homogenous notion of the happy tico, thereby opening 

up the space for the problematization of national identities and social imaginaries that 

attempt to represent all social sectors. The “disappeared” lesbian is a symptom of the 

dystopian nature of the nation that does not accommodate non-normative subjectivities. 

Instead of articulating utopian desires like many of her contemporaries, Naranjo’s 

depiction of Costa Rica as a world upside-down reflects her certainty that revolution 

could never right all the wrongs in her country. This dystopian view of society appears in 

Escudos’s novel, echoing Naranjo’s evaluation of utopian revolutionary projects and 

confirming the failure of the same in the post-war era in Central America in which chaos 

and disillusion are commonplace. 

Chapter 5 concerns Gloria Guardia’s El último juego (1977), and examines the 

introduction of an oligarchic male protagonist as a means of interrogating not only 

masculine signifying practices but also the problematics of Panamanian political 

sovereignty and citizenship. Tito Garrido, Guardia’s protagonist, unlike Oreamuno’s Don 

Vasco, is represented through his interiority, exposing the fragility of the oligarchic 

subject’s self-conception. 
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Guardia also employs a strategic distancing between protagonist and author that 

allows her to easily ironize and parody the subjectivity of the Panamanian elite, a sector 

to which she herself belongs. In addition, the author depicts Garrido’s narrative about his 

lover in order to open up a contestatary space in which the machinations of the masculine 

subject though which he seeks to manipulate discourse as well as subordinate 

subjectivities are laid bare. The implicit narrator serves as yet another instance in which a 

distancing move by the author allows for a ridiculization of the male oligarchic subject, 

exercising over him the same attempts at interpretation that Garrido imposes on his lover, 

revealing yet another perspective that debilitates his supposed authority and superiority. 

The implicit narrator’s commentary confirms the masculine subject’s inability to 

control discourse, and turns him from subject to object through the gaze. Garrido is not 

merely gazed on by the narrator, but is also objectified (and most uncomfortably so, for 

him) by subordinate, marginalized subjects as well as by North American subjects who 

construe him as an ethnic other. 

The incursion of the guerrilla group into Garrido’s home also dismantles his 

supposed authority, serving as not only a marker of his impotence in his own home but 

also as a metaphorical instance of sexual aggression. The male oligarch is subject to the 

penetration of his home by the Commando Urraca as well as by a symbolic rape by a 

guerrillera, thereby heightening the significance of his loss of power and affecting a 

figurative transformation that construes him as a female subject. The masculine subject, 

in this case, is not only revealed for the artificiality of his attempts to define and control 

others, but is also cast as a subordinate, rather than sovereign, subject.  
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Normative subjectivity is portrayed in El ultimo juego as a set of performative 

acts and is considered in the novel’s logic, therefore, as artificial. Garrido performs the 

role of the heteronormative masculine subject, and that is revealed as a farce; he dons the 

mask of cosmopolitanism, seeking to identify with agents of economic hegemony in the 

United States and other “developed” countries, but also fails at that. In the end, if Garrido 

is to consider himself representative of Panama, he must take on the feminine role in 

order to recognize his subordination to U.S. interests. 

The narrative techniques that Guardia employs, along with the complete 

dismantling of sovereign subjectivity she achieves with this novel, mark a further 

development in the genealogy of Central American women writers that I have established 

here. 

In the final chapter, I explore Jacinta Escudos’s 2003 novel, A-B-Sudario. Like 

Naranjo before her, Escudos sees society as dystopian, yet her cynicism seems much 

more deeply engrained than her predecessor’s. The persistence of this dim view of 

society is a direct reflection of the lawlessness and chaos that continues to reign in 

postwar Central America, even after the Peace Accords in El Salvador in 1992 and 

Guatemala in 1996 signaled the end of armed conflict in the region. In contrast with 

Naranjo’s specific depiction of Costa Rican society, Escudos’s narrative denies 

geographical specificity in favor of a representation of the post-national, post-war 

subject. 

In A-B-Sudario, the lack of a specific notion of place accompanies the tendency in 

post-war literature to elide overt political or nationalist agendas in favor of critical 

examinations of power relations. Escudos, through her unruly protagonist, Cayetana, 
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imagines a non-oppressed female subject that embraces her fragmentation and posits 

writing as a means of experiencing and constructing her subjectivity. Writing, as in 

Alegría’s Cenizas and Aguilar’s Primavera sonámbula, is an intimate practice that allows 

one to negotiate his or her own identity through self-expression and self-reflection. The 

notion of subjectivity that one gleans from narrative discursivity, however, is not that of 

an integral, whole, fully-knowable entity, as we have seen. 

The form of Escudos’s highly experimental text itself further highlights the 

subversion of traditional discourses by privileging a multiplicity of discursive forms, 

creating a narrative pastiche. Language, like subjectivity, is unwieldy, and as such 

provides a useful tool for turning normative conceptions of identity on their heads.  

The secondary (masculine) characters in this text, who constantly attempt to 

define Cayetana, ultimately cannot, revealing in a similar fashion what we perceived in 

the works of our five other authors—that the ideological practices that seek to normalize, 

homogenize, and dominate subordinate subjectivities so typical of hegemonic structures 

cannot but constitute failed, artificial exercises of power. Patriarchal subjectivity is 

effectively undermined in this way, but so is the possibility of any reified notion of 

subjectivity, whether it be related to gender, nationality, or individual identity. 

“Official” notions of Central American-ness in the postwar epoch are just as 

needful of problematization as those prevalent from the Colonial period to the 19th 

century and from the period of modernization through the revolutionary era that we saw 

in the first five authors studied here. The crises of subjectivity represented in Escudos’s 

text gesture toward the necessity of acknowledging and examining the radical 

transformations experienced by postwar Central American subjects especially as, in our 
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globalized world, Central Americans are living within the U.S., are part of Latino 

populations in every city in the U.S., and their presence affects and impacts this country 

in many more ways than has been recognized. 

By linking the narrative discursivity of the authors I study with contestatary 

projects that seek to undermine traditional notions of subjectivity, I hope to add to the 

body of knowledge already established by the critics I mentioned above. Acknowledging 

a continuity between the subjects of this dissertation allows me to transcend the purely 

didactic purpose of Seidy Araya’s book, for example, in order to open up a symbolic 

space in which one can begin to perceive a preoccupation with identitary problematics 

that defy individual and national specificities, connecting subjectivities across time and 

geography. After all, Foucault understood ‘genealogy’ and ‘critique’ as mutually 

complementary. In fact, critique is an integral part of genealogy; genealogy is a critical 

enterprise. And I hope that my dissertation contributes in at least a small part to this 

effort.

                                                
1 All English translations are my own, unless otherwise noted. 
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Chapter 1: Yolanda Oreamuno 

 
Although women writers have been present in Central America since colonial 

times, such as Sor Juana Inés de Maldonado (1598-1666) in Guatemala, and some played 

a significant role in politics as public intellectuals such as Pepita García Granados in the 

Central American Federation of the 1830s, it was not until the second half of the 20th 

century that they appeared on the isthmus’s literary scene in substantial numbers and 

garnered public recognition, unlike women writers of the first half of the century such as 

Romelia Alarcón Folgar (1900-1970), Lucila Gamero de Medina (1873-1964), or 

Magdalena Spínola (1897-1991), who have been posthumously rescued by feminist 

critics. Perhaps the only Central American writer recognized in her lifetime was Costa 

Rican Carmen Lyra (1888-1949), yet this happened through the relatively minor form of 

children’s fiction. 

Their presence in Central American artistic and intellectual circles at that time, 

however, did not guarantee widespread recognition and acceptance of their literary 

production, as in the case of Yolanda Oreamuno. A more thorough explanation for this 

phenomenon still needs to be articulated in credible fashion. Needless to say, the 

potential reasons behind this phenomenon lay more in the realm of sociology as well as 

cultural history, and thus remain outside of the purview of the present analysis. It is 

important to note, however, that the relative smallness of Central American societies kept 

newspapers and magazines, the only places where publishing could take place prior to 

WWII, in the hands of a limited number of oligarchic men reluctant to accept feminine 

publications in those sources they controlled. The lack of dynamic middle classes was 
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also undoubtedly a factor. Historically, leading Central American sociologist and 

historian Edelberto Torres Rivas has explained this by arguing that foreign ownership of 

the banana industry, an enclave economy, was the chief obstacle to Central America in 

obtaining a significant share of its benefits to further economic growth in the early part of 

the 20th century. The Central American economy thus depended on rural development to 

survive, not an urban one, and no new areas of capital accumulation appeared during this 

period. Industrialization was virtually non-existent. All these elements led to political 

asphyxiation during this span of time as well. 

After WWII, Central American nations underwent dramatic economic, political 

and social transformations, marked by the Guatemalan revolution of 1944 and the Costa 

Rican in 1948. These phenomena generated enough social transformations not only to 

dynamize urban economies, but they also enabled women to come politically to the fore. 

The conditions were thus present for a major woman writer to appear on the scene. With 

her 1949 novel La ruta de su evasión [The Route of His/Her Escape], Costa Rican 

novelist and essayist Yolanda Oreamuno became such a person. 

The list of Costa Rican essayist and novelist Oreamuno’s publications is 

lamentably short, owing in part to the fact that she was virtually ignored by the cultural 

scene in her home country, Costa Rica, despite her contributions to Repertorio 

Americano.1 As Oreamuno herself wrote: “En Costa Rica es necesario / morirse para 

recoger / el reconocimiento póstumo / de este pueblo desdeñoso y pasivo” [In Costa Rica 

it is necessary / for one to die in order to reap / posthumous recognition / from this 

disdainful and passive people] (qtd. in Vallbona YO 3). She encountered greater success 

and recognition in her adopted country, Guatemala, winning the “15 de septiembre” prize 
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in 1948 for the aforementioned La ruta de su evasión,2 which was published in 1949 by 

that country’s Ministry of Public Education.3 Much of Oreamuno’s work remains to the 

present day unpublished and, in many cases, was destroyed or is undiscovered (Vallbona 

Narrativa 11). 

Oreamuno’s personal life, rather than her literary achievements, has long been the 

defining element of her biography, as evidenced by the first lines of the entry dedicated to 

the author in the Diccionario de la literatura centroamericana (2007), edited by Albino 

Chacón: “Su vida estuvo marcada por los infortunios, el dolor, el desarraigo y la 

incomprensión del país hacia sus ideas, muy modernas para la época” [Her life was 

marked by misfortunes, pain, uprootedness and the incomprehension by the country of 

her ideas, very modern at the time] (331). The first misfortune suffered by Oreamuno was 

the suicide of her first husband in 1936 (Vallbona YO 114). She later lost custody of her 

child to her second husband, and she also suffered from numerous physical maladies that 

eventually led to an early death (Chacón 331; Vallbona YO 7). She died in virtual 

anonymity in Mexico City in 1956, and was buried in a pauper’s grave marked only by 

the number “7-363” (Vallbona YO 7). It was not until 1961, at the behest of Costa Rica’s 

then-First Lady doña Olga Benedictis de Echandi, that Oreamuno’s remains were 

returned to Costa Rica and buried in San José’s cemetery (Ugalde). 

As Rima de Vallbona states, Oreamuno’s status as an important literary figure in 

Costa Rica was only established posthumously. Since 1961, when Editorial Costa Rica 

published the anthology A lo largo del corto camino, which is comprised of extant essays 

and short stories, as well as correspondence, there has been a renewed interest in her 

work (Vallbona YO 5, 8). On December 2, 1997, a sculpture of Oreamuno, by Marisel 
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Jiménez, was placed in the Paseo de los Artistas [Artists’ Avenue] outside the National 

Theater in San José (“Yolanda Oreamuno”). More recently, Nicaraguan politician, 

intellectual, and author, Sergio Ramírez, published the novel La fugitiva [The Fugitive] 

(2011)4, which straddles the line between biography and novel in its depiction of one 

Amanda Solano, a Costa Rican author whose trajectory parallels that of Yolanda 

Oreamuno in many respects, down to the title of her novel La ruta de su evasión. 

Oreamuno’s award-winning 1949 novel La ruta de su evasión tells the tragic story 

of a family subjected to the tyrannical will of a father and husband, Don Vasco, whose 

rigid perception of gender roles and whose hunger for power and dominion leads to the 

annihilation of his entire family. The narrative is highly intimate in orientation, and 

through the representation of the interior lives of the characters, Oreamuno demonstrates 

the progressive degradation of the patriarchal subject and the eventual conscientization of 

the feminine one. The author utilizes such literary devices as stream of consciousness, 

interior monologue, second and third person narration, and frequent flashbacks in order to 

chart the trajectories of her various protagonists. All these technical innovations in 

narrative form were new to Central American literature at the time. What Oreamuno 

achieves through the intimate perspective of this novel is a stripping down of the 

machinations of the male, and with him the society that is complicit in perpetuating such 

machista norms. At the novel’s conclusion, the male subject, who has always considered 

himself superior to all others, is destroyed by his own pride and selfishness. What 

remains is a vague hope for the future in which the female subject, finally achieving a 

sort of consciousness of her subordination, is able to reconstruct her subjectivity without 
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basing this new identity on any relationship with a man, focusing instead on her own 

desires and new-found agency. 

 

Nascent Feminism in Oreamuno’s Early Works  

Upon examination of Oreamuno’s extant publications, one perceives a defiant 

stance on the part of the author, particularly when she writes about societal tendencies to 

limit the self-expression and self-realization of certain groups or create false, 

homogenizing notions of identity, whether they be nationalist, patriarchal, or classist in 

nature. Because Oreamuno’s preoccupation with the problematics of normative identity 

formation and regulation forms the basis of La ruta de su evasión, the novel with which 

we will be engaging in the greater part of this chapter, it is important to take a brief look 

at some of Oreamuno’s pre-1948 essays and stories. To this end, I have chosen to look at: 

“¿Qué hora es?” [What time is it?] (1933); “El ambiente tico y los mitos tropicales” [The 

Costa Rican environment and tropical myths] (1938); and “México es mío” [Mexico is 

mine] (1944).5 

 From her first entry into the national literary scene at the age of seventeen, 

Yolanda Oreamuno articulates a sharp censure of traditional identitary constructs that 

regulate and restrict women’s participation in Costa Rican society. She does not limit her 

critique of traditional formulations of feminine identity to the educational sphere, but 

rather, broadens it to include the patriarchal family structure that informs societal norms. 

In her essay, “¿Qué hora es...” (1933), Oreamuno details her particular brand of 

feminism, which calls for women’s involvement in their own formation and self-

realization. The topic of the contest for which the essay was written asks the reader to 
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address “Medios que usted sugiere al Colegio para librar a la mujer costarricense de la 

frivolidad ambiente” [Ways that you suggest the College liberate the Costa Rican woman 

from environmental frivolity] (A lo largo 39). The question that Oreamuno poses early in 

the essay reveals the contradictions between educational tenets and societal expectations: 

“¿Se educa a nuestras muchachas para que sean buenas señoras de casa, correctas esposas 

y fuertes madres, o se las educa para que tomen una activa parte en el conjunto social, 

dentro y fuera del hogar?” [Do we educate our young girls to be good housewives, proper 

spouses and strong mothers, or do we educate her to take an active part in society as a 

whole, within and outside of the home?] (A lo largo 41). This question points directly to 

the argument that Oreamuno develops in the essay. While the education system purports 

to impart crucial knowledge to its students, Oreamuno perceives its complicity with the 

regulatory regime of the family. She suggests that Costa Rican schools do not provide 

their pupils with a clear vision of the purpose of their studies. Instead, girls see their 

education as a stopover before continuing to marriage and/or wage earning, depending on 

their socio-economic position, and any motivation that they might have for learning is 

merely “la competencia por la buena nota” [competition for good marks], a reason that 

Oreamuno deems insufficient and in itself frivolous (A lo largo 44). A societal ill that 

parallels and even informs the educational system’s lack of a clear purpose for learning is 

the traditional family that demands obedience and respect from the daughter rather than 

individual thought. Oreamuno states: “no hay dignidad sin conciencia y la suprema 

conciencia está en asumir con pleno conocimiento de causa las responsabilidades que da 

la vida al enrolar a un ser en su corriente” [there is no dignity without consciousness and 

supreme consciousness resides in assuming with full knowledge of cause the 
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responsibilities that life gives once a being joins its current] (46). What young women 

lack, according to Oreamuno, is consciousness of their autonomy and personal ambition. 

The author censures women who consider themselves liberated because they have 

achieved the success of “ponernos tacones bajos y cortarnos el pelo” [wearing flats and 

cutting our hair], suggesting that instead woman should seek “la liberación de su 

intelecto” [the liberation of her intellect] and reject “el prejuicio de que el hombre debe 

mantenerla” [the prejudice that man should take care of her] (A lo largo 50). Instead, she 

should acknowledge “el derecho de formular libremente una opinión y de establecer su 

propia ruta de pensamiento” [the right to freely formulate an opinion and establish her 

own way of thinking] and assert a feminine personality “[...] equipotencial, nunca igual al 

del hombre, que [la] faculte para escoger rutas cuando hay cerrazón de horizontes” [with 

equal potential, never the same to man’s, that empowers her to choose a way when there 

is a closure of horizons] thereby constructing feminine subjectivity in terms of 

partnership rather than subjugation (A lo largo 51-2). How, then, is the educational 

system to resolve this problem of “frivolidad ambiente”? Oreamuno posits that schools 

should be much more pragmatic in their teaching, making incontrovertibly clear the 

purpose of what students learn: to capacitate them to participate fully in society (A lo 

largo 54). In effect, Oreamuno suggests that women should be taught that they are not 

merely domestic beings that must live subjected to the will of the father (and later their 

husbands) but that they are actors in society at large and as such they are responsible not 

only for themselves but for others as well. Recognizing that one’s responsibility 

transcends the limits of self-interest makes possible a more complete self-conception and 

a subject better capable of self-determination. Traces of this non-normative redefinition 
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of feminine subjectivity reappear in La ruta de su evasión in a much less direct form. 

Oreamuno’s novel, instead of functioning as a baldly didactic tool, depicts the 

consequences of the type of education that young Costa Rican women receive at the 

Colegio Superior against which she writes in this early essay. 

 While in “¿Qué hora es?” Oreamuno engages with and attempts to alter prevailing 

gender norms in Costa Rica, in “El ambiente tico y los mitos tropicales” (1938), the 

author attacks the homogenizing notion of tico identity. She suggests that the depiction of 

the stereotypical tico simultaneously implies “la ausencia casi absoluta de espíritu de 

lucha, y la deliberada ignorancia hacia cualquier peligroso valor que en un momento dado 

conmueva o pueda conmover nuestro quietismo” [the almost absolute absence of a 

fighting spirit, and the deliberate ignorance of any dangerous value that in a given 

moment moves or could move our passivity] (A lo largo 17). Oreamuno criticizes her 

country’s avowed neutrality as a lack of agency or vitality that is an inheritance of the 

Conquest that Costa Ricans should no longer accept. She suggests that her country stop 

passively receiving “civilización” [civilization] from outside and instead “[hacerse] a sí 

propio” [make itself] (A lo largo 17). Oreamuno implores her fellow citizens to stop 

bowing their heads in submission to the “grandes países” [greater/larger countries] (18) 

that still hold a colonialist grip on Costa Rica. She implicates the landscape in the 

construction of the tico psychology, inculpating it for its “beatífica tranquilidad” [beatific 

tranquility] and lack “de lo grandioso, de lo inmenso” [of the grandiose, of the immense] 

(A lo largo 19). Because tico national identity is defined by its passivity, Oreamuno 

censures the tendency to quash contestatary speech or action that might upset this 

carefully crafted image, proposing that the very manner in which such agency is 
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diminished is reflective of this passivity. One who publishes a piece that might be 

offensive is quietly moved from the front page to the society page and, in this way, is 

relegated to invisibility without the violence of outright rejection. The only arm that is 

permitted in tico discourse is “el choteo” [the joke], a subtle weapon deployed together 

with “la ignorancia deliberada y entrenada” [deliberate and trained ignorance] (A lo largo 

20). In the last pages of this essay, Oreamuno transitions from what she perceives as the 

constitutive passivity and submission of the Costa Rican national identity to the “mitos 

tropicales” [tropical myths] that are imposed from without. These myths are not enacted 

by the tico so much as they are representations that are utilized to attract tourists and 

consist of: “mujeres bonitas, color y demoperfectocracia” [beautiful women, local color, 

and demoperfectocracy] (A lo largo 21 author’s emphasis). Oreamuno defines these 

myths, specifying that local color is derived from images of blacks and indigenous people 

working in the countryside surrounded by picturesque palm trees and that 

demoperfectocracy is represented by the freedom with which the President passes 

through the streets of the capital interacting with any and all citizens without the most 

minimal concern for his safety. As she describes the bases of these myths, she 

simultaneously strives to dismantle them. She acknowledges that Costa Rican women are 

indeed beautiful, but contends that the black and indigenous workers do not conserve 

“ritos exóticos” [exotic rituals] and have assimilated, at least linguistically, to their 

environment (A lo largo 22). In terms of landscape, Oreamuno highlights the volubility 

of the weather during the non-tourist months in which heavy rain “está reñido [...] con el 

sol permanente y la ‘eterna primavera’” [quarrels with permanent sunshine and “eternal 

spring”] (A lo largo 22). She engages more fully with the myth of demoperfectocracy, 
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contending that Costa Rica has never had anything even approximating “perfect” 

democracy, and contesting the very definition of Costa Rica’s governing ideology as 

democracy at all. Oreamuno faults Costa Rica’s lack of vitality and, therefore, of 

evolution and progress, for its passive brand of democracy in which this ideology is 

applied without reflective thought. The lack of engagement with the rest of the world: 

degenera en una visible mala educación y en una absoluta o casi absoluta falta de 
responsabilidad. Actuamos para nosotros mismos y muy a menudo no tenemos ni 
la primaria idea simplista de la projimidad; falta cohesión, nexo sufrido y 
trabajado; falta colectividad. 
 
[degenerates into visible bad manners and an absolute or almost absolute lack of 
responsibility. We act for ourselves and very frequently we haven’t even the most 
fundamental simplistic idea of compassion; there is a lack of cohesion, a 
connection that is hard-wearing and well-crafted; we lack collectivity.] (A lo largo 
23) 
 

Just as she does in “¿Qué hora es?” when discussing Costa Rican women, Oreamuno 

suggests that self-consciousness is the solution to the homogenizing myths of Costa 

Rican identity promoted by both the national government and the foreign tourist industry. 

Through self-reflection the Costa Rican him/herself should realize that he/she is part of a 

collective, albeit not homogeneous, group that must participate in the broader world in 

order to achieve actualization. The concluding image with which Oreamuno leaves her 

reader is of a pubescent Costa Rica that has just discovered her own sexuality “y el futuro 

la llama para convertirla en una pecadora, auténtica y original” [and the future calls her to 

become an authentic and original sinner] (A lo largo 25). Costa Rica must act, like an 

adolescent girl, in order to become acquainted with her own potential and leave behind 

the paternal forces that have governed her self-conception and agency up to that point. 

The subversion implied by acting according to one’s own subjectivity rather than to the 

mandates of societal norms is the necessary “sin” that both woman and nation must 
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commit, according to Oreamuno. Only then will they achieve dignity and move toward 

true self-realization. Again the motif of subversion of identitary norms reappears, this 

time linking feminine and national subjectivity in order to highlight and criticize the 

submission of both to the machinations of regulatory regimes.  

 “México es mío” (1944) is another demonstration of Yolanda Oreamuno’s 

systematic undermining of regulatory regimes that seek to homogenize subjectivities and 

control discourse. This text, in contrast to the two analyzed above, is a short story. 

Through the narrative discourse Oreamuno privileges personal experience as the locus of 

subjectivity and thus signals a shift away from didactic, essayistic discourse and toward 

the intimate perspective that will characterize La ruta de su evasión. In this story, the 

author employs first person narrative as a means of entering into the subjectivity of the 

main character that describes his/her personal experience with the unvarnished reality of 

residing in Mexico City. The author begins by depicting the city at nightfall, highlighting 

the intimacy that darkness confers on the urban landscape. The narrator says:  

El ojo reduce su radio de acción; ya no existe el cielo, ni los pisos superiores de 
los altos edificios, ni los postes del alumbrado, ni nada que esté fuera de esa 
intimidad que hace necesaria la noche, y la lucha desesperada de la ciudad que no 
quiere ahogarse en negro. Entonces, México es mío.  

 
[The eye reduces its range of action; the sky no longer exists, nor the upper floors 
of the tall buildings, nor the streetlight posts, nor anything that is beyond this 
intimacy that the night makes necessary, and the desperate struggle of the city that 
does not want to drown in blackness. Then, Mexico is mine.] (A lo largo 164)  

 
At night, the narrator feels an affinity with the city as darkness narrows the scope of 

experience to the purely personal, and the narrative subject is then able to construct 

his/her own version of the city. As a resident of this enormous urban space, the narrator is 

afforded a unique perspective that tourists do not possess. As s/he describes the mariachis 
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that captivate the visitors, s/he makes another assertion: “no son de él” [they aren’t his] 

(A lo largo 166). The tourist is incapable of seeing past appearances, whereas the 

perceptive narrator of the story can because: “Son de aquél que puede ver no los colores 

del zarape, sino lo raído de la trama, no la casaca bordada del “charro”, sino la ausencia 

de pantalones idénticos a la casaca, bordados y esplendentes” [They belong to the person 

that can see not colors of the serape, but the threadbare weave, not the embroidered jacket 

of the “charro”, but the absence of matching pants, embroidered and dazzling] (A lo largo 

166). The narrator of this text has the advantage of his/her own insight and discernment, 

traits that make him/her particularly sensitive to the sometimes-harsh realities. The 

tourist, as described by Oreamuno in this story, is influenced by propagandistic myths of 

exoticism and beauty that are not accurate to the real situation of the inhabitants of the 

spaces she details. The narrator of “México es mío” is an outsider as well, “en tierra 

extraña” [in a strange land] (A lo largo 169), but Oreamuno equips him/her with a more 

penetrating consciousness. The protagonist sees beyond appearances and feels 

compassion, stating: “En el regazo de esas madres que venden en la calle con sus hijos 

sobre el suelo, hechas ovillo en el polvo de la acera, yo lloraría. […] Por la pujanza de 

este pueblo, nunca vencido, siempre orgulloso, yo lucharía” [In the lap of those mothers 

who sell in the streets with their children on the ground, curled up in the dirt of the 

sidewalk, I would cry. […] For the vigor of this people, never defeated, always proud, I 

would fight] (A lo largo 168). In the logic of this story, participants in society, whether it 

is his/her own or one foreign to them, must be conscious of the social realities of their 

environment. It is not enough to blindly accept the prevailing myths that govern social 

legibility; one must be discerning enough to recognize that these myths are artifice, to 
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realize one’s own evaluations, and to react in a manner that demonstrates a sense of 

responsibility to and compassion for others. The mere act of relating to one’s 

environment in a more intimate manner is a way of acknowledging one’s subjectivity as 

one that is not defined by self-sufficiency and stark individualism but rather by mutual 

understanding and a sense of a collective consciousness. In this story, Oreamuno 

combines her critique of normatizing visions of the other with the literary to move toward 

a more subtle, but equally powerful, depiction of the importance of a self-conscious 

subject that refuses to accept the identitary myths imposed from outside by so-called 

sovereign subjects. Because of this fusion of ideology and literary sophistication, 

“México es mío” is perhaps the best indication of where Oreamuno will take her critique 

of sovereign subjects in La ruta de su evasión. 

In all three of these early writings, Oreamuno reveals the artifice of homogenizing 

notions of identity, censures the institutions that impose these regulatory models, and 

privileges self-conscientization through engagement with society at large and the 

concomitant self-reflection that results from this involvement. These elements of her 

younger texts will reappear in more mature form in La ruta de su evasion. 

 

Deconstructing the Sovereign Subject 

As we continue to our examination of Oreamuno’s seminal text, it is necessary to 

first trace a brief outline of the story. La ruta de su evasión takes as its organizing trope a 

particularly repressive and violent patriarchal family, dominated by the tyrannical Don 

Vasco. The narrative details the slow death of Vasco’s long-suffering wife, Teresa; the 

progressive breakdown of the family unit, including the oldest son Roberto’s 
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abandonment of the home; the degradation and eventual annihilation of Don Vasco’s 

middle son, Gabriel; and the blind submission and nascent conscientization of Aurora, 

one of Gabriel’s consorts.  

The analysis of La ruta de su evasión will center on the various relationships 

detailed in the text. The specific couplings that will be examined are: Teresa and her 

husband, Don Vasco; Teresa and Esteban, her husband’s business associate; Roberto and 

his wife, Cristina; Gabriel and Elena Viales, fellow medical student and love interest; and 

Gabriel and Aurora, family friend and companion. 

When the narrator introduces Teresa, she is depicted with “la boca convertida en 

trágica “o”, la respiración apenas visible en una convulsión espasmódica del cuello, y el 

color violeta” [her mouth turned into a tragic “o”, her breathing hardly visible in a fitful 

convulsion of the neck, and her color purple] (25). Despite the gravity of her illness and 

as a result of the proximity of her death, the narrator states that “La que moría era mucho 

más Teresa que la que viviera” [The one that was dying was much more Teresa than the 

one who lived] (25). Teresa is unencumbered by her physical body as it lays inert and, 

because she cannot speak, is no longer obligated to engage with her domineering 

husband, or anyone else for that matter. Unable to speak because of her advanced illness 

yet still thinking clearly, Teresa reflects first on Don Vasco conversing with their maid, 

Juliana. She notices the intonation of the words that her husband and the maid employ, 

noting the linguistic violence implicated in Vasco’s elongation of the first “a” of Juliana’s 

name, “como si con ésta se fuera a estirar desmesuradamente la criada” [as though with 

this he were going to excessively stretch out the maid herself] (26), and the compliance 

indicated by Juliana’s response, “Acentuación en la “o” [de señor] para poner más énfasis 
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a la sumisión” [Accentuation of the “o” [in señor] to put more emphasis on her 

submission] (26). Teresa perceives the performance of Vasco’s violent superiority and 

Juliana’s passivity. Furthermore, Teresa uses her reflections on the conversation between 

Vasco and the maid to criticize Juliana for the doubtful tone with which she speaks to 

Don Vasco and for the constant impulse to explain herself that Juliana exhibits after each 

assertion she makes; she is similarly critical of Vasco’s rejection of Juliana’s suggestion 

that they call the children to Teresa’s bedside with a caustic: “Claro que [Vasco] los 

habría llamado, si los necesitara él...! ¡Pero yo...! Ya eso es diferente” [Of course [Vasco] 

would have called them, if he had needed them...! But I...! Now that is different] (my 

emphasis 26). Don Vasco’s indifference to Teresa’s desires is symptomatic of his 

behavior during their entire relationship. Because she is finally free to consider her 

situation, past and present, without Vasco’s intervention, Teresa is better able to 

articulate dissatisfaction with the way in which he has treated her, if only in her thoughts. 

Oreamuno represents Teresa’s interiority in a flashback in which Teresa 

contemplates the first instance in which she considered speaking frankly with Vasco, to 

censure him for punishing their child, Alvaro, who had been bitten by her husband’s 

favorite dog, Yoka:  

Le diré sin esperar más tiempo lo que pienso del incidente. Debo 
decírselo. No puedo permitir que en mi casa los niños estén después de los perros. 
Debo decirle que si Yoka mordió a Alvaro—quien después de todo no se acercó a 
la perra más que para admirarla—no hay razón de castigar al niño, en vez de 
castigar al animal. Alvaro llevará de hoy en adelante una blanca cicatriz sobre la 
muñeca izquierda, ahí donde se clavaron fieros los dientes de la Yoka. 

 
[I’ll tell him without waiting any longer what I think about the incident. I 

should tell him. I cannot allow that in my home the children are second to the 
dogs. I should tell him that if Yoka bit Alvaro—who after all only approached the 
dog to admire her—there is no reason to punish the boy, instead of punishing the 
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animal. From this day on, Alvaro will have a white scar on his left wrist, there 
where Yoka’s fierce teeth pierced him.] (28) 

 
The fact that the first of Teresa’s recollections depicts her desire to contradict Vasco and 

vocalize her concerns indicates the existence of an individual subjectivity. At the scene’s 

end, however, though she considers protesting her husband’s actions, Teresa remains 

subjugated to Vasco’s “latigante mirada, latigante palabra, latigante gesto de poder” 

[whip-like gaze, whip-like word, whip-like show of power] (29). This passage, rather 

than setting Teresa up as a subject capable of confronting the “tiránica voluntad” 

[tyrannical will] (29) of her husband, demonstrates how any assertions of her own 

subjectivity were unacceptable. Anticipating Vasco’s aggressive reaction, she aborts any 

attempt to counter his cruelty. The third person narrator, however, makes it clear that 

even at her most submissive in Teresa “quedó también en proyecto la voluntad de pararse 

frente a don Vasco y exigir” [there remained the project of the will to stand up to Don 

Vasco and make demands] (29). Despite her desire to exert herself against Don Vasco’s 

will, Teresa opts to submit so as not to be subject to the public condemnation that would 

befall her if she chose to escape her domestic situation through divorce. As the narrator 

suggests, for Teresa, divorce was an unthinkable option: 

Ella vivía amargada la más amarga de las vidas, peleaba a diario el 
sustento de sus hijos, pero no concebía que lo mismo que estaba haciendo bajo los 
ojos desaprobadores de su marido, lo podría hacer sin él. No calculaba la 
tremenda fortaleza que derrochaba en comprimirse, en volverse nada, en bajar la 
frente, en soportar. Toda esa pujanza, libre de temores, autónoma, hubiera bastado 
y sobrado para alzar en los delgados hombros la casa, los hijos y el honor. Pero 
Teresa no entendía. 

Hoy, la moribunda, comenzaba a comprender por qué Teresa, la Teresa de 
antes no se rebeló. Y comprendía poco a poco, con la lentitud con que la iba 
ganando la muerte. 

 
[She lived bitterly the most painful of lives, she fought daily to support her 

sons, but she could not understand that the same thing she was doing under her 
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husband’s disapproving eyes, she could do without him. She could not conceive 
of the tremendous strength that she wasted in making herself small, in becoming 
nothing, in lowering her head, in enduring. All of this strength, free from fear, 
autonomous, would have been enough and even more than enough to lift the 
house, her sons and her honor on her narrow shoulders. But Teresa didn’t 
understand. 

Today, the dying woman was beginning to comprehend why Teresa, the 
old Teresa, did not rebel. And she was learning little by little, with the slowness 
with which death was gaining on her.] (30) 

 
This moribund figure, unable to speak and near death, is better able to evaluate her past 

and come to a tardy realization of her self-worth and her fortitude. Because she is on the 

cusp of life and death, her conscientization does not initiate a transformation of her 

circumstances in a meaningful way, but it signals to the reader the possibility and 

necessity of such self-awareness for the other female characters in the text if they are to 

escape the oppressive norms established for them by society. 

In one particular instance, Teresa’s reflections take on an accusatory second 

person narration. This voice details her family background and how she came to marry 

Vasco. The account is revelatory, and provides perhaps one of the most crucial pieces of 

information about her: a single mother raised her. Her mother occupied the roles of both 

mother and father, and she took it on herself to find Teresa a husband that corresponded 

to their modest economic status. Vasco won her mother’s approval with his supposed 

honor. The narrator explains the situation thus: 

Ninguno, de todos los muchachos que ella alejara con tal cuidado, había hecho en 
tu vida huella capaz de marcarte. Estabas virgen de todo contacto masculino, de 
toda palabra, de todo gesto, de toda mirada. También estabas virgen de cariño y 
no conocía tu alma de cristal, una sola pasión que la turbara. Podías darte así, sin 
pensarlo, porque no tenías idea del abismal poder del amor, ni de ti misma 
tampoco sabías nada. Fuiste a él gozosa. Te entregaste con el temor sagrado de la 
mujer que no está enamorada, y te asustaste del hombre en él, sin poder borrar 
nunca el miedo inicial que te produjo su violencia. Allí comenzaste a temerle. Y 
talvez a odiarle. Así como dijo—Te casarás conmigo mañana—, dijo: —Serás 
mía ahora—y no medió la voz de tu madre para detener su arrebato. 
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[Not one, out of all the young men that she pushed away with such care, had been 
capable of leaving a mark on your life. You were a virgin to all masculine contact, 
to any word, any gesture, any gaze. You were also a virgin to affection, and your 
glass soul did not know even a single passion that could disturb it. You could give 
yourself that way, without thinking, because you had no idea of the abysmal 
power of love, and you knew nothing of yourself either. You went to him 
joyfully. You gave yourself over with the sacred fear of a woman who is not in 
love, and you were afraid of the man in him, without ever being able to erase the 
initial fear that his violence produced in you. There you began to fear him. And 
maybe even to hate him. Just like he said: —You will marry me tomorrow—, he 
said: —You will be mine now—and he didn’t allow your mother’s voice to stop 
his outburst.] (42) 

 
As a virgin to any sort of affect, Teresa accepted Vasco unquestioningly, valorizing the 

force of his will over any sense of reciprocity. As immediately as she abandons herself to 

Vasco, Teresa begins to react to his oppressive nature with fear, hatred, and, eventually, 

total submission. Teresa’s lack of a father-figure, coupled with the overwhelming 

presence of the patriarchal female figure represented by her mother, creates in her an awe 

of the masculine subject that blinds her to the precariousness of her situation and the 

abusive nature of Vasco. These two circumstances of Teresa’s upbringing also contribute 

to a non-existent sense of individual subjectivity that causes her to devalue herself to such 

an extent that she is willing to submit to Vasco unconditionally. As we will see later in 

the analysis, Aurora has a similar family background and is also awed by the male 

subject. Her fate, however, will differ from Teresa’s. 

Vasco’s chokehold on Teresa eventually divests her of practically all agency, and 

she begins to act as his puppet, unconsciously responding to his cruel manipulations even 

when she recognizes what he is doing to her. The introduction of another subordinate 

subject slowly awakens Teresa’s consciousness of her submission. The person that is able 



 

 44 

to achieve this minimal awareness in Teresa is Esteban, a physically handicapped 

business partner of Vasco’s. 

Teresa’s affinity for Esteban is not originally tied to his personality but rather to 

his mere presence in their home. Her domestic life is one of solitude until Esteban’s visit, 

which allows Teresa to finally exercise her function as “dueña” [lady of the house] (58). 

What Teresa craves is reciprocity: “tener con quien hablar, tener quien lo escuche a uno. 

Y tener quien lo mire” [to have someone with whom to speak, to have someone to listen 

to you. And to have someone who looks at you] (59). At the time she only has one small 

child, Roberto, from whom she cannot expect the kind of mutuality that she lacks. 

Esteban “le hace a uno sentirse repetada y considerada” [makes one feel respected and 

regarded] (65). Esteban’s gaze is penetrating “como si detrás de mí quedara algo que él 

ve y yo no veo, como si adivinara cosas que están más allá de mí misma” [as though 

there were something behind me that he sees and I don’t, as though he could guess at 

things that were beyond me] (67). Vasco’s gaze, on the other hand, is hard, vigilant, 

seemingly seeking out Teresa’s weaknesses and defects with malign delight in order to 

put them on display and humiliate her. Esteban values Teresa as a person, even in this 

early encounter, but Vasco’s misogynism is clear. Teresa imagines Don Vasco’s thoughts 

as he berates her in Esteban’s presence:  

“¿La ve? Allí está. Me pertenece. Hace lo que quiero bueno o malo. Depende de 
mí. Vive de mí. No tiene ni movimientos propios. Es una cosa, solamente una 
cosa obediente, le falta mucho para llegar a ser persona. [...] Aprenda a colocar las 
mujeres en su sitio. No hay que dejarlas creerse más de lo que son. Y son eso, un 
músculo del cuerpo masculino que se puede mover a voluntad. [...] No derrame su 
galantería inútil sobre algo tan despreciable como una mujer.” 
 
[“Do you see her? There she is. She belongs to me. She does what I want good or 
bad. She depends on me. She lives because of me. She doesn’t even have her own 
movements. She’s a thing, just an obedient thing, she’s a long way from being a 
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person. [...] Learn to put women in their place. There’s no reason to let them think 
they’re more than they actually are. And they are this, a muscle of the man’s body 
that can be moved at will. [...] Don’t waste your useless gallantry on something so 
worthless as a woman.”] (70) 
 

Don Vasco feels his sovereignty to his very core, and constantly seeks to reassure himself 

of his superiority through blatant displays of cruelty and a recurrence to misogynist 

practices and rhetoric that debase the female subject through a performance of 

masculinity.  

Vasco plays at degrading him, too, to confirm his own superiority. Esteban, 

because he is at once a subordinate and a masculine subject, is in a unique position to 

open Teresa’s eyes to her husband’s iniquity and the artificiality of his attempts at 

domination. He is not a typical patriarchal subject, although his estimation of women is 

still aligned with certain gendered values that maintain differences between masculine 

and feminine identity and discourse. For instance, Esteban counters Vasco’s disdain of 

women’s conversation by suggesting that such interchanges do not necessarily have to be 

rational, ordered exchanges in order to qualify as conversation. Esteban carefully 

distinguishes between “un discurso” [a speech] and “una conversación” [a conversation], 

the primary difference being constituted by a reciprocity that construes true conversation 

as “un discurso de dos” [discourse by two] in which both interlocutors create meaning 

(66). The author and, therefore, Esteban utilize the multivalence of the Spanish noun 

“discurso” to draw out the one-sidedness of Don Vasco’s definition of agreeable 

conversation. His conception disregards the other in a self-important gesture that 

effectively makes the interlocutor virtually unnecessary. Even if the other is perceived by 

Vasco to be necessary, he is not so because he contributes meaningfully to the exchange 

but because the sovereign subject requires that someone at least be present to listen to 
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him. Conversation for Don Vasco, then, is much more a sport than it is a true exchange of 

ideas. Esteban further highlights the importance of reciprocity after Vasco chastises 

Teresa for spilling coffee. Instead of establishing complicity with Vasco, something that 

the other man seems to desire deeply, Esteban instead expresses solidarity with Teresa by 

saying: 

No se preocupe, señora. Imagine las torpezas que yo hago constantemente con 
esta pierna deforme que arrastro. Si no me caigo, derribo a alguien. Nuestros 
actos, no son siempre de nuestra exclusiva responsabilidad. A veces también 
dependen de otros la preocupación de mi impotencia para moverme como los 
hombres sanos, debe haberla puesto nerviosa. Permítame compartir la culpa con 
usted, y déjeme ahora servirla.  
 
[Don’t worry, madam. Imagine the clumsy things I do constantly with this 
deformed leg that I drag around. If I don’t fall, I knock someone down. Our acts 
are not always our own responsibility. They sometimes also depend on others the 
anxiety about my inability to move like healthy men, I must have made you 
nervous. Please allow me to share the blame with you, and let me now serve you.] 
(71) 
 

Not only does Esteban call overt attention to his own physical handicap and to the fact 

that it causes others to consider him less than a man, but he also dares to take on a 

subservient (or at least equal) role and serve Teresa. Esteban’s constant defense of and 

compassion for Teresa sets him up as an adversary to Vasco in his constant and cruel 

power play, and although he will contribute to Teresa’s conscientization, Esteban’s fate is 

sealed in this first encounter with her. 

As Teresa recalls her time with Esteban, she describes the unique characteristics 

that make him distinct from other men. Esteban exhibits an ease with others, particularly 

subordinate others, which immediately attracts them to him and elicits from them their 

confidence. Esteban’s gaze, as Teresa describes, is pure and through this purity, he is able 

to: 
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llegar a los resultados que él llegaba: a aquel entendimiento perfecto sin muchas 
palabras, a aquella palabra simple sin muchos gestos, a aquel gesto oportuno sin 
palabras. Era un señor. Todo un señor. Señor de señorío. Se sentía uno indefenso 
y transparente ante él. Yo tuve pudor por esa transparencia, pero ningún miedo de 
mi indefensión. 
 
[arrive at the results that he intended: to that perfect understanding without many 
words, to that simple word without many gestures, to that opportune gesture 
without words. He was a gentleman. A complete gentleman. Gentleman of 
gentlemen. One felt defenseless and transparent in front of him. I felt ashamed of 
that transparency, but not at all afraid of my defenselessness] (91).  

 
Esteban perceives the needs of others through careful consideration of their situations and 

treats even the most base or poor creatures with such simple compassion, understanding, 

and respect that he finds in them some sort of mutuality of affect. Vasco’s and Esteban’s 

gazes are penetrating in their own ways, but are not at all alike. Vasco sees weakness in 

others and exploits it, while Esteban sees the same and seeks to help them. Under 

Esteban’s gaze, Teresa experiences feelings that she never has before: “una falta de 

miedo, una repentina confianza, y una sensación de compartir que yo no podía todavía 

explicarme” [a lack of fear, a sudden confidence, and a sense of sharing that I still 

couldn’t explain] (92). Esteban occasions the emergence of such positive emotions in 

Teresa, and with these feelings Teresa is able to reach a deeper level of reflection: “Era 

Vasco quien se hundía en mi debilitada devoción, quien perecía en mi confiado deseo de 

compartir dolores, quien se desnudaba en mi inevitable transparencia, quien se volvía 

frágil en mi frágil debilidad” [Vasco was the one who was sinking in my weakened 

devotion, who was dying in my confident desire to share pain, who was being stripped in 

my inevitable transparency, who was becoming frail in my fragile weakness] (93). The 

key, then to beginning to dismantle Vasco’s sovereignty over her is to feel mutuality of 

affect and understanding of suffering. Teresa finds this in Esteban, and Vasco perceives 
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that he can use their closeness to hurt both of them. This cruel desire is first directed 

physically at Esteban (and therefore psychologically at Teresa) as Vasco introduces an 

unsuspecting Esteban to one of his most vicious dogs. Teresa prevents the dog from 

biting Esteban before Vasco can do so, and she perceives in the dangerous game that 

Vasco is playing a desire to “igualarnos bajo un temblor uniforme” [make us equals 

under a uniform shudder]” and to “unificarnos en sujeción a su grito poderoso” [unify us 

in subjection to his powerful shout] (95). Vasco simply wants to make a show of power 

that will make clear to both his colleague and his wife that he is in complete control. 

Within Teresa’s own reflections, the author presents Esteban’s asseverations about 

Vasco. Esteban perceives the machinations behind Vasco’s actions, and reflects:  

Con ella mide sus fuerzas. No ha tenido otro auditorio, ni otra víctima hasta 
ahora. No se siente lo bastante grande todavía para iniciarse con seres mayores. 
Yo le parezco también pequeño, pequeño por mi impotencia física, y para 
ensanchar su campo de ensayos, trata de jugar un poco conmigo. [...] ¡Horrible 
teatro! ¿Hasta dónde llegará? 
 
[He measures his power with her. He hasn’t had any other audience or any other 
victim until now. He doesn’t feel big enough still to try with greater beings. I also 
seem small to him, small because of my physical impotence, and to widen his 
practice field, he is trying to play with me a little. [...] What a horrible play! How 
far will it go?] (97) 

 
Esteban’s subjectivity is much more fully developed than Teresa’s, and for this reason he 

is infinitely more equipped to understand Vasco’s game of domination and subjugation. 

Teresa thwarts Vasco’s desire to terrorize her and Esteban, and in so doing causes Vasco 

to undertake an even more cruel and destructive plan to demonstrate his dominion. He 

suggests that Esteban and Teresa establish a friendship under his own roof, encouraging 

frequent visits between them. Esteban recognizes that he and Teresa have been set up to 
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fail, but he resolves to at least awaken in her a consciousness of her oppression, and he 

eventually sacrifices himself to achieve this goal. 

 As the text progresses, Teresa experiences a brief convalescence. Instead of 

feeling grateful for her slight recovery, Teresa resents the engagement with the outside 

world that it implies. The third person narrator describes it as such:  

Casi era mejor en la agonía, cuando el recuerdo vivaz del pasado estaba al alcance 
inmediato de su memoria. [...] Ya no se presentan las escenas como antes, y siente 
como si con la detención involuntaria se hubiera malogrado el proceso de 
aclaramiento de una gran verdad. 
 
[It was almost better to be dying, when the vivid memory of the past was within 
immediate reach of her memory. [...] Now the scenes do not appear like before, 
and she feels as though the involuntary halt had ruined the process of clarity of a 
great truth] (132).  
 

Having experienced the realization that she can only achieve clarity as death approaches, 

Teresa wills herself back into her memories. She returns to her recollections of Esteban 

and describes the difference that his friendship made in her life:  

Yo continuaba haciendo las mismas cosas, ejecutando los mismos movimientos, 
realizando idénticas faenas. Sin embargo, todo era ahora distinto. Desde actos tan 
elementales como aquellos de supervigilar a la sirvienta, disponer la comida, 
hacer las compras y amar al niño, hasta esta pasiva contemplación de la noche. 
Todo estaba ungido de secreta alegría.  

 
[I kept doing the same things, executing the same movements, carrying out 
identical tasks. However, now everything was different. From such elementary 
acts like those of supervising the maid, arranging meals, shopping, and loving the 
baby to this passive contemplation of the night. Everything was anointed by secret 
happiness.] (133) 

 
Esteban has given Teresa another way of looking at the world, a way to escape the 

quotidian baseness of her husband and his demands.  

Despite Esteban’s beneficial influence, Teresa continues to struggle with her 

“arcaico concepto del deber” [archaic concept of duty], and Vasco persists in his cruel 
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plan, congratulating Esteban for the positive effects of their friendship: “Nunca la había 

vista tan dócil y calmada. ¡Figúrese que me la encontré contemplando la luna!” [I’ve 

never see her so docile and calm. Can you imagine? I found her contemplating the 

moon!] (141). Vasco’s words are tinged with irony as he speaks with what Teresa calls 

“su sonrisa de indio malo” [his bad Indian’s smile], clearly reveling in the success of his 

game. Interestingly, the racialist discursivity of referring to her husband as an “indio 

malo” is a gesture that ethnicizes him and construes him as a subordinate subject rather 

than as the superior individual he believes himself to be. In this way, Teresa’s statement 

bites with irony as well. 

As Teresa’s health fails once again, she flashes back to Esteban’s last visit. They 

act the same as though Vasco were present but without fear of his malevolent gaze.6 As 

three men enter the house, looking for Vasco, the situation becomes clear. Esteban stands 

in for Teresa’s husband, claiming to be Vasco, and he is arrested for “estafa, soborno, 

sedición” [fraud, bribery, sedition] for selling arms to revolutionaries (220). As he is 

taken away, he is allowed to hug and kiss Teresa goodbye. Teresa realizes the sacrifice 

that Esteban has made for her and her family, considering this a natural outcome because 

“Ella, después de todo, es su mujer” [She, after all, is his woman] (220). Esteban does 

what Vasco cannot, occupying the role of husband and caretaker to Teresa by facilitating 

Vasco’s escape from justice. Through this act, Esteban simultaneously displaces Vasco as 

Teresa’s husband, and allows her family to remain intact by guaranteeing the freedom of 

the head of household. In both instances, Esteban’s selflessness reveals Don Vasco’s 

cowardice and his inability to adequately care for his family. The sovereign subject 

requires the sacrifice of subordinate others so that he can maintain his dominion.  
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After Esteban’s arrest, Teresa decides to create for herself a concrete dream that 

will allow her to maintain her connection to reality. She chooses the domestic chore of 

outfitting her home so that her children will have an inheritance. What she does not 

realize until she is on the brink of death is that the work that she put in to create this 

picture of perfect domesticity has made it necessary for her to deny her children of her 

affect. Teresa was so focused on this ideal of domesticity that she ignored the needs of 

her own children, much like her husband.7 In the end, she is loath to accept her role in the 

disintegration of her family, repeating the mantra: “Yo hice bien” [I did well] (271). 

Teresa, then, is equally as incapable of nurturing her family as Vasco because she too is 

tied to a performance of domesticity that she cannot escape despite the glimmers of 

clarity about her subordinate situation she experiences through her association with 

Esteban. She then realizes the truth in Gabriel’s statement that “En esa casa no vivía 

nadie” [No one lives in this house] (273).  

As Teresa agonizes for the last time, Don Vasco is finally and completely 

displaced in his own home as their neighbor, Señora González, takes over the run of the 

house in preparation for Teresa’s death.8 Vasco finds himself torn between his violent 

nature and his “cortesía mecánica” [mechanical courtesy], and he is incapable of 

asserting his will when faced with the civility of his neighbors (316). Despite the rigidly 

constructed façade of perfect domesticity that he so ardently pursued in his home, his 

neighbors, in their vigilance, have seen through this performance, recognizing that “Todo 

era obscuro en esa casa y en esa familia” [Everything was dark in that house and that 

family] (317). When all is said and done, the sovereign subject is rendered ineffectual as 

his superiority is revealed as artifice. 
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In the relationships between Teresa, Vasco, and Esteban, the patriarchal subject is 

portrayed as manipulative and consumed by a desire for violent power play that he hopes 

will confirm his superiority. His efforts to control and define others, however, are in vain, 

and he is ultimately and irremediably a failure. 

 

A (Somewhat) Redemptive Tale: The Inability of the Sovereign Subject to Mandate 

Conformity 

While the narrative of the relationship between Teresa and Don Vasco’s oldest 

son, Roberto, and his wife, Cristina, is comparatively minor in the text, it is also 

emblematic of the sovereign subject’s violent suppression of subordinate subjectivities. 

Roberto is at once victim and perpetrator, as he is subject to his father’s norms and 

imposes his will over his wife’s. 

From the beginning of the text, Roberto is described as an exemplary sovereign 

subject: “Roberto nunca tuvo conflictos, y si los tuvo, de ellos renació más seguro que 

antes. Jamás obedeció otras normas que las trazadas por su juicio autónomo” [Roberto 

never had conflicts, and if he did, he was always reborn more secure than ever. He never 

obeyed any rules other than those devised by his autonomous judgment] (47). Roberto, 

like Don Vasco, is unyielding in his strict convictions and requires that others bend to his 

will. He is motivated not by morals but by “su analítico cerebro” [his analytical brain] 

(47), becoming thus a prototype of a Kantian subject trying to suppress the senses while 

sublimating them to reason, an absurd gesture in early 20th century Costa Rica. The 

narrator highlights the folly of Roberto’s inflexibility and flawed logic when describing 

how Roberto decided to marry Cristina, the young woman he had impregnated: 



 

 53 

Quizás su arbitraria naturaleza y su despótica índole habían encontrado demasiado 
menor para su altura intelectual el reconocer la existencia de un asunto amoroso, 
pero como sí estaba dispuesto a admitir la necesidad de resolver sus problemas 
fisiológicos, y como no tenía para ello ni la preparación, ni la experiencia, ni el 
temperamento, su tiranía consigo mismo lo puso, un día, en un vértice penoso. 

 
[Perhaps his arbitrary nature or his despotic character had found it too minor for 
his intellectual level to recognize the existence of a love affair, but as he was 
certainly ready to admit the necessity of resolving his physiological problems, and 
because he did not possess either the preparation, or the experience, or the 
temperament for it, his tyranny with himself put him, one day, in a terrible 
vertex.] (51) 

 
Roberto is portrayed as an egoist in the sense defined by Max Stirner, almost completely 

without regard for the consequences of his actions. When in response to Roberto’s 

declaration that he would be marrying the next day, Teresa unleashes a barrage of 

questions, he replies with characteristic imperiousness and coldness:  

Me caso con ella porque está embarazada; va a tener un hijo que supongo mío, y 
es mi deber hacerlo. Hablaré con mi padre de ello y me dará razón. Ninguno de 
nosotros puede hacer una cosa incorrecta. Es cuestión de honor y disciplina. [...] 
No me importa que ella acepte quedar como una miserable criatura—después de 
todo siempre lo ha sido—pero no permitiré que ella, ni un accident fortuito y 
desagradable, ensucien mi honorabilidad y decoro personales. Voy a salvar un 
alto concepto de mí mismo, y lo voy a salvar a pesar de Cristina y a pesar de 
todos. 
 
[I’m marrying her because she is pregnant; she is having a child that I suppose is 
mine, and it is my duty to do so. I will speak with my father and he will agree. 
Neither of us can do anything wrong. It is a question of honor and discipline. [...] 
It doesn’t matter to me that she agrees to be a miserable creature—after all she 
always has been—but I will not permit her, or a fortuitous and disagreeable 
accident, to tarnish my personal honor and decorum. I am going to save a high 
concept of myself, and I am going to save it despite Cristina and despite 
everyone.] (51-2) 

 
Roberto demonstrates his disregard for the female subject, suggesting that any negative 

consequences that Cristina experiences from their union are well-deserved. For Roberto, 

just as for his father, reciprocity of affect never even enters the equation when deciding 
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on a mate. The son emulates his father, who, as a patriarchal subject, requires a wife and 

family in order to comply with the strictures of the heternormative regulatory regime.  

 Cristina is described in mostly unfortunate terms; she is “gordita, blanca, de ojos 

reidores, dispuesta al regocijo y a la cólera, de torpe y vulnerable vocabulario, lista a 

convertirse en una buena mujer si tenía la fortuna de moverse bajo una mano generosa” 

[chubby, white, with laughing eyes, disposed to delight and anger, with a clumsy and 

vulnerable vocabulary, ready to turn herself into a good woman if she had the fortune to 

move under a generous hand] (53). Her innocence and ignorance make her an abhorrent 

creature to Roberto, and he constantly verbally and, at times, physically abuses her.9 

When Don Vasco enters to find out what is going on, his first comment is telling in that 

he interpellates Cristina instead of Roberto: “¿Qué pasa? ¿Qué le has hecho?” [What’s 

going on? What have you done to him?] (54). Don Vasco, like his son, blames Cristina 

for the abuse she receives from Roberto. The subordinate subject in the patriarchal order 

is always suspect; any break from the masculine subject’s customary rationality must be 

provoked by the other. 

 In the hospital, as she prepares to give birth to their child alone, Cristina realizes 

with every prohibition from the attending nurse that she must renounce “todo deseo 

propio” [all personal desire], “la voluntad, el capricho y el anhelo” [will, whim, and 

desire] (159). She finally achieves some relief when she cries out Roberto’s name. It 

seems as though she finds strength in naming him aloud, and as she does so, she gives 

birth to her son. However, despite the best efforts of the medical staff, both Cristina and 

the baby die. Roberto is finally shocked into consciousness of the oppressive regimen by 

which his father runs his family, and he resolves to leave. 
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 Don Vasco requires that his son provide him with sound reasons in order to be 

allowed to leave the family home. The patriarch is steadfast in his assertions of 

sovereignty over the family, but Roberto finally advances a critique of his father’s 

tyranny. Roberto unleashes his ire against his father, as well as the rest of the family who 

has been complicit with Don Vasco. He credits Cristina with the clarity that he now 

experiences: 

La ausencia de Cristina me ha hecho ver claro. Ustedes dirán que yo no la quería, 
pueden argüirme que la maltraté, que jamás tuve con ella afecto ni piedad. […] 
Yo no la quería, es más, sentía frente a ella íntimo disgusto, y si la traje y nos 
casamos, fue por defender en mí una de esas estúpidas ideas que usted, padre, ha 
contribuido a formar en nosotros y que aquí llamamos honor. ¡Honor! [...] Esa 
mujercita estúpida, inferior, vulgar, tenía recónditos valores de los cuales yo vivía 
sin saberlo. En su mansedumbre se sustentaba mi arrogancia, en su pasividad mi 
altanería, y en su amor incondicional mi fe. ¿Entiende? Haga pues comparaciones 
porque sólo repetí, sin alterarlo en nada, su propio caso con mamá, […] no tengo 
amor por Cristina, pero tengo con ella una deuda tremenda que sólo puedo pagar 
humanizándome. 
 
[Cristina’s absence has made me see clearly. You all will say that I didn’t love 
her, you can argue that I mistreated her, that I never felt affect or pity for her. […] 
I didn’t love her, and what’s more, I felt an intimate disgust of her, and if I 
brought her here and we got married, it was to defend in me one of these stupid 
ideas that you, father, have contributed to form in us and that here we call honor. 
Honor! [...] This stupid, inferior, vulgar woman possessed hidden values by which 
I lived without knowing it. In her docility and passivity she sustained my 
arrogance and in her unconditional love my faith. Do you understand? Make 
comparisons, then, because I only repeated, without changing a thing, your own 
case with mother [...] I don’t love Cristina, but I owe her a tremendous debt that I 
can only repay by humanizing myself.] (176-7) 

 
The concept of honor that Don Vasco promotes is revealed as a falsity, as mere blind 

self-interest. The imposition of these norms over the family is no more than an exercise 

of power on the part of the sovereign subject that allows him to conserve his feeling of 

superiority and control. The sovereign subject cannot accommodate the thought of being 

subject to the actions of others, but his son highlights Don Vasco’s inability to shape his 
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identity by chastising him for the way in which he treated his colleague, Esteban, and his 

wife, Teresa. Don Vasco is incredulous that Roberto would even know Esteban’s story, 

and when his son reveals that he learned of it from his father’s drinking buddies, their 

lack of loyalty to Don Vasco also evidences the inability of the sovereign subject to 

control discourse, especially about himself. Don Vasco is no more able to manage his 

image than any other subject, sovereign or subordinate.   

Roberto distinguishes between fatherhood and despotism: a father should labor to 

help his children solve their problems, instead of ignoring them. Roberto’s rant exposes 

the cracks in the heteronormative model. The sovereign subject, because his ideals are 

based on destructive principles instead of affect, is actually ineffectual. As nation enters a 

new stage of modernity via developmentalism, the heteronormative in Costa Rica meets 

with its demise. Don Vasco represents what enabled the 19th century model to be viable, 

yet it has become useless in the mid-20th century. 

In his last act of defiance, Roberto inculpates his father for Teresa’s illness, as 

well as for depriving him and his brothers of a mother: 

Todo cuanto ella sufre y lo que ha llegado a ser es culpa de usted. Ni madre nos 
dejó tener... La rebajó hasta hacer de ella una cosa. La humilló, trató de 
envilecerla para satisfacer un ansia de dominio nunca satisfecha. Y ahí tiene el 
resultado... Un resultado que ni siquiera le conmueve porque no hay en su alma 
cabida para la piedad. ¡Sí... usted...! 
 
[Everything she suffers and what she has become is your fault. You didn’t even 
allow us to have a mother... You put her down so much that you made a thing out 
of her. You humilliated her, tried to degrade her to satisfy a never satisfied 
longing for dominion. And there you have the result... A result that doesn’t even 
move you because there is no room in your soul for pity. Yes... you...!] (181-2) 

 
It is precisely the lack of familial unity that leaves Don Vasco impotent to control his 

sons’ actions and that leads to Roberto’s abandonment of the home in search of “aire 
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puro” [pure air] (182). The son breaks with the father, and his accusations effectively 

blow to bits the colonial patriarchal heteronormative model. 

 The relationship between Roberto and Cristina, despite the fact that in many ways 

parallels that of Don Vasco and Teresa, is redemptive in the sense that Cristina’s tragic 

death leads Roberto to a certain conscientization about his father, his family, and himself. 

Cristina, however, is martyred so that Roberto can come to these realizations, and in this 

way, their story leaves no room for a modification of gender relations. The course that 

Roberto’s life takes subsequent to his departure from the home is left a mystery, and the 

possibility of a true and permanent alteration in his comportment and attitudes is limited 

at best.  

 

Breaking Dawn: Gabriel, Elena, and Aurora—A Gesture Toward the Future 

Gabriel is Teresa and Don Vasco’s middle son. From the beginning of the text, he 

is presented as distinct from both his father and his older brother. For example, Roberto 

sends him out to find their father, who has been absent from home on one of his periodic 

bouts of drinking and whoring. Gabriel resents the request, but embarks on the mission 

anyway. As he enters the first whorehouse, Gabriel is seized by a desperate anxiety as he 

contemplates the calm yet hateful stares of the prostitutes and the frenzied lack of control 

of the establishment’s clients. He considers himself distinct from the patrons, thereby 

distinguishing himself from Roberto in the simultaneous recognition of his violent 

impulses and the desire to suppress them. Gabriel, however, fails and begins to emulate 

his father, addressing Don Vasco and the women in the whorehouse where his father has 

been holed up in an aggressive tone, repeating the litany of demands for respect that are 
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typical of Don Vasco and berating him for his degenerate behavior. Once the tables are 

turned, and Don Vasco experiences the biting rhetoric with which he has always 

subjugated his family and the revelation of his failures to meet the standards that he 

purports to uphold, Vasco feels emotions that he has never felt before: embarrassment 

and guilt. Faced with the representation of his guilt through the actions of his son, Don 

Vasco’s authority is diminished, and the sovereign subject realizes, albeit temporarily, 

that he is complicit in creating this shameful situation. Gabriel asserts his will over his 

father’s, gazing at him defiantly, thereby threatening the patriarchal subject’s sense of 

superiority, and Gabriel asserts to his father that they are equals. With this last utterance, 

Gabriel signals the realization that will mark the initiation of his descent. 

Despite his desire to break away from his father’s corrupting influence Gabriel, 

like Don Vasco, seeks to subjugate another to his will, and this desire is demonstrated 

through his relationship with his young neighbor, Aurora. The girl first appears in the text 

together with Gabriel, as she enters his room. Gabriel’s attitude toward her is 

immediately confrontational as he meets her explanation that she visits his house for him. 

Aurora appears to be a rather willful young woman, but her ready compliance with 

Gabriel’s will in this early portion of the text prefigures the abject sacrifice with which 

she will eventually reach the brink of self-annihilation. The patriarchal male persists in 

asserting his agency over the feminine subject, repeating the same destructive patterns as 

Don Vasco and Roberto. 

At the novel’s conclusion, Aurora’s blind devotion to Gabriel seems to have 

diminished, the root of which, perhaps, is the honesty and wildness that are used to 

describe her in early portions of the text. Aurora, in contrast to Teresa, places importance 
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on acknowledging truth and readily accepts the unruliness of discourse. She explains her 

tendency to personalize inanimate objects thus: 

—¿Y quién te ha dicho que sólo habla lo que puede hablar con palabras?  
[…] 
—… Si las cosas no pueden hablar, o no pueden por lo menos ser 

entendidas, deben sentirse contentas de que alguien haga el esfuerzo de 
interpretarlas, bien o mal. ¡Además, hay “cosas” de las cosas, tan expresivas, que 
sólo siendo sordo no puede uno oírlas! Querer imponer nuestra manera sobre ellas 
es absurdo; hay que aceptar la manera de las cosas... 

 
[—And who told you that only that which speaks with words can speak? 
[…] 
—[…] If things can’t speak, or at least they can’t be understood, they 

should feel pleased that someone is making the effort to interpret them, for better 
or worse. Furthermore, there are “things” that belong to things, so expressive, that 
only a deaf person can’t hear them. Wanting to impose our way of doing things on 
them is absurd; we have to accept their way.] (80) 

 
Aurora’s insistence on the life and ways of “things” situates her in a sort of fantasy world 

in which the rules of logic and order do not apply. She recognizes that there are no fixed 

ways of expression; her truth is that there is no one right way to express oneself or talk 

about the world. This sets her up in opposition to the sovereign subject who depends on 

absolutes and black-and-white representations of the world to feel secure. Aurora, then, is 

an illegible figure that only confounds the rigid framework of hegemonic norms.  

Elena Viales is another non-normative female subject in La ruta de su evasion. 

Her relationship with Gabriel will mark him from the very start. Elena enters his life 

abruptly. Gabriel, a solitary figure due to his familial circumstances, is caught off guard 

and as he looks at her for the first time, attempts to decipher her physical aspect as though 

that would indicate her background in a logic inscribed within Foucault’s notion of 

biopower, often linked with literal physicality. He perceives a distinction between her and 

the others: her eyes. From this point forward, Elena asserts herself as an exceptional 
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woman who is not limited by societal norms of femininity. She is a transgressive 

feminine subject, and her denial of established norms of behavior destabilizes the 

patriarchal subject’s notions of power relations. 

Elena describes her attitude toward the world in stereotypically masculine terms, 

signalling her father’s role in her development of such a self-perception. Her show of 

sovereignty over herself, her desires, and over the disappointments that others might 

cause her is just as false as Gabriel’s denial of his desires to mistreat women and emulate 

his father and as Vasco’s show of domination over his family. Elena feigns indifference 

and constantly acts in conformity with her father’s notions of the non-normative female, 

although she merely adheres to patriarchal norms of masculinity. 

Gabriel is threatened by her unmatched fearlessness, insolence, and lack of regard 

for affect, but she suggests that he might benefit from a certain measure of recklessness. 

Gabriel and Elena discuss the nature of truth and reality, and just as Elena highlights the 

artifice of his show of identity, Gabriel challenges her notions of black and white reality. 

In their subsequent exchange, Gabriel casts himself in the role of symbolic woman and 

Elena as symbolic man. Nevertheless, he asserts that although they both conceive of 

themselves as non-normative subjects, they will eventually return to heteronormative 

gender roles when love comes into play. As soon as he finishes speaking, Gabriel takes 

back the mantle of normative masculinity and kisses her forcefully, although not without 

first verbalizing his intention, as though to humiliate her out of her characteristic 

insolence. Elena’s response is not what Gabriel expects as she again casts herself as a 

non-normative subject and him as a typical masculine figure: 
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Mira, Gabriel, no me has desconcertado. Pero sí me has defraudado. Las mujeres 
no amamos tanto la palabra como tú crees. […] Tienes que saber cuál es tu deseo. 
Y voy a decírtelo para que te familiarices con él. Tu deseo no era besarme, o si lo 
era, por encima de éste estaba el de humillarme, el de maltratarme, y el de 
demostrar, tu valor. Eso lo conseguías con la palabra más que con el gesto. Por 
eso hablaste. Oye esto, Gabriel, y no lo olvides nunca: casi todo lo que es verdad 
es silencioso. Casi todo. 
 
[Look, Gabriel, you haven’t disconcerted me. But you have disappointed me. We 
women do not love words as much as you think. […] You have to know your 
desire. And I am going to tell you what it is so you familiarize yourself with it. 
Your desire was not to kiss me, and if it was, above this desire was the one of 
humiliating me, of mistreating me, and of showing me your bravery. You 
achieved this with your words more that with the gesture. That’s why you spoke. 
Listen to this, Gabriel, and don’t ever forget it: almost everything that is true is 
silent. Almost everything.] (122) 
 

Elena highlights the unreliability of discourse to which Gabriel seems bound and 

privileges the act over speech. She also emphasizes the legibility of actions that are 

articulated unconsciously instead of through conscious speech acts. 

Aurora, in contrast to Elena, fears desire because in the absence of clarity in her 

understanding of heteronormative patterns it represents destruction; lacking agency, she 

makes herself vulnerable to the wills of others. Aurora’s false consciousness and lack of 

agency also inhibit her, keeping her from achieving any sort of self-actualization or 

affective reciprocity. The notion of return also causes Aurora to trouble over the 

problematics of discourse, of “la palabra” [the word] (124). Aurora herself, in contrast to 

Elena, trusts in the power of discourse so much so that “la palabra” is vested with 

magical powers. She maintains a normative vision of gender relations that sees the 

masculine subject as powerful, violent, destructive, even sublime while the feminine 

subject must be conciliatory. 

 Aurora’s problematic understanding of the masculine subject demonstrates the 

reasons for which she feels she should subordinate herself to Gabriel and his will. She 



 

 62 

will never be able to establish an affective relationship with him that includes her as a 

true subject with agency. She marvels at man’s intellectual capacity without once 

questioning why there is no reciprocity; she accepts his mental and emotional absence as 

a characteristic of his gender. Aurora still operates within an obsolete Kantian sort of 

modality whereby males exercise reason, the highest possible achievement, whereas 

women are limited to the world of the senses, a lesser form of being.  

 Whereas Aurora is construed as a woman who venerates the supposed differences 

between masculine and feminine subjects, Elena is an amalgam of the two subjectivities, 

“hecha de elementos opuestos e intensos” [made from opposite and intense elements] 

(148). Elena’s duality, composed of both rational and irrational impulses and actions, 

thus represents a more modern subjectivity that still remains marginal and 

incomprehensible in the social imaginary of Costa Ricans in the first half of the twentieth 

century. Non-normative femininities incite masculine subjectivities, even those 

apparently less aggressive such as Gabriel’s, to discipline them within the established 

normativity of the times.  

 Elena’s will to articulate a subjectivity capable of exercising reason removes her 

from Gabriel’s grasp. Incapable or unwilling to accept new feminine subjectivities, he 

reads her distance as a sign of deception and becomes convinced that she is lying to him. 

What he does not realize, however, is that her silences reflect the struggle to reconcile her 

feelings toward him with her upbringing. The affect that she feels for Gabriel is 

accompanied by an “increíble sumisión” [incredible submission] (185) that effectively 

destabilizes Elena’s self-conception. She fears her father’s reaction when she tells him 

she wishes to marry Gabriel, as though admitting affect would align her not only with her 
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mother, but primarily with a model of femininity that he himself does not value or 

respect. She realizes that to marry him would erase the identity that her father so 

painstakingly constructed for her.  

Elena, by all accounts, has been trained to inhabit the world as though she were a 

man and therefore appears to constitute a distinct model of the feminine subject from 

Teresa and Aurora. However, she is no less a victim of the regulatory regime of 

patriarchy than these other two women. She clearly evidences the contradictions between 

rational will and affect by attempting to accommodate her subjectivity to the 

conceptualized by her father, while allowing her desire to pull her in the opposite 

direction. Failing to recognize the performativity of affect, Gabriel judges her entirely 

through her discursivity, thus rupturing any potential connection between them. 

As Elena struggles with her decision and how to confront her father, she imagines 

her father enunciating something along the lines of: “Todo es factible mientras no 

incurras en la estupidez de enamorarte, casarte, y colocar en un hombre mis sueños. 

Escucha bien, hija, dije: mis sueños” [Anything is possible as long as you don’t fall into 

the idiocy of falling in love, getting married, and putting on a man my dreams. Listen 

closely, daughter, I said: my dreams] (189). The possessive “mis” [my] indicates Señor 

Viales’s investment in his daughter’s performance of non-normative feminine identity. 

After all, he has labored tirelessly to “probar [su] teoría” [prove [his] theory] of “la 

libertad de la mujer” [women’s freedom] through Elena (189). Fernando Viales does not 

realize, however, that raising his daughter according to norms of masculine subjectivity 

does not actually create a non-normative feminine subject but rather a repressed female 

subject that idolizes normative masculinity. This is why Elena ultimately bends to her 
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father’s will and rejects Gabriel. The sovereign subject, by trying to mold others to his 

likeness, does not produce self-actualized agents but rather slaves to the regulatory 

regime he represents.  

In a last ditch effort to discover Elena’s “secret,” Gabriel searches her lab, and 

when he is met with frustration, he begins to destroy everything in his path. This lack of 

control is an index of the anxiety that Elena’s performance of non-normative feminine 

subjectivity occasions in Gabriel, and marks the crisis that will send him into an 

emotional tailspin. Gabriel finally appropriates the violence that characterizes the 

patriarchal masculine subject. Elena’s father ultimately explains to Gabriel the reasons 

for which the two of them cannot continue their relationship. Señor Viales thinks of his 

daughter not as an independent subject but rather as an object of his creation. While his 

intentions are to do the opposite, he has made Elena into a “thing” much like Don Vasco 

does with Teresa. The difference here is that Don Vasco and Fernando Viales represent 

alternative models of masculinities; as a consequence, they constitute, or try to mold, 

different configurations of femininity in turn. But in both cases, neither male yields any 

true empowerment to the female subject. Rather, they both intend to enforce (through 

distinct means) their subordination and lack of agency. 

  Near the conclusion of their conversation, Fernando Viales suggests that the 

continuation of Gabriel and Elena’s relationship would turn her into a submissive and 

long-suffering woman, and also that Gabriel will be incapable of loving any weaker 

woman. This will prove to be true in Gabriel’s troubled relationship with Aurora. 

 The narrative perspective then shifts to Aurora, to explore her feminine model’s 

possibility of coexisting under the same roof with a masculine subjectivity. Gabriel’s 
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subjectivity is empowered as his feminine counterpart loses will and agency. Gabriel is a 

despotic patriarchal subject just like his father while Aurora is merely “la materia plástica 

que repite su forma” [the plastic material that repeats his form] (221). Aurora persists in 

denying her live-in situation by finding justifications of her entrapment by way of desire. 

The narrator is careful to point out that Aurora ignores these feelings, “extranjera en su 

atmósfera íntima” [a stranger in her private sphere] (224).  

 Their play of domesticity is simply a performance and does not contribute to the 

self-fulfillment of either Aurora or Gabriel. In Gabriel’s absence, Aurora will learn what 

she needs to achieve her conscientization. Memories begin to resurface, and Aurora 

recalls a conversation with Teresa in which they discuss her blind devotion to Gabriel, 

and Teresa attempts to tell Aurora that her renunciations are harmful. When Aurora asks 

why, Teresa says, evoking her own situation: “A estas cosas se llega por si solo, no de 

otra manera. Tendrás que aprenderlo de tu propia experiencia. Como yo lo aprendí, 

aunque demasiado tarde. Te deseo que no sea para tí también demasiado tarde” [One 

arrives at these things alone, there’s no other way. You have to learn it from your own 

experience. Like I did, although too late. I hope it isn’t too late for you too] (236). The 

narrator details Aurora’s contemplation of Teresa’s speech, demonstrating that Aurora is 

at least somewhat conscious of her subordination: “Es en verdad muy miserable vivir 

esperando las sobras ajenas. Pero no puedo evitarlo. Me choca esta mi pasiva aceptación. 

Me molesta ya hasta su presencia” [It is, in truth, quite miserable waiting for others’ 

leftovers. But I can’t help it. I’m taken aback by my passive acceptance. Even his 

presence bothers me now] (237). The emphasis that Teresa places on personal experience 
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will be key to Aurora’s conscientization, and the memories that come flooding back will 

slowly remind Aurora of what she has sacrificed for her relationship with Gabriel. 

 When Don Vasco’s second son resolves to leave, the family unity that both he and 

Teresa value is once more undermined. Gabriel, like his older brother before him, 

unleashes a barrage of criticisms on the family inculpating his father for his cruelty, his 

mother for tolerating Don Vasco’s violence, and Roberto for his false morals. The 

majority of his rage is directed at Teresa for constructing “el cascarón hueco de esta casa 

en la que no vive nadie” [the empty shell of this house in which no one lives] (243).  

Gabriel, who has for so long attempted to negate the corrupting influence of his 

family structure, finally accepts that he is no different from his father. He is no longer 

willing or able to combat the violence of character instilled in him by Don Vasco. 

Aurora, still unconscious of her reproduction of heteronormative models of comportment, 

tells Gabriel she wants to stay with him regardless, thereby resigning herself to the same 

kind of relationship that has destroyed both Cristina and Teresa. 

 Aurora identifies with the “sublimity” of the masculine subject because she does 

not want to experience the guilt with which feminine subjectivity is imbued within the 

heteronormative system. However, Aurora is trapped within the matrix of normative 

gender relations and, though she thinks she is escaping them by identifying with men’s 

fortitude, she simply reproduces the very system that she wants to escape. The only way 

that Aurora can break out of heterosexual norms is for a change in the dynamics of her 

relationship, however slight, to occur, something that will “destruir el mágico 

embrujamiento” [destroy the magic spell] (259). Without modification of the power 

structure, Aurora will suffer the same fate as Cristina and Teresa. 
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Aurora nurses Teresa in her hospital bed, and realizes that sharing affect, rather 

than keeping one’s feelings to oneself, frees her to assert her own thoughts and, therefore, 

subjectivity. She even challenges Don Vasco, something that she never would have had 

the courage to do before, rejecting his suggestion that she should not feel pity or 

tenderness for Teresa. Aurora highlights the importance of affect to one’s happiness 

suggesting that Teresa lacked the requisite “valores humanos” [human values] that would 

have given her life satisfaction (267). Aurora does not realize it at the time, but she has 

identified the barrier to her own self-actualization: reciprocity of affect. 

 Gabriel reflects as well. He acknowledges that both his relationship with Elena 

and his family have deprived him of parts of his identity. Gabriel achieves a certain 

measure of conscientization with these realizations and with his newfound awareness that 

his actions that last day in Elena’s lab were not a reflection of jealousy but rather “un 

maltrato a la vanidad soberana de [su] condición de macho” [a mistreatment of the 

tremendous vanity of [his] condition as a male] (281). Gabriel finally seems to realize 

that he struggled against, and ultimately lost to, the regulatory regime that mandates 

man’s superiority and right to dominion over other subjectivities. He fails to escape the 

system and is instead destroyed by it. Gabriel falls progressively deeper into madness, 

consumed with a hatred for his physical aspect.  

Gabriel resolves to commit suicide after he perceives the damage he has done to 

Aurora’s subjectivity, and he decides that the best way to show her his gratitude and to 

give himself over to her is to remain asleep. Gabriel convinces Aurora that his act will 

deliver him to her, that it is not suicide. Aurora realizes, finally, that without her 

dependence on him she is “una mujer completa plantada frente al mundo” [a complete 



 

 68 

woman planted in front of the world] (330). Her thoughts suddenly turn action, color, 

sound, and she aquires a subjective plenitude that she has never before possessed. She 

looks forward to walking out of the dark apartment that she shares with Gabriel into the 

world, a symbolic act that represents her escape from the strictures of the domestic sphere 

and, therefore, from the societal norms that demand woman’s presence in the home. The 

narrative concludes with an overwhelming sense of optimism, indicating that once the 

female subject breaks with notions of man’s superiority over woman she will be able to 

construct an independent and therefore personal sense of subjectivity. 

 Aurora is the only figure in the text that appears capable of actually transcending 

societal norms due to her becoming aware of her own subjectivity. She represents the 

possibility of alternate conceptions of identity that will become possible with the change 

of cycle that modernity represents in Costa Rica. Each relationship in the text effects a 

transformation of awareness in all of the characters except Don Vasco, who is a 

representative of the old order. He is emblematic of the colonial period’s 

institutionalization of patriarchy, and thus represents that which must disappear before 

modernity can truly take place.10  

 

Conclusions 

 Oreamuno demonstrates through her intimate portrayal of the relationships 

between the member’s of Don Vasco’s family and others the destructive force of the 

sovereign subject’s imposition of gender norms over both male and female subjects. In 

his attempts to edify his own self-conception as sovereign through oppression and 

violence, the patriarchal subject effectively undermines his own project, leaving in his 
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wake subjects that are practically incapable of individual action and destroying the family 

unit. In the end, the only subject whose will survives is the one that is finally able to 

perceive the futility of the sovereign subject’s power play and who resolves not to be 

complicit with it. 

 Oreamuno’s novel is a clearly unique critique of the machinations of the 

patriarchal subject, but its importance to the tradition of Central American women writers 

that I establish in this analysis extends far beyond the limits of such a critique. Her 

questioning of heteronormative subject positions gestures toward the necessity of 

reconceptualizing the nature of subjectivity itself, clearing spaces for alternative models 

to be articulated. Absolutely no one had done anything like Oreamuno’s critique before in 

Central America and, indeed, no one did anything like it for a long time afterward. 

Oreamuno was well before her time, anticipating even the second wave of feminism, as 

her novel was published two years before Simone De Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1950), 

and deserves recognition that even transcends Central America. 

With La ruta de su evasión, Oreamuno effectively inaugurated a new set of 

possibilities for women novelists in Central America, and the women I will be analyzing 

in subsequent chapters could never truly have emerged were this road not previously 

opened by Oreamuno. 

 

                                                
1 Repertorio Americano was a cultural journal based in San José, Costa Rica, directed by 
Jorge García Monge, and intended as a medium through which Latin American 
intellectuals could discuss the important issues affecting the region. It was published 
without interruption between 1919 and 1958, and Oreamuno was a regular contributor 
between 1936 and 1948. She wrote both essays and short stories for the magazine. 
2 According to Rima de Vallbona, the novel was originally titled La poseída [The 
Possessed] (Narrativa 56). 
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3 La ruta de su evasión. Guatemala: Editorial del Ministerio de Educación Pública, 1949. 
4 Ramírez, Sergio. La fugitiva. Madrid: Alfaguara, 2011. 
5 All three texts are anthologized in: Oreamuno, Yolanda. A lo largo del corto camino. 
San José: Editorial Costa Rica, 1961. All parenthetical citations in the text of this chapter 
correspond to this publication. 
6 Before Teresa answers the door, Esteban stops her, asking: “¿Todavía le tiene miedo?” 
[Are you still afraid of him?] (219). When Teresa answers in the negative, he says, 
“Entonces me puedo ir tranquilo. Si usted me promete no tenerle miedo de ahora en 
adeltante” [Then I can leave easy. If you promise me not to be afraid of him from now 
on] (219). 
7 She laments “Su vida inútil prendida a una ambición tan materialista que le impidió ver 
la deformación moral de sus hijos” [Her useless life caught on such a materialistic 
ambition that it kept her from seeing the moral deformation of her children] (272).  
8 Señora González’s strength of character is so formidable that even Don Vasco cannot 
do anything but accede to her wishes because: “Como en el caso de todos los seres 
violentos, su voluntad fracasaba ante una voluntad mayor que la suya” [As in the case of 
all violent beings, his will failed before a will greater than his own] (320).  
9 In one instance, Cristina, frustrated by Roberto’s rejection of her devotion and love, 
flings herself at him, and he brings her to the floor with his wrestler’s strength. 
10 It is easy to imagine, particularly considering the time period in which the novel was 
written, why Oreamuno’s text was ignored in her own country. As her friend Lilia Ramos 
pointed out in an interview with Rima de Vallbona: “…aborrecía la tiranía de los 
convencionalismos y se lanzó a violarlos” [she hated the tyranny of convencionalisms 
and she made up her mind to violate them] (“Recuerdos” 269). Her desire to subvert 
traditional societal norms in both her personal and artistic lives made Oreamuno a 
controversial figure in Costa Rica because she asserted the desire to “formular libremente 
una opinión y de establecer su propia ruta de pensamiento” that she proposed as a means 
for women to construct their own subjectivities in her essay “¿Qué hora es?” that we 
examined at the beginning of this chapter (A lo largo 51-2). 
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Chapter 2: Claribel Alegría 

 
In this chapter, I consider Claribel Alegría’s primary narrative, Cenizas de Izalco 

[Ashes of Izalco] (1964). The transition between 1948, date of La ruta de su evasion, and 

1964, was an uneasy one. While from 1949 on Costa Rica experienced relative peace, 

having abolished its military and undergone a social democratic revolution in 1948; the 

rest of the isthmus lived through a U.S.-sponsored invasion that destroyed grassroots 

democracy (Guatemala, 1954), or else were governed by oppressive military regimes and 

authoritarian dictatorships, as in El Salvador, Nicaragua and Honduras (Booth et al 47). 

In Alegría’s home country of El Salvador in 1948, a new political party was formed, the 

Revolutionary Party of Democratic Unification (PRUD). As historian John Booth points 

out, however, “the party promoted neither revolution, democracy nor unity but instead 

provided the military ‘an impressive machine of patronage and electoral mobilization’” 

(97). This party dominated Salvadoran politics, under various guises, until 1961, when a 

conservative coup ousted the then-named PCN (National Conciliation Party) (Booth et al 

97). The political instability of her native El Salvador, as well as the rest of the isthmus, 

Costa Rica excepted after 1948, provides a telling historical context for Alegría’s novel. 

During the period between 1948 and 1964, the role of women writers in Central 

America changed as well. Many more women from the higher echelons of society were 

being educated abroad, during which time quite a few of them began publishing their first 

novels and poetry.12 As we will see later, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, young writers 

considered social responsibility integral to their cultural production (Arias Gestos 36). 
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Women writers, like Alegría, were no exception to this new ideological underpinning in 

Central American letters. 

While Yolanda Oreamuno critiques patriarchal notions of identity, Alegría 

extends her critique to include a critical assessment of homogeneizing statist and 

nationalist identitary conceptions as well. Cenizas de Izalco refashions official accounts 

of the 1932 massacre of Salvadoran farm workers, situating this historical event within 

the intimate narrative of two women’s struggles for self-definition and actualization. 

Oreamuno’s La ruta de su evasión, as discussed in the previous chapter, represents the 

point of departure for what Arturo Arias calls “el proceso histórico [en las letras 

centroamericanas que] comenzó con el descubrimiento del valor de la palabra literaria y 

de las técnicas narrativas” [the historical process [in Central American letters that] began 

with the discovery of the value of the literary word and narrative techniques] (Gestos 60). 

Alegría’s preoccupation with issues of gender inequality, coupled with the stylistic 

innovation of La ruta, laid the stage for a novel such as Cenizas de Izalco, which 

represents even more of a literary-historical watershed publication than its predecessor, 

single-handedly sounding the death knell of social realism in the isthmus (Arias Gestos 

62). The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate the manners in which, through a shift 

in literary discourse and stylistic innovation, Claribel Alegría, until then known only as a 

poet residing on the island of Majorca in Spain, became the first author to articulate a 

literary counterstatement to the “official history” of the events mentioned above, while 

simultaneously questioning the nature of identity, whether in terms of gender, nationality, 

or individual subjectivity. 
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Cenizas’s frame story depicts Carmen, daughter of a wealthy Santa Ana family, 

who returns to her hometown following the death of her mother, Isabel. Carmen receives 

a bequest from her mother, the diary of North American expatriate and recovering 

alcoholic Frank Wolff, who briefly resided in Santa Ana around the time of the 1932 

“Matanza” in the nearby town of Izalco, in which upwards of 30,000 mostly-indigenous 

campesinos [farm workers] were slaughtered in governmental retaliation for a failed 

uprising. The majority of the novel simultaneously portrays Carmen’s interiority and 

reproduces the text of Frank’s diary as she reads it, although the diary does not appear 

until the fifth chapter.  

 

Stylistic Innovation in Cenizas de Izalco 

In the beginning of the text, Carmen has just returned to Santa Ana from 

Washington, DC, where she lives with her husband, Paul, and their children. The first 

indication of the stylistic transition away from social realism is the privileging of the 

“perspectiva persuasiva intimista” [persuasive intimist perspective] over the “perspectiva 

autoritaria” [authoritarian perspective] (Arias Gestos 63). The intimist perspective, in 

stark contrast to authoritarian discourse, is characterized by its lack of linearity. Stream of 

consciousness is one of its defining features, and the following passage illustrates that 

fact well as Carmen experiences a telescoping of time and space as she walks through the 

local market:  

—Niña Carmencita, lo siento mucho—y siguió pesando papas y 
platitudes. 

Qué extraño que me reconozcan, que me recuerden, que siga siendo la 
niña Carmencita. Seguimos caminando, abriéndonos paso por entre la multitud. 

—María, tenemos que comprar yuca. Hace años que no como yuca con 
chicharrones. 
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Perdón mamá. Que Dios la tenga en la Gloria. […] ¡Mamá! Dura y helada 
en la sombra. ¡Putrefacción, gusanos! […] ¡Basta! 

El retrato de Neto. 
 

[—Niña Carmencita, I’m so sorry—and she continues weighing potatoes 
and platitudes. 

How strange that they recognize me, that they remember me, that I 
continue to be “la niña Carmencita.” We keep walking, opening passage through 
the multitude. 

—María, we have to buy yucca. It’s been years since I’ve eaten yucca 
with cracklings. 

Sorry mama. God keep you in his glory. […] Mama! Hard and cold in the 
dark. Putrefaction, worms! […] Enough! 

The portrait of Neto.] (12) 
 
The activity of the market mixes with Carmen’s reflections and memories, reminding her 

of her mother’s recent death and pulling her thoughts to the physical corruption that her 

mother’s body has already begun to experience. This recollection leads her to childhood 

and the death of her baby brother, Neto. It is important to note here, as well, that the 

passage transcribed above is the first instance in which Carmen, the narrator, is actually 

named. Up until this point, the reader has some indication of the circumstances of her 

return to Santa Ana, but we have little sense of her as an individual. The lateness of 

Carmen’s naming is significant because it is yet another indication that the genre of this 

text is a far cry from the social realist novel. 

The confusion of space and time detailed in the quotation above is a result of the 

stagnation and cyclical nature of the happenings by which Carmen characterizes her 

hometown: “Las fechas no significan nada en Santa Ana. Que el sol se levante y se ponga 

en este pequeño y sofocante escenario no le importa a nadie. […] En Santa Ana los 

hechos se recuerdan por su relación con los nacimientos, las muertes, las bodas” [Dates 

mean nothing in Santa Ana. No one cares if the sun rises and sets in this small and 
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suffocating setting. […] In Santa Ana events are remembered in term of births, deaths, 

weddings] (13).  

 The lack of linearity of the text itself is set in even greater relief when Carmen 

states, in reference to her mother: “Después de leer el diario de Frank me siento 

desorientada, como si casi no la hubiese conocido. Tengo que ordenar mis memorias, 

precisar mejor sus rasgos, su carácter, recatarla del caos” [After reading Frank’s diary I 

feel disoriented, as if I’d almost not known her. I have to put my thoughts in order, pin 

down better her features, her character, rescue her from the chaos] (15). Firstly, the diary 

has not even been presented yet. The reader is vaguely aware of its existence (because the 

narrator, still unnamed, mentions it on the first page) but not of its content. In this text, 

information is provided piecemeal, and history is intermingled with recollections, 

suppositions, and reflections. Within this quotation, as well, is a reference to the 

disorderly nature of memory itself, to its partial and subjective character. As we will see 

later in this chapter when I discuss the problematics of identity brought to light by the 

novel, objectivity and totalizing definitions and accounts of both people and events are 

impossible. 

 When Frank Wolff’s diary is finally presented to the reader, it does not follow 

chronological order either because, as critic Laura Barbas-Rhoden suggests, Cenizas is in 

many ways a metatext about reading, and the temporal shifts in the presentation of 

Frank’s diary are a portrayal of Carmen’s reading practices (31). She has already begun 

examining it, as evidenced by the quote that was previously analyzed, and by the 

description the author provides at the end of chapter four as Carmen tries to remember 

where she left off: “Regreso a mi dormitorio, abro la segunda gaveta de la cómoda y saco 
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el diario de Frank. […] Octubre 31, noviembre 2, no, fue a mediados” [I go back to my 

room, open the second dresser drawer, and take out Frank’s diary. […] October 31st, 

November 2nd, no, it was in the middle somewhere] (34). She picks her reading back up 

on November 16th, and this is the first entry that the reader gets to read for him/herself. 

After reading several entries, Carmen wonders, “¿Qué vería mamá en Frank?” [What 

could mom have seen in Frank?], decides “Es mejor que vuelva atrás” [It’s better that I 

go back] (46), and flips to the passage dated October 31, 1931. Even reading a 

chronological narrative such as a diary is not an orderly affair—one forgets what has 

already been read, goes back to search for information that was perhaps overlooked upon 

first reading, or skips ahead to see how the story ends. As Bakhtin suggests in his 

discussion of the dialogic novel, the reader is also a participant, and the “interaction of 

several consciousnesses,” both within the text and outside of it, resists monologic 

categorization (Problems 18). Reading is dynamic, an intellectual process in which one 

pieces together textual clues to arrive at a personal understanding of someone else’s 

vision of events. In this way, although one possesses a text, regardless of its form, 

comprehension of the material contained therein will always be partial and subjective. 

The same goes for the conception of identity, as we will see later in this chapter. 

 As I mentioned earlier, the text of Frank Wolff’s diary is not reproduced without 

outside intervention. Carmen’s consciousness frequently intrudes, and the distinction 

between her thoughts and Frank’s narrative are often blurred. At the end of the November 

16th entry, the first transcribed in the novel, Frank’s meditation on the concept of “home” 

occasions a similar reflection in Carmen about the Spanish term “hogar”:  
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Hogar para mí era sentirla venir por el corredor con las llaves tintineando, verla 
detenerse para arreglar un florero o poner una silla en su sitio. Eran mis largos 
paseos con ella mientras le confiaba mis problemas, mis dudas, mis entusiasmos. 
Era su presencia, su olor, y también papa con sus refranes, su nariz aguileña, su 
maletín de cuero. 
 
[Home for was feeling her coming down the hall with keys jingling, seeing her 
stop to fix a flower arrangement or put a chair in its place. My long walks with 
her while I confided in her about my problems, my doubts, my enthusiasm. It was 
her presence, her smell, and also dad with his sayings, his aquiline nose, his 
leather briefcase.] (40) 

 
Carmen’s contemplation appears without a clear transition from Frank’s words to her 

own, requiring an active reader to realize that the narrative perspective has shifted. These 

abrupt temporal and narrative displacements occur time and again throughout the novel, a 

constant reminder that we as readers are engaged in a dynamic process of constructing 

meaning through the filters of authors (Alegría/Flakoll), narrators (Carmen and Frank), 

and our own subjectivities. The text, then, is a “rompecabezas” [puzzle], as critic Seidy 

Araya states (32). We are clearly far removed from the authoritarian narrative perspective 

espoused by social realists. 

 The temporal shifts in Cenizas are simultaneously an indication of the privileging 

of the personal intimist perspective cited earlier, and a manner through which Alegría is 

able to juxtapose two important historical moments in Salvadoran history. The principal 

event highlighted in the text is the 1932 Matanza, mentioned above, in which 

approximately 30,000 campesinos were corralled into Izalco’s main plaza and massacred 

by dictator Maximiliano Hernández Martínez’s troops as punishment for a failed 

rebellion. The second historical moment is that of (Carmen’s) narrative present, in which 

El Salvador continues to experience social injustice and, therefore, unrest, and prefigures 

the civil war that will tear the country apart in the 1970s. Carmen’s uncle, Eduardo, a 
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former revolutionary and friend of Farabundo Martí whose ideology has changed 

drastically over the years, articulates El Salvador’s situation thus:  

No, Alfredo—enciende Eduardo un cigarrillo— yo pensaba como vos cuando era 
joven. ¡Hurra por la revolución y las ideas románticas! Me parecía que estaba 
destinado a salvar el país. Poco a poco me fui dando cuenta de que la realidad no 
es tan simple; no es ni blanca ni negra; es gris. Las cosas cambian lentamente. 
Otra masacre como la del treinta y dos nos resolvería los problemas de El 
Salvador.  

  
[No, Alfredo—Eduardo lights a cigarette—I thought like you when I was young. 
Hooray for revolution and romantic ideas! I thought I was destined to save the 
country. Little by little I began to realize that reality isn’t so simple; it’s not black 
or white; it’s grey. Things change slowly. Another massacre like the one in ’32 
would solve El Salvador’s problems for us.] (128) 

 
Thirty years after the massacre in Izalco, not much has changed.13  

 Alegría’s manner of uniting these two periods of unrest in El Salvador, however, 

is not achieved by creating a parallel between both revolutionary struggles by depicting 

them in the narrative foreground but rather by situating them as the social backdrop to the 

intimate lives of Isabel and her daughter, Carmen. In this way, Alegría is able to construct 

an alternate version of the Matanza to that of the official history while simultaneously 

interrogating issues of gender, national, and individual identity.  

Having articulated a brief explanation of this singular textual form, my study will 

center on the representation of both masculine and feminine subjectivities depicted in 

Cenizas de Izalco in order to problematize traditional notions of identity and to suggest 

the possibility of constructing alternative histories that run counter to hegemonic 

accounts.  

 The proliferation of voices in the text is perhaps the most productive means of 

representing the fragility and constructed nature of identity in the text. As Arturo Arias 

puts it, “…por medio de esta relación dialógica se supera la unilateralidad que la 
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identidad de un individuo o bien el entendimiento simbólico de sí mismo pueda poseer” 

[…through this dialogic relationship the unilateralism that the identity of an individual or 

else the symbolic understanding of oneself that one can possess is surpassed] (Gestos 70). 

Identity can never be easily defined or understood because it is constituted by a plurality 

of factors. Alegría, like Oreamuno before her, recognizes that identity and individual 

subjectivities cannot be patly classified and delimited, thereby justifying the subjugation 

of certain groups to others, for just this reason. 

 

Isabel as Special Case: A Subordinate Subject in Search of Agency 

 In Cenizas, Isabel is the most discussed and analyzed figure, and for this reason, I 

have chosen to examine the various depictions of her subjectivity as exemplary in the 

text. The factors that compose her individual subjectivity are the most numerous and, at 

times, contradictory. The first description of Isabel comes from a female vendor in the 

market, who says: “Tan buena su mamá, tan amable con todos, no como esas señoras 

encopetadas. Y toda la caridá qu’hizo sin alharaca” [So good your mother, so nice to 

everyone, not like those posh ladies. And all the charity she did without fussing] (12). 

Isabel is distinct for her class, as the woman’s comments about her kindness and lack of 

snobbery indicate. From this moment, Isabel is construed as an exceptional woman and 

will continue to be described so throughout the text. Carmen’s first recollection of her 

mother represented in the text details her way of dressing—for a funeral, a wedding, a 

trip—and evoke images of her engaged in domestic duties (15). Her memories, however, 

are challenged by Frank Wolff’s diary and, sitting on the patio among her mother’s plants 

and birds, Carmen attempts to recall more significant bits of information about her 
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mother. She remembers the “cascabeles en su voz” [bells in her voice] (15) every time 

she packed to travel and the mountains of books she would return with from her trips 

(16). Again, Isabel’s uniqueness is highlighted, and her desires to experience a world 

outside of Santa Ana, whether through travel or literature, are significant factors of her 

subjectivity. The necessity of escaping Santa Ana, Carmen deduces, is the emotional 

weight on her mother “que no pudo haber sido otro que papá” [that couldn’t have been 

any other than father] (16). Carmen, having at least read a portion of Frank’s diary at this 

point in the novel, recognizes the force of her father’s unyielding figure, finally 

perceiving her mother as “el arbusto que crece al filo del precipicio, expuesta a los 

vientos, inclinándose suavemente ante sus golpes” [the tree that grows at the edge of the 

precipice, exposed to the wind, leaning slightly from its gusts] and her father as “la piedra 

granítica que se regocija luchando contra el choque de las olas” [the granite-like rock that 

delights fighting the beating of the waves] (20). Carmen notes the pliability and 

resignation of her mother while spotlighting the immutability of her father’s will. Dr. 

Alfonso Rojas and his wife (Carmen’s parents) are not entirely unlike Don Vasco and 

Teresa in La ruta de su evasión. Alfonso, like Vasco, defines masculinity in terms of will, 

action, efficiency, and decisiveness. While Vasco’s main concern is maintaining control 

over his family and his public image to the detriment of all others, Dr. Rojas is at least 

gifted with a certain measure of compassion for subordinate subjects, such as for the poor 

farm worker he defended from a beating by a military official (3). Isabel and Teresa both 

conform to the mode of femininity that mandates a woman’s role as submissive wife and 

loving mother. Isabel, in contrast to Teresa, possesses a measure more self-consciousness 

about her subordination and exercises a bit more agency in her plans to flee with her 
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lover. Despite the fact that Alfonso and Isabel Rojas appear to be more conscientious, and 

therefore sympathetic, their relationship can be categorized according to the same matrix 

that defines Don Vasco and Teresa’s marriage: strong patriarch, submissive wife. It 

seems that we can begin to detect here a pattern in gender relations in Central America 

during the first half of the 20th century.  

 Frank, in opposition to Carmen, perceives in Isabel the contradictions that 

constitute her character. The daughter is unaware of certain aspects of the mother’s 

interior life due to her role as child. Frank, who begins as an acquaintance and becomes 

Isabel’s lover, however briefly, is privy to another side of her that is neither visible nor 

accessible to Carmen. In the diary, Frank depicts Isabel by reproducing group and private 

conversations, transcribing his own reflections, and describing letters he wrote to her. 

The first time Frank represents Isabel’s voice, she answers his question about her opinion 

on the current political climate in El Salvador with, “—Las mujeres no votamos en El 

Salvador […]. Cuando los hombres empiezan a discutir política, nosotras cerramos los 

oídos y pensamos en cosas más importantes. A propósito […] ya la cena está lista” [—

Women don’t vote in El Salvador […]. When the men begin discussing politics, we close 

our ears and think about more important things. By the way […] dinner is ready] (42). 

Her tone drips with sarcasm, and it is clear, to the active reader, at least, that Isabel feels 

discontented with her domestic situation, conformity with which is mandated by 

hegemonic norms of gender construction. Frank’s personal evaluation of her highlights in 

no uncertain terms the fraught relationship between Isabel’s individual subjectivity and 

her duty as wife, mother, daughter, sister: “Tengo la impresión de que es una mujer 

alegre, pero que en presencia de su marido y su padre, hace todo lo posible por borrarse.” 
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[I have the impression that she’s a happy woman, but in the presence of her husband and 

father, she does all she can to withdraw] (43). His “impresión,” however, is just that. He 

does not realize it, but his attempt to define Isabel’s character is just as much an exercise 

of power as are the attempts at imposing gendered norms of behavior that she experiences 

daily as a woman in El Salvador. Because of the fragile, and even fragmented, nature of 

identity, any effort to generalize or normatize is inevitably false, if not also a form of 

linguistic violence. At this point in the novel, Frank’s evaluations of Isabel are charitable, 

albeit perhaps naïve, and have not yet fallen into accusatory linguistic aggression. The 

impression of her mother’s sadness that Carmen gleans from Frank’s diary is reflected in 

a comment of Isabel’s that he transcribes, describing her reaction to learning that he is a 

writer: “Siento verdadera envidia por los creadores. El mundo debe tener otras 

dimensiones para ustedes” [I feel a true envy for creators. The world must have other 

dimensions for you] (45). Her statement reveals a longing to find some sort of escape 

from el “Pueblo chico, infierno grande” [Small town, big hell] (80) that Santa Ana 

represents to her. Artistic creation, writing in particular, and reading are construed as 

coping mechanisms in the novel, and both allow one to evade immanent realities and 

engage in self-reflection. I will take this idea up in more detail later in the present 

chapter. 

 Frank’s descriptions of Isabel become less superficial as he gets to know her. As a 

houseguest (recovering from wounds he received while accompanying his friend, 

missionary and veterinarian, Virgil), he begins to perceive and esteem her intelligence, 

using such phrases as “sintetizó” [she summarized] (93), “un comienzo tan intellectual” 

[such an intellectual beginning] (94), and “Sería un gran psicoanalista, Isabel” [You 
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would make a great psychoanalyst, Isabel] (94). He alters his first impression of her as 

well, reflecting:  

Su testimonio me aclaró algunas cosas sobre ella. Tiene dos hijos 
saludables y bulliciosos para ocupar su tiempo, todas las comodidades que desea, 
una posición envidiable dentro de la comunidad como esposa de médico 
distinguido. Sin embargo, he observado en su rostro, cuando no sabe que la estoy 
viendo, una expresión grave que parece decir: he conocido la felicidad, las risas 
sin trabas, pero ya no la tengo, se me escapó. 

Sin duda es terrible la muerte de un hijo, ¿pero se debe sólo a eso la 
mirada triste que se apodera a veces de sus ojos? Ella es una persona vital, 
vibrante, cuando se suelta en una conversación que le interesa. Creo que se siente 
prisionera de este pueblo infeliz, que necesita otro campo de acción para 
expresarse. Parece resignada a seguir aquí en Santa Ana, haciendo el papel, 
demasiado limitado para ella, de esposa de médico, madre ejemplar y buena 
cristiana. 

 
[Her testimony cleared up for me some things about her. She has two 

healthy and boisterous children to occupy her time, all the conveniences that she 
could desire, an enviable position in the community as the wife of a distinguished 
doctor. However, I have observed in her face, when she doesn’t know I’m looking 
at her, a grave expression that seems to say: I have known happiness, unbridled 
laughter, but I no longer have it, it escaped me. 

Without a doubt, the death of a child is terrible, but is this the only cause 
of the sad look that takes over her eyes at times? She is a vital person, vibrant, 
when she lets go in a conversation that interests her. I think she feels like a 
prisoner of this miserable town, that she needs another field of action in which to 
express herself. She seems resigned to stay here in Santa Ana, playing the role, 
too limiting for her, of doctor’s wife, exemplary mother, and good Christian.] 
(110) 

 
Frank finally perceives Isabel’s discontent with her situation and her desire to transcend 

the boundaries marked for her by traditional norms, but he also sees what Isabel is loath 

to admit: that she is beholden to the gender roles prescribed for her by Salvadoran 

society. The terminology that Frank employs, “papel” [role], is significant; it indicates 

the artificiality of the imposition of hegemonic gender norms. Frank the character, of 

course, does not use the term with the express purpose of evoking such an interpretation, 

but I contend that Alegría is entirely conscious of the nuances of the word’s meaning. 
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Through the author’s representation of Isabel (and other characters in the text as well), 

the problematics of individual subjectivity is not the only focus; Alegría utilizes this issue 

to extend her critique to that of hegemonic norms of gender identity as well. Isabel as an 

individual is conflicted and her subjectivity is an amalgam of disparate elements, and as 

such, she cannot really ever conform fully to gender norms. Reified notions of identity 

are false, not to mention homogeneizing, and do not allow for the existence of individual 

subjectivities.  

 Frank and Isabel’s relationship eventually shifts from the friendship to a 

consummated love affair. In Frank, Isabel finds a sort of reciprocity of affect that is 

sorely lacking in her marriage. Isabel’s agency, as a colonized, subordinate subject or 

damné,14 rests on the “ideals of human generosity and receptivity” (Maldonado-Torres 

260). As an agentive colonized subject, she desires to participate in such decolonizing 

practices as dialogue and exchange (Maldonado-Torres 261). Through reciprocal 

communication (the experience of affect) with another, the subordinate subject seeks to 

positively refigure her subjectivity in opposition to the logic of colonization. The 

relationship between Frank and Isabel, then, lays bare the concrete need for affectivity 

because it represents a confrontation with “the racial, gender, and sexual hierarchies” put 

in place by colonization (Maldonado-Torres 261). The central conflict of Cenizas, then, 

as Ileana Rodríguez contends, is that between “eroticism and obedience” (Women, 

Guerrillas, and Love 164). Isabel transgresses the bonds of matrimony in her affair with 

Frank, but in the end, the conscious adherence to social norms, despite her struggles with 

conformity and her recognition of and disdain for the limitations placed on her, wins 

over. Isabel finally refuses to run away with him, despite making plans to do so, saying: 
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“no nos podemos ver nunca más” [we can never see each other again] (146). Her 

rejection of him injures Frank’s fragile masculine ego, and he lashes out at her; he who 

had supposedly understood her so well, had shared with her secret desires and 

discontents, reveals himself as a petty little man, who reacts by inculpating her for his fall 

back into alcoholism. He writes: 

—No, no es posible terminar, de una manera tan estúpida. 
[…] 
— […] Ahora que me has prohibido tu rostro, tu voz, cuando es más 

necesario que nunca manejar una pluma que te convenza, que escriba con 
autoridad, sin vacilar, me encuentro vacío, sin ideas. 

Es el vacío, el terror, la necesidad de sentirme más fuerte lo que me ha 
traído aquí al bar de La Florida. 

 
[—No, it’s not possible to end it in such a stupid way. 
[…] 
—[…] Now that you’ve deprived me of your face, your voice, when it’s 

more necessary than ever to use my pen to convince you, to write with authority, 
without hesitating, I find myself empty, without ideas. 

It’s the emptiness, the terror, the necessity of feeling more powerful that 
has brought me here to the La Florida bar.] (146) 

 
The bitterness is his tone is evident, and he demonstrates the typical masculinist tendency 

to objectify women by figuratively dismembering Isabel, referring to her not as a person 

but as a face, a voice. He also unintentionally unmasks the farce of authority he claims as 

a writer, acknowledging that he is unable to wield his pen effectively without the aid of 

alcohol. Liquor simply brings out the “poderoso torno de su mente” [effective turn of his 

mind] (147). Isabel is simultaneously construed at victimizer and muse: she causes him to 

fall off the wagon but that enables him to write to her in a forceful, supposedly effective 

manner, which he was previously unable to do. 
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 His ire provokes a meditation on Isabel’s subjugation that signals colonialism as 

the sickness at the root of the problem while simultaneously revealing his own patriarchal 

views of gender:  

…No es sólo que Santa Ana sea un pequeño rincón del infierno; se trata de algo 
más importante, del hecho de que sus fundadores trajeron con ellos la semilla de 
miedos inmemoriales, de prejuicios endémicos que se trasmiten por la sangre, que 
se absorben con la leche materna. El individuo brota aquí, no cabe duda. […] Al 
lado de eso, quizá debido a eso, hay una tremenda rigidez de formas, un decoro y 
un puntillosidad para cumplir las formas sociales […]. Desde su cuna, el 
individuo tiene libertad para dearrollar una dimension de su ego […]. Pero al 
mismo tiempo su lado social está supervigilado. Desde muy temprano es podado, 
recortado asiduamente por un padre autoritario, una madre sumisa y miedosa, una 
iglesia de Tijeras grandes que amenaza con el fuego y la condena, una casta de 
tías, tíos, abuelos, maestros, curas y otros guardianes de la moral de pueblo chico. 
[…] 

Lo que pasa es que te falta valor, no te atreves a dar el salto. Eres mujer, 
eres débil. 

 
[…It’s not just that Santa Ana is a little corner of hell; it’s about something more 
important, the fact that its founders brought with them the seed of age-old fears, 
of endemic prejudices that are transmitted through blood, that are absorbed with 
mother’s milk. The individual emerges here, without a doubt. […] Next to this, 
maybe even as a result of this, there is a tremendous rigidity of forms, a decorum 
and fussiness about complying with social forms […]. From the cradle, the 
individual is free to develop a dimension of his ego […]. But at the same time his 
social side is supervised. From an early age he is pruned, cut back assiduously by 
an authoritarian father, a submissive and fearful mother, a Church with huge 
scissors that threatens hellfire and damnation, a caste of aunts, uncles, 
grandparents, teachers, priests, and other guardians of small-town morality. 
[…] 
 What’s going on is you lack bravery; you don’t dare take the leap. You’re 
a woman, you’re weak.] (147-8) 

 
Frank’s assessment of Isabel’s “problem” has everything to do with the patriarchal 

mentality of the colonizer. His asseverations are astute, but his definition of the 

individual as inherently male mimics the hegemonic gender norms that deny individual 

subjectivity to women. The tension between Frank’s attitude and his observations signals 

the double bind that makes his relationship with Isabel impossible. Isabel is the ultimate 



 

 87 

victim of these contradictions, as Ileana Rodríguez points out, because “Woman was the 

space where sensual attraction and security opposed each other, and where self-

determination was an impertinence” (WGL 164-5). Despite his protests to the contrary, 

Frank maintains the status quo, defining Isabel according to inherited, and erroneous, 

norms and inculpating her for her own subjugation. He wants her to exert agency and 

leave her husband, but effectively denies it to her by reducing her to the simple category 

of woman and, as such, weak and incapable of action. The discerning reader perceives 

the hypocrisy of Frank’s perspective and, for this reason, must take his depiction of 

Isabel, the most extensive in the novel, as yet another mediated and therefore partial 

account of Isabel’s subjectivity. 

 Eugenia, Isabel’s sister and confidante, and Dr. Rojas, Isabel’s husband and 

Carmen’s father, provide two short, but rather revelatory portraits of her. Eugenia 

highlights the emotional damage that Isabel had suffered as a means of justifying her 

affair with Frank: 

—Tienes que tratar de entenderla, Carmen. […] Cuando tu mamá esperaba 
a Neto se dio cuenta de que Alfonso [Dr. Rojas] la engañaba. Nació el niño y ella 
puso en él todo su amor, su devoción. Algo rompió dentro de Isabel cuando Neto 
murió. Poco después apareció Frank. No debes juzgarla, Carmen, ninguno de 
nosotros puede hacerlo. […] Tu mamá era orgullosa […] Quiso perdonar a 
Alfonso, pero nunca pudo. 

 
[—You have to try to understand her, Carmen. […] When your mother 

was expecting Neto, she found out that Alfonso was cheating on her. The baby 
was born and she put all of her love and devotion into him. Something broke 
inside Isabel when Neto died. Not long afterwards, Frank appeared. You 
shouldn’t judge her, Carmen, none of us can. […] Your mother was proud […] 
She wanted to forgive Alfonso, but she never could.  

 
Isabel, despite her role as devoted wife and mother, could not quite bring herself to 

ignore her husband’s infidelities, so common among the men of their social class. This 
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description demonstrates her possession of at least a slight notion of her own self-worth. 

The above passage also hints at a modicum of agency on Isabel’s part in devoting herself 

wholly to her child, and having the affair with Frank. The first example of her agency, 

turning to Neto to the exculsion of all others, is slight but significant in that she 

effectively ignored her other normative roles as wife and daughter. Alfonso, her husband, 

is left to fend for himself. She denies him affect, concentrating instead on giving it all to 

her newborn child. The second exercise of agency, her affair with Frank, is much more 

subversive since it represents an excursion beyond patriarchal norms of femininity. 

Frank’s accounts tend to favor the depiction that he seduced her, but Eugenia’s 

perspective seems to suggest that Isabel may have exerted herself in a most likely 

unacknowledged attempt to exact revenge on Alfonso for his indiscretions. The notion of 

seeking revenge for her husban’s indiscretions, in 1930s El Salvador, explodes the notion 

of the patriarchal woman as submissive and most likely would have implied severe 

consequences for the wife, both personal and social.  

 The last assessment of Isabel that I would like to examine briefly is that of her 

husband, Dr. Alfonso Rojas. When Carmen asks him what her mother was like, he 

responds: 

—Tú la conociste—me contesta despacio, con la mecedora casi inmóvil--. 
Sin ella no tiene sentido mi vida. 

—A veces—añade—, me pregunto si la hice feliz. Yo intenté, a mi modo, 
pero éramos muy distintos. De a ratos no la entendía, la hería sin querer. Pero toda 
una vida juntos, Carmen—me escruta pensativo—, es más que sólo felicidad. 
Tiene que ser más que un mero accidente. 

 
[—You knew her—he answers me slowly, with his rocking chair almost 

immobile—. Without her my life has no meaning. 
—Sometimes—he adds—, I ask myself if I made her happy. I tried, in my 

way, but we were very different. Sometimes I didn’t understand her, I hurt her 
without meaning to. But an entire life together, Carmen—he scrutinizes me 
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pensively—, is more than just happiness. It has to be more than a mere accident.] 
(141) 

 
Dr. Rojas’s first statement suggests a dimension to their relationship that has not been 

highlighted previously. Despite his infidelities, he valued Isabel more than he ever 

demonstrated, in this way distinguishing the couple from Teresa and Don Vasco in 

Oreamuno’s novel. It is unclear whether his esteem for her is tied merely to her domestic 

roles or is related to other, unspoken, factors such as emotional support, or affect. Also, in 

the patriarchal world it often happens that they are “matriarchies,” in the sense that strong 

women influence the public doings of their husbands, even when they remain out of the 

limelight. While he speaks to her importance in his life, even Dr. Rojas, in his own way, 

acknowledges the limitations of domestic felicity in a marriage ruled by social 

convention. It is useful here to note that social convention in this fashion was a heritage 

of Spanish conquest imposed upon the ruling castes of Latin America, and that these 

practices had already become tenuous due to the pressures of modernity in the early 20th 

century. 

 Despite the myriad perspectives presented of Isabel, both attributed to her 

(mediated by Frank’s representation of their conversations) or to others, at the end of the 

novel, the question still remains, “¿Cómo era mamá?” [What was mother like?] (140). 

Regardless of the impossibility of defining Isabel in whole, Carmen does gain a deeper 

understanding of her mother as an individual. As she states in the last line of the novel: 

“…le descubrí, le descubrió otro rostro” […I found her, I found another face] (175). She 

learns that she, her mother, and everyone else, for that matter are “individuos con 

posibilidades, deseos, limitaciones y un trozo de días para contabilizar” [individuals with 

possibilities, desires, limitations, and a handful of days to account for] (21).  
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From the discussion of Isabel’s fragmentary and contradictory individual 

subjectivity, we see that Alegría, like Oreamuno before her, is deeply critical of imposed 

hegemonic gender norms. It is important now to look at how models of femininity change 

from Isabel to her daughter, Carmen in order to answer such questions as: Why does 

Carmen go to live in the United States and prefers living in Washington with a boring 

gringo to living in El Salvador? Has she washed her hands of El Salvador to the point 

that she arrives late to the death of her own mother? How does Carmen change and why? 

How does the relationship between Frank and Isabel introduce the seed of these changes? 

Frank and Isabel never become a couple, but Carmen does marry her gringo. Why? These 

are the problematics that I will explore in this next section. 

 

The Curious Case of Carmen 

 We have just seen my analysis of Isabel’s particular mode of femininity, as seen 

through the perspectives of Carmen, Frank, Dr. Rojas, and others. What we must now 

turn to is an examination of Carmen’s self-conception as a feminine subject thirty years 

later. Carmen is the only narrator in the text, besides Frank Wolf in his diary, who is able 

to give a first-person account of her particular subjectivity. That being true, the reader has 

much more access to her personal situation and, therefore, much more information with 

which to determine how Carmen’s femininity is distinct from that of Isabel’s. 

 As a woman in 1930s El Salvador, Isabel is trapped in a mode of hegemonic 

femininity that mandates her conformity to the exclusive roles of loving mother and 

dutiful, submissive wife. She, however, possesses means of escaping, at least temporarily 

through books or travel, the stifling atmosphere of Santa Ana. Carmen states, “Las 
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memorias más nítidas que tengo de ella son mientras hace preparativos para escaparse…” 

[The clearest memories I have of her are while she makes preparations to escape…] (15). 

Carmen perceives, if only subconsciously, the discontent her mother feels with her 

domestic situation, Santa Ana, and El Salvador. The giddiness with which Isabel readied 

herself for her travels and the concentration with which she devoured the books she 

brought back from these trips helped form Carmen’s distaste for her hometown that she 

describes thus: 

A los diecisiete años ya Santa Ana me pesaba, me irritaba su atmósfera gris, la 
sensación de cárcel que irradiaba de sus adoquines, de sus largas paredes, de su 
somnolienta y blanda monotonía. ¿Cómo habría reaccionado si me hubiese tocado 
vivir aquí como ella hasta en final? 

 
[At 17 Santa Ana already weighed on me, its gray atmosphere weighed on me, the 
feeling of imprisonment that radiated from its cobblestones, from its long walls, 
from its sleepy and bland monotony. How would I have reacted if I’d had to live 
here until the very end like her?] (16) 

 
This attitude of contempt for the regimented, monotonous routine of a Santa Ana 

housewife like Isabel provides the first clue as to why Carmen chose to live outside El 

Salvador. She perceives in Santa Ana, and by extension El Salvador, the mechanism of 

repression of her mother’s subjectivity, and desires to construct for herself an alternative, 

more self-actualizing mode of femininity. 

 Carmen recognizes as well that Santa Ana cannot accommodate non-normative 

women when she notes: 

En mi Santa Ana no hay lugar para las tías solteronas. Puede ser que esté 
cambiando, pero hace veinte años el único future par alas señoritas de “sociedad” 
era casarse con cualquiera, siempre y cuando ese cualquiera perteneciese a una 
familia conocida. Lo único que se les permitía a las tías vírgenes eran dulces para 
los sobrinos, tapetes de crochet y bizcochos. 
 
[In my Santa Ana there is no place for maiden aunts. It may be changing, but 
twenty years ago the only future for young ladies of “society” was to marry 
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whomever, as long as this whomever belonged to a well-known family. The only 
thing permitted to virgin aunts were sweets for the nieces and nephews, crochet 
tablecloths, and pastries.] (25) 
 

Unmarried women are relegated to a dependent role in which they must spoil their young 

relatives and live an unassuming life in which they neither work nor are allowed to act on 

sexual desire. This appears to be the only way in which an unmarried woman can achieve 

social legibility in rural El Salvador. This fact is yet another element that influenced 

Carmen’s desire to abandon El Salvador in favor of the United States. 

 Carmen describes her life in Washington, DC, however, as even worse than her 

mother’s, despite the fact that there is no end of opportunities for diversion. She laments,  

…pensándolo bien mi vida es parecida a la de mamá y quizá peor. No tengo 
hermanas, ni siquiera una amiga íntima con quien desahogarme. Todos los días 
hacer las camas, pasar la aspiradora, lavar platos, cocinar. La vida en Estados 
Unidos es solitaria. 
 Vivimos en las afueras, vamos al cine una vez por semana y al teatro al 
caer de una casa. Cuando nos vamos de vacaciones o hacemos cualquier cosa 
fuera de nuestra rutina, Paul insiste en planearlo como si se tratase de una 
operación militar. 
 
[…thinking well my life is similar to mother’s and perhaps worse. I don’t have 
sisters, or even a close friend with whom to unburden myself. Every day make the 
bed, run the vacuum, wash dishes, cook. Like in the United States is solitary. 
 We live in the suburbs, we go to the movies once a week and to the theater 
almost never. When we go on vacation or we do anything outside our routine, 
Paul insists on planning it as though it were a military operation.] (26-7) 

 
Carmen is suffocated by the monotony of her life and by her isolation. It appears that 

escaping Santa Ana did not truly allow her to avoid the same kind of stagnation that her 

mother experienced there. Even worse, it seems, Carmen does not have anyone with 

whom to share her discontent. She could never use her mother or her husband for 

support; her mother because she believed escaping Santa Ana and going anywhere else 

had to be full of opportunities (69), and her husband because of his dismissive attitude 
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toward her that always disqualifies her because she is “too emotional” (74). It appears 

that thirty years and thousands of miles have been unable to modify in any meaningful 

way the same sense of solitude and unhappiness that Isabel experienced in Santa Ana. 

 Carmen at times imagines alternatives to her present situation: what would have 

happened had she stayed in Santa Ana or gone to Paris instead of Washington, or how 

would things have turned out differently had Paul been more like Frank? Not leaving her 

hometown would have at least made it possible to “echarle la culpa a Santa Ana” [blame 

Santa Ana] for her unhappiness, just as her mother had (70). Construing herself as a 

victim of restrictive social parameters would in part relieve Carmen of her own sense of 

guilt for her complicity in creating her own discontent. Paris, she surmises, might have 

been different as well, a life less “artificial” than in the United States where they claim to 

be “God’s country” while subjugating blacks and Jews, considering themselves superior 

to the rest of the world, and establishing the accumulation of material wealth as the 

measure of success (70). The “conflicto de nacionalidades” [conflict of nationalities] that 

she cites as the primary factor that alienates her from Paul might be lessened in Europe 

(69). Frank, with whom Carmen feels an affinity since she shares his sense of 

rootlessness and lack of purpose, is, perhaps, a better model of man that Paul, who she 

claims considers her “una muñeca a la cual él cree saber todas las reacciones” [a doll of 

which he thinks he knows all her reactions] (75). Paul pretends to be able to decipher her 

throughts and desires, an assumption that Carmen considers unjust, and which infantilizes 

and even dehumanizes her. Frank, she thinks, at least considered her mother as a human 

being with whom he could dialogue and share, a trait that were Paul to possess it “puede 

ser algo que se salvara de nuestro matrimonio” [could be something salvageable from our 
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marriage] (75). As it is, her marriage is at best a copy of her parents’ transposed to 

another geography and another time. 

 The experience of reading Frank’s diary and finding out about her mother’s affair 

with him occasions self-reflection in Carmen that problematizes her domestic situation as 

well as interrogates the performance of the roles attributed to the same. She wonders, 

“¿Quién sería yo si no llevase conmigo mis etiquetas de esposa y madre?” [Who would I 

be if I didn’t carry with me my labels of wife and mother?] (110). This question asks, in 

other words, who she would be could she determine her subjectivity on her own, without 

the imposition of heterosexual norms of identity construction. She acknowledges the 

emptiness of this intersection of discourses, realizing that conforming to these standards 

erase her as an individual. She worries: “Podría imaginarme como una persona segura de 

sí, que ocupa un espacio, que pasa por experiencias que la marcan, que la afirman en su 

individualidad, en vez de ir repitiendo ecos por un corredor vacío donde las puertas 

tienen signos y están cerradas?” [Could I imagine myself as a person sure of herself, that 

takes up space, that goes through experiences that mark her, that affirm her in her 

individuality, instead of repeating echoes down an empty hallway where the doors have 

signs and are closed?] (111). As a subject determined by hegemonic gender relations, she 

wonders if she possesses the fortitude necessary to transcend these norms and achieve 

self-actualization. 

 Carmen, in contrast to Isabel, does have the ability, were she to choose to do so, 

to pursue alternative paths to that of the stay-at-home mother. She acknowledges that 

“Hay otras puertas en el mundo además de la de Washington y la de Paul. Podría abrirlas, 

podría llevarme a mis hijos a México y trabajar” [There are other doors in the world other 
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than Washington and Paul. I could open them, I could take my children to Mexico and 

work] (141). Although in the early 1960s, particularly in the United States, a woman’s 

identity was no longer solely determined by her domestic roles, Carmen seems paralyzed 

by fear and self-doubt, rather than by any kind of societal disapproval she might imagine. 

She describes herself as a “sonámbula” [sleepwalker], contending that her lack of desire 

to engage in the outside world means that she is empty, dead (142). She laments her 

disinterestedness, her lack of vitality, and uses them as excuses for why she does not feel 

she can refashion her life. The end of the text is ambiguous. Will Carmen shake herself of 

this existential malaise and decide to live according to an alternative model of femininity 

that allows her self-actualization? I see the role of Frank’s diary, and Isabel’s bequest of 

it to Carmen, as pivotal in answering this question. 

 The last lines of Cenizas read: “Aquí, en este mismo patio, bajo la misma luz, le 

descubrí, le descubrí otro rostro” [Here, in this same patio, beneath the same light, I 

found her, I found another her] (175). The realization that Isabel was more than just a 

mother and wife, that she was an individual with her own secret passions and desires, 

gestures toward a more hopeful future for Carmen. As Eugenia points out, during her 

final days, Isabel “decía que te sentía triste en tus cartas, como si no te gustara vivir en 

Washington” [said that she felt your sadness in your letters, as though you didn’t like 

living in Washington] (138). Perceiving her daughter’s unhappiness, and ostensibly 

hoping that reading her own story would reveal to Carmen the necessity of transcending 

her domestic situation, Isabel leaves Frank’s diary to her. This final act, as I consider it, 

demonstrates Isabel’s lasting hope that her daughter do what she could not, that she 

pursue other avenues of action that would represent a break from the heternormative 
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model of femininity to which she felt bound. It is for precisely this reason that I read the 

final lines of the text as optimistic and think that Carmen may break the mold of feminine 

comportment occupied by her mother.  

Alegría uses both Isabel and Carmen in order to portray the problematics of 

hegemonic notions of gender relations that did not fully resolve themselves between the 

1930s and 1960s. Carmen stands in as a figure of possibility for transcending these norms 

and establishing an alternative femininity not solely linked to the domestic realm. This 

project is common to Oreamuno and Alegría. Unlike La ruta de su evasión, however, 

Cenizas de Izalco extends its examination to other forms of homogenizing ideas of 

identity. Frank and Virgil’s perspectives on the Salvadoran people simultaneously reveal 

them as possessing the colonialist mentality that has been employed to justify U.S. 

intervention in the isthmus since the nineteenth century and depict their particular 

processes of conscientization that recognize the heterogeneous composition of 

Salvadoran society and lead Virgil, at least, to identify and act in solidarity with subaltern 

Salvadoran subjects. Both of these factors serve to question the stereotypical image of 

Central Americans perpetuated in and for the centers of power and the justification for 

their subjugation. Their different masculinities are the mechanism through which Alegría 

problematizes gender relations (and by extension, race relations) in El Salvador. 

 

Evolving Masculinities in Cenizas de Izalco 

 In her novel, Claribel Alegría depicts various “models of man” that lend a more 

nuanced view of gender relations in the text. We have already seen some representations 

of Frank and Dr. Rojas, but I also find it useful to look at the various masculinities in 
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Cenizas in order to parse out their significance, particularly in terms of the threat that 

some of them pose to the existing gender order. I would like to look at the masculinism 

and misogyny of the Salvadoran elite portrayed in the text in comparison to the 

international masculinity that Frank and Virgil represent. By doing so, I hope to make 

some sense of the challenges and changes introduced by Anglo-American masculinities 

in the 1930s Central America. 

In a notable diary entry, Frank has the opportunity to engage with some of Santa 

Ana’s elite when he is invited to dinner at the Rojas’s home. The men, including Dr. 

Rojas and his brother-in-law Eduardo, discuss national politics, talking about “una crisis 

política…inminente” [imminent political crisis] (40), when Frank arrives. The North 

American is now among a group of Santa Ana’s, if not El Salvador’s, most influential 

men, and he still demonstrates the colonizer’s perspective when he reflects with 

amusement on their conversation: 

Yo me divertía. El cuadro de generales, coroneles y barones [del café] 
reuniéndose por la noche y haciendo planes para derrocar al gobierno de este país 
minúsculo y absurdo, mientras todos los ciudadanos les siguen los pasos, me 
pareció un toque delicioso de ópera cómica.”  
 
[I was having fun. The scene of generals, colonels, and coffee barons meeting in 
the dead of night and making plans to overthrow the government of this miniscule 
and absurd country, while all the citizens follow their movements, seemed to me a 
delicious stroke of a comic opera.] (41) 

 
Frank, a representative of hegemonic Anglo-American masculinity, trivializes the 

political turmoil in El Salvador, infantilizing Salvadoran political actors such as the ones 

mentioned above, stripping them symbolically of their supposedly superior masculinity 

by casting them as subordinate subjects “playing” at government. Devoid of agency, the 



 

 98 

Central American masculine subject, particularly from the elite sectors, is portrayed as 

impotent to control their own state.  

 As the conversation among the men unfolds, Frank’s account of it highlights their 

misogyny, where the ideal of the glorified male warrior is projected onto the future 

behavior of the State during the Matanza: “—¿Y cómo van a hacer frente a los militares? 

Los campesinos no tienen líderes, ni planes, ni armas. Un populacho no puede enfrentarse 

con soldados adiestrados” [—And how are they going to do confronted with the military? 

The peasants don’t have leaders, nor plans, nor arms. A mob can’t face trained soldiers] 

(41). The elites, like Frank did in the selection we looked at above, divests the racialized 

peasants of agency, suggesting that they are incapable of standing up to a military attack. 

Because racialized subjects are also feminized, these elite masculine subjects reinforce 

hierarchization of Salvadoran society in terms of both race and gender. 

 Frank and Virgil serve as the counterpoint to the misogynist positioning of the 

Salvadoran elites. For instance, Virgil, whose perspective is mediated though Frank’s, 

worries about the health of the poor people in the village, and laments that while he 

works to cure and maintain the relative health of their livestock, many children do not 

live past the age of one. Frank reproduces Virgil’s account of a conversation between he 

and Santa Ana’s mayor: 

—Uno no sabe por dónde empezar—continuó—, el otro día hablé con don 
Herminio acerca del problema. Es el alcalde. “¿No se podría por lo menos darles 
sandalias a lo [sic] niños que van a la escuela para librarlos de la uncinaria?,” le 
pregunté. Se echó a reír. “Si les damos zapatos a los niños,” me dijo, “los tatas los 
venden al día siguiente para comprar guaro. No se puede hacer nada con esas 
gentes, así les gusta vivir.” 
 
[—One doesn’t know where to start—he continued—, the other day I spoke with 
Don Herminio about the problem. He’s the mayor. “Couldn’t we at least give 
sandals to the children that go to school to rid them of hookworm?,” I asked him. 
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He started laughing. “If we give the children shoes,” he told me, “their fathers sell 
them the next day to buy liquor. You can’t do anything with these people, this is 
how they like to live.”] (85) 

 
Virgil engages with the poor on a daily basis, and his intentions are good. He wants to 

help them achieve a better standard of living by ridding them of easily preventable 

diseases, but don Herminio, one of Santa Ana’s elite, tells him not to bother. Virgil’s 

perspective, in this case, demonstrates him as an alternative model of masculinity that, 

while paternalistic, entails social and cultural awareness, thereby attempting to 

denaturalize the prevailing norms typical of the ego conquiro that dehumanize the racial 

other.15 Virgil, as an outsider, challenges the status quo that establishes a vertical 

understanding of the relationships between various subjects. Virgil’s perception of these 

relationships is much more horizontal than that of his Salvadoran counterparts, and its 

very horizontality gestures toward a more egalitarian conception of both racial and 

gender relations.  

 Following an episode in which he is stabbed by an indigenous man, Frank 

convalesces in the Rojas home and, although he experienced first-hand the fear, anger, 

and frustrations of the indigenous, he remains unconscious of the severity of the 

implications of the unequal treatment of these people. Frank, Virgil, and Eduardo go on 

an expedition to Izalco so that Virgil can consult, in his capacity as a veterinarian, with 

“un muchacho llamado Farabundo Martí, al cual Eduardo venera como a un Mesías” [a 

guy named Farabundo Martí, who Eduardo worships like a sort of Messiah] (95). Martí’s 

masculinity is quite distinct from that of his Salvadoran counterparts in the novel, and 

more closely mimics that of Virgil than that of his country’s elite. Farabundo Martí 

possesses what Nelson Maldonado-Torres would term the “decolonial attitude,” opposed 



 

 100 

to the colonialities of knowledge, power, and being (262). As a contestatary, decolonial 

figure, one would assume that Martí’s masculinity would include identification with 

“Others” “to the point of substitution,” as Maldonado-Torres puts it (author’s emphasis 

260). While his sympathies are aligned more with indigenous (racialized) subjects than 

with gendered ones, Martí’s aperture to other subjectivities hints at the emblematic role 

his name will play 50 years later.16  

Frank maintains a stereotypically hegemonic view of the countryside, this time 

articulated in costumbrista terms:  

El camino era de grava, había un sorprendente movimiento: carretas tiradas por 
bueyes llenas de sacos de café, mujeres descalzas llevando sobre sus cabezas, con 
mucha gracia, cántaros de agua y canastos; burros flacuchos casi invisibles bajo 
sus enormes cargas de pasto fresco, indios con cacaxtles o haces de leña. 
 
[The path was made of gravel, there was surprising movement: carts pulled by 
oxen full of sacks of coffee, barefoot women carrying on their heads, very 
gracefully, pitchers of water and baskets; skinny donkeys almost invisible under 
their enormous loads of fresh hay, Indians with cacaxtle or cords of firewood.] 
(96) 

 
Frank sees the scene with “ojos de extranjero” [foreigner’s eyes] (96), according to 

Eduardo. As an outsider, he imagines happiness and equality where it does not exist. 

Eduardo, voicing critiques that one might hear from his friend Farabundo Martí, scolds 

Frank for his lack of comprehension telling him:  

Trate por un momento de ver la realidad. El ganado que acabamos de dejar atrás, 
camino al matadero, no es de las gentes que lo guían, ni siquiera son de ellos las 
carretas, o los bueyes. Don Jaime Domínguez es el dueño; vienen de su finca. 
Todo lo que ve, con excepción de la grava, las lineas de teléfono, y este auto, está 
exactamente igual desde hace doscientos años. Nuestro pueblo vive en el siglo 
dieciocho y no en el veinte. 
 
[Try just for a moment to see the reality. The livestock we just left behind us, on 
their way to the slaughterhouse, don’t even belong to the people that were leading 
them, the carts aren’t even theirs, or the oxen. Don Jaime Domínguez owns them; 
they are coming from his estate. Everything you see, with the exception of the 
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gravel, the telephone lines, and this car, are exactly the same as they were two 
hundred years ago. Our country lives in the eighteenth century, not the twentieth.] 
(96) 

 
Eduardo’s statements highlight the naïveté of Frank’s perception. He wants to see the 

scene as a quaint depiction of country life, but what lies beneath the picturesque image is 

generations of subjugation of indigenous people by the ruling landed elite. The 

subordination of these people is symptomatic of the heteronormative relations that 

implement the ego conquiro, mentioned above, that considers all “lesser” subjectivities 

either “kill[able]” or “rape[able]” (Maldonado-Torres 255). Their treatment of the 

indigenous, and by extension, of women is evidence of the set of culturally and socially 

constructed behavior established by coloniality.  

 After Isabel rejects him, Frank vows to return to Santa Ana to try one last time to 

get her to flee with him, but in the course of his trip he accidentally becomes an 

eyewitness to both the failed farm worker rebellion and to the Matanza in Izalco’s main 

plaza. He is on a bus that is hijacked by campesinos armed with machetes, but manages 

to escape. After days of making his way through the jungle, injured, Frank finally reaches 

the pueblo of Izalco, where he appeals to the military captain in charge of Izalco to let 

him return to Santa Ana. His request is denied, and he calls Eduardo, asking him for help 

as well. Virgil arrives in Eduardo’s vehicle to pick Frank up, but the soldiers deny them 

exit. They return to Izalco’s cantina, on the edge of the plaza where all the unarmed 

campesinos have been corralled by the military. Virgil observes: “—No entiendo lo que 

pasa […]. Hay does camiones frente a la iglesia, y uno en cada esquina; todas las 

bocacalles están bloqueadas. […] ¡Por Dios, Frank! […] ¡es una emboscada!” [—I don’t 

understand what’s going on […]. There are two trucks in front of the church, and one in 
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every corner; all the side streets are blocked. […] Good God, Frank! […] it’s an 

ambush!] (169). The foreigners, Frank and Virgil, are in the distinct position as outsiders, 

which, in this case, allows them to witness the massacre. Frank freezes with fear, but 

observes, “Hablaban las ametralladoras en ráfagas cortas, en frases de hombre de 

negocios” [The machine guns spoke in short bursts, like a business man’s words] (171). 

His description of the gunfire is particularly apt, considering that the military’s reprisals 

for the farm worker rebellion are in the service of the barones de café, the country’s 

ruling elite. These “businessmen” cannot afford a sublevation of their workforce, and 

must brutally repress such contestatary action. Frank finally seems to achieve some sort 

of consciousness of the destructive nature of the exercises of power espoused by the 

colonialist masculine subjectivities depicted in the text. Until the point of the massacre, 

Frank seemed unaware of the consequences of the ego conquiro instilled in the 

Salvadoran men with whom he associated. The horror with which he witnesses the events 

in Izalco’s plaza demonstrates an evolution in his particular masculine subjectivity. Frank 

finally perceives the social injustice inherent in power relations in El Salvador and in 

some sense recognizes, to his great dismay, just how deeply engrained such attitudes are 

in this part of the world. As evidenced by his last missive to Isabel, Frank acknowledges 

that “tenías razón” [you were right], referring ostensibly to her claims about the 

impossibility of escaping social and cultural norms in 1930s El Salvador. Frank’s 

realization, while it evidences a modification in his masculinity, does not lead him to the 

kind of action to which his friend Virgil is drawn at the end of the text. Frank simply 

returns to the United States. 
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 Virgil’s actions during the Matanza demonstrate an even more deeply felt 

acknowledgement of the injustice of the state’s brutal repression, and his reaction, unlike 

that of Frank, is to join in solidarity with the campesinos and die alongside them. His 

brand of international masculinity is guided by social conscience and characterized by 

affect and empathy. This last act of identification with the “other” comes as Virgil joins 

an indigenous man and his son: “Virgil cruzó desde la cantina. Tomó al niño de la otra 

mano. Los tres empezaron a caminar hacia la iglesia. […] Los seguí con los ojos hasta 

que se cayeron” [Virgil crossed from the cantina. He took the child by the other hand. 

The three began walking toward the church. […] I followed them with my eyes until they 

fell] (172). As he joins the father and son, taking the child’s unoccupied hand, Virgil 

establishes himself in the symbolic role of mother. Virgil’s masculinity is one in which 

hierarchy is less important than the desire for social justice. This final gesture marks him 

as perhaps the most exceptional masculine subject in the text. 

 As the trajectory of Frank and Virgil demonstrates, individual subjectivities can 

and do evolve. Frank’s hegemonic Anglo-American masculinity loses some of its 

ignorance of the social realities that he had once seen as quaint, and he achieves 

conscientization of the unjustness of both his colonialist perspective and that of the ruling 

Salvadoran elite. He does not identify with the subaltern in the same way as Virgil, 

however. Virgil, whose relationship with the indigenous campesinos is primarily a 

patriarchal one that mandates that he, the educated, white man, must take care of them 

and bring them to his God, cannot witness the massacre without joining the ranks of the 

poor, accompanying them in their unjust demise. His particular masculinity is not simply 

defined by awareness of injustice, but, through affect and empathy, also seeks 
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identification with “lesser” subjectivities in a decolonizing gesture that brings about his 

death. 

 As Arturo Arias points out, dialogism requires that one be outside in order to 

achieve understanding (Gestos 70). The function of Frank and Virgil in Cenizas, then, is 

to bring international eyes to witness the events in Izalco in 1932, and their masculinities 

to stire and introduce the seeds of how masculinity, having been constructed socially, 

historically and politically, can evolve in a process that requires the individual to be 

intimately linked to social and cultural discourse. The male is expected to identify with 

the social institutions that construct masculinity and react in a manner that is 

commensurate with what these institutions view as acceptable behavior. However, as 

international males, Frank and Virgil respond according to a different masculinist 

behavior that Salvadoran males who find it “normal” to massacre indigenous peoples. 

Not only do the perspectives of these two North Americans challenge the State’s version 

of events, but the representation of their subject positions also challenges the justification 

of colonialist views of El Salvador and its population.  

The personal intimist perspective, then, not only contributes to the non-linearity 

of the novel, it also provides a clearer image of the constructed nature of individual 

subjectivities, of their perpetually partial nature, and of the linguistic and psychic 

violence perpetrated on those whose identities are reduced to one-dimensional 

representations. Subjectivity is a slippery concept that defies reification. Oreamuno 

opened the path for Alegría to challenge hegemonic norms of identity construction and 

transcend the critique of heteronormative gender roles, problematizing other types of 

imposed definition. 
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Conclusions 

Alegría portrays various models of masculinity and femininity, contrasting the 

Salvadoran with the Anglo-American as we see in the contrast between Frank and Virgil 

and their Salvadoran counterparts, and constructing Carmen’s subjectivity as a reflection 

of Isabel’s experience that contains the possibility of difference through repetition, as 

Judith Butler might term it. Neither the masculinities nor the femininities she depicts as 

exemplary are static. The models of man have evolved from the authoritarian patriarch of 

Oreamuno’s text to socially conscious subjects capable of perceiving and reacting to 

injustices. The models of women are in a process of transition in which female subject 

not only realizes her subjugation but must act outside of the heteronormative model in 

order to reach self-actualization. 

 Alegría undermines authoritative discourse on both identity and history by 

priviledging the personal intimist perspective and utilizing an innovative literary form. 

Her novel, then, represents an aperture of the subject of critique to include all sorts of 

identities. The existential dilemma experienced by Carmen in Cenizas prefigures the 

much more fully developed crisis that Jacinta Escudos’s protagonist, Cayetana, the main 

character in A-B-Sudario (2004), undergoes since hers is not limited to the problematics 

of gender relations but also includes anxiety about being itself. Carmen Naranjo and 

Jacinta Escudos will take these challenges to normative notions of identity construction 

even further, challenging the limits of subjectivity and self-knowledge themselves. 

Rosario Aguilar and Gloria Guardia, while employing both stylistic innovation and 

interrogations of normative gender relations, do not explore a more generalized 

existential angst through their protagonists, most likely because of the political exigencies 
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of the revolutionary period in which they were most actively publishing. Naranjo in post-

conflict Costa Rica, and Escudos in post-war El Salvador, are situated in timeframes in 

which revolution and armed conflict no longer occupy center stage and, as such, they are 

able to extend their problematizations of subjectivity beyond what the other authors in 

this study were able to articulate. 

 

                                                
12 Panamanian author Gloria Guardia, for example, published her first novel, Tiniebla 
blanca, in Spain in 1961 (Araya 86). 
13 Once the civil war in El Salvador begins, Farabundo Martí, like Sandino in Nicaragua, 
is resurrected as the symbol for the fight for national liberation from dicatatorship, thus 
tying the two historical moments together as Alegría does in her text. 
14 The damné is primarily defined in terms of race, but can also be applied to gender, 
since both types of subjects are construed as ‘others,’ subordinate subjects, who 
experience “the hell of the colonial world” through the constant threat of “murder and 
rape,” according to Nelson Maldonado-Torres (255). 
15 For a full discussion of the characteristics of the ego conquiro, see Nelson Maldonado-
Torres’s article “On the Coloniality of Being.” Cultural Studies 21.2 (2007): 240-270. 

16 El Salvador’s principal revolutionary group named itself after him, calling themselves 
the Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (FMLN). Notably, women 
served along with their male counterparts as compañeras, or comrades, in the Salvadoran 
civil war. 
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Chapter 3: Rosario Aguilar 

 
As we have seen in the Introduction and the chapters on Yolanda Oreamuno and 

Claribel Alegría, the Central American woman writer has traditionally emerged from the 

bourgeois sector of society. Rosario Aguilar is no exception to this trend. This unique 

subject position, particularly for the majority of the authors studied in this project, opens 

the woman writer to examine her own placement, and that of her (usually) female peers, 

in Central American society from a critical stance in order to extrapolate a more complete 

censure of the hegemonic regulatory regimes that mandate the performance of normative 

behaviors. As I have suggested, the Central American woman writer does not merely 

limit herself to condemn patriarchal identitary regulation but also challenges and posits 

alternatives to such societal norms. 

 In this chapter, I will examine the work of Nicaraguan author Rosario Aguilar to 

argue that the author constructs protagonists that are perceived by themselves or by 

others as aberrant even in their most normative roles in order to destabilize the prevailing 

notions of heteronormative identity. Aguilar advances a counterstatement to social norms 

by representing women that are constantly attempting to negotiate their own conceptions 

of identity through reflection on and rebellion against patriarchal gender norms. 

Additionally, Aguilar privileges the discursivity of these women by either allowing her 

protagonists to narrate their personal histories or by making the machinations of their 

consciousnesses clear to the reader. This differs from the work of Oreamuno and Alegría 

in that the author presents aberrant feminine subjects, along with their interiority, in order 
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to destabilize normative gender identities. For these reasons, I have chosen to center my 

study of Aguilar’s literary production on the five narratives included in Primavera 

sonámbula (1976). This collection of short novels constitutes Aguilar’s main contribution 

to Nicaraguan literature particularly because of its temporal situation in the course of her 

country’s literary history. Aguilar’s work precedes that of noted Nicaraguan women 

authors such as Gioconda Belli and in many ways paved the way for the feminist 

narrative discursivity of various other important Nicaraguan women writers that also seek 

to establish assertions of the agency of the subordinate, feminine, subject by privileging 

non-normative female voices in her narrative. 

 Nicaraguan author Rosario Fiallos Aguilar was born in León, Nicaragua in 1938. 

She is the daughter of Mariano Fiallos Gil, best known in Nicaragua for advocating and 

achieving autonomy for the Universidad Nacional, now (and since Fiallos’s achievements 

in 1958) known as the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Nicaragua. Sergio Ramírez 

ranks Aguilar not only among the Nicaraguan literary elite but also among the “primeras 

escritoras de Centroamérica” [premier Central American women writers] (qtd. in Aguilar 

Quince barrotes 5). She is also credited by scholar Nydia Palacios Vivas as one of the 

first writers in Nicaraguan literary history to give voice to feminine subjects (Aguilar 

Quince barrotes 5). Aguilar’s most notable contributions to the Nicaraguan literary 

tradition were published between 1964 and 1976 and include: Primavera sonámbula 

[Sleepwalking Spring] (1964), Quince barrotes de izquierda a derecha [Fifteen prison 

bars from left to right] (1965), Rosa Sarmiento (1968), Aquel mar sin fondo ni playa 

[That bottomless, beach-less sea] (1970), and El guerrillero [The guerrilla fighter] 

(1976). The 1976 edition of Primavera sonámbula is not to be confused with the earlier 
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publication and is actually a collection of the five “relatos” [stories]17 listed above. In 

addition, Aguilar has also published the following novels: Las doce y ventinueve [Twelve 

twenty-nine] (1975), Siete relatos sobre el amor y la guerra [Seven stories of love and 

war] (1986), La niña blanca y los pájaros sin pies (1992) [The Lost Chronicles of Terra 

Firma, Trans. Edward Waters Hood (1997)], Soledad, tú eres el enlace [Soledad, you are 

the link] (1995), and La promesante [The Pilgrim] (2000). 

 Aguilar’s literary production has been recognized with various honors and 

awards. In 1966, her short novel, Aquel mar sin fondo ni playa, received Honorable 

Mention at the Juegos Florales18 in Quetzaltenango. In 1999, she was inducted into the 

Nicaraguan Academy of Language.19 2001 was another banner year for Aguilar; she 

received the 6th International Prize for Latin American and Carribbean Literature from the 

Asociación Côté-femmes, París, in collaboration with the Grupo Mujer y Sociedad from 

Colombia and the International Book Fair in Bogotá; and she was also conferred an 

honoris causa doctorate degree from the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Nicaragua 

(UNAN-León), the university at which her father was Rector from 1957 to 1959. 

Additionally, Aguilar is a member of ANIDE, the Nicaraguan association of women 

writers.20 In January of 2010, Rosario Aguilar was distinguished by President Daniel 

Ortega with the “Orden de la Independencia Cultural Rubén Darío” [Rubén Darío Order 

of Cultural Independence] and was subsequently named "Hija Dilecta de la ciudad de 

Santiago de los Caballeros de León" [Beloved Daughter of the City of Santiago de los 

Caballeros de León]. 

 In the majority of her narrative production, Aguilar is concerned with representing 

women’s perspectives and voices in order to reveal, examine, and critique the 



 

 110 

problematics of patriarchal gender norms that are regulated by machismo and the social 

exclusion of non-normative women.  

 I contend that Aguilar subverts sovereign subjectivity in the short novels in the 

Primavera sonámbula collection by presenting female protagonists that decide or are 

forced to transgress societal norms with sometimes-disastrous consequences. The 

violations of social expectations depicted in the stories at once lay bare the mechanisms 

of control that mandate certain behaviors from women and the repercussions of 

nonobservance of the same. These novellas represent a narrative continuity through the 

author’s, and the protagonist’s, engagement with the negative fallout from such rule 

breaking. Among the effects that Aguilar highlights in these narratives are: abject 

loneliness, subjugation, criminality, madness, hate, and death. All of these consequences 

are tied inextricably to the ways in which Aguilar’s protagonists rebel against the 

normalizing repressive mechanisms of patriarchal society. The narratives contained in the 

collection also possess a discursive continuity that mixes perceptions with memories and 

alertness with sleep and sleepwalking, and that implies a certain physicality in which 

corporeal sensations are a measure of experience and truth, both positive and negative. 

Fraught family relationships and complicated conceptions of motherhood and femininity 

also unite these narratives and are frequently the locus of the protagonists’ internal 

conflict and the source of their desires to upset established social mores. Each of the 

protagonists of these five texts endeavor tirelessly to conform, all the while recognizing 

the artificiality of the performance of feminine normativity that they feign in order to 

appear socially legible to others. They seek normative models of femininity while 

simultaneously rebelling against the restrictions that such models impose. 
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Non-normative Femininity as Madness in Primavera sonámbula 

 The first of the five short novels contained in Primavera sonámbula is the title 

narrative and details the experience of a woman whose whole existence is defined by her 

madness. In and out of mental health facilities her entire life, the protagonist of 

Primavera sonámbula is plagued by fear of the non-normative desires that she harbors. 

Knowing that she is considered less-than (subordinate) both for her feminine identity and 

for her “unnatural” proclivities, she feels herself incapable of integrating into “normal” 

society without putting on a show of compliance with patriarchal expectations. The only 

remedy that appears to mitigate her madness and anxiety is writing, an exercise proposed 

by her psychiatrist. Because writing for her constitutes a mode of self-reflection, she feels 

herself better able to recognize and deal with her own feelings and desires. Along with 

the self-awareness brought about by writing, she gains insight into human nature and 

begins to question normative behaviors and identities as masks that cover everyone’s true 

self. In an attempt to be healthy by psychological standards, the protagonist opts for the 

performance of normality that will allow her to escape from the solitary experience of her 

disease and to gain what she so much desires, companionship. 

 In my analysis of this text, I will focus primarily on the role of writing in subject-

formation (because it leads to the self-reflection and realizations about subjectivity 

mentioned above) and the struggle that the protagonist experiences between two types of 

subjectivity (normative and personal/“true”). The narrative form is itself of interest in this 

case because the reader is presented with a first person narrative from the perspective of 

the protagonist/narrator. The first person narration would not be of any particular note, 
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however, if it were not for the fact that the text itself is ostensibly produced by the 

protagonist herself. 

 The unnamed female narrator/protagonist of Primavera sonámbula has been 

interned in various “clínicas” [clinics] since childhood as she receives treatment for the 

mental illness that represents for her “una contínua pesadilla” [a continual nightmare] (9) 

and a “desinterés total por la existencia” [total disinterest in existence] (9). In order to 

treat her, “Dr. K”, to whom the metatext is directed, requests her cooperation, asking that 

“cuando me sienta mejor me ponga a escribir para divertirme, todos los días que 

recuerdo; los lejanos y los actuales” [when I feel better I start writing to entertain myself, 

all the days that I remember; both distant and recent] (9). The doctor hopes that writing 

and processing memories will aid his patient in her recuperation and will result in her 

reincorporation into her family and into society in general. Writing, is this sense, 

represents an effort to “posesionarme de lo que me pertenece: la vida” [take possession of 

what belongs to me: my life] (9). As the protagonist writes more, the doctor pushes her to 

go beyond the information that he and the other clinicians have collected over the years 

so that “la sonda penetre más profundo, más adentro de mis pensamientos” [the probe 

penetrates more deeply, more within my own thoughts] (11). Dr. K urges the protagonist 

to discover for herself what he has not been able to in his years of work with her, to 

uncover “[e]sos trozos de vida que no he vivido, pero que de alguna manera me 

pertenecen” [those bits of life that I haven’t lived but that in one way or another belong to 

me] (11). This suggestion provokes a first, nascent recognition and reflection about the 

nature of subjectivity from the protagonist as she acknowledges that  
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[s]i escribo lo anterior, ese trozo que es sólo mío, se apropiarán de lo único que 
me ha quedado. Entrar a un lugar sagrado en mi memoria, entregarlo así, por que 
sí. Mi ser se rebela. Hay millones de seres en el mundo, y sólo yo he vivido y 
conozco esos instantes.  
 
[if I write what he asks of me, this part that is only mine, they will take hold of the 
only thing I have left. Entering a sacred space in my memory, handing it over like 
that, just because. My being rebels. There are millions of beings in the world, and 
only I have lived and know these moments.] (11) 
 

She is acutely aware of the dangers that writing her experience entails. She will end up 

sacrificing her personal experience and truth to the consideration of others, leaving 

herself exposed to their readings of her life, devoid of ownership of her own feelings and, 

therefore, subjectivity. While she fears the consequences of disclosing such information, 

the text itself is a demonstration of the fact that she has decided to follow her doctor’s 

suggestion, considering the knowledge to be gained from self-examination and reflection 

to far outweigh the disadvantages of revealing her interior life to the scrutiny of others. 

 While writing exposes the protagonist, it allows her a mode of self-expression. 

She reflects: “En el papel me sale fácil contar muchas cosas que siento. Lo que no me 

gusta, es contar mis cosas en esos exámenes que me hacen, me preguntan tanto” [On 

paper it’s easy for me to talk about many of the things I feel. What I don’t like, is talking 

about my things in those exams they subject me to, they ask me so much] (19). Writing, 

then, grants her the autonomy of expression that the clinicians deny her when they 

perform tests on her and constantly demand answers to the questions that they deem 

pertinent. Her narrative discursivity is privileged in this personal account of her 

experience, displacing the official, medico-legal reports mandated as a part of her 

treatment by the governing structures of the regulatory regime represented by the 

healthcare industry. She feels put upon by the doctors and nurses who attempt to 
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determine what elements of her past and present are important enough to consider in her 

treatment. The imposition of such an artificial narrative incites rebellion in the 

subordinate subject as she struggles to assert her own subjectivity through her first-person 

narrative. 

 Through the course of the text the protagonist reflects on her own comportment 

and observes that of others, leading to a realization of the artificiality of her own behavior 

as well as theirs: “Si todos fingimos, si nadie hace ni dice lo que realmente desea, para no 

parecer anormal, entonces...pertenezco a la mayoría” [If we all pretend, if nobody does or 

says what they really desire, so as to not seem abnormal, then...I belong to the majority] 

(25). The subordinate subject, when she contemplates her own performance of normality, 

recognizes the risk of expressing one’s “verdadera verdad” [real truth] (25), that entails 

“entrega[ndo] [su] debilidad” [presenting his/her weakness]” (25) and “[e]star sola entre 

una inmensidad” [being alone amidst enormity] (26) while simultaneously perceiving her 

own difference from those who continue to hide their interior lives: “Por lo menos en mí, 

existe franqueza, verdad” [At least in me, there exists openness, truth] (26). The 

madwoman, then, is better equipped to recognize that one’s behavior is merely an 

outward show intended to fortify a notion of normative identity that is inherently false. 

This is not to say that she does not attempt to conform to normative notions of femininity 

in order to achieve her own goals, but rather that she performs normalcy self-consciously. 

 The protagonist’s unique experience as a mental patient also makes her keenly 

aware of the vigilance that characterizes regulatory regimes and that most “normative” 

subjects, even those who are considered subordinate to the “sovereign” subject, 

unknowingly employ as agents of hegemony: “[En la clínica] [n]o tenía que sentir las 



 

 115 

miradas clavadas en mí, escrutadoras; tengo que erguirme y sonreir cuando siento que 

alguien me observa” [(In the clinic) I didn’t have to feel gazes fixed on me, piercing; I 

have to stand up straight and smile when I feel someone observing me] (23). The 

protagonist achieves this reflection when she has been released from the mental clinic 

and is attempting to reincorporate herself into family and social life on the outside. The 

distance from the clinic that she attains, however, blinds her somewhat to the 

machinations of the health system that also mandates that she be watched constantly so as 

to identify and curb any actions that mark her as unstable and therefore abnormal. The 

distinction, then, between the gazes that accost the protagonist in society as opposed to in 

the clinic is the expectation that accompanies the scrutiny. In the case of the looks she 

experiences in society, there is an assumption of conformity to which the protagonist 

feels bound to imitate. She comments:  

Me fijo en todo, observo sobre todo a las muchachas de mi edad. [...] Observo sus 
gestos y sus maneras de comportarse en general, para tratar de imitarlas. Quiero 
ser igual a ellas; que nadie note en mí algo raro. (22-3) 
 
[I pay attention to everything, I observe above all the girls my age. [...] I observe 
their gestures and their behavior in general, so I can try to imitate them. I want to 
be just like them; for no one to notice anything strange in me].  
 

The protagonist enacts a performance of normativity, including proper dress and 

mannerisms, fully conscious of her inability to truly embody these ideals of femininity 

and social comportment. Her natural impulse, a desire that is partially tolerated (or at 

least anticipated) in a clinical setting, is to defy these norms, to “comportar[se] de una 

manera anormal, correr, reír[se], gozar sin más motivo, que el de estar viva. Llegar[se] al 

río y desnudar[se]” [behave abnormally, to run, laugh, to take pleasure in things for no 

reason other than being alive. To go down to the river and to strip naked] (24). The 
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protagonist, then, is caught between two expectations of her behavior, between 

normativity and clinical insanity. In order to achieve social legibility, she has to renounce 

her impulses, her “verdadera verdad,” and fake compliance with social norms. 

Conversely, in order to live in a way that represents her happiness and fulfillment, she 

would be forced to resign herself to being an unintelligible subject that is relegated to the 

sidelines of society through institutionalization. Neither option is particularly attractive to 

her or even very plausible. The animal whose wildness bubbles just under the surface of 

her façade of health and normalcy continues to threaten her performance even after she 

opts for the most restrictive of regulatory regimes: marriage and family. The only coping 

mechanism that she has to deal with the underlying tension occasioned by her internal 

self-awareness and conflict is writing, because as she notes “...no puedo hablar. No puedo 

comunicarme. No puedo entregar mi debilidad” [I can’t speak. I can’t communicate. I 

can’t give away my weakness] (25). Although writing also is a manner of revealing her 

fragility/debility, the protagonist perceives its usefulness as a means of taking care of her 

subconscious, a task that she must master if she is to lead a so-called normal life. She 

terms it thus: “De nada sirve que los otros me observen y me cuiden; no, si yo descuido 

de mi subconsciente, todo esfuerzo se pierde. Solo mi propia fuerza mental puede 

controlarme” [It’s pointless for others to observe and take care of me; no, if I neglect my 

subconscious, all efforts are lost. Only my own mental fortitude can control me] (30). 

Through this realization, the protagonist recognizes the role of personal agency in self-

determination. Because she is keenly aware of the machinations of repressive hegemonic 

regulatory regimes, she is at least able to make a conscious choice to fashion herself, at 
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least outwardly, into a perfect picture of domesticity. The protagonist maintains her 

sanity, then, not through her social comportment but rather through her writing.  

The text closes with the protagonist detailing her doctor’s pleas that she opt for 

mental health, instead of faking madness to shirk the responsibilities of the “normal” life 

that the heteronormative affective relationship implies. While she longs for “la jaula 

segura de [su] locura” [the safe cage of [her] madness] (34), the doctor explains to her 

“que hoy nada [la] amenaza, que deb[e] comprender y sugestionar[se] con la verdad, no 

con la ficción” [that today nothing threatens her, that she should understand and convince 

herself with truth, not fiction] (34). The doctor aligns her madness with an overactive 

imagination; now is the time for her to accept reality so that she can escape her innate 

tendency to imagine non-normative desires. He begs her to integrate into society, to 

“dej[ar] de pensar en [sí], que de ahora en adelante [se] entregue a los demás” [stop 

thinking only about herself, that from now on she devote herself to others] (35). As I 

noted above, neither option (madness or normativity) is particularly desirable. She is torn, 

then, between her own needs and desires and those of others. She determines to do “lo 

que se [la] pide, aunque naufrague” [what is asked of her, although she might fail] (35). 

The protagonist opts for normativity but is fully aware of the fragility of the performace 

of such conformism. Aguilar demonstrates through this narrative not that traditional 

gender norms are easily subverted and transcended but that normativity itself is 

inherently unstable. By highlighting the precariousness of hegemonic notions of identity, 

Aguilar reveals the absurdity of the machinations of regulatory regimes. Writing, in this 

text, is emblematic of the link that one can maintain to their own sense of self as they 

attempt to negotiate the perils of normativity. 
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Criminality as Agentive Femininity in Quince barrotes de izquierda a derecha 

Quince barrotes de izquierda a derecha deals with yet another aberrant woman 

who suffers the consequences of her struggle between social expectations and personal 

desires. The protagonist of this narrative is a criminal who is incarcerated for killing her 

mother’s lover, the man who turned the narrator into his sex slave and made her a 

prostitute from the time she was a child. The story is a first person account of the 

protagonist’s childhood, as well as the events that lead up to her crime. She is torn 

between her sense of personal culpability and a fierce censure of society’s complicity in 

her tragedy: “No quisiera acusar a nadie, y al mismo tiempo, quisiera acusar a todos” [I 

don’t want to accuse anyone, and at the same time, I want to accuse everyone” (43). The 

story that the narrator tells is a tale of conscientization, rebellion, and agency. In this 

analysis, I will concentrate on the protagonist’s insights into subjectivity that appear as 

she reflects on her past through writing and on the vindicating role of writing itself. 

Like the protagonist of Primavera sonámbula, the narrator of Quince barrotes is 

also the author of her own story. The fact that Aguilar presents the reader with another 

metatext is not as readily apparent, but the references that the protagonist makes to 

writing evidence it. Speaking of her impending trial and responding to her lawyer’s 

suggestion that she portray herself as mentally ill, the protagonist says:  

Quisiera apresurarme, para poder aclarar bien las cosas. Si tuviera tiempo, 
escribiría en orden todo lo que pasó. Pero el tiempo apremia. Pronto será el 
jurado, y tal vez lo que escriba sirva para aclarar en algo, o para defenderme. No 
se (sic), pero para algo pudiera servir. Y aunque no sirva. Quiero que lo añaden al 
expediente.  

La verdad tiene que salir. La verdad tiene por fuerza que encontrarse algún 
día. Al declarar culpable a mi madre, o a aquel hombre terrible, no se sacaría nada 
en claro. Se acabaría el juicio, y pronto, muy pronto, todo se olvidaría. No quiero 
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que se olvide. No hay un culpable, ni dos, ni tres. Son más de lo que todos se 
imaginan.  

No quiero que al acabarse el jurado, los que tengan algo de cupa, su 
pequeña parte, se acuesten a dormir tranquilos. No, no puede ser. 

 
[I’d like to hurry up, to be able to clarify things. If I had time, I would 

write in order everything that happened. But time is getting on. The trial will be 
soon, and perhaps what I write will serve to clarify something, or to defend me. I 
don’t know, but it could do some good. And even if it doesn’t do any good. I want 
them to add it to the record. 

The truth has to come out. The truth has to be found out by force someday. 
Finding my mother or that terrible man guilty wouldn’t make anything clearer. 
The trial would be over and soon, very soon, everything would be forgotten. I 
don’t want it to be forgotten. There aren’t one, two, or even three guilty parties. 
There are more than you can imagine. 

I don’t want, once the trial is over, for those who have even some guilt in 
the matter, their little part, to lie down to sleep calmly. No, it can’t be.] (44) 

 
She does not limit herself to blaming the most obvious actors in the scenario, herself, her 

mother, and her mother’s lover; she extends her censure beyond this reduced group to the 

whole of society and seeks through telling her story to help other girls who have 

experienced the same exploitation that she has because: “Quisiera poder ayudar... 

Quisiera que en el país, alguien tuviera un lugar, un regreso... un pedazo de cielo azul” 

[I’d like to be able to help... I’d like that in this country, someone would have a place, a 

return... a piece of blue sky] (45). Her diary will be an account of how she turned from 

“una perrita con el rabo entre las piernas” [a bitch with her tail between her legs] into 

“algo superior” [something superior], “peligrosa” [dangerous], “un ser humano” [a 

human being], “una persona [...] con el derecho al respeto y a la dignidad, como cualquier 

otra, sí, solamente como cualquier otra” [a person [...] with the right to respect and 

dignity, like any other, yes, just like any other] (43). In other words, through writing her 

own account of events the protagonist seeks to vindicate herself for her actions and 

transform herself from the impotent “objeto” [object] (38) as which she was raised into a 
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full-fledged agentive subject that acts deliberately and “con premeditación” [with 

premeditation] (45). The emphasis that the protagonist places on her calculated actions 

brings into high relief the extent of her previous helplessness, the extreme from which 

sprung her ostensibly criminal act. The protagonist constantly links extremes like 

“mansedumbre” [docility], “osadía” [daring], and “valor extraño” [strange courage] (43), 

and cites the tension between these extremes as the reason for her transgression of the 

law represented by murder. Because hate grew alongside the resignation and detachment 

that characterized her existence, the locus of her agency resides in her experience of 

mistreatment and abuse. It is not until she is fully conscious of her own humanity, a 

realization that she achieves through her relationship with a young curate, that she is able 

to act in her own self-interest. 

 The situation that leads the protagonist to commit murder is a manifestation of the 

problematics of hegemonic societal and gender norms. Her femininity, commercialized 

sexuality, and criminality triply marginalize the protagonist. What she seeks through 

writing is legibility as an agentive subject and recognition of the oppression that she 

experiences at the hand of patriarchal society. The hate that she feels for her mother’s 

lover and her exploiter is real, but it is also a stand-in for the abhorrence of all patriarchal 

subjects that she feels in her role as a prostitute. She says: 

Sí, soy culpable, quiero ser culpable. 
Si soy inocente, no quiero que me salven con el argumento de la falta de 

premeditación. 
No, no debían juzgarme por la vez que le maté; sino por todas las otras 

veces, que teniéndole en mis manos, pude haberle matado y no lo hice... no creí 
que se pudiera. 

Tampoco deben juzgarme sólo por él, por uno; sino por todos, por todos 
aquellos. 

 
[Yes, I am guilty, I want to be guilty. 
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If I am innocent, I don’t want them to save me with the argument of a lack 
of premeditation. 

No, they shouldn’t judge me for the time that I killed him; but for all the 
other times, that having him in my hands, I could have killed him and didn’t... I 
didn’t think it was possible. 

I also don’t want them to judge me just for him, for one; but for all, for all 
of them.] (47) 

 
The narrator realizes that the patriarchal system is to blame for her abuse, although she 

does not articulate this fact in explicit terms. It is obvious, however, from the previous 

passage and from references that the protagonist makes to other men—clients or not—

that they are all agents of the same repressive social mechanism that only gives visibility 

and legitimacy to socially sanctioned performances of femininity. 

 As the protagonist describes her hatred for “aquel hombre terrible” she cites the 

paternalism with which he treated her when she was a child. This falsely tender 

paternalism disappears after her mother’s death and is succeeded by another, more 

insidious form of the same attitude: sexual objectification and appropriation. She notes 

that:  

Una de tantas, el hombre decidió tomarme también a mí. Ni yo, ni nadie más se 
opuso. ¿Qué importancia podía tener vivir? No le pertenecía a nadie. Era como 
apropiarse de un gato, que está perdido y con frío en la calle. [...] Ahora sé, que 
no debió ser así, además... era todavía tan niña”  
 
[One of many, the man decided to take me too. Neither I, nor anyone else 
objected. What importance could living have? I didn’t belong to anyone. It was 
like taking a cat, lost and cold in the street. [...] Now I know that it shouldn’t be 
like that, anyway... I was still such a child] (69).  
 

His “sentido commercial” [business sense] (70) took over any romantic notion of 

preserving her innocence and as clients lusted after her forbidden fruit the man perceived 

financial gain in exploiting her. Once she became a commodity, she realized that:  

Estaba allí y me tomaban. No pensaban si me hubieran puesto a escoger, entre mi 
vida y otra, hubiera escogido cualquier cosa menos aquello. Ni los que parecían 
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más inteligentes, más civilizados. No admitían más que mi cuerpo blanco y 
redondo.  
 
[I was there, and they took me. They didn’t think that if they had let me choose, 
between my life and another, that I would have chosen anything other than this. 
Not even those that seemed more intelligent, more civilized. They couldn’t 
acknowledge anything other than my white, round body.] (71) 
  

Sexual objectification is so engrained in hegemonic patriarchal conceptions of femininity 

that even the most evolved of men are capable of being as exploitative as “aquel hombre 

terrible.” Even the old man who pays her to talk to him cannot bring himself, due to his 

familial obligations, to rescue her. Her curate friend, too, is unable to see her as anything 

other than a fallen woman who needs to escape her non-normative situation by 

subordinating herself as a maidservant. No man is sufficiently developed enough to 

transcend the limits of hegemonic social and gender norms to avoid “la idea de 

poseer[la]” [the idea of possessing her] (75). Having come to this conclusion about 

heterosexist praxis and conscientized to her humanity through her friendship with the 

young priest, the protagonist decides to take matters into her own hands. 

 The action that condemns the protagonist to prison, as we know, is the murder of 

her most direct oppressor. His murder, however, is much more than an isolated act of 

revenge for her humiliation and subjugation. It is a symbolic act that is meant to castigate 

the hegemonic structures of power that mandate her docility. The significance of this act 

is particularly obvious when one considers the physical location of the mortal stab wound 

that kills her aggressor: a mole on his Adam’s apple. Ever since her first encounter with 

“that terrible man,” the protagonist considered the mark on his neck as “un blanco 

perfecto” [a perfect target] because it represented to her “el centro de su vida” [the center 

of his life] (46). On the night of the murder, the protagonist returns to the bordello in 
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which she resides full of anxious optimism because the time has come for her to flee her 

insidious surroundings for a life of religious renunciation and servitude far away from the 

city that has represented her ruin. The terrible man intuits from her lack of resignation at 

his sexual advances that something has changed in her, and he is correct in this 

assumption. The scene of her sexual violation repeats itself, as it has so many times 

before, but this time with a difference:  

Allí estábamos de nuevo, pero no como siempre, resignadamente.  
[...] Pero no la niña impotente, tratando de defender con coraje su 

dignidad, con cólera, pero inofensiva.  
[...] pero no la muchacha que no era ni niña ni mujer, llena de indiferencia, 

sin tratar de defender su castidad.  
Eramos las tres. De un golpe me vino toda la fuerza acumulada. La fuerza 

de mi impotencia, de mi indiferencia.  
[...] No era yo, y era tres veces yo. 
 
There we were again, but not like before, resignedly. 
[...] But not the impotent little girl, trying to defend with anger her dignity, 

with rage, but harmless. 
[...] but not the girl that was neither child nor woman, full of indifference, 

without trying to defend her chastity. 
I was all three. Suddenly all of my accumulated strength came back. The 

strength of my impotence, of my indifference. 
[...] I wasn’t myself, and I was three times myself. (99) 

 
In this climactic scene, the protagonist discovers the multiplicity of her own subjectivity. 

She is simultaneously the impotent, angry child, the indifferent young girl, and the 

ferocious woman. Once she accepts the reality of her fragmented identity, these three 

elements of her being cohere and demand the she exact revenge on the man for all of the 

injustices that have defined her existence during an entire lifetime. By stabbing him in the 

Adam’s apple, a potent symbol of masculinity, she is able to simultaneously murder him 

and release the feelings of rage and humiliation that her interactions with all men have 

occasioned in her and that she has successfully repressed up until this breaking point. She 
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feels a temporary relief because, as she notes, “Me había libertado de él, de todos” [I had 

liberated myself from him, from all of them] (100). This consolation is short-lived, 

however, as she realizes that she has traded one prison for another: “Pero estaba aún más 

prisionera. Por primera vez llegarían muchas personas a investigar mi vida. A preguntarse 

un por qué sin respuesta” [I was even more of a prisoner. For the first time, many people 

would arrive to investigate my life. To ask themselves why without [obtaining] an 

answer] (100). The protagonist finds that even in exerting her own agency as a subject, 

while releasing her from the tyranny of an abuser, she exposes herself to far more 

scrutiny due to the visibility of her crime. It seems that no matter what avenue of escape 

she employs, be it anger, resignation, or violence, she is incapable of breaking away from 

regulatory regimes that seek to control her. It seems that the only mechanism through 

which she can assert the validity of her own subjectivity is through the medium of the 

written word. Only when she is able to articulate her own story does she feel somewhat 

vindicated for her actions because she is able to construct from experience a notion of the 

inevitability of her rebellion. Although she has been victimized her entire life, writing 

allows her to portray herself as an actor in her own story and, therefore, achieve a sort of 

salvation from her own circumstances of subjugation and control. 

 

Non-normative Motherhood in Rosa Sarmiento and Aquel mar sin fondo ni playa 

 The protagonist of the next novella in the collection, Rosa Sarmiento, is not a 

legally defined criminal but her non-normativity certainly establishes her as a social 

pariah much as though she had committed an actual crime. Rosa Sarmiento is an 

historical figure whose voice Aguilar appropriates in order to portray another side to a 
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well-known story of feminine transgression. In this analysis, I will focus on the rejection 

of maternity that Rosa Sarmiento, mother of Nicaraguan national poet Rubén Darío, is 

forced into by her desires for a reciprocated affective relationship. I contend that as Rosa 

denies normative notions of motherhood, she attempts to fashion her own individual 

subjectivity by indulging her desires for mutuality. She is able to achieve a certain 

measure of partnership with her lover, but not without great cost to her social standing 

and her own conception of subjectivity. 

 From the beginning of the third person narrative, Rosa Sarmiento is depicted as a 

woman struggling with societal expectations of femininity in general, and maternity in 

particular. She is about to give birth, but “La criatura la ahoga, ya casi no caben juntos” 

[The child is suffocating her, they almost don’t fit together] (101). Rosa feels a “terrible 

responsabilidad” [terrible responsibility] that causes her to wish she were able to “huir de 

la maternidad” [run away from motherhood] (101). The narrator reveals that Rosa hates 

the father of her child, her estranged husband Manuel, and, by extension, the baby that is 

developing inside her. She longs for her former freedom and beauty and accosted by “el 

titán creador que ya no quiere estar encadenado a un lirio” [the Titan creator that no 

longer wants to be chained to an iris] (103). Rosa does not understand what her child’s 

birth will contribute to humanity, and in her ignorance she despises what his birth will 

mean in her life. 

 Following his birth, the protagonist considers herself “hermosa y heroica” 

[beautiful and heroic] (104) but for all of her pride she feels silenced again, relegated to 

the margins because “[p]ara una madre no hay plazo” [there isn’t a deadline for a mother] 

(105). Her function is at its core biological, and once she has given birth the focus shifts 
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again to the criatura. Rosa attends to the biological needs of her child, although she feels 

little affective relationship to him, and “[c]on un poco de cólera le saca el pecho” [with a 

bit of anger she gives him the breast] (105). The women who surround her frown on her 

lightness and lack of interest in her child. Rosa, even at this early stage of motherhood, 

does not conform to traditional ideals of maternity and her adoptive father, the Coronel, 

suggests that “ahora que es madre, trate de ser un poco más seria y que nadie pueda 

reprocharle nada en su conducta” [now that she’s a mother, try to be a little more serious 

so that no one can reproach you for anything in your conduct] (106). Rosa is immune to 

his advice because she longs for something more than motherhood: “Busca algo más... 

una sombra, un eco que, con solo imaginar, la hace sonrojarse” [She seeks something 

more... a shadow, an echo that, by simply imagining it, makes her blush] (108). What she 

craves is mutual desire, which is certainly not a necessary component of heteronormative 

familial relationships. 

 Rosa yearns for companionship but the performance of felicitous domesticity at 

Rubén’s baptism causes her to resolve to reconcile with Manuel, against her better 

instincts but in accordance with her estranged husband’s wishes. She feels the pressure of 

societal expectations although “[n]o es lo que ella en el fondo desea... pero ha madurado 

y debe sacrificarse un poco” [it isn’t what she longs for deep inside... but she has matured 

and should make some sacrifices] (109). In order to maintain the appearance of a 

traditional family unit, she returns to a man whose subjectivity suffocates her own, 

motivated by the realization that as a woman she in one way or another needs the 

protection of a man. She remains for her husband a mere biological necessity, deprived of 

any affectivity, and becomes pregnant again. The same anxieties that plagued her during 
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her first pregnancy return, and when the female child dies not long after her birth, Rosa 

feels in inescapable “culpabilidad ya que no ha deseado en un principio su vida” [guilt 

since she did not want her life in the first place] (111). Broken down by her unfulfilling 

relationship with Manuel and further destroyed by the death of her second child, Rosa 

briefly considers religion as a means of atoning for and dealing with the misfortunes than 

have befallen her. She does indeed encounter the alleviation of her fears and the 

realization of her deepest desires through worship but not by resigning herself 

“prematuramente a la renunciación” [prematurely to renunciation] (113) like the other 

women in her family. Rosa rebels against “las cosas establecidas” [established things] 

because she feels it is finally time for her to realize her desires “de amar; de ser amada, 

de dar y recibir” [to love; to be loved, to give and receive] (113). It only takes Rosa the 

consciousness of being observed to ignite again her yearning for companionship and 

mutuality. She blames her neglectful husband for the transgression of societal and gender 

norms represented by her affair with her lover because for Manuel she has always been 

“un objeto y nada más” [an object and nothing more] (114). The women that surround 

Rosa notice through corporeal signs that something out of the realm of acceptable 

behavior is occurring. They undertake a project of constant surveillance, “[q]ueriendo 

salvarla” [wanting to save her] (115). In the patriarchal regulatory regime, women are 

pitted against each other, and women who ascribe to the tenets of hegemonic gender 

norms become agents of the repression of non-normative femininity in their own right. 

Faced with such constant vigilance, Rosa rebels: “no puede ser dócil ni sumisa ya más” 

[she can no longer be docile and submissive] (115). She feels her subjectivity being 

stifled and resolves, along with her lover, to flee the confines of León, transgressing 
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hegemonic models of femininity and establishing the mutual affective relationship that 

she has longed for for so long in another space. The only impediment to her plans is “su 

propio corazón” [her own heart] (116) that, although she has not been the most attentive 

and traditional mother, will not allow her to leave León without her young son. Rosa 

resolves to take Rubén with her as she and her lover flee, recognizing that her happiness 

will only be “momentáneo” [brief] (117) because she will inevitably have to pay for her 

defiance of social norms. Rosa asserts her individual will, attempting at least gesturally, 

to inhabit both her role as mother and as lover. 

 As Rosa sensed, her satisfaction is short-lived, and her adoptive father, the 

Coronel, comes to her hiding place to demand that she return the child to his and his 

wife’s care. Rosa is already a lost cause, and the Coronel does not pursue her salvation 

but rather that of her child. She agonizes, and in her distress she confronts the multiplicity 

of her subjectivity and the tensions that this fragmentation implies. The narrator imagines 

her internal struggle thus:  

Debe cederlo para que su pecado no sea tan grande; para que no arrastre la 
vida del niño junto con su culpa. Una manera de recobrar un poco de luz en la 
obscuridad de su vida... tan solo mientras se arrepiente y vuelve... es un precio 
que debe pagar mientras ella sabe el camino que tomará... 

La madre piensa, la amante piensa, la hija adoptiva piensa... y durante toda 
una noche trata de encontrar la solución para su gran conflicto. 

 
[She should hand him over so that her sin isn’t so great; so that she doesn’t 

drag the child’s life along with her guilt. A way of recovering a little light in the 
darkness of her life... only if she repents and returns... it is a price that she has to 
pay while she knows the route that she will take... 

The mother thinks, the lover thinks, the adoptive daughter thinks... and 
during an entire night she tries to find a solution to her great conflict.] (118) 

 
Rosa agonizes over her choices and over the clash between her different identities, both 

normative and aberrant. The narrator presents a female subject that is torn between three 
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self-conceptions thereby revealing that one’s subjectivity is not at all unified and 

coherent. Rosa opts to cede her child to the Coronel and to indulge her desire for 

fulfillment and self-actualization that she feels she can only achieve through the 

relationship with her lover. Although she immediately regrets the decision to give up her 

child, Rosa recognizes that from the dust that emanates from the road as the Coronel 

takes her child back to León will arise both a beginning and an end to her quest for 

actualization. What she cannot predict, however, is that “el telón de la gloria [...] ha caído 

frente a ella... sobre el escenario, entre la trama de sus dos vidas” [glory’s curtain [...] has 

fallen before her... over the stage, between the course of their two lives] (120). Rosa’s 

existence will take a turn that separates her irremediably from the fame and recognition 

that her child will achieve. In the history books, she will be relegated to the background 

as her famous son receives accolades and glory. 

 Aguilar does not depict an entirely bleak story here, although the end of the text 

gestures toward a loss from which Rosa Sarmiento will never recover. The rebellion that 

Rosa enacts and the passion with which her defiance of patriarchal normativity originates 

will mark her child. As the narrator points out: “La ley de la herencia hará que con el 

tiempo [Rubén] sienta en sí mismo esa clase de fuego. La brasa que llevará en sí, 

sintiendo eternamente la quemadura, arde en esos días, abrasa a la madre” [The law of 

heredity will cause [Rubén], with time, to feel this same class of fire. The ember that he 

carries inside, eternally feeling the burn, smolders in these days, consuming his mother] 

(113). Unwittingly, Rosa transmits to her son a desire for actualization that transcends the 

limits of hegemonic normativity. The child who will later become Nicaragua’s 

cosmopolitan national poet possesses the same ardor with which his mother seeks to 
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fashion her own subjectivity. In this sense, Aguilar retells the story of Darío’s mother in 

order to recover an agency for her that reconstructs Rosa as the model of non-normativity 

that molds Darío into the creative genius that he will become as an adult. Rosa’s 

transgression is the most productive representation of aberrant behavior depicted in 

Primavera sonámbula and articulates a clear counterstatement to official accounts of 

Darío’s unique literary virtuosity. 

 Aquel mar sin fondo ni playa is the next of the novellas collected in Primavera 

sonámbula and is the longest and most critically acclaimed. Like the title story and 

Quince barrotes, Aquel mar is a first-person account of a woman’s deviant subjectivity. 

In the case of this novel, however, there are no explicit markers that distinguish the text 

as a production of the protagonist. Writing will not play the role in this story that it did in 

Primavera sonámbula and Quince barrotes, but the text itself is representative of the 

narrative discursivity of the subordinate subject that is forced to confront the 

contradictions of her own subjectivity as we have seen in the three novellas already 

analyzed in this chapter. In my analysis of Aquel mar, I will concentrate on the impotence 

of the female subject who is unable to reconcile herself to fully engage in the 

performance of normative femininity that her roles as wife and mother demand. Aguilar 

again presents a fragmented subject whose struggle to feign adherence to social norms 

leads her to the brink of insanity, or at least of illegibility. 

 The protagonist of Aquel mar is married to a widower, Luis, whose union with his 

first wife produced a monstrous child plagued by illness and mental defect. The 

protagonist struggles with her repulsion to comply with her husband’s expectation that 

she care for the child as though she were his mother and that she produce for him “un 
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niño sano, hermoso, normal” [a healthy, beautiful, normal child] (127). She feels herself 

limited by her husband’s desire and obligated by her blind love for him. She considers 

herself and her husband trapped “en una trama terrible de tragedia” [in a terrible, tragic 

plot] in which “[su] corazón no [la] obedecía, y [su] cuerpo se rebelaba” [[her] heart did 

not obey her, and [her] body rebelled] (129). For as much as she endeavors to please her 

husband, the sight of the deformed product of his first marriage quashes any maternal 

desires that she may feel. Her body’s reflexes cannot hide the thoughts that she harbors 

and betrays her reason, which mandates “compasión” [compassion] (138). The 

protagonist/narrator is silenced by her disgust for her husband’s child and what she 

regards as her religious and marital duty. She is caught between her own aspirations of 

self-actualization and societal expectations of femininity. She attempts to hide her 

abhorrence of the grotesque child that inhabits her domestic space and appear impassive 

to his monstrous presence.  

 She resists the task of caring for the child, all the while sickened by the possibility 

that such deformity could plague the fruit of her own union with Luis. Against her better 

judgment, left alone with the child, she saves his life and adopts “dos decisiones: una 

corporal, que consistía en tomar al niño bajo [su] protección y vigilancia, y la otra, más 

terrible pero también definitiva: No ser madre” [two decisions: one corporeal, that 

consisted of taking the child under [her] protection and care, and the other, more terrible 

but also definitive: To not be a mother] (148). She attempts to simultaneously squelch her 

own desires for motherhood by defying traditional social praxis by taking birth control 

and sacrifice herself to caring for her husband’s son. She tries at once to both subvert and 

adhere to normative notions of femininity.  
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The conflict between these two attitudes is the locus of her unhappiness and the 

lack of fulfillment that she experiences as an inevitable result of her determination. The 

protagonist realizes too late that “No he sido yo” [I haven’t been myself]” (152), and this 

awareness reveals that her abnegation to the “amor fatídico” [disastrous love] (153) she 

felt for her husband is the source of her pain. Because the narrative alternates between 

descriptions of her struggles to perform normative notions of femininity and revelations 

about her past that have contributed to her despair in the narrative present of the text, her 

self-conscious asseverations about her subjectivity are interpolated into scenes that detail 

her lack of such self-awareness. 

The protagonist, during an encounter with nature, feels an uncontrollable urge to 

reverse her previous decision not to be a mother, and she becomes pregnant not long 

afterward. As her due date approaches, the couple decides to send the ill child to an 

institution in another country so that she can calmly have her child, and in his absence 

she temporarily experiences with Luis what she deems “una completa unión espiritual” [a 

complete spiritual union] (172). She soon thereafter gives birth to a healthy baby boy, and 

considers her biological mission accomplished, claiming: “Mi hijo completaba de manera 

absoluta mi dicha, todos mis anhelos” [my son absolutely fulfilled my happiness, all of 

my longings] (184). Her felicity is short-lived, and the time comes for the sick child to 

return to the paternal home. The child returns, having made progress in his treatment, and 

as he meets his baby brother, the protagonist perceives in his gaze “una siniestra luz 

nueva y desconocida...[u]na mirada de fiera” [a sinister new and unknown light...the look 

of a wild beast] (188) in which she intuits the violence with which the child will, and 

does, greet his rival for parental affection. The deformed child slaps his brother, and his 
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hatred for the baby culminates one night as he sneaks into his room and suffocates him. 

Finally the narrative reveals the greatest source of pain for the protagonist—the death of 

her biological son at the hands of the monstrous stepchild she has always abhorred. 

Just when the protagonist has achieved a sort of equilibrium between her desires 

and the expectations of others, the death of her son occasions a crisis that buries her in the 

deepest depths of despair and self-destruction. She attempts suicide, and when that fails, 

she turns to alcohol to try to escape her pain. After the death of her child, she endeavors 

to achieve another sort of resignation, this time to deal with her own grief instead of that 

of her husband. The sick child, the murderer of her biological son, finally succumbs to his 

own disease. With no more children to care for, Luis and the protagonist drop the 

performance of domesticity and decide to separate. Finding herself free from Luis and his 

child, she looks for a means of obtaining pardon for her non-normative hatred of her 

husband and his first son and attempts to achieve expiation of her sins by reconciling 

herself with God.  

In her reflections, the protagonist determines that “no fu[e] como debía haber 

sido, sino que le agrav[ó] [a Luis] el peso de su cruz” [she wasn’t like she should have 

been, rather she made the weight of his cross heavier] (210). Her maternal instinct is 

awakened once again, this time for Luis himself, and at the end of the narrative she 

decides ostensibly to return to her relationship with Luis because “[c]ada mujer como 

cada trozo de tierra tiene su función” [[e]ach woman like each piece of land has her 

function] (211). She opts to attempt for a third time to fulfill not her own desires but 

those of her husband. 
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The guilt with which the protagonist of Aquel mar is plagued throughout the 

narrative is more powerful than her desire for freedom and self-actualization. This 

novella is the bleakest representation of the complexities and problematics of normative 

subjectivity in Primavera sonámbula and portrays the abjection that is occasioned by 

bending one’s will to satisfy another. Through the stark pessimism that characterizes this 

work, Aguilar achieves a biting censure of heteronormative subjectivity, even more harsh 

than that of Quince barrotes because her protagonist appears to have no other recourse 

than resignation and abnegation. Writing cannot mitigate her pain or serve as a 

mechanism for recovering even a modicum of agency to control her own circumstances. 

 

Clandestine Affectivity in El guerrillero 

The last novella in Primavera sonámbula is El guerrillero, the story of a woman 

who lives subjected to the whims of various heterosexist subjects, male and female alike. 

She longs for her lover, a revolutionary guerrilla leader, and seeks protection from 

societal censure and legal punishment through her relationship with a military sergeant. 

This protagonist is depicted by a third person narrator as a female subject that 

transgresses societal norms and legal limitations in order to achieve what she perceives as 

an affective relationship predicated on mutuality and to satisfy her sexual desires. In this 

way, the protagonist of El guerrillero is much like the title character of Rosa Sarmiento. 

The implications of her clandestine affair with the guerrillero are more immediately 

threatening to her physical well-being than are those of Rosa’s relationship with her 

lover. In my analysis of this text, I will direct my attention to the negotiations that the 
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protagonist has to make in order to maintain her social standing while simultaneously 

asserting her non-normative desires. 

The narrative opens as the protagonist hears a radio broadcast that announces the 

capture and death of several rebel leaders. She fears that her former lover is one of the 

victims but she is in perpetual suspense as to his whereabouts due to the clandestine 

nature of guerrilla warfare and his own lack of feeling for her. In the guerrillero’s 

absence the young rural schoolteacher is forced into accepting the advances of a military 

sergeant in exchange for his protection and his silence. She needs the security that the 

sergeant offers her in order to maintain “apariencias” [appearances] and, by extension, to 

hold on to her appointment as the local schoolteacher (215). Her post as the town’s only 

teacher is predicated on her good reputation and signifies for her “sueldo vital, 

sacrificios, independencia” [vital salary, sacrifice, independence] (215-6). Her role as 

teacher confers on her a modicum of autonomy for which she is willing to tolerate the 

advances and company of a man for whom she feels nothing. Without a “compañero” 

[partner] (219), she is exposed to the surveillance of men and women alike; men “porque 

eran hombres” [because they were men]; and women “porque le tenían celos” [because 

they were jealous of her] (219). These gazes are mechanisms of regulation that seek to 

control the subject’s behavior. Confronted by another sort of gaze, the protagonist 

resolves to help the wounded guerrilla combatant. 

The gazes that the guerrillero and the schoolteacher exchange seem to her less 

threatening and more mutual than the vigilant looks of her fellow townspeople. His gaze 

“[e]ra su mirada para ella, y no telegrafiaba amor, ni súplica, ni miedo [...] y era a la vez 

amorosa, suplicante y miedosa. Eran sus ojos una mezcla de translúcida transpariencia y 
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profunda y desconocida obscuridad” [was his gaze for her, and it didn’t telegraph love, or 

pleas, or fear [...] and it was at the same time loving, pleading, and fearful] (221-2). She 

imagines in his gaze a love and mutuality that does not exist in reality. Almost every 

depiction of their interactions reveal the guerrillero as a selfish, ungrateful man who does 

not even acknowledge the sacrifices, both economic and physical, that she makes to 

maintain his safety. The allure of the guerrillero is less a product of his own behavior 

than it is a function of the control that the protagonist exerts over his life. The narrator 

notes: “Fue de ella y de nadie más mientras lo tuvo oculto. [...] Y lo amó, y ¡y tanto!, 

mientras le perteneció” [He was hers and no one else’s while she had him hidden. [...] 

And she loved him, so much!, while he belonged to her] (228-229). The young woman 

finds herself in a situation in which traditional notions of gender roles are reversed by the 

guerrillero’s clandestinity, and she relishes the opportunity to possess someone rather 

than be possessed herself. She is not truly able to escape the limits on her subjectivity that 

are imposed by masculine agency, and she faithfully follows every order that the 

guerrillero gives her so that she can secure his escape from her home. As soon as he 

receives the package that she has retrieved from his revolutionary compatriots, “... se 

transformó. Su mirada dejó de ser la mirada que la sedujo” [he transformed. His gaze 

ceased to be the look that seduced her] (234), and he simply leaves without ceremony or 

thanks.  

Not long after the guerrillero’s departure, the young protagonist discovers that 

she is pregnant and seeks the protection of the sergeant that “[r]espondió ante su 

embarazo con silencio... y fue dulce y bueno... como si no fuera... sargento” [responded 

to her pregnancy with silence... and was sweet and good... as though he weren’t... a 
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sergeant] (235). The townspeople spread rumors about the real father of her child, but the 

security that he provides shields her from any truly negative consequences. Her gratitude 

eventually turns into affection, but by the time that she realizes her feelings for him, he is 

transferred to another post and she is left alone again. 

She fills the void of companionship that is occasioned by the sergeant’s move by 

allowing the juez de mester to flirt with her and then, driven by her sexual desire, to have 

sex with her. The protagonist immediately regrets having permitted him access to her 

home and, more importantly, to her body, but the door has been opened and she does not 

see any remedy for her situation. She is propelled by sexual desire but the lack of love or 

companionship makes her long for “sus dos verdaderos compañeros” [her two true 

partners] (250), the guerrillero and the sergeant. Neither of them are within her reach, 

and she finds herself alone, pregnant again, and planning to abort the fetus, a notion that 

seems to her “Inmoral, monstruosa. Contraria a todas las reglas morales a las que ella se 

ha aferrado” [Immoral, monstrous. Contrary to all of the moral rules to which she had 

clung] (251) but absolutely necessary. The experience of this second unwanted pregnancy 

reveals to the protagonist the artificiality of the superiority she used to feel to the poor, 

uneducated, rural subjects that are her peers. Her relationship with the juez de mester, 

while it does not confer on her any sense of satisfaction, at least yields a glimmer of 

recognition of the affected nature of subjectivity that causes one to consider him/herself 

better than another. She shares in the same struggles as her poorer counterparts. This 

recognition represents a turning point in the narrative in which the protagonist is slowly 

able to recognize that “Se ha engañado sola” [she has fooled herself] (259) in her 

obsession with the guerrillero. 
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She allows herself one last “loca empresa” [crazy undertaking] (261) as she 

hastens to Managua to see if the victim of another execution of revolutionaries is her 

guerrillero. The young woman lies in order to gain access to the morgue so that she can 

determine once and for all if her lover is dead. She views the two corpses, unsure of 

whether she is looking at her amado or not. At this juncture, it does not even really matter 

if the guerrillero is dead. She resolves to never open her door again for the juez de 

mester, taking responsibility for her own happiness without binding herself to a man 

because she now realizes that “[e]lla ama la dignidad” [she loves dignity] (270). In the 

end, the protagonist addresses the guerrillero thereby releasing herself from her 

obsession with the illusion of love that he represented for so long. She commits herself to 

an existence in which she no longer depends on the support of a man to feel actualized as 

a subject. In this way, El guerrillero represents the most optimistic of the five novellas 

contained in Primavera sonámbula despite the tragedy of civil war that structures her life 

and that of her compatriots. Aguilar constructs a protagonist who is able to assert a more 

positive agency that generates a non-normative but more sustainable subjectivity. 

 

Conclusions 

As a narrative whole, Primavera sonámbula is representative of Aguilar’s project 

of interrogating and problematizing normative notions of feminine subjectivity. Through 

the depictions of female subjects that are on the margins of society, Aguilar achieves 

pointed critiques of hegemonic ideals of gender norms that extend beyond the celebratory 

feminism of writers such as Yolanda Oreamuno and, similarly to Claribel Alegría, delves 

into the interiority of her protagonists to portray a deeply troubling vision of normative 
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subject regulation that does not encounter pat explanations or easy solutions. Aguilar in 

great measure anticipates the grim evaluation of the nature of subjectivity that Escudos 

makes in her contemporary novel, A-B-Sudario. Although textual innovation is not the 

locus of the critique of regulatory regimes like it is in Naranjo or Escudos’s novels, the 

unruly subjects that dominate the narratives in Primavera sonámbula gesture toward the 

equally uncontrollable subjectivity of their respective protagonists. 

                                                
17 While these works are referred to as “relatos” when they are collected in Primavera 
sonámbula (1976), they are considered “novelas” when dealt with individually.  
18 Floral Games were any of a series of historically related poetry contests with floral 
prizes. In Occitan, their original language, and Catalan they are known as Jocs florals 
(Catalan); modern Occitan: Jòcs florals, or floraus. In French they became the Jeux 
floraux, and it was the French influence in Latin America that led to naming many 
literary contests “juegos florales” in the late 19th century and early 20th. The original 
contests may have been inspired by the Roman Floralia (Ludi Floreales) held in honor of 
Flora. 
19 Academia Nicaragüense de la Lengua 
20 Asociación Nicaragüense de Escritoras 
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Chapter 4: Carmen Naranjo 

 
Carmen Naranjo Coto, Costa Rican novelist, poet, dramatist, and essayist, 

represents another distinctive narrativity in the foucauldian genealogy of Central 

American women authors articulated in my introduction. As we will see below, Naranjo’s 

literary production, and in particular her 1974 novel, Diario de una multitud [Diary of a 

Multitude], is unique because of the textual experimentation, negation of individual 

subjectivities, and favoring of technique for the representation of the urban masses that 

the author employs. Carmen Naranjo’s discursivity, with its focus on the urban 

environment and its citizenry, distinguishes her from authors such as Oreamuno and 

Alegría, who either omit geographical specificity, as in the case of the former, or set the 

narrative in the countryside, as does the latter.  

Naranjo’s narrativity, however, is not the only factor that sets her apart. Her 

public persona within Costa Rica is important as well. In Chapter One of this dissertation, 

I examined Costa Rican author Yolanda Oreamuno’s groundbreaking feminist novel, La 

ruta de su evasion (1949), and signaled her as the first, albeit not the best-known or most 

widely-studied, author in the aforementioned genealogy of women authors 

problematizing female agency in Central America. In stark contrast with the obscurity to 

which Oreamuno was relegated in the cultural landscape of 1940s Costa Rica, Naranjo is 

one of the most prolific and celebrated authors in her country and in the isthmus as a 

whole. In fact, when Naranjo passed away from cancer in January of 2012, her death was 

marked with numerous homages and her body was laid out for public viewing at the 

National Theater in San José (Fonseca “Cuerpo”). Whereas Yolanda Oreamuno was a 
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social pariah, Carmen Naranjo represents the author as letrada, or public intellectual. 

Naturally, such an assertion begs a closer look at Naranjo’s biography. 

Carmen Naranjo Coto was born in 1928 in Cartago, Costa Rica. As a girl, she 

studied at the Escuela República del Perú and the Colegio Superior de Señoritas. Later, 

she undertook university studies in philology in Costa Rica, Mexico, and the United 

States.21 Naranjo occupied various political and diplomatic posts, the most notable of 

which were those of Costa Rican Ambassador to Israel (1972-74), Minister of Culture 

(1974-76), and leadership roles with UNICEF (En partes 6, Soto “el final”). She is 

closely associated with the efforts in the 1950s and 60s to nationalize electricity and 

universalize Social Security, and she wrote the Ley de Promoción de la Igualdad Social 

de la mujer [Law of Promotion of Women’s Social Equality] (1990) and aided in the 

establishment of the National Institute of Women (INAMU “Biografía”; INAMU 

“Carmen Naranjo”; and Perfil “Más recuerdos para Carmen Naranjo”). In addition to her 

civic and political involvement, Naranjo has also been connected with myriad cultural 

organizations.22  

Carmen Naranjo, as evidenced above, was a vibrant participant in Costa Rican 

political and cultural organizations during her lifetime but, more importantly for my 

purposes, she was a successful and prolific writer. Her literary work has been celebrated 

with various awards, including: the Premio de los Juegos Florales de Guatemala in 1968 

and the Aquileo J. Echeverría Prize in 1966 and 1971 (Chacón 321; Solano 

“Galardón”).23 According to some sources, Naranjo’s oeuvre consists of upwards of forty 

works of narrative fiction, drama, poetry, and essay (Solano “Todos los caminos”).24  
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Diario de una multitud, the subject of analysis in this chapter, was first published 

in 1974, during the period in which Naranjo’s literary work enjoyed its utmost success. 

Still non-academics very rarely cite it as one of her hallmark works; that distinction 

belongs almost exclusively to the aforementioned Los perros no ladraron, which is 

credited as the first work in which the author employs Costa Rican urban imagery in her 

narrative (INAMU “Carmen Naranjo”). Why, then, choose Diario instead? As critic 

María Rosa de Bonilla states: 

Diario de una multitud no es una novela más de Carmen Naranjo. Es ya la obra de 
madurez que la consagra como una de las mejores novelistas de Costa Rica. Todo 
lo que en las novelas anteriores fue intento audaz de nuevas formas expresivas 
para contenidos largamente saboreados y reflexionados, adquiere plena 
realización en esta novela que, conformando una imagen local de una sociedad de 
clases, de una sociedad de explotadores y explotados, destaca la tragedia del 
hombre del Siglo XX agobiado por el mecanicismo y la tecnología, desamparado 
en un universo que le es ajeno y con el cual ha perdido armonía. (Diario back 
cover) 
 
[Diary of a Multitude is not just another novel by Carmen Naranjo. It is the 
mature work that consecrates her as one of Costa Rica’s best novelists. All that 
which in the earlier novels was an audacious attempt at new expressive forms for 
content to be savored and reflected on at length, acquires full realization in this 
novel that, shaping a local image of a society of classes, of a society of exploiters 
and exploited, emphasizes the tragedy of the 20th century man fed up with 
mechanicism and technology, abandoned in the universe that is alien to him and 
with which he has lost harmony.] 

 
Bonilla thus see Diario as the perfection of the novel of the plight of the urban masses 

that Naranjo began with Los perros no ladraron. As a more mature text, Diario’s 

representation of collective subjectivity enables me to study both tico exceptionalism and 

the absence of a lesbian subject, neither of which are present in Los perros no ladraron. 

In many ways, Carmen Naranjo’s Diario prefigures postwar Central American 

literature in its hybrid, fragmented narrativity, the constant questioning of hegemonic 

notions of subjectivity and power, and the existential angst experienced by the myriad 
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anonymous urban protagonists that appear in its pages.25 While the postwar period in 

Central America is traditionally defined in relation to the Sandinistas’ electoral defeat in 

1990, the Peace Negotiations in El Salvador in 1992, and in Guatemala in 1996, Costa 

Rica, whose civil war ended in 1948, represents a distinct literary space in which the 

revolutionary problematics that engulfed the other Central American nation-states during 

the 1960-90 period were mostly absent. Carmen Naranjo’s narrativity is situated in this 

particular context. Her 1970s literary production demonstrates a marked preoccupation 

with issues of identity; specifically, the heterogeneity of tico26 (i.e., Costa Rican) identity.  

In Diario de una multitud (1974) Naranjo avoids constructing individual 

subjectivities in favor of collective representation of the urban citizenry. It is a 

fragmented text comprised of various and sundry voices that alternate chaotically 

throughout the narrative, demonstrating the concrete lack of a privileged subjectivity. 

While this fragmentation serves to disorient and even unsettle the reader, leaving one 

without a sense of order or plot, it also represents another type and form of narrativity 

and, therefore, a different kind of story that highlights the fractured constitution of the 

popular subject as I understand it, which is comprised of the less privileged sectors of 

society. Most obviously, this positionality is justified by the country’s socio-political 

situation because Costa Rica is allegedly a functional democracy where the difference 

between the haves and have-nots are much less marked than in other Central American 

nations and serves as a counterstatement to the myth of tico exceptionality, prevalent 

from at least the end of the nineteenth century, by underlining the heterogeneity of its 

citizenry. Through the annihilation of individual characterization in the representation of 

Costa Rican subjects, the polyphony of the voices portrayed, and the carnivalization of 
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their consciousnesses, Naranjo articulates an alternative to hegemonic identity and 

emphasizes the complexity of the social composition of the country, opening space for 

the voices of alterity. 

It is necessary to pause here to outline a brief description of what exactly 

constitutes tico exceptionalism. As I mentioned above, the notion of Costa Rican 

exceptionality originated in the late nineteenth century as a means of attracting foreign 

investment as well as a labor force. Verónica Ríos Quesada explains it thus: “Necesitan 

por tanto construir una imagen atractiva de sus respectivos países para posibles colonias 

de inmigrantes e inversionistas” [They need therefore to construct an attractive image of 

their respective countries for possible immigrant colonies and investors] (Diss.) As Ríos 

notes, this project of visibilization was taken on by the Central American elites, whose 

interests were purely economic. Costa Rica, which employed its very own official 

propagandist beginning as early as 1850,27 was the most successful of the nascent Central 

American states28 at projecting this so-called “attractive image” and, thereby, drawing in 

foreign workers and capital. 

Since consolidating this image in the late nineteenth century, Costa Rica has been 

defined with many appellatives, including, among others, “la Suiza centroamericana” [the 

Switzerland of Central America], “tierra de maravillas” [land of wonders], and also as a 

bastion of “la paz, el trabajo duro, y el progreso” [peace, hard work, and progress] 

(Palmer et al 1). One of Diario’s voices articulates the myth as such, reproducing in 

ironic fashion one of the president’s speeches: “...esto es un paraíso, somos la envidia de 

otros países, aquí no hay pobreza, no hay mala situación todos nadamos en plata, nadie se 

queja, la comida sobra, el bienestar inunda las calles” [...this is a paradise, we are the 



 

 145 

envy of other countries, here we have no poverty, there’s no bad situation we’re all rich, 

no one complains, food abounds, well-being floods the streets] (62). The image promoted 

by the government in this discourse possesses at its root what Iván Molina Jiménez calls 

“una decisiva base étnica” [a decisive ethnic basis]; that is to say, a Eurocentric will to 

define Costa Rica as a white nation (8). The element of racialism should be the first 

indication of the deficiency of this conceptualization of tico identity, but it is not the only 

signal of its artificiality. In addition, Naranjo, as we have mentioned, portrays a chaotic 

and heterogeneous Costa Rica that flatly refutes this description of the happy, peaceful, 

and supposedly homogeneous tico. This false image would have us believe that the Costa 

Rican people are united by their whiteness, their peacefulness, and their desire for 

democracy. 

Additionally, through the perceptual liminality of the subject in this 

representation, the friction generated by its concrete absence, the constant blurring that 

resets the boundaries of specific identities, and the disappearance of the private realm, 

Naranjo, a lesbian herself, encounters a way out of inscribing lesbian desire. We have in 

this novel a "disappeared" lesbian, a notion that I will explain in the second part of this 

chapter. The urban multitudes are a spectacle of diversion that imply a mise en abyme of 

sexual desire, a speculation on the impossibility of liberating that desire. The blurred 

melancholy of the multitude replaces the blurred lesbian haunting the pages but never 

appearing in them. The splintered subjectivities, the absence of sexual markers, and the 

secretiveness of private lives imply the violence with which sexuality has been repressed. 

In this study, I look first at Ileana Rodríguez’s Women, guerrillas and love (1996) 

as well as to the literary theories elaborated by Mikhail Bakhtin in his Problems of 
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Dostoevsky’s Poetics, The Dialogic Imagination, and Rabelais and His World, all of 

which examine the contestatary and destabilizing operation of the novelistic genre. I 

argue that through the representation of the collectivity, Naranjo effectively dismantles 

the myth of Costa Rican exceptionalism and, simultaneously, affirms that the idea of the 

unity of national identity is a regulatory fiction. 

Extending my analysis to the subversion of regulatory fictions in Diario from 

issues of national identity to the heterosexual matrix, I refer to Judith Butler’s Gender 

Trouble (1990) and Bodies That Matter (1993), both of which examine the relationship 

between body and discourse. I also consider Terry Castle’s The Apparitional Lesbian 

(1993), which highlights the operation of the image of the spectral lesbian in modern 

literature. I argue that by denying embodiment to the subject(s) of Diario’s narration, 

Naranjo effectively seeks simultaneously to obscure the lesbian and to resist the violence 

that definition and even self-definition perpetrate on the subject. Carmen Naranjo’s novel 

was published in 1974, at a time when the vicious suppression of gay and lesbian 

subjectivities by governmental entities and citizens alike was not yet a distant memory. I 

look at the prologue to Alexander Obando’s 2008 anthology of Costa Rican gay and 

lesbian narrative, La gruta y el arcoiris, in which one of Naranjo’s short stories appears, 

in order to contextualize the aforementioned violence experienced by the LGBT subject 

because it contains a concise yet descriptive summary of the historical events that have 

contributed to current attitudes about gender and sexuality in contemporary Costa Rica. 

Diario is comprised of three sections titled: “Hilos” [Threads], “Claves” [Keys], 

and “Tejidos” [Weaves]. These three sections, as noted by Arturo Arias29, correspond to 

parts of the day. “Hilos” represents the time from daybreak to siesta and the voices 
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contained therein are disconnected, evidencing the stark lack of solidarity among the 

urban masses. The second part, “Claves,” extends from mid-afternoon to nightfall, and its 

anonymous protagonists are primarily preoccupied with their own existential angst. The 

final section, “Tejidos,” in which Naranjo synthesizes the first two parts of her novel by 

staging a scene of “relajo” [bedlam] that results from the aforementioned lack of 

solidarity and existential worries of the urban citizenry, takes place between nightfall and 

midnight. 

 

Undermining the Image of the “Happy” Tico 

 Ileana Rodríguez affirms that in Diario de una multitud “the popular character has 

lost its unity, its individuality” (116). This said, Rodríguez argues that in Naranjo’s novel 

we no longer have “the poor little man of Ramírez and Arias, or Argueta’s lovable 

peasant woman; neither is s/he Asturias’s or Dalton’s humble Indian, let alone Morales’s 

or Borge’s heroic guerrillero, nor for that matter does s/he embody Che Guevara or 

Alegría/Flakoll’s massacred people. S/he is constituted as a popular non-subject—

assorted, eclectic, disparate, dispersed” (116). The diversity of the speaking subjects in 

Diario, then, defy classification as a homogeneous unit. Naranjo situates the text’s 

emphasis on disconnected dialogues rather than on fashioning defined characters. The 

disembodiedness of these subjects and the dissonance of the dialogues points to 

heterogeneity rather than uniformity. At the beginning of the novel, an unidentified 

subject rants: “No he dormido en toda la santa noche. No he podido pegar los ojos. 

¡Cómo ha podido creer semejante cosa de mí, de mí!” [I haven’t slept all damn night. I 

haven’t been able to get a wink of sleep. How could s/he think such a thing of me, of 
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me!] (9). Throughout the section in which we find this complaint, the speaker is never 

described, much less named. Though the reader may at times intuit the general identity of 

certain speaking subjects (housewife, tourist, student), the lack of specification as to their 

aspects or concrete subjectivities maintain their anonymity and, thus, their 

disembodiment. The negation of embodiment and individuality in the text, and with it the 

impossibility of an internal discursive coherence, resists the monologic discourse 

constituted by the myth of Costa Rican exceptionalism.  

By representing multiple voices, Naranjo effectively creates a “polyphonic” novel 

in the Bakhtinian sense that affirms that the root of polyphony “lies precisely in the fact 

that the voices remain independent” signaling that what there is in this type of text is a 

“combination of fully valid consciousnesses, together with their worlds […] that […] 

remain independent and, as such, are combined in a unity of a higher order than 

homophony” (Problems 21). There is minimal interaction between the speaking subjects 

until the end of the text, and the declarations made by each particular subject are 

articulated in a disconnected manner. One of many of the consciousnesses represented in 

the novel perceives and even reproduces the incoherence of the discursivity of Costa 

Rican society when he reflects: 

¡Oh las voces disparadas acribillándonos, fusilándonos, consumiéndonos en 
cárceles de opiniones, comentarios, criterios, ideas, pensamientos, sucesos! […] 
¡Oh, la soledad comiéndose la soledad mientras sirve palabras, grita palabras, 
dispara palabras! ¡Oh, las voces, las voces furibundas, violentas, monótonas, 
aburridas, inflamadas, las voces creando el ruido, el ruido de uno mismo, las 
voces acosando, consumiendo el tiempo, relatando la importancia de la misma 
voz, que al poblarse de voces es la voz, la voz, la misma voz que no oye, no puede 
oír, no deja oír. Café. Caliente y rápido. Quiero despertar. Me esperan. Café negro 
con dos cucharaditas. 
 
[Oh the hasty voices, bombarding us, shooting us, consuming us in prisons of 
opinions, comments, judgments, ideas, thoughts, happenings. […] Oh, solitude 
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eating up solitude while serving words, yelling words, shooting words! Oh, the 
voices, the furious, violent, monotonous, boring, inflamed voices, voices creating 
noise, the noise of oneself, voices harassing, consuming time, relating the 
importance of the voice itself, that when crowded with voices is the voice, the 
voice, the voice itself that doesn’t hear, can’t hear, doesn’t allow one to hear. 
Coffee. Hot and quickly. I want to wake up. They’re waiting for me. Black coffee 
with two teaspoons of sugar.] (14-5)  
 
The speaker laments at the lack of interaction between subjects as he describes 

disconnected voices that keep others from speaking, voices whose sole audience seems to 

be the individual. As the speaking subject details the chaotic nature of the speech act, he 

also replicates that characteristics he details, transitioning abruptly from his stream of 

consciousness reflection directly to a demand for coffee, shot severely at the waiter or 

waitress. This order reflects the speaker’s immediate needs, and the lack of representation 

of the interlocutor’s voice gestures pointedly again at the absence of correspondence 

between subjects. Each voice articulates its own reality, its own vision of its personal 

world. As a result, as Rodríguez points out, “There is no sequence; there is no plot; there 

is no story; there is no individual protagonist” (116). Naranjo avoids privileging any 

subjectivity over another through this egalitarian representation of the voices of the 

multitude. The only unity that these dispersed and diverse subjects possess is their role in 

contributing to a new conception of Costa Rican identity that underlines its complexity, 

the “unity of a higher order than homophony” that Bakhtin outlines, that thereby 

invalidates the myth of exceptionalism by embracing “many [individual] wills” instead of 

subordinating all subjectivities to homogenization (Problems 21).  

 Many of the voices represented in Diario explicitly resist the aforementioned tico 

exceptionalism. Among them is the voice of a university student that contradicts two 

postulates of this myth: peace and equality. The young person reflects: “Soy un desastre, 
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pero sé que el cambio viene, se siente en el aire, en esta inercia de las calles, en esta 

pereza de ser siempre iguales, en esta necesidad de romper las estructuras para que haya 

un acomodo sincero, acorde con la demanda que contiene la vida” [I’m a disaster, but I 

know that the change is coming, I can feel it in the air, in this apathy in the streets, in this 

laziness about all being equal, in this necessity to break down the structures so there can 

be a sincere adjustment, in accord with the demand that life possesses] (40). This 

declaration portrays a society ripe for a systematic adjustment of the configuration of 

national identity that resulted from the 1948 conflict, gesturing toward a conception that 

is more faithful to the heterogeneous day-to-day realities and experiences empowering or 

disempowering its citizens. The so-called “pereza de ser siempre iguales” [laziness about 

all being equal], pronounced ironically, signals the falsity of the concept of identitary 

homogeneity. Likewise, the latent threat of a violent uprising that would destabilize the 

country’s hegemonic system points to the fragility of this social imaginary of the pacific 

tico that hegemonic sectors so ardently attempt to promote. The desire to affirm this 

identitary quality is revealed for its artificiality in the mouth of another of the speaking 

subjects of Diario who says: “Llueve mierda aquí, pura mierda ha caído en este largo 

invierno. Y necesitamos esconderla. Para eso llaman a los periodistas, para que inventen 

la tranquilidad y la paz, y mierda arriba y mierda abajo” [It’s raining shit here, pure shit 

has fallen in this long winter. And we need to hide it. That’s why they call the journalists, 

so that they can invent tranquility and peace, and shit from top to bottom] (79). The voice 

of an elderly woman further highlights the unnaturalness of covering over Costa Rica’s 

dirt, or the real state of their society, asserting that by covering things up, the dirtiness 

stands out in contrast. Though she speaks specifically of dirty handkerchiefs, the analogy 
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is no less applicable to Costa Rican society at large: “No sé por qué la gente trata de 

ponerle color a las cosas que se ensucian, como si la suciedad no se viera. Es peor. El 

color mismo fija la suciedad para siempre, ya no se puede borrar” [I don’t know why 

people try to dye dirty things, as if the dirt couldn’t be seen. It’s worse. The color itself 

just sets the dirt permanently, now it can never be erased] (25). This mytheme, so 

carefully constructed, is directed only towards the outside, and ignores internal realities. 

With Diario, Naranjo reveals the contradictions between the discourse aimed at the rest 

of the world and the reality of the interior falling apart. In fact, Naranjo presents the 

reader with a tourist’s perspective that exemplifies how transparent the myth of tico 

exceptionalism really is. As he names the attractions he expected to find on his visit, the 

tourist, one of the text’s myriad characters, ironically enumerates the contradictory 

experiences he has had, including having his wallet and papers stolen and finding the 

people much more reserved than he had imagined, an experience that makes Costa Rica 

the equal of any other Central American or Third World country. He ends his speech with 

a revealing statement: “Cuando conozco un sitio nuevo, siempre sé cómo lo recordaré 

después. De aquí no sé, cierro los ojos y no veo una imagen precisa” [When I visit a new 

place, I always know how I will remember it later. I’m not sure about this place, I close 

my eyes and I don’t see a precise image] (88). The tourist is unable to conjure the portrait 

of Costa Rica that official discourse seeks to paint, a mechanism by which the text 

establishes the counter-point to the substance of the alleged exceptionalism in the very 

eyes of those who were supposed to “buy” it: foreign subjects. The adherence of the 

Costa Rican people to this image of their identity is a strategic move intended to 

differentiate ticos from other Central Americans and as such is revealed as mere 
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posturing. Various other voices in the novel explicitly articulate this same censure of the 

myth of exceptionalism30 while even others, because of their diversity rather than for their 

critical perspective, demonstrate the impossibility of constructing an authentic national 

conscience.  

 Perhaps the most powerful undermining of the myth of “happy” tico is found in 

the last section of the novel, “Tejidos” [Weaves]. In this part of Diario, the subjects that 

make up the urban collectivity interact in a “relajo” [riot] that inverts the prevailing 

power structures in a carnavalesque manner. The episode originates in a student protest 

that takes place in one of San José’s plazas, which devolves into fierce looting and results 

in numerous fires. The student demonstration is a political event but the resulting chaos is 

divested of this ideological character as one of the voices indicates, shouting: “¡Dejemos 

de correr y hagamos fiesta con los demás!” [Let’s stop running and party with everybody 

else!] (275). It represents, above all, a brief disturbance of the established social 

hierarchies since the have-nots take advantage of the chaos generated by the political 

demonstration to raid businesses and steal goods, thereby constructing a “world upside-

down.” In Bakhtin, carnavalesque inversion functions as a utopian space of the populace, 

whereas here it works as a dystopian place. The image as deployed both by Bakhtin and 

here by Naranjo does, however, serve to mine the authority of the ruling sectors. There 

exists certain solidarity among the masses because the marginalized sectors are able to 

prevent the police from establishing order. The police are ridiculed in an exchange 

between an anonymous citizen and an official. Replying to the policeman’s command 

that he not be pushed because “soy la autoridad” [I am the authority] the speaking subject 

suggests that “La autoridad se ha disfrazado de payaso” [The authorities have dressed up 
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as clowns] (emphasis mine 274). The image of the policeman as an absurd clown 

underlines the nonsense of his affirmations of official power in this upside-down world of 

the carnavalesque. By depicting the “authorities” here as ineffectual clowns, Naranjo 

represents a dystopian society. 

 If it were not clear before, the carnavalesque revolt by the masses in Diario 

echoes the similar rebellions occurring at that time (the early 1970s) in all Central 

American countries. By staging this “relajo” in her text, Naranjo signals the fiction of 

Costa Rican exceptionalism by portraying a Costa Rica that is just like any other Central 

American country, with riots and chaos. One of the subjects describes the situation thus:  

Tanta tranquilidad no podía ser cierta, éramos el ejemplo pacífico del mundo, 
democracia y cultura. Nos hemos dejado intoxicar por doctrinas extranjeras, 
extrañas a nuestra personalidad, ajenas a nuestros problemas, ese es el peligro de 
la comunicación cuando hay un deseo estúpido de imitación y de envidia. Eso 
mismo, vulgares copiadores, eso es lo que somos. (288) 
 
[So much tranquility could not be true, we were the example of pacifism, 
democracy, and culture in the world. We’ve allowed ourselves to become 
intoxicated with foreign doctrines, unusual for our personality, far from our 
problems, this is the danger of communication when there exists a stupid desire 
for imitation and envy. This very thing is what we are, vulgar copycats.] 
 

Revealing the ideological and economic interests at the root of the propagation of this 

schema not only exposes it as inauthentic but also as an index of the subjugation of this 

diminutive nation to the hegemonic powers of the members of the so-called “First 

World.” There is no appreciable authenticity then; everything is a copy of “foreign 

doctrines,” a performance of difference from and superiority to other Central American 

countries that seeks to cover the fact that “estamos viviendo en una sociedad 

descompuesta” [we are living in a broken society] (291). The voices in the text, like the 
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one quoted above, demonstrate time and again that the citizenry no longer agrees with the 

social imaginary of tico exceptionalism.  

 The riot, that ends just as abruptly as it began, points toward the possibility of 

solidarity among the masses, as well as evidencing the dystopian nature of Costa Rican 

society. Regardless, the disturbance (and even the text itself) can be considered a 

warning, highlighting the degrading effects of the acquiescence of popular sectors to the 

basic premises of a social imaginary that homogeneizes its citizenry in order to suggest 

their superiority and therefore make them feel better off than other Central Americans. 

Naranjo portrays a heterogeneous representation of subjectivies in her text so as to 

distance her own position as a writer/letrada from the traditional regulatory mechanisms 

and make space for “otras voces, otros gestos, otros rostros” [other voices, other gestures, 

other faces] (231). By extension, we perceive the textual strategy of deconstructing the 

notion of a homogenous identity among Costa Ricans. All of the speaking subjects, just 

like the text, are composed of fragments that correspond to diverse positionalities that do 

not, in the end, establish univocal or even ordered cohesion. With Diario de una multitud, 

Naranjo not only refutes the myth of tico exceptionalism but also questions the nature of 

19th century notions of identity itself. Naranjo questions the possibility of a true national 

identity that is imagined by hegemonic social sectors. In Central America the 1970s was 

a period of questioning the lack of national identity, resulting in the belief that through 

armed revolution, a true national identity could be created. Costa Rica represents a 

distinct space in that it had already experienced an armed insurrection of sorts in 1948. 

As a citizen of this country, Naranjo intuited that no revolution could generate a true, 

valid identity because some would always be left out. In this sense, Diario de una 
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multitud represents one of the first Central American novels to question the discourse 

about national identities so en vogue in the 1970s, achieving this through the evocation of 

a regulatory fiction that “denaturalizes” realist representation in order to evidence the 

lack of identitary substance prevalent in the empty spaces of other discursivities that 

disguise properly tico identitary problematics. 

 

The “disappeared” lesbian as contestatary figure 

 It is precisely this idea of the constant marginalization of certain subordinate 

subjectivities in ideas of nation that links Naranjo’s project of demystifying tico 

exceptionalism with her awareness of the limitations of the heteronormative conception 

of gender and sexuality. Any notion of national identity will inevitably ignore certain 

Others, the lesbian included. In this section, I would particularly like to explore the effect 

of the subject’s disembodiment in Diario as it pertains to the “disappeared” lesbian and 

examine the contestatary potential of this spectral figure. 

 Although homosexuality was decriminalized in the Constitution of 1871, it goes 

without saying that lesbian and gay subjects continued to be discriminated against long 

after their sexual practices were deemed legal (Obando xiv-xv).31 Because antipathy still 

remained in the 1970s, one might imagine that the so-called “self-ghosting” of the lesbian 

subject in Diario serves to, as Terry Castle puts it in her book The Apparitional Lesbian, 

“escape hostility” (7). If what Castle suggests is true, that naming the lesbian 

dehumanizes her, then not naming her, not giving her embodiment serves as a certain 

means of escaping the binary norms of identity construction. Not only does this strategy 

allow the lesbian subject to remain invisible, and thereby evade antagonism, it also serves 
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to highlight the violence with which non-normative subjectivities are suppressed. In other 

words, while this “self-ghosting” effectively hides the lesbian, it simultaneously makes 

visible the ferocity of the regulatory mechanisms in society that cause her to obscure 

herself. 

 While the lesbian obscures herself in Diario, she has long been “ghosted” by 

culture, as Terry Castle claims, because she is a “threat to patriarchal protocol” (TAL 4-

5). Castle uses the words of Monique Wittig to explain the threat posed to patriarchy by 

the lesbian. Wittig says: “The refusal to become (or to remain) heterosexual always 

meant to refuse to become a man or a woman, consciously or not. For a lesbian this goes 

further than the refusal of the role ‘woman.’ It is the refusal of the economic, ideological, 

and political power of a man” (quoted in Castle TAL 5). The lesbian resists binary norms 

of identity construction and thereby threatens the patriarchal powers-that-be by rejecting 

the basic tenets of their conception of identitary legibility. 

 Castle makes an important point about the ghosted (or “disappeared”) lesbian 

when she says: “The spectral figure is a perfect vehicle for conveying what must be 

called—though without a doubt paradoxically—that “recognition through negation” 

which has taken place with regard to female homosexuality in Western culture since the 

Enlightenment” (TAL 60). Her invisibility, then, makes her visible. It can be said, then, 

that the “self-ghosting” of the lesbian in Diario is a strategy that the author employs to 

somehow acknowledge the unacknowledgeable. The last point that Castle makes about 

the apparitional lesbian that I would like to highlight here is that “[t]o become an 

apparition was also to become endlessly capable of ‘appearing.’ And once there, the 

specter, like a living being, was not so easily gotten rid of. It demanded a response” (TAL 
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63). So while the absence of the lesbian in Diario might on one hand seem to be an 

evasive strategy that allows the lesbian subject to escape violent repression, her ghosting 

also functions as a sort of constant threat to the stability of the regulatory fictions of the 

heteronormative modes of identity construction. I think the paradoxical nature of the 

lesbian’s absence from the text lends to her a greater power than her presence could. 

 Let us turn now to the text to see how Naranjo carries out this project through the 

disembodied subject. The novel begins with an epilogue attributed to Juana Sánchez, a 

cook and servant. It demonstrates the liminality of the subject in Diario since, as Ileana 

Rodríguez points out, “her voice is strategically situated outside the corpus of the text” 

(WGL 119). This signals that the speaking subjects will be located “outside the cultural 

hegemonic discourse” (Rodríguez WGL 120). Naranjo represents, then, what Judith 

Butler terms the “domain of abject beings,” the outside of subjectivity, created by the 

exclusions and repudiations required of the subject in a binary system of identification 

(Bodies 3). Through the representation of these abject figures, the author attempts what 

one of the voices in the text suggests: “Se trata de penetrar las sendas rutinarias con el 

deseo de una vía subterránea por donde los trenes de la normalidad choquen y los 

descarrilamientos muestran otras voces, otros gestos, otros rostros” [It’s about penetrating 

the routine paths with a desire for a subterranean route where the trains of normality 

crash and the derailments show other voices, other gestures, other faces] (231). By giving 

voice to the marginalized sectors of Costa Rican society, Naranjo pushes back against 

“normality” and the violence with which it is enforced.  

Because the popular subject consists of disparate beings, embodiment as well as 

internal discursive coherence is an impossibility. No one figure can stand in or speak for 
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the collectivity. The disembodied subject defies classification due to its lack of 

specificity. If differential categories do not exist, then, neither do the regulatory regimes 

that govern them. Naranjo chooses to represent disparate voices rather than individual 

subjectivities because, as Butler puts it in Bodies That Matter: “regulatory norms of “sex” 

work in a performative fashion to constitute the materiality of bodies and, more 

specifically, to materialize the body’s sex, to materialize sexual difference in the service 

of the consolidation of the heterosexual imperative” (2). The denial of embodiment in the 

text, then, also resists the binary norms established through compulsory heterosexuality, 

opening up the possibility for the legitimacy of other modalities of desire. While Naranjo 

does not explicitly refer to lesbian sexuality as an alternative to the heterosexual matrix, 

her rejection of this regulatory fiction and her verbal allusions to “desire,” “subterranean 

route,” and “derailment of normality” indicate the potentiality of other categories of 

identification. Refusing to name the lesbian is a manner of evading the violence that 

definition according to the heterosexual paradigm perpetrates on the subject. 

Conversely, this refusal effectively obscures the lesbian and reflects the 

continuing hostility of Costa Rican society to non-normative sexual practices. She does, 

however, include references to male homosexuality throughout the text. Castle points out 

that the lesbian subject “has seldom seemed as accessible, for instance, as her ingratiating 

twin brother, the male homosexual” (TAL 2). Although male homosexuality is certainly 

not considered acceptable, he still possesses a modicum of legibility that even the female 

homosexual does not. In this way, it seems safer to explicitly refer to the male 

homosexual while still choosing to “disappear” the lesbian.  
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Each mention of a “maricón” (fag) is pejorative and reinforces the violence with 

which machista society seeks to repress non-normative sexualities. The anxiety produced 

by the visibility of gay men is articulated by one of the male voices in the text:  

Ya no se sabe quién es quién...Estamos nadando entre puros maricones. Ya ni 
siquiera se esconden...Los ves en la calle, sonrientes, muy bien vestidos, en 
grupitos...Te aseguro que da miedo. En el cine no sabés si estás sentado a la par 
de uno de esos. Entonces, si tropiezan los pies o sentís un codazo, debés estar listo 
al puñetazo. 
 
[Now you can’t tell who is who...we’re swimming among fags. Now they don’t 
even hide...You see them in the street, smiling, very well dressed, in little 
groups...I assure you it’s frightening. At the movies you don’t know if you’re 
sitting next to one of them. So, if they bump your feet or you feel the nudge of an 
elbow, you should be ready to punch.] (188) 
 

The lack of overt classificatory markers makes it difficult to distinguish between gender 

and sexual categories, and the inability of the heterosexual male to firmly place other 

male subjects either inside or outside the binary causes him to contemplate literal 

physical force. While it is clear that homosexual males have cultural visibility, it is 

equally obvious that they are still violently denied cultural legitimacy. With this in mind, 

the possibility exists that, consciously or not, the author construes the lesbian as a 

phantasmic non-entity to point to the even more violent suppression of lesbian desire that 

absolutely refuses cultural intelligibility of any sort. 

Another factor that contributes to the invisibility of the lesbian in Diario is the 

increasing lack of privacy in Costa Rican society. Near the beginning of the text, one of 

the voices laments the constant intrusions of others: “Esas puertas, esa ficción del cierre y 

un lugar propio, ese rectángulo laberinto que se va gastando con el tiempo, con la huella 

de las manos que toca, interrumpen, se atreven a interrumpir” [These doors, this fiction of 

the lock and a place of one’s own, this rectangular labyrinth that is wearing out over time, 
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with the mark of the hands that knock, interrupt, dare to interrupt] (14). When doors and 

walls are not sufficient barriers to keep others out, private lives are guarded even more 

jealously, so much so in fact that the lesbian does not even dare to speak of the existence 

of her desire, obscuring it so that she will not suffer the potentially brutal consequences 

of its discovery. This kind of denial speaks to what Butler in Gender Trouble calls “the 

self-punishing melancholia of internalized identifications” (83). For the homosexual, she 

says: “both the desire and the object require renunciation and so become subject to the 

internalizing strategies of melancholia” (Butler GT 79). The power of prohibition causes 

the lesbian subject to sublimate her desire, thereby effectively disappearing any trace of 

her non-normativity and falling into psychosis. 

Naranjo does not depict the lesbian’s melancholia at all. Instead, she replaces it 

with the melancholy of the urban masses. The generalized pessimism articulated by these 

similarly abject beings is an effect of the artificiality of classificatory schematics, 

described as  

un esquema escueto y frío de miles de seres con nombre y apellidos, con 
problemas sexuales, ontológicos, sociológicos, y sobre todo con apetitos de vivir 
una vida no esquemática, una vida real, que en alguna forma sea su propia 
creación.  
[a plain and cold diagram of thousands of beings with first and last names, with 
sexual, ontological, sociological problems, and above all with an appetite for 
living a non-schematic life, a real life, that in one way or another is of their own 
creation.] (39-40)  
 

The abject beings that constitute the multitude are divested of the opportunity for self-

determination within the parameters of hegemonic social structures just as much as the 

lesbian is denied this same opportunity by the heterosexual matrix. Placing the resulting 

melancholy in the mouths of these diverse and splintered subjectivities allows Naranjo to 
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acknowledge the unfair imposition of hegemonic norms on subordinate subjectivities 

without specifically citing the lesbian. 

As we said in the previous section of this chapter, the closing of the novel is a 

carnivalesque depiction of the mass mayhem that ensues as a result of a political rally 

gone terribly awry. It should be noted here that the revolt, whereas deriving from a 

political event, is not in and of itself political, only slightly differentiating Costa Rica 

from the other Central American countries at this time. The lack of discipline of the 

masses is due to their inexperience working within the boundaries of political mass 

organizations, as happened in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua. The marginalized 

sectors gain control of the city center, looting and setting fires, and the authorities cannot 

do anything to stop them. This inversion of social hierarchies gestures briefly at the 

possibility of subverting hegemonic norms and liberating suppressed sexual desires. With 

exclamations of “esta oportunidad es única” [this is a unique opportunity] (276), “Qué 

nochecita, para que no se acabara nunca” [What a night, may it never end] (281), and 

“¡Que viva la alegría!” [Long live happiness!] (284), the voices of the multitude revel in 

this temporary freedom, their cries gesturing toward the hope of maintaining some 

measure of the independence of action allowed by the outburst. In the end, the multitude 

ceases its rebellion “por el efecto mismo de la rapiña” [through the effect of the pillaging 

itself] (295). The solidarity among the urban masses is fleeting at best, and they disperse 

as they weigh the destruction caused by their collective outburst. The disturbance, then, is 

not truly a political act per se but rather a loosening of the libido and its fleeting nature 

makes it the equivalent of the invisible lesbian’s orgasm. If, as Anne Koedt suggested in 

1970, the vaginal orgasm is a myth, then man becomes for woman an option, but not a 
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necessity (CWLU Herstory Website). In a utopian vision of lesbianism, then, the lesbian 

eschews the patriarchal mode that promotes penetration as the means of climax and 

employs other methods to reach the same goal. Margaret Nichols, psychologist and sex 

therapist, describes the lesbian orgasm as a simultaneous climax between partners “in 

order to foster true equality and egalitarianism” (98). Taking into account both Koedt and 

Nichols’s descriptions, the riot is like the lesbian’s orgasm in that pleasure is drawn not 

from hegemonically- sanctioned ideas of diversion but through a reversal, or turning 

upside-down, of established norms in an event that equalizes the masses on a level 

playing field. 

Because the lesbian is absent and, therefore, so is her body, a performative 

subversion of binary gender construction is foreclosed as a solution. While Naranjo does 

admit that solidarity among marginalized groups is possible, she does not portray it as a 

viable means of liberating these subjects. Instead, what she stages is a faux orgasm. This 

suggests that the text articulates discursively that the representation of both the lesbian 

subject and her desire remains invisible. Nevertheless, the text also evidences that a queer 

logic refigures heteronormativity. In this latter sense, Diario de una multitud launches the 

first Central American critique of hegemonic constructions of nation by signaling the 

“impossibility” of a lesbian subject within 1970s Costa Rica.  

 

Conclusions 

Naranjo’s Diario is a groundbreaking text because in it, the author undertakes the 

project of undermining traditional modes of identity construction, positing the possibility 

of employing other, non-normative means of constructing individual subjectivities. 
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Naranjo dismantles the myth of tico exceptionalism in this novel, and in doing so also 

rends asunder the binary norms of the heterosexual matrix, since there can never truly 

exist such a social imaginary when lesbians (and other “Others”) remain suppressed. 

Ticos are revealed as a heterogeneous group comprised of myriad subjectivities, which 

defy the homogeneization implied by the myth of exceptionalism by their differing 

attitudes and social positions, and Costa Rica itself is unmasked as a diverse country with 

its own particular set of social, economic, and governmental problems. The ghosted 

lesbian subject further demystifies the lie of exceptionality by denying the inclusive, 

pacific image of the country as well as by resisting the heterosexual matrix promoted by 

patriarchy. While Naranjo does not propose effective means of successfully subverting 

the norms that govern identity construction, she does make a clear case for a radical 

reconstruction of subjectivity that will eventually admit other voices that have previously 

been relegated to the periphery. 

Naranjo’s text changes our understanding of national identities and social 

imaginaries by pointing to their constructed and exclusionary nature. Until societies are 

able to acknowledge and embrace the heterogeneity of their particular citizenries, all 

understandings of nation will be at best partial. Recognizing the validity of other, non-

heteronormative modalities of desire and opening legitimate spaces for their practice, and 

admitting the existence (and legitimacy) of other, typically marginalized subjectivities are 

two steps that can be taken in hopes of achieving a truer portrait of a nation’s identity. 

Though these social imaginaries are imposed to a certain degree by the ruling class of a 

country, they function as hegemony only to the degree that those being governed consent 

to the articulation of that national identity. Naranjo’s text is a cautionary tale of sorts that 
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warns against facile acceptance of norms of identity construction, whether it be related to 

the nation or to the individual subject. 

Naranjo’s text is a significant transformation in Central American feminist 

discursivity, even if all the radical implications of her work were not fully perceived at 

the time, or, even, in her lifetime. Still, the revolution in stylistics combined with the 

freshness of approach to the construction of subjectivity enables women writers of the 

1980s and beyond a greater latitude of freedom in the articulation of their own writing 

within a framework more openly questioning or critiquing the remnants of patriarchy. 

Without Naranjo, it would be difficult to visualize Escudos’s novels, though, as we will 

see, Guardia pursued distinct narrative and rhetorical strategies that led to an alternative 

breakthrough to that of Naranjo. 

                                                
21 For an enumerated list of the universities at which Naranjo studied, consult the 
introductory pages of: Naranjo, Carmen. En partes. San José, CR: Ediciones FARBEN, 
1994. 
22 Naranjo has participated as, for example: Vice-president of the Association of Central 
American and Caribbean Writers; Vice-president of the World Association of Writers 
and Journalists; Director of the Museum of Costa Rican Art (1982-84); and Director of 
EDUCA (1984-92) (En partes 7, Soto “el final”). Notably, Carmen Naranjo was the first 
woman writer to join the Academia Costarricense de la Lengua (INAMU “Carmen 
Naranjo”). 
23 She also received the Editorial Costa Rica Prize in 1973 for Hoy es un largo día 
[Today is a long day]; the EDUCA Narrative Prize in 1982; Costa Rica’s Magón National 
Cultural Award in 1986 in honor of her body of work; and the most recent, the Medal of 
Merit in Orality from the Spanish-Mexican organization CIINOE (Chacón 321; Solano 
“Galardón”). 
24 Among her works are: Los perros no ladraron [The Dogs Didn’t Bark] (novel, 1966), 
Responso por el niño Manuel (novel, 1971), Mi guerrilla [My guerrilla] (poetry, 1977) 
and Ondina (short story, 1983).  
25 I will give a more comprehensive definition of postwar Central American literature in 
the chapter on Jacinta Escudos. For further discussion of this topic, consult Arias, Arturo. 
Taking Their Word: Literature and the Signs of Central America. Minneapolis: U 
Minnesota Press, 2007 and Cortez, Beatriz. "Estética del cinismo: la ficción 
centroamericana de posguerra." V Congreso Centroamericano de Historia. Ed.: 
www.sololiteratura.com, 2000. 
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26 Costa Ricans frequently refer to themselves at “ticos.” The origin of this term is 
frequently linked to the predilection in Costa Rican Spanish usage for the diminutive 
suffix –itico, instead of the more common –itito (for example, chiquitico instead of 
chiquitito as the diminutive form of chico [small]). “Tico” is also often said to be derived 
from the term “hermanitico” used by Costa Rican combatants during the Central 
American war against the filibusterer William Walker (1856-57) to refer to their 
compatriots (Wikipedia “Tico”). “Tico” is a colloquialism that contrasts with the more 
formal appellation “costarricense.” 
27 Ríos cites Felipe Molina’s 1850 pamphlet Bosquejo histórico de Costa Rica, which 
was originally written in English and later translated to French, Spanish and German, as 
the primary propagandistic text that consolidated the image of Costa Rica as white and as 
“industrioso, emprendedor, económico y pacífico, hospitalario con los extranjeros” 
[industrious, enterprising, economic and pacific, hospitable to foreigners] (Diss.). 
28 Following the Central American war that defeated the filibusterer William Walker, as 
Ríos notes, Costa Rica took a different tack than Guatemala in solving the problem of 
who would work the coffee plantations. In Guatemala, indigenous groups were exploited 
and forced into hard labor whereas in Costa Rica, whose indigenous population was all 
but extinct, coffee production fell into the hands of small farmers. This difference seemed 
to affirm Costa Rica’s whiteness (Diss.). 
29 Arias’s complete discussion of the novelistic structure of Diario can be found in 
Chapter 4 of Gestos ceremoniales. Guatemala: Artemis & Edinter, 1998, titled “Carmen 
Naranjo y la ironía de la nada: Voces furibundas martirizándonos con el relato.”  
30  In another instance, Naranjo represents a crowd of people surrounding a man who 
has just fallen down, unconscious, in the street. Onlookers gather around but neglect to 
help the man. The government is inculpated for the chaos when one of the speaking 
subjects says, “¿Y el gobierno? ¿Cómo permite estas cosas? Aquí no hay gobierno, nunca 
ha existido, nuestro gobierno es el desgobierno” [And the government? How can they 
permit these things? Here there is no government, it’s never existed, our government is 
misgovernment] (48). Through this critical perspective, the government is revealed 
incapable of controlling its citizens. The scene ends with a revelatory question and 
answer: “¿Qué pasó? Nada, aquí no pasa nada” [What happened? Nothing, nothing 
happened here] (49). This brief exchange highlights the negation and covering over of 
disruption to the social imaginary, demonstrating the falsity of claims of a pacific nation. 
 An additional voice underlines the artificiality of tico identity when s/he contests 
someone’s version of events saying, “…las cosas no sucedieron así. […] Los libros no lo 
dicen, no, nuestra historia es un acomodo en busca de la buena apariencia” […it didn’t 
happen that way. […] The books don’t say it, no, our history is an adaptation in search of 
good appearances] (73). This speaking subject emphasizes the construction of history that 
promotes the most positive vision of Costa Rica, even if “creative” (read: fictional). This 
and the previous example illustrate the ideological project of covering over 
unpleasantness and strife at the core of tico exceptionalism that is both practiced and 
criticized by the common citizenry. 
 Yet another voice calls attention to the conformity required in order to consolidate 
the social imaginary of the happy tico: “Aquí nadie quiere personas ejemplares, aunque 
todos aparenten serlo. Les gusta lo matizado, lo pintadito de blanco, negro y rojo” [Here 
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nobody wants exemplary people, although everyone appears to be so. They like things 
coordinated, painted black, white, and red] (115). Homogeneity among the masses is at 
the foundation of exceptionalism, and the voice represented above critiques the hipocresy 
of claiming to be distinctive and special when the true goal is passive conformism to 
established norms of Costa Ricanness directed outwardly.  
31 In fact, homosexuals continued to be persecuted by the government as well as by the 
common citizenry (xv). This hostile climate continued until approximately 1968, chiefly 
because acknowledging the subjectivity of homosexuals ran counter to the 
aforementioned Costa Rican exceptionalism that defined the country as a “país ‘blanco,’ 
eurodescendiente y totalmente paradisíaco” [white country, of European descent, totally 
paradisiacal] (xv). In the 60s and 70s, Obando points out, there were gay and lesbian bars 
and clubs that operated openly, but they were still subject to hostility and even blackmail. 
Most social gatherings, then, were held in private homes, and gays and lesbians of social 
classes both high and low adopted this practice (Obando xvi-xvii). The 1980s ushered in 
some of the first LGBT defense organizations (Obando xvii). During the Figueres Olsen 
administration, gay and lesbian bars continued to be raided, and in fact the raids increased 
during this time period. Such raids have by and large ceased since then, according to 
Obando, and the country has become a travel destination for “First World” gays and 
lesbians (xviii). Despite the progress that Costa Rica has achieved, the patriarchal, 
Catholic society has remained resolute in its opposition to same-sex marriage (Obando 
xviii). I think it naïve to assume that although Costa Rica has managed to fashion itself as 
a gay-friendly tourist destination that homophobia has been erased. 
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Chapter 5: Gloria Guardia 

 
In this chapter, I will explore the work of Panamanian-Nicaraguan author, Gloria 

Guardia32 to argue that she extends the critique of sovereign subjectivity beyond that of a 

reductive examination of masculine signifying practices by problematizing Panama’s 

political sovereignty and citizenship through the depiction of the protagonist of her 1977 

novel El último juego [The Last Game]. Through a close critical reading of Guardia’s 

award-winning text, I will demonstrate that Guardia employs a wide range of narrative 

and rhetorical devices in her strategy of undermining the Panamanian masculine 

oligarchic subject and interrogating the issue of Panamanian sovereignty. These narrative 

and rhetorical strategies allow Guardia to craft a more complex critique than we have 

seen in the works of Yolanda Oreamuno and Claribel Alegría. It is my contention that 

Guardia’s narrative innovations propel her novel to reach far more sophisticated 

conclusions about the problematics of sovereign subjectivity than were achieved by her 

predecessors. 

 In my analysis of El último juego, I will begin by looking at the manner in which 

Guardia effectively undermines/dismantles the oligarchic subject’s conception of 

identity. In order to demonstrate the thoroughness of Guardia’s critique, I will focus on 

several key points: the role of the implicit narrator and author; the presence of 

disconcerting gazes; the violation of intimacy; the emphasis on the performance of 

identity; the colonialist relationship between Panama and the United States; and the 

protagonist’s affective relationships.  
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It is important to note before entering into the examination of El último juego 

which edition of the novel I will be using. Although a comparative analysis of the two 

editions, the original, published in 1977, and the revised edition that came out in 2009, 

would be interesting and certainly fruitful, I have chosen to concentrate on the original 

version of the text, primarily because it is emblematic of the time in which it was written, 

and in the context of this dissertation, the historical contexts in which the works that I 

analyze were composed are of utmost importance to my project of establishing a 

“genealogy” of Central American women writers.  

The fact of the re-edition of El último juego is in itself quite unusual in literary 

history since new editions only tend to correct minor issues such as spelling or 

typographical mistakes or an omitted line or two. In the revised 2009 edition of the novel, 

Guardia not only modifies word choice and alters the names of insignificant characters 

but also adds details that tie El último juego to the plot lines of the other two novels in her 

Maramargo trilogy, Lobos al anochecer and El jardín de las cenizas, both posterior 

publications. Additionally, the author changes formerly vague insinuations of the 

identities of prominent Panamanian political and military leaders, such as “Mi Coronel,” 

to reflect historical specificity that turns “Mi Coronel” into “Mi General” and “Omar 

Torrijos” and mentions Manuel Noriega by name.33 Ostensibly, Guardia avoided direct 

reference to these figures in the first edition of her novel because political exigencies of 

the time demanded such measures, and Noriega had not yet at that time gained any public 

recognition or prominence of any sort. In 2009, both Torrijos and Noriega had become 

historical figures that could no longer exert any sort of power over the author, the former 

because of his death in 1981 and the latter due to his imprisonment. The original version 
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of the novel, like its revision, does include several images, such as a hopscotch and a stop 

sign, but the 2009 edition adds more visual representations, namely two signs in English 

that forbid automobile passing and pedestrian crossing in the Canal Zone. The inclusion 

of these figures are a visual signal of North American sovereignty in that area that 

highlight even further the issue that forms the basis of the action of the plot. In the case of 

the modifications to her prose and to characters’ names and to the addition of visual 

images, I do not believe that these changes particularly affect the discourse of the novel. 

The historical specificity of the revised edition does not shift the narrative present of the 

text but it does alter the temporal positioning of the text as an historical artifact in itself, 

removing it from its original, and highly significant, context. For these reasons, I consider 

the 1977 version of El último juego the most appropriate edition for the purposes of my 

analysis. 

 

A Game of Narrative Distance: Undermining the Oligarchic Subject 

The first aspect of the critique of the oligarchic subject in El último juego is 

apparent from the beginning of the text. The protagonist is a man, Tito Garrido, whose 

role in Panamanian-American relations concerning the contentious Panama Canal is key. 

Significantly, the crux of the novel’s plot is the occupation of his home by the guerrilla 

group, Commando Urraca, in protest against the continued involvement of the United 

States in the Canal Zone. The first lines of the text detail Garrido addressing his lover, 

Mariana. From the outset, the intimate tone signals that Garrido as public figure is not the 

protagonist. Rather, the private man, with all of his doubts, inconsistencies, and flaws, 

takes center stage. The ever-present specter of the author is another element that lends 
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complexity to Guardia’s novel. While the protagonist is male, we know the author, Gloria 

Guardia, to be a woman, and a woman that belongs to the elite sector as well. From this 

strategic distancing of author and protagonist, Guardia is better able to articulate her 

critique of the masculine oligarchic subject. What Guardia establishes through this 

distance allows her to ironize and even parody the subjectivity of the Panamanian elite.34 

Take for instance the first pages of the text. The narrative opens with Garrido addressing 

his lover, describing her, re-membering her. There are three levels to this scene: first, we 

have the author, Gloria Guardia, narrating the inner-workings of the male oligarchic 

subject’s mind; second, we have the protagonist, Tito Garrido, fashioning his own 

narrative about his lover, Mariana; and third, we have Mariana, the silenced female 

subject, who is unable to speak for herself. By representing a man producing a discourse 

about his lover, Guardia opens a contestatary space that allows her as the author to reveal 

the farce of sovereign subjectivity and the attempts made by such subjects to manipulate 

both discourse and other, subordinate subjects. 

Another distancing move that Guardia employs in this text is the implicit narrator. 

The novel is not comprised merely of Garrido’s interiority, but it is also punctuated by 

third person description and commentary that further debilitates Garrido’s discourse and 

inflated self-conception. The implicit narrator articulates much of what Garrido simply 

cannot and provides the reader with a much different image of Garrido than he himself 

allows. Through this narrative device, Guardia fashions an image of Garrido as an 

inherently flawed subject without seeming flatly critical. The touch of humor and irony 

that the implicit narrator lends to the text makes Guardia’s project of undermining the 
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supposedly sovereign, unitary nature of the oligarchic subject’s identity much more 

complex and less transparent. 

 An exemplary instance of Guardia’s deployment of the implicit narrator occurs 

late in the first half of the text. In this passage, the narrator details Garrido’s reaction 

when a young man on the street hands him nationalist propaganda:  

El la abre y una mueca agria se le dibuja en el rostro. No ha podido contenerse 
cuando comienza a leer aquel comunicado: 
 
BASES NO 
NI DEFENSA UNILATERAL 
NI DEFENSA CONJUNTA 
BASES NO 
 
Y los labios le tiemblan. Así que éste era el comunicado; el maldito comunicado, 
redactado por los terroristas; el comunicado que todo el país había escuchado y 
vuelto a escuchar durante las sesenta horas que los mantuvieron a ellos de 
rehenes. Sigue leyendo y, a medida que lo hace, Tito Garrido tiene la sensación de 
que las letras mismas se le desvanecen y que puede caer al suelo en cualquier 
momento, desmayado. 
 
[He opens it and a sour grimace writes itself on his face. He can’t contain himself 
as he begins to read the communiqué: 
 
NO BASES 
NO UNILATERAL DEFENSE 
NO JOINT DEFENSE 
NO BASES 
 
And his lips begin to tremble. So this was the communiqué; the damn 
communiqué, written by terrorists; the communiqué that the whole country had 
listened to and kept listening to during the sixty hours that they held them 
prisoner. He keeps reading and, as he does so, Tito Garrido has the sensation that 
the letters themselves are fading away and that he could fall to the ground at any 
moment, unconscious.] (91) 
 
Garrido is unable to contain his emotions as he reads the Commando Urraca’s 

communiqué. The narrator is simultaneously able to evoke Garrido’s thoughts and 

demonstrate his fragility when faced with a clear reminder of the trauma he has just 
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faced—and faced in front of a national audience. The narrator in this instance paints 

Garrido as a flawed individual, weakened by his inability to control discourse. 

 

Role Reversal: Turning the Gaze on the Sovereign Subject  

The ironic distance provided by the implicit narrator leads to the next point of 

analysis: the gaze. The first indication of Garrido being observed is obvious from the 

descriptions provided by the third-person narrator. The third-person perspective lends an 

air of objectivity to the narrative but this gaze is anything but innocent and disinterested. 

Garrido, while not conscious of being watched by this particular figure, loses some of the 

control over the representation of his subjectivity when the narrator reports his 

observations and makes his judgments about the protagonist. 

Other gazes in this text are keenly perceived by Garrido and serve to unsettle him. 

Garrido considers these gazes as threats because they effectively achieve what Garrido 

himself does when he looks at Mariana: they turn him from subject into object. Such 

objectification is typically the tool wielded by the “sovereign” subject. In this case, 

however, the people whose gazes disconcert Garrido come from so-called subordinate 

subjects; those at whom he gazes instead of those who gaze at him. These subjects are 

typically silenced, divested of agency by subjects much like Garrido through the 

imposition of hegemonic norms that relegate them to the margins, to silence, and to 

impotence in the public sphere. When such subjects appropriate the gaze, and thereby 

violate established societal norms, the sovereign subject experiences discomfort caused 

by the agency of the marginalized sector. 
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The gazes that particularly disconcert Garrido are those of the urban populus. The 

power of their gazes is evident when Garrido finishes reading the guerrilla communiqué 

that he is handed on the street. The narrator observes: 

Garrido termina de leer el comunicado, estruja la hoja de papel y la echa, sin 
saber bien lo que hace, en el buzón rojo de las cartas. [...] El comunicado será 
seguramente hallado por el cartero y éste lo leerá y se lo pasará a alguien pariente 
o amigo, y así, seguirá la cadena. No hay manera de acabar con esto. Tito Garrido 
baja la cabeza. Todo el orgullo de una casta ha sido, en cosa de segundos, 
pisoteado por un grupo de muchachos que, en verdad, apenas si que han podido 
redactar correctamente un comunicado. Da unos cuantos pasos y tambaleante, aún 
se aleja, siempre cabizbajo y por primera vez se halla realmente temeroso de que 
alguien lo esté observando. 
 
[Garrido finishes reading the communiqué, crumples up the sheet of paper and 
throws it, without really knowing what he is doing, into the red mailbox. [...] The 
mailman will surely find the communiqué and he’ll read it and then pass it on to 
some relative or friend, and just like that the chain will continue. There’s no way 
to stop it. All of the pride of an entire caste has been, in a matter of seconds, 
trampled on by a group of kids that, in truth, were hardly even able to write a 
communiqué correctly. He takes a few steps and tottering, still walking away, still 
with his head lowered and for the first time he finds himself truly fearful that 
someone is observing him.] (95) 
 
Garrido, defeated and shamed, is afraid that everyone around him is watching 

him, and his worry, although seemingly paranoid, is well founded, as the narrator 

confirms. The citizens of Panama recognize Garrido’s face from the countless newspaper 

stories that accompanied the invasion and take-over of his home. These ordinary people 

are witnesses to his humiliation, and Garrido cannot hide his mortification over the 

emasculation and impotence that the hostage situation in his home implies. Neither the 

communiqué nor press coverage of the event can be erased from popular memory. The 

inability to control the national discourse concerning the issue of the bases, as well as that 

of the assault on his home by the Commando Urraca, causes Garrido not only a psychic 

reaction but also an acute physical response.  
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Paco Alvarez, although he is of equal social and economic standing to Garrido, 

also possesses the power to disturb the protagonist’s self-conception when he runs into 

Garrido at the restaurant where the latter is having lunch and briefly joins him. Alvarez, a 

nationalist, represents the opposite of Garrido’s pro-United States stance. Confronted 

with opposition, Garrido is made painfully conscious of his role as mediator, that is to 

say, of his role between Panama and the United States. Garrido’s liminality is not 

something that he wants to acknowledge, but this scene brings it into sharp relief. Garrido 

is impotent to promote the sovereignty of Panama, and he is equally impotent in his 

endeavors to identify with his North American allies. As an oligarch, he does not 

perceive the Canal as national patrimony but, rather, as his personal property and, despite 

his constant dealings with United States officials and his Choate education, he is still 

considered by his North American counterparts as the ethnic other. As Alvarez describes 

the keen interest with which he followed the events at Garrido’s home and conveys his 

concern for Garrido and his family, the protagonist perceives Alvarez’s statements as 

threatening rather than sympathetic. Garrido reports Alvarez’s lament, “—He seguido día 

a día, hora a hora, el secuestro y créeme lo siento, siento mucho que haya tenido que 

suceder en tu casa [--I’ve followed day by day, hour by hour, the attack and believe me 

I’m sorry, I’m so sorry that it had to happen in your house]” (101) and notes his own 

reaction: “—me dice y esto último lo ha pronunciado con voz ronca, como si en la 

garganta tuviera un nudo, pero no creas que esto le impida que voltee la vista y clave 

directamente sus ojos en mí. [--he says and this last part he pronounced with a rough 

voice, as though he had a knot in his throat, but don’t you believe for a second that this 

kept him from turning his gaze and fixing his eyes on me]” (101). Garrido immediately 
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adopts a defensive stance in the face of Alvarez’s nationalism and knowing gaze. Alvarez 

asserts his right to know what happened in Garrido’s home based on his track record of 

defending Panamanian national sovereignty, something that Garrido once hoped for, 

never attained, and eventually abandoned to the interests of his class. Alvarez’s gaze 

serves as a reminder that he will never be someone “que se reconoce capaz de vivir sin 

intermediarios, así, a la luz de sus propias creencias” [that recognizes himself capable of 

living without intermediaries, like that, according to one’s own beliefs] (104), “capaz de 

realizar actos heroicos” [capable of heroic acts] (106). This encounter reinforces 

Garrido’s impotence in both his public and private life, an existence that he describes as 

“una vida lista para la entrega” [a life ready for surrender] (106).  

Another gaze that serves to disquiet Garrido is that of Wall Street Journal 

journalist, Stuart, to whom he concedes an interview. Garrido forbids Stuart to ask him 

about the occupation of his home by the guerrilla commando, so Stuart inquires about 

Garrido’s role in the 1967 canal treaty. After Garrido concludes his summary of the 

treaty, he reflects:  

Le he soltado la historia completa, de pe-a-pa, como quien dice, y el otro sólo me 
mira y se adelanta y se retrocede en la silla y le veo la cara disuelta en humo, se 
bebe el café, hace una mueca, escribe una porción de cosas en la libretita, eres un 
cínico, ¡coño!, me decía Cero y me mantenía apuntado con la metralleta.  
 
[I let him have the whole story, from A to Z, as they say, and the other guy just 
looks at me and moves back and forth in the chair and I see his face masked by 
smoke, he drinks his coffee, grimaces, writes a few things in his little notebook, 
you’re a cynic, fuck!, Cero told me and he kept the machine gun aimed at me.] 
(141) 
  
The journalist’s gaze and apparent contempt for Garrido causes Tito to recall 

Comandante Cero’s scornful look. Garrido senses in both of these stares disapproval of 

his way of life and manner of dealing with the Canal issue. Cero despises Garrido 
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because he represents complicity with the United States in their campaign to maintain 

control over the Canal Zone, and Stuart surely knows of Garrido’s incompetence when he 

asks him about the 1967 Treaty in which Garrido committed a great “faux pas” by trying 

to advance Panamanian sovereignty in opposition to American interests, causing the U.S. 

to reject that Treaty (142). Additionally, Stuart wields his pen, a symbolic penis, much 

like Cero and his gun. Garrido sees Stuart’s pen as yet another reminder of his public 

emasculation, a violation tantamount to rape. 

 

Violations of Intimacy: Raping the Oligarch’s Domestic Space 

In El último juego, Guardia also utilizes the invasion of Garrido’s private sphere, 

his home, in order to further undermine him as a “sovereign” subject. Time and again the 

author deploys the term “penetration” when she represents Garrido’s memory of the 

guerrilla attack. This word is charged with multiple layers of meaning; it alludes 

simultaneously to the invasion of Garrido’s house by the Commando Urraca and to a 

metaphorical significance that implies violent sexual aggression and infringement. The 

implications of such an assault for this oligarchic heterosexual man are various and begin 

with being stripped of his authority within his own home, and end with the obvious 

symbolic allusion to the fact that he was raped; raped by a lower-class man. Repeatedly, 

Garrido recalls the scene as the guerrillas invaded his home, each time using the same 

phrasing to describe it: “los guerrilleros penetrando en la casa como fieras y las balas 

rebotando en las paredes, quebrando vasos, botellas, ceniceros [the guerrillas penetrating 

the house like wild animals and bullets ricocheting off the walls, breaking glasses, 

bottles, ashtrays]” (77). The recurrent memories of trauma for Garrido are distinct from 
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those that a working-class soldier might experience after combat, and are tied instead to 

class humiliation, something that only an oligarch can experience.  

Tied to this notion of sexual violation is the degrading bathroom scene that 

Garrido describes. He reflects:  

la guerrillera apuntándome con el fusil, ¡o nos vamos todos o nos morimos todos!, 
el miedo dominándome, Fear is the mother of foresight, Mariana-amor, fear, 
encogiéndome los genitales [...] y la guerrillera rozando otra vez con su fusil mis 
genitales, mis genitales [...] sólo me concentraba en hacer salir aquel orín, me 
aflojo ligeramente la corbata, yo ahora con unas ganas inmensas de largarme de 
este servicio, Mariana, de disimular frente a los otros mi desesperación, disimular, 
entonces, aquella sensación de violación que sentía 
 
[the guerrillera pointing at me with her gun, we all go or we all die!, fear 
dominating me, Fear is the mother of foresight, Mariana-love, fear, my genitals 
contracting [...] and the guerrillera rubbing my genitals again with her gun, my 
genitals [...] I just concentrated on making that urine come out, I loosen my tie 
slightly, I now with a great desire to get away from this bathroom, Mariana, to 
hide my desperation in front of the others, to hide, then, that sensation of violation 
that I felt] (116) 
 

Tito Garrido, oligarch and political actor, is humiliated by a woman who points a weapon 

at him. The rifle, a symbolic penis, implies yet another rape, this time at the hands of a 

woman. His power has literally been stripped away by the fact that he has to “bajarse los 

pantalones” to urinate in front of the guerrillera, an image that conveys male 

surrendering. The imagery of male surrender has been described by queer theorists such 

as Kaja Silverman as a move that aligns these masculine subjects with women.35 

Although Garrido does not surrender to the guerrillera’s demands in order to align 

himself with the female subject, his submission effects a symbolic role reversal in which 

he becomes a feminized subject while the female combatant appropriates masculine 

power and privilege and wields it over him. In tandem with the class humiliation that he 

experiences, the sexual mortification that he suffers at the hand of the masculinized 
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guerrillera further serves to debase Garrido and to fracture any sense that he may have 

had of a unitary or superior subjectivity. He notes that his genitals literally begin to 

contract as the guerrillera rubs them with her gun, a physical manifestation of his altered 

symbolic status. 

 Garrido does not simply suffer due to the physical penetration of his home’s walls 

but also by the fact that Comandante Cero usurps his power in what is his private domain. 

As soon as they enter Garrido’s home, Cero and the other guerrilleros begin barking 

orders and searching the guests. Garrido recalls the scene:  

¡Ustedes, traidores—vendepatria, contra la pared y el grito ¡bases no!, oigalo 
bien, Garrido, ¡eso nunca!, y el resto de los hombres, digo los invitados, inmóviles 
frente a aquella pared blanca durante lo que fue o nos pareció ser toda una noche 
o, mejor dicho, las mil y una noche y el corazón que nos salía por la boca, 
mientras que los guerrilleros se daban gusto revisándonos y con ese fin, 
manoseándonos y casi desnudándonos [...] 
 
[You, traitors—turncoats, against the wall and then the shout no bases!, listen 
well, Garrido, never!, and the rest of the men, I mean the guests, immobile in 
front of that white wall during what was or what seemed to us to be an entire 
night or, better said, the thousand and one nights and the heart that was hopping 
out our throats, while the guerrilleros got off searching us and to that purpose, 
man-handling us and almost stripping us [...]] (78) 
 

Not only do the guerrillas usurp Garrido’s power in his own home, they also physically 

violate him by “manhandling” him, by giving orders to the one who is accustomed to 

giving them, and to receiving none. The literal and metaphorical violations are constantly 

reenacted in tandem, leaving Garrido and his peers helpless and facing a traumatic 

identitary crisis. The men and women who are accustomed to their roles as leaders of 

their country find themselves completely powerless to control even their private spaces 

and their physical selves. When Garrido corrects himself, changing “hombres” to 

“invitados,” he indicates that the multiple violations by the guerrillas to some extent cast 
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every attendee, whether biologically male or female, as a feminized, and therefore 

subordinate, subject. The symbolic feminization that Garrido experiences, then, is not 

particular to him but extends to the representatives of his class present at his home as 

well. 

 Comandante Cero also violates social norms and by doing so further threatens 

Garrido’s “superior” subject position. Garrido recalls Cero’s conduct as the hostages are 

loading onto a bus to be transported, along with their captors, to the airport: 

[...] Cero daba las órdenes: diríjanse hacia la puerta trasera del garaje, Monseñor, 
por favor Ud., y el Padre Rodríguez inspeccionen el área, Garrido, tú sigue a los 
embajadores para que los otros vayan después [...] tú, Garrido, y aquel tuteo 
invadiéndome de una ira viscosa, cegándome. 
 
[[...] Cero gave the orders: go towards the back door of the garage, Monsignor, 
please, and Father Rodríguez inspect the area, Garrido, you follow the 
ambassadors so that the others can go after you [...] you, Garrido, and that 
informality invading me with a viscous anger, blinding me.] (187) 
 

While Cero addresses the two curates with the respectful appellative, Usted, he calls 

Garrido by the much more informal tú, thereby suggesting some sort of equality between 

himself and the oligarch. Such an insinuation provokes Garrido’s rage because he 

considers himself more important than the two priests and, without a doubt, far superior 

to the guerrilla commander. In this instance, Cero deploys language instead of physical 

force to exert both his control over and contempt for Garrido. The physical and 

metaphorical aggressions that Garrido endures at the hands of Comandante Cero and his 

guerrillas progressively chip away at the oligarch’s sense of himself as a sovereign 

subject and continually cast him, instead, as a feminized and/or subordinate subject. In 

the face of his debasement, Garrido is unable to exert his subjectivity over that of those 

he traditionally considers to be subordinate subjects. The reaction that these attacks 
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occasion is ire, pure and unadulterated hatred but it is no longer the traditional ire of a 

man used to getting away with everything. It is the ire of impotence; the ire of a man 

raped, of a man feminized, now articulating the same howling sounds of impotence that 

he had only witnessed coolly and at a distance from others, such as his wife Queta.  

 Garrido’s neighbors, supposed peers, also begin to encroach on his privacy. As 

Garrido prepares to travel to the presidential palace, a couple stops him in front of his 

home to convey their concern for what happened. As the neighbor describes their worries 

about Garrido, he hears nothing but a deafening roar. He stews:  

el asunto ya empieza a sonarme como un gran coro a nivel nacional, la misma 
pendejada en boca de blancos y negros asiáticos y gente que conozco y otra que 
no conozco del todo, ¿por qué, carajo, creen tan necesario decírmelo?  
 
[this business has started to sound like a great national chorus, the same stupid 
words in the mouths of whites, Asian blacks, and people I know and others that I 
don’t even know, why, damn it, do they feel it so necessary to say it to me?] (186) 

 
Garrido is accustomed to being in the national spotlight. What irks him here is that 

“blancos y negros asiáticos y gente que conozco y otra que no conozco del todo” are 

talking about his public rape. He cannot pretend that it did not happen, because everyone 

keeps verbalizing it to him, making it real.  

It seems too that physical contact accompanies every expression of concern—his 

neighbor grabs his arm to detain him, for instance. Details like this one, though acting as 

elements of verisimilitude since Latin Americans do have frequent physical contact, 

textually underline his “physical” rape, a bodily humiliation, even if this violation did 

happen in the symbolic plane. For this reason, Tito Garrido begins to consider any 

mention of the incident with the Commando or any discussion of the Canal issue as a 

personal affront, as an aggression that he experiences again and again as he is reminded 
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of his violation. The attack happened also because he had appropriated the “canal issue” 

for himself, as if it were personal property instead of a national asset, an attitude that 

stems from his unconscious understanding of the nation as his family’s personal domain. 

He is now forced to confront the fact that it is not; it belongs to the entire nation, not to 

him alone. 

The neighbor, Ben Cohen, vocalizes his support for the presence of North 

American bases in the Canal Zone in perpetuity, a position that Garrido himself seems to 

support, but he dismisses the man’s commentary as “sandeces [nonsense]” (187). Garrido 

feels put upon by every person he encounters. His sovereign subjectivity has been 

irremediably fractured and undermined by the Commando so that anyone he comes 

across feels that they can impose their will on him—or at least that is how Garrido’s 

psyche chooses to process it. 

 

Subjectivity as Performance 

Garrido’s position as oligarchic subject is undermined repeatedly throughout the 

text by the author’s emphasis on the construction or, better said, the performance of 

identity. This undercurrent is a constant reminder that there is no such thing as an 

integral, essential subjectivity and that all subjects are perpetually acting and enacting 

their own notions of identity. Any reified notion of the oligarchic subject, or any other 

subject position for that matter, must be dismissed for this reason. Judith Butler theorizes 

subjectivity in precisely this manner, positing that gender is an act that has been 

rehearsed, much like a script, and we, as the actors, make this script a reality over and 

over again by performing these actions that conform to the law or norms of society. As 
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stated earlier, Butler’s definition of performative acts highlights the power play that 

determines normative subjectivity and thereby also underscores the artificiality of such 

regulatory regimes. 

In the beginning of the text, the narrator calls Garrido’s actions a “cadena de 

costumbres [chain/series of habits]” (79). After years of routine, Garrido falls into facile 

acceptance of the identity that he has cultivated together with his wife, Queta, and their 

family. His relationship with Mariana provokes some reflection on the loss of autonomy 

he suffered once he was married, but he dismisses these thoughts and demonstrates 

preference for the performance of his long-rehearsed act of upper-class domesticity. 

Besides, having a female lover is also standardized behavior for heterosexual men of his 

class, adding a symbolic power supplement in Derrida’s sense. Garrido’s domestic life is 

a simulacrum of American-ness and European-icity. He describes the affluent area in 

which he lives as a zone populated with homes “a lo Fort Lauderdale” [a la Fort 

Lauderdale], his own home a model found in a House Beautiful magazine—“modelo No. 

111258, Tropical Dream” [model # 111258, Tropical Dream] (155).  

Garrido seems aware of the role-play that orders his life. He describes the scene 

as he and his family and friends celebrate the baptism of his second child, Rodolfo. 

Everyone plays their role to perfection—Queta scurries to and from the kitchen giving 

orders like the good hostess; Bill Arias, the child’s godfather, whose last name indicates 

that he is a member of Panama’s most powerful family, who had three presidents during 

the first fifty years of Panamanian history, poses for photographs with the baby; the nurse 

stands to the side chirping instructions for how to hold the child; the women gossip about 

Don Bill’s physique; the two grandfathers seem proud as peacocks that another male has 
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been born into their families; the grandmother meticulously notes every gift the child 

receives; Roberto (Bobicito), Garrido’s older son, is accompanied by his nanny; the 

family poses for their portrait. Garrido underlines the importance of this photographic 

representation:  

...esa es la fotografía, Mariana, que casi todo el mundo contempla, extasiado, 
cuando visita nuestra casa porque la pusimos en la sala principal, eso es, junto con 
esa otra, inmensa, del abuelo Tito.  

 
[...this is the photo, Mariana, that almost everybody contemplates, in ecstasy, 
when they visit our house because we put it in the main living room, that is, right 
next to that other one, so immense, of grandfather Tito.] (90) 

 
The family portrait that hangs alongside that of Garrido’s revered grandfather is the 

visual representation of what Queta and Tito have crafted as their image of domesticity. 

Garrido seems quite conscious of the role that these photographs play in the performance 

of the oligarchic family: the grandfather’s portrait is a reminder of the legacy that his son, 

grandson, and great-grandsons must strive to uphold, and the family portrait is a signal of 

the success of the continuation of the Garrido line. The explicit mention of Bill Arias is 

significant, and highlights the relationship between the two families; a link not unlike that 

of the Cabots and the Lodges in the U.S.. 

 Garrido is also conscious of the performative acts of others as well. Garrido goes 

alone to Sarti’s restaurant for lunch, and it seems that he is better able to reflect on others 

when he can watch them from a distance. The maitre d’ that greets Tito as he enters the 

restaurant is all formality and pretension. Garrido, however, observes the maitre censure 

a waiter for his clumsiness. As the maitre scolds the waiter, Garrido sees the mask of 

civility fall away, and he reflects: 

Y yo comprendo, amor, que todo aquello de los aires franceses no es sino ropa 
prestada, ropa que le queda muy grande y que lo demás, digo, lo auténtico es que 
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este maitre es un pobre diablo, un infeliz de Talavera de la Reina, o, tal vez, de 
Carmona y le miro las manos, me las quedo mirando, unas manos crispadas de 
dedos ariscos y medio encorvados y una uñas cuadradas que le dicen a uno en un 
2X3 la historia de este hombre. 

 
[And I understand, my love, that all those French airs are nothing more than 
borrowed clothes, clothes that are way too big for him and that the rest, that is, the 
authentic part is that this maitre is a poor devil, a wretch from Talavera de la 
Reina or, perhaps, from Carmona and I look at his hands, I keep looking at them, 
contorted hands with unfriendly and half curled up fingers and square fingernails 
that tell you in a flash this guy’s story.] (107) 

 
Garrido reads the maitre’s performance as an unauthentic representation easily 

discovered when one looks closely at his worker’s hands. Although Garrido is conscious 

of the artificiality of both his performativities and those of the maitre, he seems to levy a 

judgment on the poor man who tries to seem more and better than his humble status 

allows in Garrido’s vision of society. Garrido is unaware that his own act is just as 

artificial as the maitre’s. In fact, Garrido’s disdain for this “pobre diablo” is echoed when 

he identifies the maitre’s hands with those of Comandante Cero. Once he makes this 

association between the two, Garrido’s contempt for the poor masses that are the majority 

population in his country is set in relief. The roughness of these people makes them all 

the more menacing to Garrido, particularly because he reads in them a threat to his own 

way of life. 

 The narrator refers to Garrido’s performance of identity when describing the time 

Tito spent in Europe as a young man. This sojourn to the Continent is the mechanism by 

which Garrido attempts to assimilate to European culture. The narrator makes sure to 

remind the reader that:  

Garrido, como nosotros, ya desde niño se ha adiestrado a aparentar que él es algo 
más que el fruto de una sociedad de misales y casas de citas y pañuelos de hilo, 
bordados, y peleas de gallos y almuerzos dominicales de macarrones con pollo 
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que se han servido desde siempre en una salsa de tomate viscosa y dulzona que él 
aborrece. 

 
[Garrido, like the rest of us, has trained himself since he was a child to appear as 
something more than the fruit of a society of Catholic masses and pay-by-the hour 
hotels and linen handkerchiefs, embroidered, and cock fights and Sunday lunches 
of macaroni with chicken that have been served since time immemorial in a 
viscous and sickly sweet tomato sauce that he hates.] (114) 

 
Garrido, like the narrator, is just as inauthentic as his peers because although he is a 

member of the oligarchy, he still has to pretend in front of his North American and 

European friends that he is superior in his tastes and affect than lower-class Panamanian 

subjects. Panamañeidad, for Garrido, is a sign of inferiority, so he puts on a mask of 

cosmopolitanism to make his “Third World” roots invisible. What Garrido does not 

realize but will soon find out is that his performance does nothing to keep the so-called 

“First World” from reading him as anything but a non-white, non-European Panamanian. 

Indeed, they will read indianness in him, and that is his dreaded fear.  

In an exchange with Mr. Tanaka, a young Japanese businessman, Garrido 

perceives an air of superiority in Tanaka’s words, and Garrido reads his tone as petulant 

and his intent to convey “yo-soy-más-usted-indio-desbocado” [I’m better than you, 

runaway Indian] (84). Tanaka may not be North American or even European but he is 

clearly positioned as a member of the host of industrialized nations to which the United 

States and Europe also belong. Garrido’s disgust at being disagreed with and challenged 

on the Canal issue is an index of the anxiety that such threats to his identitary self-

conception provoke, especially because, as Arturo Arias points out, Garrido’s “implied 

ethnic makeup normalizes and stereotypes him, preventing him from “passing” as a 

modern, cosmopolitan individual” (Taking 63). 
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 Tito Garrido’s interaction with North American diplomats also reinforces the fact 

of his Panamañeidad whether he likes it or not. Garrido recalls the scene as he 

accompanies the North American Canal negotiators, Bunker, Dolvin, and Wilson to the 

Isla Contadora:  

nos dábamos la mano, enfocándonos, no, mejor dense un abrazo, oh, yes, an 
abrazo, very latin, sure enough, ¿alguna declaración?, sí, estamos reunidos 
después de tantos meses, animados por un espíritu de mutua comprensión y 
confraternidad americana, clac, otra fotografía, anda, Nino, apunta que eso es 
importantísimo, hace titulares excelentes, don Tito, por favor, no sea esquivo, 
mire hacia acá, hacia la cámara, la televisión, no sea esquivo, el teléfono 
repicando a lo lejos. 

 
[we shook hands, focusing, no, better yet why don’t you give each other a hug?, 
oh yes, an abrazo, very latin, sure enough, any comment?, yes, we are gathered 
here after so many months, animated by a spirit of mutual understanding and 
American brotherhood, click, another photo, come on, Nino, write it down, this is 
extremely important, it makes for good headlines, Mr. Tito, please, don’t be shy, 
look over here, at the camera, the TV, don’t be shy, and the phone ringing in the 
distance.] (171) 

 
Garrido is forced to perform his latinidad for the cameras by giving his North American 

counterparts a stereotypical “latin” hug. This scene reveals Garrido as the puppet of the 

United States that he truly is. He appears to have no autonomy in the situation, bending to 

media and diplomatic pressure, putting on a genial face for the cameras, and spouting 

pro-U.S. rhetoric that suggests fairness and reciprocity in the dealings between Panama 

and the United States. 

 

The Colonialist Relationship Between Panama and the United States: Infantilizing 
the Oligarchic Subject 
 
 The spectacle of cooperation between the two nations leads to my next point—

that Garrido’s oligarchic subjectivity is further debilitated by the colonialist relationship 

between the United States and Panama. The United States’ interest in the Panama Canal 
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is described in this text in various manners: as a pawn in the chess game of the Cold War; 

as an aggression tantamount to the Conquest; as a commodity; as another possible 

Vietnam that must be avoided. The overwhelming might of the United States negates any 

sense of sovereignty that Garrido, or even Panama itself, possesses. 

 In the conversation between Tito Garrido and Paco Alvarez, the problem of the 

relationship between Panama and the United States is one without remedy, according to 

Garrido, because of Cold War politics. He describes the attack on his home as such: 

Fue un asalto, —hablo con lentitud—fue un asalto—repito—pleaneado por el ala 
extremista del partido y realizado por muchachos, en su mayoría, idealistas, 
incautos, llámalos tú, que, tarde o temprano, se darán cuenta que la posición de 
ellos resulta un absurdo, sobre todo en un mundo donde la cosa está bien dividida 
entre gringos y rusos—la línea ortodoxa—y sus respectivos aliados [...] 

 
[It was an assault—I say slowly—it was an assault—I repeat—planned by the 
extremist wing of the party and carried out by kids, in their majority, idealists, 
gullible, let’s call them that, that, sooner or later, will realize that their position 
turns out to be an absurdity, above all in a world where everything is well-divided 
between gringos and Russians—the orthodox line—and their respective allies 
[...]] (103-4) 

 
Alvarez’s nationalist stance is equally ridiculous to Garrido, who judges his “heroismo 

tipo me-dejaría-matar-por-mi-patria” [heroism of the I’d-die-for-my-country variety] as 

sentimentalism (104). Garrido perceives in Alvarez’s words and silences a similar 

contempt for Garrido’s position, a posture that negates the individual subject or nation’s 

ability to function without intermediaries. Garrido recognizes the futility of opposing the 

United States; he appears to have chosen to side with the anti-communist superpower 

over his and his country’s own sovereignty. Again, Garrido’s response to Alvarez’s 

insinuations is defensive—perhaps a mechanism that through anger allows Garrido to 

ignore that he is an agent of the undermining of his own subjectivity. Oligarchic 

subjectivity is predicated more on accumulation of capital and power than it is on 
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nationalist allegiances. In this way, the oligarchic subject is always already fractured by 

his reliance on financially advantageous relationships and recurrence to political 

entreguismo.36 

 The emphasis on the colonialist relationship between the United States and 

Panama is further highlighted by the comparison of North American military intervention 

to the violence of the Conquest. Garrido evokes the letter from the Panamanian External 

Relations Minister to the U.S. Secretary of State that his father sent to him upon the break 

in relations between the two countries on January 9, 1964. The letter, in part, reads:  

La forma inhumana como la policía de la Zona del Canal y luego como las 
Fuerzas Armadas norteamericanas agredieron a una romería de no más de 
cincuenta jóvenes estudiantes de ambos sexos de escuela secundaria, que 
pretendía desplegar en forma pacífica la enseña nacional en esa faja de territorio 
panameño, carece de toda justificación. El incalificable incidente ha revivido 
episodios del pasado que creíamos que no volverían a ocurrir en tierras de 
América. 

 
[The inhuman way in which the Canal Zone police and later in which the North 
American Armed Forces assaulted a group of no more than fifty young high 
school students of both sexes, who were attempting to peacefully display the 
national flag on that strip of Panamanian territory, lacks all justification. The 
unspeakable incident has revived past episodes that we believed would never 
again occur on American soil.] (130) 

 
The message could not be clearer in this missive: the United States military is committing 

acts equally as barbarous as those of the Spanish conquistadores. Such a censure of the 

U.S. is presented as incontrovertible evidence of the colonialist connection between the 

United States and Panama. The context in which Garrido introduces this letter is 

illuminating of the situation as well. At the time, Garrido brings the letter to his Tulane 

law class, so as to “salvar las apariencias” [save face] (129) after his law professor 

scoffed at the news that Panama broke off diplomatic relations with the United States. 

The reaction of Garrido’s professor, Roberts, is to have the class look for “the appropriate 
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use of the terms that might denote the conflict between the two countries” (130). Over 

eleven years later, in the narrative present, the letter recovers its significance. Panama, 

the “pueblo débil y desarmado, pero decidido en la defensa de sus derechos inalienables” 

[weak and unarmed people, but decided in the defense of their inalienable rights] (131), is 

powerless against the North American superpower. For all of their rhetoric, the 

Panamanians are unable to preserve their own national sovereignty primarily because of 

the behavior of oligarchs like Garrido. The radical stance of Comandante Cero is a 

performative gesture that does not guarantee the preservation of a national sovereignty, 

but does place in the public eye a need to struggle for it. 

 The United States, as a colonial power, does not merely utilize military 

intervention in Panama for political expediency but also to secure certain financial 

interests as well. In the case of Panama, the U.S. government considers this small Central 

American country’s Canal Zone their own sovereign territory, thereby guaranteeing 

control of commerce between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. After Garrido dismisses 

the Wall Street journalist from his office, he remembers Senator Strom Thurmond’s 

assertion about the Canal: “que la Zona del Canal es territorio de los Estados Unidos, que 

ellos lo compraron como Alaska o Luisiana” [that the Canal Zone is United States 

territory, that they bought it just like Alaska or Louisiana] (149). While Garrido also 

recollects Bunker’s refutation of Thurmond’s assertion as a “mito pernicioso” [pernicious 

myth] (149) because U.S. control over the Canal is not about sovereignty but rather about 

rights conceded to them via treaty, he realizes that regardless of sovereignty, the Canal 

Zone’s value is predicated on economic benefits and strategic need, particularly the 

U.S.’s need to have its fleet sail from the Atlantic to the Pacific in the shortest time 
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possible. Garrido also acknowledges the indissoluble link between United States 

economic interests and military involvement in the region—a fact that he avoids 

mentioning in his conversation with the journalist, Stuart, precisely because that topic 

will inevitably lead to a discussion of the events at his own home, an issue that Garrido 

hopes to avoid at all costs. 

 Although Garrido appears in many ways to be complicit with the United States in 

their control of Panama in general and the Canal Zone in particular, he feels a certain 

sense of contempt for the Americans that he deals with as chief negotiator. In one 

particular instance, as Garrido calls to mind the last trip he made to Isla Contadora with 

the Defense Department’s advisors, the memory that Garrido evokes is of the 

ridiculousness of the gringo that he is charged with attending: 

yo observando de reojo al gringo, de reojo, joven, las costillas salientes, el 
estómago flácido, de reojo, aquella piel que de tan blanca daba asco [...] y las 
ideas en boca de aquél yendo, viniendo, repitiéndose, compitiendo con la marea 
[...] 

 
[me watching the gringo out of the corner of my eye, scornfully, a young man, his 
prominent ribs, his flaccid stomach, that skin so white it’s disgusting [...] and the 
ideas in that guy’s mouth going, coming, repeating himself, competing with the 
tide [...]] (173) 

 
Despite the fact that Garrido seeks at almost every opportunity to identify with North 

Americans and Europeans and to distinguish himself as somehow “whiter” than the 

Panamanian masses, evoking Latin American discourses of whitening, he cannot but 

bristle not only at the sickly paleness of his colleague but also at his seeming vapidity. In 

response to Garrido’s attempt to warn him that “Panamá es una bomba de tiempo” 

[Panama is a time bomb] (173), the Defense Department official contends that 

capitulating to Panama’s demands for sovereignty is tantamount to selling out to the left. 
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He cites Franklin Delano Roosevelt as a sellout for being a “gran amante de los 

comunistas” [great lover of communists] (173) but fails to see why his expectation that 

Panama will cede its sovereignty willingly to the United States would be at all distasteful 

to that country’s citizens. It is precisely this colonialist mindset that blinds the U.S. 

official to the fact that all nations, not just his own, deserve a right to their own 

autonomy. 

 

The Issue of Affectivity: Feminizing the Oligarch   

While the previous mechanisms through which Garrido’s subjectivity is undermined are 

largely outside of his control, the next factor is keenly personal/private—Garrido’s 

relationship with his lover, Mariana. The relationship between these two figures is what 

structures the novel, and in this way their connection is particularly important to consider 

when examining the progressive fracturing/disintegration of Garrido’s self-conception 

and, by extension, the relationship between the U.S. and Panama as analogous to that of 

Garrido and Mariana. Interestingly, if Garrido considers himself emblematic of Panama, 

in the symbolic relationship between the United States and Panama, he is actually 

Mariana, a female lover, susceptible to being discarded, an invisible feminine “other.” 

For this reason, gender plays a significant role in the political reading of this novel.  

 As the novel opens, Garrido speaks to his lover, Mariana, as one might expect a 

man of his social status and upbringing to do. In his memory, he looks her up and down, 

detailing the physical attributes that attract him to her, effectively dissecting her with his 

gaze. What the reader is not aware of until the end of the text is that the death of Mariana 

is what has occasioned Garrido’s reflection. Despite the fact that the reader does not 
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receive this information at the beginning of the novel, it is clear that there is a marked 

shift in Garrido’s tone as the narrative progresses. The once confident, prototypical 

oligarch is increasingly replaced by a traumatized man whose subjectivity has been 

shattered by the events that lead to his lover’s untimely death, and the performative male 

role is also increasingly replaced by a feminized one. Garrido becomes a “woman” 

performatively as the text advances. 

 In one particular instance, the gradual decomposition of Garrido’s subjectivity is 

acutely obvious. Addressing Mariana, and interrupted by the narrator’s descriptions, 

Garrido admits: 

comprende, mujer, comprende, golpea la frente sobre los cristales, aquí me tienes 
como soy, un extranjero que ya no reconoce ni su propio mundo, baja la cabeza, 
aquí me tienes abandonado a mis temblores, a estas contracciones horrorosas de la 
cara, se afloja la corbata, ya no puedo más, ayúdame, se abre el saco, tu nombre, 
lo repito, otra vez, di que estás aquí, sí di, que estás en la yema de mis dedos, que 
te tengo, amor, que te recobro, que te aprisiono con la memoria de mi tacto: tus 
mejillas calientes, tus labios carnosos, tu barbilla pronunciada, y Tito Garrido, 
avergonzado, no ha podido dominar las lágrimas que se le escurren, apretadas, 
entre los párpados.  

 
[understand, woman, understand, he hits his forehead on the glass, here you have 
me as I am, a foreigner that no longer even recognizes his own world, he lowers 
his head, here you have me abandoned to my tremors, to these awful contractions 
of my face, he loosens his tie, I can’t take it anymore, help me, he unbuttons his 
suit jacket, your name, I repeat it, again, say that you’re here, yes say it, that you 
are at my fingertips, that I have you, love, that I get you back, that I imprison you 
with the memory of my touch: your warm cheeks, your full lips, your pronounced 
chin, and Tito Garrido, embarrassed, has been unable to control the tears that slip 
out, squeezed between his eyelids.] (80) 

 
This fragment articulates the emptiness that Garrido suffers with his lover’s absence and, 

also, with his own role as a secret lover of the United States in the gender performative 

sense. He has lost his North, to use the Castilian expression, perhaps because he only 

looked North to the United States, and as the game has changed for Garrido so have the 
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points of reference that allow him to situate himself in his world, in his society. His 

reality had been fabricated as an interior essence, an effect and function of an oligarchic 

public and social discourse, the public regulation of fantasy through the surface politics 

of the body, the gender border control that differentiates inner from outer, and so 

institutes the “integrity” of the subject in Butler’s terms. This discursivity, however, is 

changed by the Commando Urraca and the new enunciations they introduce with their 

manifesto: BASES NO. Garrido, in effect, loses his sense of self-conception when he 

suffers the blow caused by the events that precipitate Mariana’s end while also 

undermining and/or displacing his existing socio-symbolic network. It is only after his 

mistress dies that Garrido is able to reflect on all of the events, in both the immediate and 

distant past, that have effectively revealed the fragility of his subjectivity. Mariana is not 

the cause of the fracturing of his identity but rather her death allows Garrido to analyze 

his past in order to make sense of his new present, no longer symbolically male, no 

longer with his lover, who was the symbolic male by virtue of her exercise of power, and 

had to “die” as a woman, because she was no longer the other of “man,” hence excluded 

from culture or the Symbolic in Freudian terms. 

 As Garrido meditates on his relationship with Mariana, he compares her to his 

wife, Queta—a juxtaposition that is revealing in itself. Garrido recreates the scene in 

which the guerrillas, along with the Monsignor’s intervention, allow the women and the 

musicians to leave the Garridos’ house: 

el guerrillero llamando a los músicos, a los del conjunto típico y a las mujeres, 
[...] llamando a las mujeres por su nombre y apellido y aquella voz retumbando en 
el ambiente sitiado de pánico: María – de – González – Julia – de – Rivera –
Berta- de Vallarino – Marta – de – Ramírez – Julieta – de – Arosemena – Mariana 
– Morales – María – Enriqueta – de – Garrido y Queta, lívida, acercándose donde 
Monseñor, lívida y sin aquella sonrisa compuesta de siempre, [...] lívida y 
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solicitando con humildad, Su Señoría, interceda para que me dejen sacar unas 
cuantas mudas para mí y mis tres hijos que desde ayer tarde, digo, desde que los 
mandé a casa de mis padres, andan con la misma ropita y el guerrillero 
entrecerrando los ojos para ver mejor a su contrincante y accediendo con un 
sentimiento de triunfo, ya les hemos dicho, Señora, le decía, somos un 
movimiento humanitario que respeta la dignidad humana, llévese la casa entera si 
quiere, eso no nos interesa, oigalo bien, Señora, no-nos-interesa y, luego, con un 
ademán del que está acostumbrado a jugárselo todo porque él nada tiene, sí, vaya, 
mujer, vaya ahora mismo y tú, Mariana, tú que apenas si que disimulabas tu 
fastidio ante Queta, [...] tú que acaso hasta por un brevísimo instante te 
identificaste con Cero, mirando impúdicamente a Queta, pecosa Queta, la 
pelirroja Queta, tú pidiéndole al guerrillero quedarte, sí, hombre, no te asombres, 
quedarme he dicho, hasta el final del asunto, y el otro, sorprendido primero y 
después consintiendo, bueno, quédese, Usted, y yo, Mariana, captando tu deleite 
ante el triunfo sobre la debilidad infantil de mi mujer que se alejaba lloriqueando, 
moqueando, temblando por el corredor de la casa para regresar más tarde, siempre 
en compañía de un guerrillero, con dos maletas repletas de ropa [...]  

 
[the guerrillero calling to the musicians, those from the traditional folk group and 
the women, [...] calling the women by their first and last names, and that voice 
booming in the space seized by panic, María – de – González – Julia – de – 
Rivera –Berta- de Vallarino – Marta – de – Ramírez – Julieta – de – Arosemena – 
Mariana – Morales – María – Enriqueta – de – Garrido y Queta, livid, and without 
that composed smile she always wore, [...] livid and humbly begging, your honor, 
intercede so they let me get a few changes of clothes for me and my three children 
that since yesterday afternoon, I mean, since I took them to my parents’ house, 
have been wearing the same clothes and the guerrillero squinting so he could see 
his opponent better and agreeing with a feeling of triumph, we’ve already told 
you, ma’am, he said, we are a humanitarian movement that respects human 
dignity, take the whole house if you want to, we don’t care, listen well, ma’am, 
we-don’t-care and, later, with a gesture of someone who is used to risking 
everything because he doesn’t have anything, yes, go, woman, go right now and 
you, Mariana, you who could hardly contain your annoyance with Queta, [...] you 
who for a brief moment identified with Cero, looking nastily at Queta, freckled 
Queta, redheaded Queta, you asking the guerrillero if you could stay, yes, man, 
don’t be surprised, I said I want to stay until it’s all over, and the other, shocked at 
first and consenting later, fine, stay and I, Mariana, perceiving your delight at 
your triumph over my wife’s childish weakness as she left sniveling, her nose 
running, tembling down the hall only to come back later, always accompanied by 
a guerrillero, with two suitcases full of clothes [...]] (127-8) 

 
The first indication that Mariana is considered an exceptional woman is found as the 

guerrillero calls out the women’s names. Every woman except Mariana is “de” [of] 

someone else, ostensibly their husbands. Mariana stands out as the lone independent 
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woman right from the start. To further emphasize the distinction between the two women, 

Garrido goes on to describe his wife’s petty selfishness as she begs to be allowed to take 

some of her belongings with her as she leaves. The juxtaposition here between Queta and 

Cero highlights the gap in both consciousness and education that separates this high-

society debutante from the working class guerrilla. Queta’s whining over the fact that she 

and her children have been unable to change clothes pales in comparison to the scarcity 

that Cero likely suffered as a child and continues to suffer as a revolutionary. 

Furthermore, Queta is completely unaware of the ridiculousness of her behavior to Cero. 

Her concerns are certainly trivial in the larger scheme of what is happening in her home. 

For an instant, Mariana is actually aligned with her captor as she too despises Queta for 

her cowardly and unthinking actions. Mariana, in direct contraposition to Queta, 

demonstrates both her independence and her bravery (and even perhaps her recklessness) 

by requesting to remain in the house with the men. This decision will mean Mariana’s 

demise, because, like Antigone in Butler’s analysis of her, Mariana effectively puts at 

risk her entire social existence by defying the socio-symbolic regime that determines 

normative female behavior.37 For Butler, this is a “performative reconfiguration,” a 

subversive displacement fighting an internal guerrilla battle of turning against the 

hegemonic field on its own terms, as opposed to the much more radical act of a thorough 

reconfiguration of the entire field, which is in effect what Cero hopes to achieve. So, 

while Mariana appears to be temporarily aligned with the revolutionary leader, these are 

the issues that seem to define the differences between she and him. Butler's matrix of 

social existence as well as Lacan's is that of a forced choice. In order to exist at all within 

the socio-symbolic space, one has to accept the fundamental alienation, the definition of 
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one's existence in the terms of the "big Other." As Butler is quick to add, however, this 

should not constrain us to, what she perceives as, the Lacanian view according to which 

the symbolic order is a given which can only be effectively transgressed if the subject 

pays the price of psychic exclusion. So, on the one hand, we have the false imaginary 

resistance to the symbolic norm, and on the other, the psychotic breakdown. In this novel, 

Mariana pays the price of psychic exclusion through her death, but Garrido suffers the 

psychotic breakdown. 

 An especially illustrative example of the control that Mariana, and the memory of 

her, exerts over Tito Garrido occurs as he recalls their most intimate moments: 

y recién ahora, sí, ahora mismo es que descubro que nunca durante estos cuatro 
meses, nunca, Mariana, ni en esos momentos de intimidad absoluta, ni cuando 
tirados en la tierra, éramos tierra, éramos vida, éramos el universo con el 
universo, pronunciaron tus labios ni una sola vez, ni una vez que me querías, [...] 
Mariana, ¿por qué?, dime ¿por qué me hablabas únicamente en términos de esta 
relación nuestra, Mariana, de este vínculo, Tito, que nos une y sólo a veces teñías 
tus palabras con tintes de algo que yo no llegaba a reconocer qué era? y además 
¡como disimulabas! eras una maestra disimulando frente a Queta, repito su 
nombre, Queta, no creo que ella haya llegado a sospechar nada del asunto, no, 
pero, Mariana, escucha, dime que ese vínculo o como sea que lo llames fue para ti 
algo mucho más que una aventura, claro, dime que sí, te lo exijo, no, te ruego que 
dejes a un lado, por esta vez te suplico, [...]Y es que tú has sido, desde que te 
recuerdo, tan natural, quiero decir tan franca que a veces hasta rayabas en lo 
abrupta, Mariana, besaba tus labios que lentamente se entreabrían, suaves, que se 
amoldaban a los míos, húmedos, tan espontánea, amor, que aún ahora me pones 
en guardia ante mí mismo, ante mis dudas, ante esta serie de fórmulas y dogmas 
que me poseen y que tontamente quieren determinar incluso, el modo mismo 
como debiste exteriorizar tus sentimientos, ¡qué bruto soy!, coño, Mariana-amor-
¡qué bruto he sido!, tu cuerpo, como toda tú, desnudo, un cuerpo limpio, sin nada 
que ocultar, sincero, un ombligo pequeño en una carne tersa, un desamparo que 
llamabaa amarte a abrazarte, a poseerte para irme contagiando poco a poco de tu 
risa clara, de tu mirada abierta, de tu modo directo de enfocar las cosas, de tu 
curiosidad vital, de tu entrega lenta, de tu ironía misma, que me hacía descubrirme 
y descubrir con nueva luz o otros, y luego aquellos rasgos tuyos de ternura, que, 
vaya, me sembraron ganas nuevas de seguir viviendo [...] 

 
[and just now, yes, right now I discover that never in those four months, never, 
Mariana, not even in those moments of absolute intimacy, not even when we were 
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laid out on the earth, we were earth, we were life, we were the universe with the 
universe, did your lips pronounce even once, not even once that you loved me, 
[...] Mariana, why?, tell me why did you talk to me only in terms of our 
relationship, Mariana, of that connection, Tito, that unites us and only a few times 
did you tinge your words with a color of something that I never came to recognize 
what it was? and what’s more, how you pretended! you were a master at 
pretending in front of Queta, I’ll say her name again, Queta, I don’t think she’s 
ever come to suspect anything about the matter, no, but, Mariana, listen, tell me 
that yes, I demand, no, I beg of you that you leave it aside, this time I’m begging, 
[...] And it’s just that you have been, since I can remember, so natural, that is to 
say so frank that sometimes you verged on abrupt, Mariana, I kissed your lips that 
slowly parted, soft, that molded to mine, moist, so spontaneous, love, that even 
now you put me on guard with myself, with my doubts, with this series of 
formulas and dogmas that possess me and stupidly want to determine even my 
fate, the same way that you had to exteriorize your feelings, I’m such a fool!, 
fuck, what an idiot I’ve been!, your body, like the rest of you, naked, a clean 
body, with nothing to hide, sincere, a little belly with such smooth skin, a 
helplessness that called me to love you, to embrace you, to possess you so as to be 
infected by your clear laugh, by your slow surrender, by your irony even, that 
made me discover myself and discover others in a new light, and then your 
gestures of tenderness that, dear god, planted in me a new desire to keep living 
[...]](152-3) 

 
In this passage, Tito Garrido addresses Mariana, pleading with her, begging for some sign 

that she loved him. The image created by his words is not that of a strong, typically 

macho man, as one would expect, but rather they evoke a sense of desperation and 

powerlessness that continues to cast Garrido as symbolic woman and Mariana as 

symbolic man. If, as Butler suggests, gender performativity is power play, then Garrido’s 

symbolic occupation of a female subject position truly does relegate him to a situation of 

impotence, lacking both will and agency, and makes him dependent on his lover. It seems 

that Mariana’s independence of spirit was at once what attracted Garrido to her and made 

her inaccessible. Her unavailability reduces Garrido’s self-conception to rubble. Without 

Mariana, Tito Garrido finds himself floundering to make sense out of his life and his own 

subjectivity. Garrido laments that he cannot “possess” Mariana at all—not during their 

affair and most definitely not following her death. Mariana, whose influence opened 
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Garrido to novel ways of approaching his world-- so full of rigid norms and regulatory 

regimes-- is absence, and in her absence Garrido is unable to return to his life as family 

man, oligarch, politician and he also seems incapable of the alternative, which would be 

to reject or at least to modify his performance of normative social behaviors. As stated 

above, Mariana’s subversion of hegemonic norms as a performative reconfiguration 

operates within the hegemonic field rather than positing a radical transformation of it, and 

therefore her performative acts cannot effect such an about-face in her lover. Garrido is 

trapped between his previous self-conception and the myriad possibilities to which the 

fracturing of his subjectivity has opened him. Instead, the reader is presented with a Tito 

Garrido that is in shambles and completely powerless to achieve any sense of subjectivity 

at all. 

 Garrido continues to compare the two women in his life: his wife, Queta, and 

Mariana. He highlights the lack of mystery and emotion in his relationship with Queta, 

simultaneously causing Mariana’s non-normative behavior to stand out. He says: 

[...] la pecosa Queta, mi mujer, la pelirroja Queta, los dos ahí tirados en la cama, 
una desnudez porque sí y porque no, también, sin trascendencia, unos senos 
pequeños, casi de adolescente, las caderas estrechas, un cuerpo parecido al de mi 
madre, sólo que éste es pecoso como toda ella, un cuerpo que a la vez me gusta y 
me fastidia y que en nada me recuerda del tuyo, Mariana, Mariana-amor-, un 
cuerpo sin misterios, sin descubrimientos, donde los dos hemos sido simplemente 
sexo, un sexo desganado, encarcelado dentro de esta relación que petrifica y una y 
otra vez la monótona excitación y el orgasmo y el vacío, un pacto negro, caraste, 
donde ella y yo sabemos que ninguno habrá de atreverse nunca a romper las 
reglas, pero claro, Mariana, que no te estoy diciendo nada nuevo, nada que tú no 
previste desde el primer momento, digo, desde aquella noche en casa de Teresa 
cuando hiciste aquel brindis memorable, por Queta que te ha dado tres hijos en 
tres años y por la maravillosa inversión que ella representa [...] 

 
[[...] freckled Queta, my wife, redheaded Queta, both of us stretched out on the 
bed, nakedness just because and why not, too, meaningless, small breasts, almost 
like an adolescent, narrow hips, a body similar to that of my mother, except that 
this one is freckled like the rest of her, a body that at I like and hate at the same 
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time and that reminds me nothing of yours, Mariana, Mariana-love-, a body 
without mysteries, without discoveries, where we are just sex, an apathetic sex, 
imprisoned in this relationship that turns one into stone and time and time again 
the monotonous arousal and the orgasm and the emptiness, a pact with the devil, 
caraste, where she and I know that neither of us will ever dare to break the rules, 
but of course, Mariana, I’m not telling you anything new, nothing that you didn’t 
predict from the first moment, that is, during that night at Teresa’s house when 
you made that unforgettable toast, for Queta, who has given you three sons in 
three years and for the marvelous investment that she represents [...]](158-9) 

 
Garrido emphasizes his wife’s, and by extension his marriage’s, conventionality by 

detailing the monotony, lack of passion, and absence of love that characterizes both 

Queta and their relationship. Mariana, on the other hand, is a dynamic force who 

constantly “breaks the rules” that govern upper-class female subjectivity. Garrido 

demonstrates the reasons for his attraction to Mariana, accentuating Mariana’s mystery, 

sensuality, and exceptionality. Garrido is clearly torn between the normativity that 

characterizes his union with Queta and the subversion that he equates with his affair with 

Mariana. As I mentioned above, Mariana’s non-normative positioning displays how she 

who does connect with others dies a symbolic death like Antigone. Tito, on the other 

hand, is only able to perceive, in the end, his symbolic rape, and the reader, his symbolic 

transformation into “woman.” Garrido is unable to extricate himself from the limitations 

imposed on him by his social class and his gender, and this failure, too, highlights the 

fragililty of his identity as a sovereign subject with effective agency. 

 Additionally, the above fragment reflects a sort of critical examination on the part 

of Garrido about his motivations for marrying Queta. Garrido recalls Mariana’s caustic 

toast, in which she makes fun of the “rules of the game” that govern a woman’s worth as 

a spouse—she can provide heirs, and in this sense she represents an investment that 

yields considerable gains for the male heterosexual oligarchic subject and the 
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continuation and stability of his class. Garrido further considers the “costs” of his 

relationship with Queta when he makes the following exclamation about his marriage, 

which from the outside appears to be the perfect union because Queta conforms to all of 

the norms that regulate the conception of the oligarchic family, “pero a qué precio, 

¡chuleta!” [but at what price, oh man!] (180). Garrido recognizes at this point that his 

relationship with Queta, although it allowed Garrido to maintain his social status and 

wealth, implies a far greater cost than could ever be quantified in monetary terms. In 

effect, his marriage is also an agent of the fracturing of Garrido’s subjectivity, evidenced 

by the internal conflict that plagues him in the above passages. 

Because Gloria Guardia utilizes the depiction of Tito Garrido’s subjective 

disintegration to not only interrogate oligarchic masculinity but also to problematize 

Panamanian political sovereignty, rearticulating the relationship between Mariana and 

Garrido in terms of what Butler calls “passionate attachments” is particularly fruitful. 

Butler suggests that: “If there is no formation of the subject without a passionate 

attachment to those by whom she or he is subordinated, then subordination proves central 

to the becoming of the subject” (PLP 7). With this in mind, it would follow that 

Mariana’s subjectivity is dependent on her subordination to patriarchal norms of 

femininity. Her rebellion against these rules, displayed through the exercise of power that 

performatively casts her as masculine, is precisely the cause of her annihilation. In this 

way, Mariana, as a stand-in for Panama, represents with her tragic death a cautionary tale 

about the consequences of rejecting one’s submission to these passionate attachments.  

Butler suggests that “the desire to survive, “to be,” is a pervasively exploitable 

desire,” and although Mariana is not swayed by this need for self-preservation, Tito 
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Garrido certainly is (PLP 7). If, as I mentioned earlier, Garrido considers himself 

emblematic of Panama, he takes on the symbolic mantle of normative femininity as a 

means of recognizing his subjection to the North American superpower. The desire to 

survive, then, is so compelling that the heterosexual male oligarchic subject denies his 

own conception of sovereign subjectivity in order “to be.” For all of his posturing, 

Garrido is no more a sovereign subject than Panama is a sovereign nation. 

 

Conclusions 

With El último juego, then, Gloria Guardia achieves a multifaceted critique and 

undermining of Panamanian political sovereignty and of masculine oligarchic 

subjectivity. She systematically dismantles Garrido’s, and therefore Panama’s, self-

conception, and reveals through Mariana the violence that subversion of established 

norms of subjection occasions. Guardia, however forceful her criticism, does not posit 

alternatives for contestatory action but rather lays bare the fiction of sovereign 

subjectivity. The stylistic and discursive complexity with which Guardia articulates this 

point is what distinguishes her from her predecessors and casts this novel as one of the 

most innovative of its time. 

                                                
32 Gloria Guardia has roots both in Nicaragua and Panama, although she is 

typically considered a Panamanian writer. Guardia’s upbringing was privileged, and due 
to her father’s career as an engineer, Guardia and her family spent much of their time in 
the United States (www.gloriaguardia.com). Guardia completed her Bachelor of Arts in 
History and Literature at Vassar College in 1962. During her third year at Vassar, 
Guardia studied abroad at the Universidad Complutense in Madrid, Spain. It was during 
her stay in Madrid that Guardia composed her first novel, Tiniebla blanca [White 
darkness], for which she was awarded the Gold medal of the Society of Spanish and 
Iberoamerican Writers (1961). After graduating from Vassar, Guardia returned to Madrid 
where she took on advanced studies in Philosophy (1963-1965). Guardia began graduate 
school at Columbia University in 1966, earning a Master’s degree in Comparative 
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Literature in 1968. Guardia’s body of work is varied among many genres, including: 
essay, journalism, novel, short story, testimonio, and literary criticism. 
 Guardia’s primary literary focus is narrative, whether that be novel, short story or 
testimonio. Among her most notable novels are: Tiniebla blanca [White darkness] 
(1961); El último juego [The Last Game] (1977; revised edition 2009); Libertad en 
llamas [Liberty in Flames] (1999); and Lobos al anochecer [Wolves at sunset] (2006). 
Her two most famous works of short fiction are Cartas apócrifas [Apocryphal Letters] 
and La carta [The Letter] (1999). 
 Guardia has won numerous literary awards for her work, including: the Central 
American Prize for her novel, El último juego (1976); the National Prize for Short Story, 
Bogotá, Colombia, for Cartas apócrifas (1996); and the National Book Prize in 
Venezuela for her critical work, Rogelio Sinán a la luz de las nuevas propuestas críticas 
sobre la narrativa latinoamericana [Rogelio Sinán in the Light of New Critical 
Approaches to Latin American Narrative] (2009). Additionally, her novel, Libertad en 
llamas, was a finalist for the Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz Prize for Novel in 2000. 
Guardia has also been recognized by various international organizations for her writing, 
and she has also taken leadership roles in these groups. Most notably, she is a Vice-
president of PEN International, President of PEN International’s Iberoamerican 
Foundation, and a member of Colombia’s Commission of Linguistics. She has 
collaborated with Spain’s Royal Academy and has been recognized by the United States’ 
Library of Congress as part of their archive of voices. Manuscripts of Tiniebla blanca and 
El último juego can be found at Vassar College, along with a collection of her papers. 
Guardia and her husband split their time between their homes in Panama and Bogotá. 
33 Omar Torrijos was the Commander of the Panamanian National Guard and de facto 
leader of Panama from 1968-1981, despite never officially being elected President. He is 
best known for negotiating the 1977 Torrijos-Carter Treaty in which Panamanian 
sovereignty of the Panama Canal would be (and, indeed, was) ceded back to the country 
in 1999. He was a staunch U.S. ally. Manuel Noriega, also a military man, was also de 
facto ruler of Panama, naming himself “Maximum Leader of National Liberation” in 
1983, the post at which he continued until his forceful removal by U.S. forces in 1989. 
34For a full account of how Guardia parodies the Panamanian elite, see Arias, Arturo. 
Taking Their Word: Literature and the Signs of Central America. Minneapolis: UMP, 
2007. 62-66. 
35 See Silverman, Kaja. Male Subjectivity at the Margins. New York: Routledge, 1992. 
36 Entreguismo is defined by a tendency to sell out national interests to foreign interests. 
37 For Butler’s full discussion of Antigone, see Antigone’s Claim: Kinship Between Life 
& Death. New York: Columbia UP, 2000. 
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Chapter 6: Jacinta Escudos 

 
In the Introduction and in the chapter on Claribel Alegría I remarked that the 

Latin American woman writer was not only present in the national literary scene as early 

as colonial times but was also already present in the high social circles of Central 

America’s bourgeoisie in the early 20th century. However, there is greater fluidity in the 

social placement of contemporary women writers.  

In this chapter, I will explore the work of contemporary Salvadoran novelist 

Jacinta Escudos to argue that, in the genealogy of Central American women authors that I 

establish in this dissertation, Escudos produces the most comprehensive critique of 

subjectivity of the six authors I have discussed. She achieves this evaluation and censure 

of traditional notions of identity because the issues she frames in her texts are salient and 

meaningful in post-revolution Central America, and she is capable of articulating 

discursively these systems of thought in a unique structure of novelistic form and style. It 

is for this reason that Escudos’s postwar narrative production is that with which I am 

concerned in this section. I perceive Escudos’s award-winning 2003 novel, A-B-Sudario 

[A-B-Shroud],38 as emblematic of postwar Central American literature in general and as 

the most radical examination of subjectivity that any Central American woman author has 

published to date in large part due to the parallel crises of subjectivity that she represents 

in her text through her unruly protagonist, Cayetana. The language in the novel itself 

articulates the incoherence of the subject by fragmenting its own signifiers and discursive 

patterns within the textuality itself, as I will show in my analysis. 
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Jacinta Escudos was born in San Salvador, El Salvador, in 1961 (Comisión Cívica 

Democrática). An autodidact, she began writing at the age of thirteen (A-B-Sudario 

biography). Escudos is author of numerous novels, short stories, poems, and chronicles in 

addition to journalistic pieces, her personal blog, Jacintario, and Facebook and Twitter 

pages. She has lived in Nicaragua, Germany, and Costa Rica,39 where she resided until 

her return to El Salvador in early 2010 (Bio-bibliografía). Escudos’s artistic expression is 

not limited to writing. She is also at times a painter and actress (A-B-Sudario biography). 

Her work has been anthologized in more than twenty publications, particularly in 

collections of Central American short fiction. Escudos has appeared at numerous 

conferences, delivering talks such as “Literatura en Centro América: invisibles a plena 

vista” [Literature in Central America: Invisible in Plain Sight]40 and “Los hijos de Sísifo: 

¿por qué escribir en El Salvador de hoy?” [The Children of Sisyphus: Why Write in 

Today’s El Salvador?].41 While much of Escudos’s oeuvre remains unpublished due to 

the limitations of the publishing industry in Central America,42 she has still amassed a 

number of important works,43 and received the Décimos Juegos Florales de Ahuachapán 

prize in for short fiction in 2002 for her until-recently unpublished Crónicas para 

sentimentales [Chronicles for Sentimentals].44  

 

Signification in Jacinta Escudos’s Fiction 

In all of her work, Escudos focuses primarily on destroying traditional identitary 

myths, whether they be related to gender, class, or nationhood. Escudos reveals that such 

rigid conceptions of subjectivity are artificial, as well as fallacious, and by attempting to 
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subvert or even to dismantle them, she enacts a rebellion against any notion of sovereign 

subjectivity. 

Even from her first, albeit unintended45, entrance into the international literary 

scene, Jacinta Escudos has sought to reveal, criticize, and subvert forms of sovereign 

subjectivity. In Letter from El Salvador, the poem “To Come Back” illustrates not only 

the subject’s fragmentation but also the abject state of a country at war with itself. 

Escudos writes: “You feel overcome by a nameless anguish. What could happen today? / 

You can’t even think about tomorrow. / Your sense of continuity in this place has been 

lost” (Carter et al. 134). The poetic voice reflects on the “anguish” of uncertainty caused 

by the chaos of civil war. She laments an absent “sense of continuity” that meets her as 

she returns to El Salvador from her voluntary exile. The constant questioning (“Why did I 

come back?”) that the speaker enacts evidences at once self-reflection and doubt. The 

existential angst of the poem’s speaker is reflected in the constant reminders that in war, 

in El Salvador, one confronts death at every turn. In response to these anxieties and brutal 

realities, the poetic voice remains resolute, even defiant, saying: “But you don’t give a 

damn for what they say. / You know why you’ve come back” (Carter et al. 135). 

Throughout, the poetic voice maintains a critical stance in the face of vicious repression 

at the hands of the military-led Salvadoran government.  

Similarly, in Apuntes de una historia de amor que no fue, Escudos presents the 

reader with a similarly rebellious woman’s perspective, that of Martina Caridad. The text 

frames the civil war in El Salvador in terms of a woman and her relationship with 

another, male, guerrilla combatant. The intimate narration of the experience of civil war 

that Apuntes depicts is not limited merely to critiques of government and ideology but is 
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also tied to more general questions and interrogations of subjectivity. The protagonist 

ruminates about the nature of subjectivity early in the text, conflicted about whether or 

not to join the guerrillas in armed struggle:  

Me podría ir con los guerrilleros, ¿entendés? Pero no sé...uno deja de creer en 
tantas cosas y después va creyendo y conociendo otras, se va desprendiendo pero 
se va creciendo uno mismo, y entonces ¿dónde queda la verdad? ¿cuál es la 
verdad?, en un poco como si al final no se pudiera creer nada.  
 
[I could join up with the guerrillas, understand? But I don’t know...you stop 
believing in so many things and later start believing in and finding out about 
others, you keep getting rid of them but you’re growing, and so, where’s the 
truth? what is the truth?, it’s a little like in the end you can’t believe in anything.] 
(29) 

 
In terms of the historical context in which this novel was written, such existential disquiet 

can be explained by the reigning chaos of war. Such reflections on the nature of 

subjectivity are not limited to Escudos’s wartime literary production and are present in 

her latter work as well. As we will discover, the lawlessness and violence that 

characterizes wartime does not disappear in the postwar period in Central America. In 

fact, Martina Caridad’s disillusionment prefigures the cynicism that pervades post-war 

era Central American literature, an attitude adopted as a result of the failure of the 

utopian dreams of the revolutionary projects of the 1970s and 80s, as a response to the 

rampant poverty and violence in the region, and as a survival strategy (Cortez 3).46 This 

kind of critical positioning is the thread that runs through not only Escudos’s civil war era 

poetry and prose but also through her post-war narrative in general. While maintaining an 

oppositional stance to normative notions of identity and subjectivity, Escudos’s narrative, 

along with that of many other Central American writers, undergoes a subtle process of 

transformation in the years following the Salvadoran civil war. While the primary focus 

of this section will be A-B-Sudario, I do not wish to ignore her other works. I will refer to 
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each of them briefly to situate them within the progression of Escudos’s continual 

questioning of sovereign subjectivity. Before continuing to the examination of Escudos’s 

postwar texts, it is necessary to first trace the historical context of postwar Central 

America and the reinvention of the region’s literature that accompanied this tenuous 

democratic transition. 

 

Transition in Central America: The Specter of Violence and Disorder 

The postwar period in Central America is marked not only by political and social 

changes but also by a transformation of literary culture that distinguishes narrative 

production of this period from previous models, such as the politically committed 

literature of the revolution years and the punctual popularity of the testimonio,47 which 

fleetingly hegemonized discursive practices in the isthmus in the late 1980s and early 

90s. Beatriz Cortez argues in her “Estética del cinismo” (2000) that “El final de las 

guerras civiles en Centroamérica [...] facilitó la reinvención de la producción cultural 

centroamericana” [The end of the civil wars in Central America [...] facilitated the 

reinvention of Central American cultural production] (1). Similarly, Arturo Arias 

underlines the stylistic and thematic changes that characterize this reinvention: the 

absence of overtly political discourse, authors who no longer pretend to speak for the 

masses, and much more experimental narrative styles (22-23). The Central American 

postwar novel is characterized by a pervasive disenchantment with traditional 

formulations of identity (such as those of gender and nationality), and demonstrates a 

much more existential preoccupation in its examination and destruction of the established 

systems of control that govern the subject (Cortez 5). Questioning these notions of power 
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and subjectivity results in a fragmentary subject while at the same time providing the 

subject with the possibility of escaping, in one way or another, the public norms that 

decide who is socially legible and who will be relegated to the margins. 

 Contra-corriente [Against the Current], published in 1993, is Escudos’s first 

postwar publication and, as such, the Salvadoran civil war is still present in the author’s 

imaginary, particularly in the stories “Mirá Lislique, qué bonito” [Look at Lislique, how 

beautiful], “Mi novio el asaltante de bancos” [My boyfriend the bank robber], and 

“Cuando Margarita se fue a Miami” [When Margarita went to Miami]. While these three 

narratives examine aspects of the war, the vast majority of the stories do not deal directly 

with it. In fact, what one encounters is a collection of stories dedicated to “todos los que 

nadamos contra-corriente” [all of us who swim against the current] (5). Escudos presents 

the reader with a collection of undesirables, rebels, subversives, and outcasts. The stories 

that Escudos writes are told from the perspectives of such marginal figures as a “viejecita 

necia” [dirty old lady]; a street criminal whose first experience is being tossed like 

garbage into a latrine; various female figures that are considered mentally unstable or 

socially aberrant; and abused children. This more intimist perspective, as Sergio Ramírez 

has noted, is typical of postwar Central American narrative fiction (quoted in Villalta 95). 

The shift away from an overt political agenda is obvious in this text but one should keep 

in mind what the author herself reminds her readers in a 2006 interview with Linda J. 

Craft: “cuando yo comencé a escribir [...], yo siempre me volqué a escribir sobre lo 

íntimo, sobre las relaciones” [when I started writing, I always threw myself into writing 

about the personal, about relationships] (Conversación 126-7). The distinction that 

Escudos makes is intended to counter Ramírez’s affirmation about postwar literature, 
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highlighting the continual representations of intimacy in her work. Although Escudos 

disavows her categorization as a postwar author on the grounds mentioned above, 

Contra-corriente most certainly signals a transition away from political preoccupations, 

and in doing so falls into the more general parameters of the new postwar Central 

American narrative. The stories that best represent this shift explore the more brutal 

aspects of society or, as Escudos terms it, “zoociedad [zoo-ciety]” (Craft Conversación 

130). In such stories as “Hirohito, mi amor” [Hirohito, my love] and “Hereje” [Heretic], 

Escudos employs animal protagonists in order to render a critique of human society, in 

particular of the violence inherent to the normative heterosexual relationship and the 

injustice of woman’s prescribed destiny as lover and mother. In other stories, Escudos’s 

protagonists are human beings who act just as brutally as their animal counterparts as I 

will demonstrate in the following paragraphs.  

“El congelador de papá” [Daddy’s Freezer] is narrated by a child and recounts the 

grisly details of his/her mother’s murder and dismemberment by the father, 

simultaneously highlighting machista violence and undermining the depiction of the 

marriage as the “modelo de la nación” [national model] (27). Appearances, the story 

reveals, are just that and conforming to the cultural norm does not always end in happily-

ever-after. The problematics of conformism and feigned adherence to hegemonic codes 

recur consistently in Escudos’s narrative.  

“Pequeña biografía de un indeseable” [Short biography of an undesirable] depicts 

the story of a street criminal whose personal trajectory originates with his mother’s 

undesired and hidden pregnancy, his clandestine birth and his mother’s subsequent 

attempt to dispose of her child by throwing him in the family’s latrine. This tale of 
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cruelty demonstrates the unjustness of a system that mandates that a woman marry if she 

becomes pregnant, thereby forcing this young woman to commit such an unspeakable act. 

Additionally, this story exhibits the resilience of the narrator, who is able to triumph 

“sobre la mierda y la muerte” [over shit and death] by embracing his marginality and 

living, fulfilled, as a petty street thief (51). 

“Pequeño incendio en la Plaza de la República” [Little fire in the Plaza of the 

Republic] details the self-immolation of a woman whose first attempt at suicide fails. She 

desires death because it will allow her to escape the “infiernillo cotidiano” [daily little 

hell] that is her life (85). Suicide is regarded in this text as a manner of self-

determination, of a will to construct her own subjectivity in a limit-experience, of taking 

control of one’s own destiny instead of following the social norms that command one’s 

submission and conformity (87).  

Like “El congelador de papá,” “El tenedor de mamá” [Mommy’s Fork] recounts 

familial violence that results from an assertion of subjectivity and desire on the part of a 

subordinate subject. When the child/narrator dares to defend herself against her mother’s 

recriminations, she is forcefully silenced by a fork in the eye. 

The stories collected in Contra-corriente undermine the conception of sovereign 

and/or integral subjectivity in a number of ways. First, Escudos reveals the overwhelming 

violence inherent in traditional power relations, particularly in terms of gender, that is not 

specifically limited to wartime. Additionally, she exposes the artificiality of traditional 

identitary constructs that mandate one’s conformity with social norms in order to be 

socially legible or that condemn those who seek agency to suicide, the only contestatary 

act that gives the subject power over the self. These representations reappear in Escudos’s 
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subsequent works, and are taken up again and transformed in A-B-Sudario into an 

exceedingly fragmentary notion of the self that seeks to counter the notion of 

sovereign/integral subjectivity. 

 Escudos’s 1997 collection of short stories, Cuentos sucios [Dirty Stories], is 

consistent in its problematization of subjectivity and gestures toward the formal 

experimentation that will characterize A-B-Sudario, particularly in the use of fragments 

of popular culture, word play and typographical experimentation. References to war are 

almost completely absent from this collection,48 and the stories focus above all on 

interrogating the problematics of gender violence. Escudos does not consider this issue 

one that can be easily remedied, and she perceives a close relationship between such 

brutality and the moral corruption and chaos of contemporary society. After El 

Salvador’s first democratic election in 1994, a focus on neoliberal reforms left 

unaddressed greater social injustices such as “poverty, unemployment, [and] the growing 

crime problem” (Booth et al. 112). In this collection, as in Contra-corriente, there is a 

constant presence of violence that evokes the generalized inhumanity of postwar society. 

In “Dos cavernas unidas, ¿hacen un beso o forman un túnel,” Escudos represents the 

paranoia instilled in the male protagonist by the civil war and the trials of war criminals. 

The narrator observes: 

Dante habla en voz baja, como si hubiese otras personas en la habitación, con 
temor a ser escuchado. Penélope lo mira con atención. Exagera, dramatiza, es 
parte de la permanente paranoia de Dante, siempre sospechando que alguien lo 
persigue, siempre imaginando que alguien quiere matarlo, hacerle daño, mala 
conciencia, malos pasos en alguna parte, está segura, cosas que él no le ha 
contado porque Dante no confía en nadie, apenas en ella y un poco, no tanto como 
para contarle todas las verdades, todas sus pequeñas, sucias miserias. 
 
[Dante speaks in a low voice, as if there were other people in the room, for fear of 
being heard. Penélope watches him attentively. He exaggerates, dramatizes, it is 
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part of Dante’s permanent paranoia, always suspecting that someone is following 
him, always imagining that someone wants to kill him, hurt him, guilty 
conscience, bad steps somewhere, to be sure, things that he hasn’t told her 
because Dante doesn’t trust anyone, barely her and still only a little, not so much 
so as to tell her the whole truth, all his small, dirty miseries] (21). 
 

Dante fears retribution from the secret police that are, he claims, disfiguring collaborators 

so the victims of their brutality during the war cannot recognize their faces in court. 

Additionally, Penélope surmises that the secret police will also maim their opponents. 

The story ends as Dante and Penélope kiss, and Dante takes advantage of Penélope’s 

closed eyes to cut her face. The paranoia cultivated by the secret police invades the 

domestic space, and Dante perpetrates this act of violence, apparently aroused as he licks 

the blood flowing from the wound on Penélope’s cheek. The eroticization of violence is a 

reflection of the quotidian nature that such brutality acquired during the war years, and 

Escudos demonstrates that this attitude permeates postwar society as well. 

In “She came in through the bathroom window,” Escudos represents gender 

violence and expands her examination to include a problematization of normative gender 

roles and, by extension, of traditional notions of subjectivity. The story depicts an 

encounter between two lovers. The narration alternates between third person, dialogue, 

and the interior monologue of each of the lovers, all of which are periodically interrupted 

by fragments of various songs from the Beatles album Abbey Road. These stylistic games 

will characterize A-B-Sudario as well, and serve to unmask the artificial nature of 

subjectivity, especially in terms of gender roles. The female protagonist reflects: “el 

juego consiste en no creerse nada de eso que te dicen, porque al final, los demás también 

tienen su juego” [the game consists of not believing yourself to be what they tell you 

because, in the end, everyone else also has their game] (author’s emphasis 12). Again, 
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Escudos represents the construction of subjectivity and posits that a critical, oppositional 

stance is necessary to survive the violent imposition of social norms by the agents of 

hegemony. The male lover’s game is a violent one, “el juego del dolor” [the pain game], 

in which he lies to his mistress claiming to love her while physically and psychologically 

abusing her (12). The female lover’s game appears to be to observe and then disrupt her 

lover’s organized life, to interrogate him, and, finally, to leave him with the indelible 

memory of her presence as she mysteriously vanishes. Because, as Foucault would have 

it in his History of Sexuality, knowledge, power, and pleasure are all inextricably linked 

in the same creative process, the desire that the female lover incites in her male 

counterpart through her “game” is evidence of her own power play, as it were. The 

female lover’s absence is precisely that which holds command over her lover and causes 

his perpetual anxiety. The purpose of this exercise of power, employed as a mechanism 

of regulation and discipline of male subjectivity, is to define the other. She has achieved 

not only a questioning of the nature of subjectivity but also an undermining of the male 

patriarchal subject’s self-conception as whole, as integral, as powerful, as authoritative, 

and as rational. This discursive practice will reappear in A-B-Sudario and extend beyond 

a dismantling of the notions of subjectivity of the male patriarchal subject to negate the 

possibility of integral/sovereign subjectivity as a general construct. 

 El desencanto [The Disenchantment], Escudos’s 2001 novel, is the story of 

Arcadia and her search for love. It begins with a fairy tale and ends with “el corazón 

ajado, marchito, desengañado, tremendamente cansado, como el de una antigua y viuda 

anciana, envuelta en negro, desbordante de arrugas” [her heart worn and withered, 

disillusioned, tremendously tired, like an ancient widowed old woman, wrapped in black, 
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with boundless wrinkles] (200-1), or as the author herself terms it: “Desde el mito hasta 

la desmitificación” [From the myth to its demystification] (Craft Conversación 128). In 

this novel, existence is cruel, but this brutality has much less to do with the war and its 

after-effects than with a quotidian reality characterized by heteronormativity and the 

unequal power dynamics contained therein. It seems that all vestiges of political rhetoric 

are erased. With this novel Escudos transitions completely into the postwar discourse 

mentioned earlier. Additionally, as Arias points out in his discussion of A-B-Sudario, 

Escudos’s postwar narrative distances itself not only from a representation of war, but 

also from geographical specificity; Arias observes: “[T]here is no recognizable nation at 

work” (Taking 23). This holds true for El desencanto as well. The narrative voice 

represents a post-national subject whose preoccupations are existential rather than 

political, and these concerns will be put in greater relief in A-B-Sudario. 

 Felicidad doméstica y otras cosas aterradoras [Domestic Happiness and Other 

Terrifying Things] (2002) is the next of Escudos’s postwar texts. It is a diminutive 

collection of short stories, and the first lines of the text signal its content: 

La familia es la primera unidad represora de la sociedad. 
A través de esa estructura, la sociedad se encarga de programarnos con las 

reglas del juego de la vida. 
Violas las reglas y te convertirás en paria. 
A eso se le llama “educación”. En realidad se trata de “domesticación”.  
 
[The family is the primary repressive unit of society. 
Through this structure, society takes it upon itself to program us with the 

rules of the game of life. 
You break these rules and you will become a pariah. 
This is what they call “education.” In reality it is “domestication.”] (5) 

 
Escudos, in this text as in many of her earlier texts, employs a critique of heterosexual 

normativity in order to delve into more generalized questions of subjectivity. The author 
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regards the norms that govern sex and gender as most severe in terms of the repression 

and suppression of contestatary or alternative agency/subjectivity. Escudos proposes 

contestatary action as a means of transcending the false binaries established by the 

heteronormative regulatory regime that seeks to “domesticate” its subjects, women and 

non-normative men in particular. Her introduction closes with this admonishment: 

No tendrás absolutamente nada que perder. Nada. Lo único que tienes en 
tu vida es la muerte. Y ése es un compromiso con el cual todos tenemos que 
cumplir, sin excepción alguna. Hasta Jesus Christ Superstar. 

Entonces, muéstrate hacia fuera tal como eres y llega al fondo de ti mismo 
y descubre lo que eres. Escúchate a ti. No hagas caso a los demás. 

 
[You have absolutely nothing to lose. Nothing. The only thing you have in 

your life is death. And this is a commitment we all have to honor, no exceptions. 
Even Jesus Christ Superstar. 

So, show outwardly who you are and reach into the depths of your being 
and discover what you are. Listen to yourself. Don’t pay attention to anyone else.] 
(7) 

 
The theme of death present in the above quotation recurs throughout this collection as an 

organizing motif. The subject of death and suicide reappears in A-B-Sudario. It is notable 

that sections of Felicidad doméstica are reproduced in Escudos’s 2003 novel as well.49 

Escudos’s protagonists entertain suicidal thoughts or desire death precisely when they 

become aware of the lack of control they have over their self-representation and over the 

actions of others. Death is considered both literal and figurative in “Algunas veces he 

muerto,” as the protagonist details the six times she has died. The most telling deaths are 

not included in the cipher, and are the figurative deaths that others wish on her. Again, 

Escudos emphasizes the violence that one experiences with the imposition of hegemonic 

regulatory fictions. In the end, the narrative voice confesses that she only pretends to live 

until Death, “el esperado buscado ansiado necesitado amante perfecto” [the anxiously 

awaited sought needed perfect lover], comes to claim her (27). In this story, as in A-B-
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Sudario, one must pretend to be something s/he is not in order to be intelligible. Such 

feigned affect is many times what launches Escudos’s protagonists into their personal 

crises of existential anxiety. 

 El Diablo sabe mi nombre [The Devil Knows My Name] (2008), although 

published five years after A-B-Sudario, continues to demonstrate similar existential 

nihilism. This collection of short stories has at its core the idea of metamorphosis, tales of 

mythical creatures and animals, and apocalyptic images. Neither gender is idealized; 

women are just as brutal and monstrous as their male counterparts. Animals serve to 

highlight the brutality of humankind, particularly in terms of the heterosexual love 

relationship and the norms mandated and enforced by agents of patriarchy, male or 

female. The transformations that some of the protagonists undergo highlight the 

mutability of identity and subjectivity. The apocalyptic images evoke a post-national, 

globalized context and highlight the role of writing in asserting one’s selfhood. The 

protagonist of “Días del fin” [End days], moments before being swept away by 

cataclysmic floods, has only one regret—not having written on the hospital’s walls “Yo 

estuve aquí” [I was here] so that “en la resurrección de los tiempos, la hubiera leído 

[alguien]” [in the resurrection of time, someone would have read it] (30). Doramar, the 

protagonist of “La flor del Espíritu Santo” [The flower of the Holy Ghost],50 utilizes 

writing as a means of connecting to herself, as a mode of resistance and survival:  

Vi mi letra redonda, pequeña, algo tan mío y que siempre seguiría ahí, escondido 
en mi puño, como una fotografía de mí misma. Pensé en toda la gente que el día 
de hoy debería cavar fosas mientras yo escribía. Sentí una especie de alegría al 
poder estar lejos de todo eso, gracias a un pedazo de papel. 
 
[I saw my round, small handwriting, something so properly mine and that would 
always be there, hidden in my fist, like a picture of myself. I thought about all the 
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people that would be digging graves today while I write. I felt a sort of happiness 
at the ability to be far away from all of this, thanks to a piece of paper.] (94) 

 
Writing is an act that allows one to express his/her truth(s). These motifs present in El 

Diablo sabe mi nombre all serve to interrogate notions of subjectivity and such 

problematization is not limited to gender, nationality, class, or any other classificatory 

marker. The proposition that writing is a way of connecting to one’s being, one’s 

existence is carried over from A-B-Sudario and remains an essential element of Escudos’s 

notion of subjectivity. 

 

A-B-Sudario: Escudos’s Manifesto of Disorderly Subjectivity 

With her novel A-B-Sudario (2003), Jacinta Escudos becomes the emblem of 

Central American postwar authors, whose primary concern is no longer nationalist or 

explicitly political but rather centers more on the deployment and exercise of power to 

invent a non-oppressed female subjectivity that emblematizes my argument on sovereign 

subjectivity. Escudos not only questions traditional notions of subjectivity but also 

proposes an alternative to such reductive, homogenizing structures that embraces the 

fragmentation of the subject and considers writing the best vehicle for experiencing and 

constructing such subjectivity. In the case of Escudos’s protagonist in A-B-Sudario, 

Cayetana, the subject recognizes her fragmentation and the institutions that govern her 

comportment and acknowledges her performances of subjectivity. 

 Escudos uses Cayetana to undermine the notion of the possibility of an integral, 

and therefore sovereign, subject. Cayetana finds it difficult to construct her own 

subjectivity although we discover through the reading process that she writes the text 

itself. It is ultimately through the writing process that Cayetana achieves a sort of 
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contentment with her fragmentary self. Above all, one deduces from this narrative the 

impossibility of fully knowing oneself as an integral, immutable subject even though one 

attempts to perform such a notion of subjectivity for the benefit of those gazing at 

him/her. 

 Escudos also uses secondary characters, all of whom are men (The Pharisee, The 

Trumpeter, the Apostle Peter, and Homer), to delve more deeply into the problematics of 

subjectivity. These four figures, representative of the patriarchal order, appear to be 

solely occupied by their efforts to interpret Cayetana. These efforts to impose meaning on 

another are emblematic of the ideological practice of normalizing, homogenizing, and 

dominating, typical of the hegemonic powers-that-be in society. The failure of these 

attempts to decipher Cayetana, as we will see, represents the inability of traditional 

models of subjectivity to demand that the subject conform to constrictive and reductive 

socio-ideological parameters. Additionally, the breakdown of heteronormativity’s 

regulation of the system of performance is demonstrated through the men’s inability to 

force Cayetana to construct a legible and therefore acceptable set of performances and 

behaviors. 

The form of the novel is also essential to this project of subversion of traditional 

models of subjectivity because it serves as a reflection of the falsity of any such thing as 

unitary selfhood. The novel is comprised of a pastiche of fragments from advertisements, 

the protagonist’s personal diary, artifacts of popular culture, and many scenes that mimic 

theatrical or film scripts. The fragmentary structure, the variety of narrative voices, 

together with the existential theme presents the reader with a sensation of rupture, of the 
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difficulty of understanding oneself, of the impossibility of achieving an integral 

subjectivity, particularly in postwar Central America. 

 In this analysis, I employ Judith Butler’s conceptualization of the speech act and 

of agency (ES 1997), which reveals the error of equating the speech act with the 

sovereign subject. By separating the speech act from the institutions of hegemony and 

extending it to the margins, Butler opens up a space for contestatary speech that subverts 

any notion of the existence of a sovereign subject. Although language is frequently a 

mechanism of control and of violence, it can also function as a locus of contestatary 

agency. It is precisely the critique of sovereignty that opens up such a subversive space. I 

extend this idea of the speech act to the written word in order to demonstrate the 

protagonist’s, as well as the author’s, radical refiguring of subjectivity. 

Arturo Arias, Misha Kokotovic and other critics have cited the untrustworthy 

character of the narrator in postwar Central American literature, and Cayetana is no 

exception. Cayetana’s narrative in A-B-Sudario is less than credible due in large part to 

her habitual use of drugs (cocaine and marihuana), her heavy drinking, and the references 

she makes to herself as Mrs. Hyde, an effectively fragmented figure. Cayetana justifies 

her drinking as a way to ignore the identity that is imposed on her. She states: “si no me 

la tomo continuaré siendo esa que no quiero ser de noche, ni de día, ni a ninguna hora” [if 

I don’t drink I’ll continue being this person that I don’t want to be at night, or in the 

daytime, or anytime at all] (14-15). Cayetana has already signaled to the reader the fact 

that she pretends to be what she is not (“finjo ser muy cool” [i pretend to be really cool] 

[14]), and she will repeatedly remind the reader of this fact throughout the text. 
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Cayetana’s fragmentation and disorderliness are a reflection of the social 

instability that plagues postwar Central America, characterized by generalized corruption, 

criminality, and poverty, by the inability of the government to help their own people, and 

marked by new forms of oppression linked to neoliberalism and globalization (Arias 

Taking 220). Cayetana describes the two cities she inhabits in a very telling manner. 

Sanzívar, a bustling city, is full of unknown, lurking dangers. She comments: 

(no importa el nombre [de la calle], todas son iguales de letales, sobre todo e esa 
hora y si tú eres una mujer sola, no importa si eres la hija de Frankenstein o Miss 
Universo, todo ser vivo que camine / repte / se mueva por las calles de esa ciudad 
es blanco de la indiscutible ley que rige esos bulevares: o te mueres o te mato) 
 
[(it doesn’t matter the name of the street, all of them are equally lethal, above all 
at this hour and if you’re a woman walking alone, it doesn’t matter if you’re 
Frankenstein’s daughter or Miss Universe, all living beings that walk / slither / 
move through the streets of this city are targets of the undisputable law that 
governs these boulevards: either you die or I kill you).] (72) 

 
In contemporary Sanzívar, lawlessness still prevails, and the violence described by 

Cayetana is much more generalized, and therefore more menacing, than explicitly 

government-sponsored terrorism. Karma Town is characterized in quite a different way, 

but one still perceives the disorder of postwar Central America. While Karma Town is 

comparatively safe in contrast with Sanzívar, it is a desert-like wasteland of a once 

thriving urban center that suffers the aftermath of a devastating earthquake (55-56). After 

a natural disaster strikes, the ruinous situation in which Karma Town finds itself gestures 

toward governmental inability to aid its citizens. While each city has its attraction for 

Cayetana, each is also dysfunctional and disordered. 

Cayetana’s identity as a postnational, border-crossing character also serves to 

undermine sovereign subjectivity. Ulf Hedetoft and Mette Hjort, in The Postnational Self 

(2002), highlight the nature of postnationality as a destabilizing force: 
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But what, for instance, if where we feel we belong (our “cultural” or “ethnic” 
home) does not match objective ascriptions of membership (our “political” or 
“civic” home), because “belonging” separates into its two constituent parts: 
“being” in one place, and “longing” for another? This is where the web starts to 
get tangled, where ostensible simplicity is supplanted by complexity, permanence 
by mutability, clear-cut boundaries by fluid images of self and other. (vii) 

 
Cayetana suffers the crisis of postnational identity, the conflict between “being” and 

“longing.” Cayetana spends much of the chapter “Tarjetas Postales: Y volver, volver, 

¿volver?” [Postcards: And return, return, return?] teasing out the details of her personal 

conflict between Sanzívar (what could be termed her “cultural” home) and Karma Town 

(her “political” home). She contrasts “aquí” (Karma Town) with “allá” (Sanzívar), 

defining Karma Town as the locus of longing: “este lugar donde nunca dejarán de 

señalarla con el dedo y llamarla ‘extranjera’” [that place where they will never stop 

pointing at her and calling her “foreigner”] (53). Conversely, Sanzívar is characterized as 

the country of her childhood, the place to which she always desires to return but finds 

that she cannot because “el lugar al que quiere regresar ya no existe” [the place to which 

she wants to return no longer exists] (53). Sanzívar is the place of origin: “mi madre es 

esa ciudad, mi cordón umbilical es el asfalto de sus calles” [my mother is this city, my 

umbilical cord is the asfalt of her streets] (58) whereas Karma Town is her adopted home: 

“vives en ella y la maldices. cuando estás lejos, la lloras” [you live in her and you curse 

her. when you are far away, you cry for her] (author’s emphasis 58). No matter where 

Cayetana finds herself, she is constantly plagued by a sense of longing for the “there” 

where she is not. Postnationalism, in Cayetana’s case, evokes a sense of rootlessness, of 

constant desire that, once fulfilled, becomes undesirable. Her identity is in this sense 

highly liminal because she can never fully identify with “aquí” or “allá.” Cayetana, in her 

postnational self, embodies instability, suspension, and fragmentation. In a globalized 



 

 222 

context, sovereign, integral subjectivity is represented as an impossibility, a desire never 

fulfilled. 

The protagonist’s fragmentation brings with it a strong sense of loneliness and 

cynicism. As Cortez points out, this cynicism serves as a defense mechanism that allows 

one to overcome the overwhelming pessimism of the postwar. Cynicism, in the sense of 

the word employed by Althusser, refers to a subject that transgresses the fiction of the 

unitary subject as bound by the strictures of the dominant ideology and outside of the 

realm of social recognition (696). From the very beginning of the text, Escudos provides 

the reader with signifiers that point to this cynicism. The novels opens with an epigraph, 

a fragment of a popular song “Reflections of my life” from the group The Marmalade: 

“The world is a bad place, a bad place / A terrible place to live, oh, but I don’t wanna 

die.” This epigraph not only reflects the social situation of the time period, but also 

suggests the personal trajectory of the protagonist and her existential anxiety that is 

narrated throughout the text. 

When Cayetana engages in self-reflection, she alternates between feelings of 

complete insignificance and desires for self-annihilation and a sense of power, of being in 

complete control. For example, she muses: “quiero negarme a mí misma, tomar la goma 

de un lápiz y borrarme y no saber que existo” [i want to negate myself, to take a pencil 

eraser and erase myself and not know that i exist] (author’s emphasis 15) and only a few 

pages later she affirms: “todo estaba bajo mi absoluto control / me siento poderosa / 

bendita seas, Cayetana, entre todos los hombres” [everything was under my complete 

control / i feel powerful / blessed are you, Cayetana, among all men] (author’s emphasis 

31). These vacillations of self-perception point to the impossibility of a fixed or sovereign 
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subjectivity. The reflection that follows sums up this sense of fragmentation: “todos los 

días el mismo espejo y una yo diferente” [everyday the same mirror and a different me] 

(46). The idea of an integral subjectivity evaporates when Cayetana realizes that: “las 

personas son capaces de hacer cualquier cosa, en cualquier circunstancia, y [...] eso es 

algo que no puedes medir ni prevenir ni premeditar” [people are capable of doing 

anything, in any circumstance, and [...] that is something that you can’t measure or 

prevent or premeditate] (76). Cayetana experiences the lack of control over how she is 

perceived as an indicator of the imposition of societal norms and of the extreme difficulty 

of self-determination. What Cayetana discovers about the nature of subjectivity through 

the course of the narrative is that it is always impossible for all subjects to have a 

sovereign subjectivity. The subject’s necessary fragmentation is not unique to Cayetana 

but the insight crucial to recognition of this fact, at least within the novel, is particular to 

her. 

Cayetana suffers the anxiety of not conforming to the ideal of static hegemonic 

visions of identity. She mentions time and again that she feigns her identity, that she 

wears masks, saying, for example: “me disfrazo, me lleno de frases ajenas, sigo educada / 

domesticada, haciendo lo que todos dicen que debo, recomendándome a mí misma 

discreción y encanto, siguiendo la norma del cómo-hacerse” [i disguise myself, i fill 

myself with foreign phrases, i am polite / domesticated, doing what everyone says i 

should, recommending to myself discretion and charm, following the norm of how to be] 

(113). Cayetana perceives her fragmentation as a constant battle between “la bondadosa” 

[the nice one] and “la bestia” [the beast] (78). “La bondadosa” is the side of Cayetana’s 

character that is “dispuesta a convivir en esta vida de acuerdo a lo que se espera de ella, 
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sin alterar demasiado el orden natural de las cosas” [willing to live in this life according 

to what is expected of her, without altering too much the natural order of things] (77). 

Meanwhile, Cayetana’s beastly side “quiere destruir, hacer daño, desbaratar, matar, 

causar confusión, tomarlo todo sin pensar en las consecuencias, desgarrar, 

desenmascarar” [wants to destroy, hurt, disrupt, kill, cause confusion, take it all without 

thinking about the consequences, rip, unmask] (77). The internal conflict that fragments 

Cayetana is the clash between normative and subversive/contestatary behavior. Cayetana 

fears that she lacks the valor to let her disorderly side assert itself over the controlled, 

normative side. 

The fragmentation of one’s subjectivity is further complicated by femininity in 

Cayetana’s view. Speaking with her male friends, she underscores the physical masks 

that women wear day-to-day, referencing cosmetics and jewelry (160). Cayetana also 

demonstrates the assumption of behavioral affect as a tool to combat patriarchal norms 

when she cites the reason why she prefers liquor to margaritas: “Margaritas son para las 

mujeres. y yo soy muy Cayetana y no tengo por qué tomar licor con limonada. el licor se 

toma recto, straight, o mejor no se toma” [Margaritas are for women. and i am very 

Cayetana and i have no reason to drink liquor mixed with lemonade. liquor is taken 

straight, otherwise don’t drink it] (14). She asserts an identity that appears to be an 

attempt to transcend gender roles (“Cayetana”), but she fails at such an endeavor, 

suggesting with her perspective an opposition between male and female. While Cayetana 

does not successfully forge an alternative identity that is not limited by gender roles, the 

effort to do so is notable. Cayetana is still an effectively fragmented subject because she 

purports to possess both masculine and feminine traits. As Escudos’s other female 
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protagonists do in earlier texts, Cayetana seeks to problematize, and at times invert, 

gender relations, further complicating hegemonic notions of identity. 

Cayetana’s central conflict, then, is whether to feign or be indecipherable, what 

Cortez explains as “Para no ser marginado, tiene que poner el ideal cultural [...] por sobre 

su propio ser” [In order not to be marginalized, [the Central American postwar subject] 

has to put the cultural ideal [...] above his or her own being] (6). Judith Butler, as I 

mentioned earlier, suggests that there exists a contestatary space that opens in the 

interstices of language itself, as an effect of its inherent instability. She says, specifically: 

The kind of speaking that takes place on the border of the unsayable promises to 
expose the vacillating boundaries of legitimacy in speech. As a further marking of 
the limit to sovereignty, this view suggests that agency is derived from limitations 
in language, and that limitation is not fully negative in its implications. (ES 41)  
 

Cayetana makes constant reference to the instability of language, of the inability of words 

to express her experience. She refers precisely to this “border of the unsayable,” as Butler 

terms it, when she observes that “las palabras son tan pequeñas, estúpidas e 

insignificantes, inexactas y tramposas” [words are so small, stupid and insignificant, 

vague and tricky] and that her existence is: “vivir una doble vida, fingir como actriz, 

mientras por las noches, a solas, ocurre lo indecible” [living a double life, faking it like 

an actress, while at night, alone, the unspeakable occurs] (120). It is precisely here, in the 

constant battle between her being and the social norms that govern identity that Cayetana 

encounters the power to subvert the notion of a sovereign, integral subjectivity.  

The solution that Cayetana proposes to this problem is writing, since writing is a 

way to “conciliar ese caos, ese yo dividido de los esquizofrénicos” [reconcile this chaos, 

this schizophrenic, divided ‘I’] to keep from losing her “propio hilo” [own thread] (111). 

In other words, the way to find oneself, so to speak, and to construct oneself as a subject 
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is to embrace the idea of the disintegration of one’s being or, else, a being can only 

become a subject in the act of constructing herself by means of her discursivity. The 

novel is the dramatization of Cayetana’s writing process that, according to her, is “un 

rechazo total, un no querer ver más, un tratar de salvar el propio pellejo antes que te 

contaminen y te dejen lisiada con la cicatriz de la amargura” [a complete refusal, a desire 

to not see anything anymore, an attempt to save your own skin before they contaminate 

you and leave you wounded by the scar of bitterness] and that “también es una manera de 

aceptar la impotencia, de saberse y declararse derrotado” [is also a way of accepting 

powerlessness, knowing and declaring oneself defeated] (118). Cayetana considers her 

artistic labor as a key to understanding her own subjectivity, and she must constantly 

write in the hopes that: 

en alguna de las palabras que le dicte el cerebro estará la palabra que tendrá el 
mérito de desencadenar las demás, de jalarle la tripa del silencio sin 
conmiseración alguna. de hacerla hablar por fin, de hacerla escribir.  
 
[in one of the words dictated by her brain will be the word that will have the merit 
to unleash all the others, to pull out the guts of silence without any sympathy at 
all. to make her finally speak, to make her write.] (50) 
 

Cayetana must force herself to write daily in order to someday achieve a clearer picture 

of what she wants to present to the world, not only through her writing but also through 

her being. Once she accepts her fragmentation, she discovers that writing is “mi manera 

de relacionarme con el mundo [...] / soy más yo misma cuando yo escribo, a través de lo 

que escribo / las palabras son yo / yo soy las palabras / y con ellas puedo hacer / ser / 

cualquier cosa” [my way of relating to the world [...] / i am more myself when i write, 

through what i write / the words are i / i am the words / and with them i can do / be / 

anything] (254). Throughout the depiction of the fragmentation of the subject and the 
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acceptance of this rupture, Escudos, through Cayetana, manages to deliver a blow to “esa 

versión unidimensional de la identidad” [this one-dimensional version of identity] 

prescribed by society (Cortez 3). 

 The four secondary masculine characters, The Pharisee, Homer, The Trumpeter, 

and Peter the Apostle, also serve to emphasize the impossibility of achieving the 

hegemonic vision of subjectivity stipulated by the patriarchal system. The failure of the 

project to decipher their Other (Cayetana) and to impose meaning on her very markedly 

undercuts the notion of a sovereign subject.  

 From the very beginning of the text, the narrator contaminates the depictions of 

these male characters. Homer sits at the bar at El Egipcio, lauding “la posibilidad de 

vigilar la barra y ver la pista de baile al mismo tiempo” [the possibility of watching the 

bar and seeing the dancefloor at the same time] (11). The narrator calls attention to 

Homer’s typically hegemonic and patriarchal scopophilia and seems to poke fun at him 

for it. When the male patriarchal subject feels that he is being watched, as the Apostle 

Peter does sitting across from the large Egyptian eye painted on the wall of the bar, he 

experiences uneasiness and anxiety. This disquiet is erased, however, by shifting focus 

back to a woman, as the four men toast “¡Por la Cayetana!” [For Cayetana!] (13). This 

fixation on Cayetana is a constant in the novel. The relationships between Cayetana and 

each of these men allow her another source of expression of the nature of subjectivity and 

of power relations, revealing even more clearly the fiction of a sovereign subject. 

 Cayetana’s characterization of these four figures is notable for the way in which it 

diminishes their supposed masculine and patriarchal power. She calls them: “aquellos 

sujetos” [those characters] (25); “horripilantes galanes” [horrifying men] (26); “perfectos 
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extraños” [perfect strangers] (27); “conejillos de indias” [guinea pigs] (28); “imbéciles” 

[imbecils] that “no saben comprenderme” [don’t know how to understand me] (209); and 

in many instances she denies them even their “nombrecitos” [little nicknames] (25). 

During these occasions, Cayetana describes herself as powerful and in control, inverting 

traditionally gendered power relations and, as a result, weakening the conceit of a 

patriarchal sovereign subject. 

In the novel, each time these men are together, the topic of conversation is always 

Cayetana. In the first discussion of her, Homer recounts his version of how he and she 

met. At each turn, his audience expects the narration to conform to the patriarchal norm 

that is described as: “la seducción absoluta de la Desconocida Cayetana ante los brazos 

de Homero Ciertamente Caballero” [the absolute seduction of the Stranger Cayetana in 

the arms of Homero Truly-a-Gentleman] (22). What Homer actually narrates is not a 

seduction at all, but rather an embarrassing misunderstanding that underlines his failure at 

such an endeavor. He evokes his disappointment and the crushing blow to his ego in 

terms of a post-atomic-blast Nagasaki. This is not the last time that Homer will 

acknowledge the threat that Cayetana represents to his self-perception as an integral, 

sovereign subject. As his relationship with Cayetana progresses, he recognizes that this 

connection has caused him self-reflection, but he is also aware that such contemplation 

could have disastrous consequences as he conjures images of snakebites, landslides, 

avalanches, atomic explosions, and the Apocalypse. 

The extensive conversations between these four figures, all about Cayetana, 

eventually lead them to a reflection and recognition:  

¡¿y por qué carajos siempre terminamos hablando tanto de la Cayetana?! ¿es que 
no tenemos otro tema más interesante de qué hablar? [...]  
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–quizás es porque todos estamos enamorados de ella. [...] 
–no puede tener dueño. 
–todos queremos tenerla.  
 
[and why the hell do we always end up talking so much about Cayetana?! is it that 
we don’t have anything more interesting to talk about? [...] 
--maybe it’s because we’re all in love with her. [...] 
--she can’t ever belong to anyone. 
--we all want to have her.] (204-5) 
 

The acknowledgement of their need to possess or control her brings to light the 

machinations of the patriarchal social system that seeks to exert absolute control not only 

over women but also over the entire social environment. The issue of longing becomes 

important here because Cayetana’s lack of control is the operator of desire for these men, 

representatives as they are of absolute control, of trying to tame her and exercise their 

power over her agency. Cayetana is not unaware of such endeavors to define her, and she 

reacts caustically to The Pharisee, “ya me tiene harta tu manía de estarte fijando en todos 

mis defectos y anormalidades” [i am fed up with this mania of yours of fixating on all of 

my defects and abnormalities] (164). While Cayetana is conscious of their efforts, she is 

not able to bring about the dissolution of such power play. In fact, she asserts that the 

elimination of these games represents nothing less than utopia:  

cuando el hombre cambie la esencia de su corazón, cuando se haya cambiado a sí 
mismo interiormente, entonces podrá volcar los ojos hacia los cambios de las 
estructuras zoociales. pero quizás ni siquiera tenga necesidad de ello porque se 
habrán transformado simultáneamente a medida que se haya transformado el 
hombre en su interior. 

 
[when man alters the essence of his heart, when he has changed himself 
internally, then he will be able to turn his eyes toward changing zoocial structures. 
but perhaps he won’t even need to because they will have transformed 
simultaneously as man transforms from within.] (125) 

 
Cayetana understands that substantive changes in society must be accompanied by a 

reevaluation of gender roles. When she refers to the possibility of these alterations as “la 
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verdadera utopía” [true utopia], she is quite clear in asserting that the male patriarchal 

subject will be loathe to concede his “sovereignty” in order to modify societal norms. 

The failure of the project of taking control of Cayetana does not sit well with 

these men at all, and they again endeavor to dominate her inaccessibility. They conjecture 

that Cayetana is a lesbian, that she is mentally ill (maybe a schizophrenic), that she is 

abstinent or even that she has made a deal with the devil (205-206). One can see from this 

enumeration of supposed explanations for Cayetana’s unattainability the when the 

patriarchal subject does not manage to dominate the hegemonized other, the 

marginalized, the reaction is highly negative and seeks any interpretation that does not 

implicate him or question his own subjectivity or heteronormativity for any period of 

time. This portrait of the “sovereign” patriarchal subject ridicules him and reduces him to 

a deceptive and irrational figure that also has to simulate subjective integrity. Through the 

representations of Cayetana and the four male figures described above, Escudos 

demonstrates the inadequacy of the patriarchal system to create an authenticating concept 

of subjectivity. 

In the same way, the fragmentary structure of the novel reflects the same division 

of the subject. This structure, composed of pieces of advertisements, popular songs, word 

games, experimentation with syntax, punctuation and typography, interior monologue 

and stage directions from what could be films or plays also depict the experimental 

character of the text. Consider for instance the opening pages of the text in which 

Escudos presents to the reader the two verses of The Marmalade’s “Reflections of my 

life” cited earlier followed by a description of the scene in El Egipcio that mimics a play 

or film script:  
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Música de danzón. Sombras entrelazadas, bailando. Humo acuchillado por una 
luz que lo atraviesa y que cruza el aire delatando un color gris azulado. 
Murmullos, risas, frases sueltas. Sonido de vasos que chocan, rostros que se 
miran pálidos el la luz mortecina, la noche, la hora, máscaras de payasos, 
sonrisas extrañas resucitando desde el fondo de una copa. Olores, perfumes 
revueltos con cigarro y sudor.  
 
[Danzón music. Intertwined shadows, dancing. Smoke cut by a light that passes 
through it and that crosses the air giving away a bluish grey color. Whispers, 
laughter, random phrases. Sound of glasses clinking, faces that look pale in the 
weak light, the night, the hour, clown masks, strange smiles rising from the 
bottom of a glass. Smells, perfumes mixed with cigarettes and sweat.] (author’s 
emphasis 11) 

 
The abrupt jump from one artifact of popular culture to another is simultaneously jarring 

and revelatory. The quantity and variety of discourses that inundate the subject in 

contemporary society are surely disconcerting but they are also a demonstration of the 

impossibility of prescribing any one discourse as authoritative. Univocality, although 

ardently desired by the agents of hegemony, is simply unreasonable. 

Beatriz Cortez, making reference to both Jean Beaudrillard and Jean-François 

Lyotard, problematizes the overabundance of images in contemporary society that affirm 

the hegemonic vision of identity and of culture, whether it be related to conceptions of 

gender or beauty (3). This excess of representations that bombards the individual at times 

brings with it an unexpected result, which is the interrogation of this plurality of 

hegemonic representations. It is precisely this questioning of cultural models that A-B-

Sudario provokes. For example, the stream of consciousness of the protagonist when she 

goes to the ladies’ room to “empolvarse la nariz” [powder her nose] causes the reader to 

follow a chain of associations that begins with Max Factor make-up, continues to 

cocaine, leads to a parody of a laxative commercial and ends with a reflextion on the 

inability to control others’ thoughts (25-27). Going to “empolvarse la nariz” is rooted in 
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typical representations that define the concept of traditional feminine beauty and turns 

this euphemism on its head. In this way, the meanings of such a representation are 

subverted and as Cayetana lets her mind run wild as she resists the advances of the four 

men, the reader is struck by the implications that such a string of associations has for 

notions of sovereign subjectivity. 

 Time and again in this text, images of popular culture (commercials and classic 

North American film, above all) trigger meditations about how inadequate they are for a 

society composed of a plurality of subjectivities. The undermining of these homogenizing 

visions of culture and society serve to affirm and value that which is uncontrollable, 

unfixable and fragmentary in the subject and to deny the supposedly sovereign and 

integral characteristics of said subject. 

Escudos further weakens these artificial and reified identitary constructs by 

charting a postnational and globalized geography, rather than merely focusing on a 

specifically Central American cultural specificity. Escudos’s characters demonstrate 

familiarity with global geographies, referencing such localities as New York, 

Washington, Tenochtitlán, Paris, Berlin, and Africa (43, 154). The most obvious 

demonstration of postnationality and globalization in the text, however, is the constant 

code switching between English and Spanish. Geographical and linguistic barriers no 

longer limit discourse. Such obstacles are transversed through mass media, film, and 

other cultural constructs, as Arjun Appadurai signals in Modernity at Large (1996). As 

we have seen, Escudos employs a pastiche of such cultural artifacts in order to destabilize 

the imposed homogeneity of identity and culture and to valorize the inevitable 

fragmentation of the subject in such a context. 
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 The profusion of narrative voices also serves to undermine totalizing visions of 

truth and subjectivity and to aestheticize rupture. Many times in the text, a story is told 

from various perspectives, as is the case of Homer and Cayetana’s first meeting at El 

Egipcio, alluded to above. The contrasts between Homer’s account and Cayetana’s 

highlight the partial and subjective nature of knowledge. The alternating narrations also 

provide a window into the workings of hegemonic notions of subjectivity and the 

anxieties such machinations produce in both the patriarchal and subordinate subject. 

What results, as we have seen, is a profound, although not always outwardly 

acknowledged, uncertainty and destabilization of static definitions of identity. 

 Jacinta Escudos employs the self-examination of her protagonist and 

metafictional author of A-B-Sudario, Cayetana, to expose, contest, and even destroy the 

identitary fiction of the sovereign subject that is fundamental to the neoliberal ideology 

so concurrent with the postwar epoch in Central America. By revealing that the sovereign 

subject of neoliberalism is an artifice, Escudos achieves a pointed counterstatement to 

this ideology and, by extension, asserts that the tenets of this system are fabricated as 

well, thereby voiding its legitimacy completely. Through these interrogations of culture, 

one encounters great gaps between the representation of the subject and its reality. It is in 

these spaces that one finds the element of contestation and subversion that debilitates 

hegemonic discourse. Having dismantled the outmoded cultural models of subjectivity, 

the work becomes a censure of the disorder of postwar society (Arias 24) and the 

dysfunction of the neoliberal paradigm that ignores social ills while posing as democracy. 

 A-B-Sudario is representative of Central American postwar fiction above all for 

its interrogation of the subject that represents, as Cortez points out, “la denuncia de la 
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inexactitud de las versiones oficiales de la identidad centroamericana” [a denouncement 

of the inexactness of official versions of Central American identity] (1) and for 

questioning society’s new structures of oppression such as the neoliberal model. But, 

more importantly than the postwar neoliberal models, the strength of Escudos lies in her 

singular ability to erase in a single coup the validity of any heterosexist pattern 

whatsoever, re-positioning feminine subjectivity in a realm previously unseen not only in 

the Central American isthmus, but in most of Latin America and other subalternized 

regions of the world. 

                                                
38 Escudos received the first Mario Monteforte Toledo prize for best Central American 
novel in 2002, for the then-titled Memorias del año de la Cayetana (later renamed A-B-
Sudario). 
39 She has been writer-in-residence at both La Maison des Écrivains Étrangers et des 
Traducteurs in Saint-Nazaire, France, and the Heinrich Böll Haus in Langenbroich, 
Germany. 
40 Presented at the “Valiente Mundo Nuevo” [Brave New World] conference of Latin 
American writers organized by the Fundación La Caixa in Lleida and Barcelona, Spain, 
in April 2005. 
41 Given at the Tenth International Congress of Central American Literature (CILCA) in 
Berlin, Germany, in April 2002. 
42 Central American publishing houses are typically small university presses with limited 
readership. Most publications tend to only circulate within the region (Arias Taking Their 
Word 6, 8-9). 
43 Escudos’s publications include: a bilingual collection of poetry published without her 
authorization, Letter from El Salvador (1984), written under the pseudonym Rocío 
América; a short novel: Apuntes de una historia de amor que no fue [Notes on a love 
story that never was] (1987); collections of short stories: Contra-corriente [Against the 
Current] (1993), Cuentos Sucios [Dirty Stories] (1997), Felicidad doméstica y otras 
cosas aterradoras [Domestic happiness and other terrifying things] (2002), and El Diablo 
sabe mi nombre [The Devil knows my name] (2008); and novels: El Desencanto [The 
Disenchantment] (2001) and A-B-Sudario [A-B-Shroud] (2003) (Bio-bibliografía).  
44 Crónicas para sentimentales was published by Guatemala’s F&G Editores in June 
2010. 
45 Letters from El Salvador is comprised of personal correspondence between Escudos 
and her German lover. Escudos never intended that this be published. The material was 
passed to Salvadoran author Claribel Alegría, who was told that it was written by a fallen 
FMLN combatant (Carter et al. 134). 
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46 In her unpublished article “La infamia de las historias y la ética de la escritura en la 
novela centroamericana contemporánea” (presented in part at the Latin American Studies 
Association’s 19th Congress, Toronto, Canada, October 2010), Magdalena Perkowska is 
careful to draw a distinction that Cortez does not between cynical characters and a 
cynical literature. She highlights the difference thus: “Se trata aquí de una relación 
paradójica entre la representación del cinismo de los personajes y la posición ética de la 
escritura, en la que se expresaría el desacuerdo con el discurso o las acciones de los 
personajes, el disenso con el statu quo presente y la necesidad de imaginar otras 
posibilidades” [Here we are dealing with a paradoxical relationship between the 
representation of the cynicism of the characters and the ethical position of writing, in 
which one expresses disagreement with the discourse of the actions of the characters, 
dissent with the present status quo and the necessity to imagine other possibilities] (5). 
47 Testimonio is a term that defies a totalizing definition. In fact, it has produced myriad 
significations, resulting in a vague phantasmatic trope of a genre, which is commonly 
referred to as a hybrid text that represents a borderland between converging genres (Arias 
77, Bartow 176). Additionally, Naomi Lindstrom points out that in testimonial narrative 
there is a “low degree of uniformity” among texts (70). John Beverley and Marc 
Zimmerman propose that testimonio is “a nonfictional, popular-democratic form of epic 
narrative” (174). I contend that testimonios are defined as resistance narratives that 
counter the hegemonic discourse with first-person narrations of personal experience. 
These texts also stand in for a collective, so that they are not merely personal stories of 
experience and resistance, but are also representative of a resisting or oppressed group. 
George Yúdice indicates an important clarification to the previous notion, stating that 
“[t]he speaker does not speak for or represent a community but rather performs an act of 
identity-formation which is simultaneously personal and collective” (15), meaning that 
while personal experience is inextricable from collective struggle the authors of 
testimonio do not pretend to be definitive stand-ins for the collective. Also, in these 
narratives, as René Jara suggests, “los límites entre lo público y lo privado 
desaparecen…la intimidad pertenece a todos” [the limits between public and private 
disappear...this intimacy belongs to everyone] (qtd in Sternbach 97). 
48 With the exception of “Dos cavernas unidas, ¿hacen un beso o forman un túnel? [Two 
united caverns, are they a kiss or do they form a tunnel]” and “La noche de los escritores 
asesinos [The night of the murderous writers].” 
49 Particularly sections from “Algunas veces he muerto [I have died a few times].” 
50 This story was originally published in Contra-corriente (1993) and is reproduced in El 
Diablo sabe mi nombre (2008) without alteration. 
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Conclusion 

 
In each of the six chapters of this study we have looked at the literary production 

of Central American women authors. They are all exemplary instances of writing against 

the grain of traditional conceptions of subjectivity. Each of the texts analyzed articulates 

the problematic of reified notions of identity that posit the existence, or even possibility, 

of an integral, sovereign subject. 

My study connects the narrative discursivities of the authors by their 

interrogations of the problematics of female subjectivity and the inadequacy of 

hegemonic identitary formulations to accommodate the complexities of the individual. 

This focus allows me to trace continuity between the alternative histories articulated by 

the six authors I study, beginning in 1949 and continuing into the present. In this way, I 

have established a genealogy of women writing “effective” history in the isthmus, one 

that attempts to identify the contradictions, slippages, misconceptions, and invisibilities 

generated by a unified, suprahistorical perspective and vision of the region that eschewed 

females’ subjective representations, not only of themselves, but of how they perceived, 

adhered to, rebelled against, or simply problematized, patriarchal heteronormativity. 

Through the process of writing this dissertation, I have come to a greater 

understanding of the constant interplay between literary form, ideological content, and 

the potentiality, capability or capacity of those structures of power/knowledge limiting 

female agency. As we have seen, the effectiveness of the subversive projects at play in 

the texts studied is tied inextricably to formal experimentation. I acknowledge that 

narrative innovations are not the exclusive domain of women writers, but I do suggest 
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that without such stylistic innovations, the critiques of sovereign subjectivity contained in 

these novels and stories would be reduced to mere unimaginative didacticism. By 

engaging the reader with new and exciting narrative forms, these authors achieve a 

double aim: they create highly compelling criticisms of the machinations of agents 

beholden to colonially-derived notions of identity construction, and they firmly position 

themselves as excellent practitioners of literary discourse in Central American letters. 

Their exceptionality is not linked to their gender but to the deftness with which they 

manipulate narrative form to subvert prevailing norms that govern conceptions of 

subjectivity. In this logic, formalism is not simply “formalism.” That is, it is not simply 

playing with textual strategies for playing sake. Rather, it is exploring ways that 

strategically code women’s politicization while still allowing them and their rejection and 

desacralization of patriarchy, to be seen by readers. Thus, these novels’ formal structures 

constitute the very means by which these writers, and their narrative voices, toe the line 

between masking and revelation.  

My focus on women writers in the region, however, allows a more ample 

exploration of Central American cultural production by subordinate subjects and issues of 

identity, agency, and subjectivity, that transcend the established canons that tend to 

privilege the work of writers previously authorized and validated by hegemonic critical 

discursivity such as Rubén Darío and Miguel Ángel Asturias. Though these authors also 

write against the grain, their particular positions within literary as well as gender 

hierarchies allow them a measure of visibility and legitimacy beyond the isthmus not 

enjoyed by many writing women from Central America. The references to a feminized 

Central America that formed the epigraph to my Introduction, Neruda’s allusion to the 
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region as America’s “dulce cintura” and Belli’s sexualized depiction of it as the female 

pubis, simultaneously refer to its marginalization but also, in my interpretation, gesture 

toward the necessity of the inclusion of the narrative discursivity of subordinate female 

subjects. It has been my goal to contribute to the body of knowledge on these writers in 

order to valorize their literary production alongside that of their more recognizable male 

counterparts. The authors and texts I have analyzed here, not only call into question 

traditional conceptions of gender and identity, but also stand in as emblems of a broader, 

more varied and inclusive notion of Central Americanness, one more inclusive, not 

configured exclusively by “white” heterosexual authors of cosmopolitan tastes forever 

yearning for European acceptance of their works and stances. 

My approach in this study is unique in its conceptualization of a literary 

genealogy of Central American women authors from the mid-twentieth century to the 

present, particularly in my focus on the interplay between literary form and the 

continuous problematization of sovereign subjectivity. What began with Yolanda 

Oreamuno as a critique of outmoded patriarchal notions of identity articulated through a 

new mode of discursive narrativity, ends with an almost nihilistic representation of 

subjectivity constructed from a highly experimental, fragmented text when we reach 

Jacinta Escudos and the postwar era. The preoccupation with heteronormative regulatory 

regimes is present in each of the texts I have examined here, but with the societal and 

cultural transformations that resulted from each of the most notable historical moments in 

the isthmus’s recent history came further stylistic innovations and deeper anxieties about 

subjectivity in general.  
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My study, concentrated as it is on a feminist examination of subjectivity, leaves 

open other issues that can be problematized in these same texts from alternative 

approaches. For instance, a work that looks at these novels in terms of the effects of the 

transition from largely agrarian to urban societies as Central America experienced the 

process of modernity would be illuminating, and Oreamuno’s text could certainly serve 

as the point of departure. An analysis of the role of the woman author in Central America, 

in terms of visibility and legitimacy within their respective countries, the isthmus, and 

abroad would be informative as well. As a cultural studies project, the fusion of literary, 

sociological, historical, and anthropological approaches would be particularly interesting. 

The narratives I discuss, in all their complexities, are and will continue to be fruitful 

subjects of academic analysis. In addition, studies that are more flexible with genre, such 

as those that consider sociological, journalistic, and nonfiction texts, for example, 

represent yet another important critical avenue. 

The explorations of the problematics of subjectivity depicted in the texts I study 

in this dissertation possess enormous potential in terms of enriching understandings of 

Central American social realities throughout the course of the 20th century and into the 

21st, so full of crisis, conflict, and continuing chaos. Their significance, rooted of course 

in feminist discourse, exceeds this subjective positioning, opening up opportunities for 

myriad examinations of identity construction by other subordinate subjects such as 

indigenous peoples and members of the LGBTQ community to name but two examples. 

Many scholars, such as Emilio del Valle Escalante, are currently working on important 

scholarship dealing with indigeneity both in literature by, and about, indigenous subjects. 

Queer readings not only of Carmen Naranjo’s texts but of many other authors, from 
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Darío himself, who has already been “outed” by some critics such as Daniel Balderston 

and David William Foster, to Maurice Echeverría, Jacinta Escudos, Claudia Hernández, 

Jessica Masaya Portocarrero, Mildred Hernández, María del Carmen Pérez Cuadra or 

Uriel Quesada, for example, would be particularly welcome.  

Additionally, it is my firm belief that the notion of sovereign subjectivity is itself 

a farce. I would like to problematize it theoretically further so as to reach a fresh 

understanding in the future of how one can configure the “type of power” that dependent 

on bourgeois society, to use a simple label for the societies I am presently analyzing, 

brought to bear on the female body and on sexuality. In the Introduction, I explained my 

understanding of subjectivity as conceptualized by theorists Michel Foucault and Judith 

Butler. If, as Foucault suggests, “genealogical analysis shows that the concept of liberty 

is an “invention of the ruling classes” and “not fundamental to man’s nature or at the root 

of his attachment to being and truth” then everything is a construction, artifice 

(“Nietzsche” 142). As such, even the sovereign subject is a fictitious entity despite his 

exercises of power over other subjects. Foucault, and Butler after him, highlights the 

paradoxical nature of subjection/subject formation that I discussed in my Introduction. 

Every subject, whether he or she considers him/herself (or is, for that matter, considered 

by others) sovereign or marginalized, comes into being through subjection to power. The 

so-called sovereign subject, then, is yet another instance of a subordinate subject since his 

emergence, as that of any other subject, is predicated on a fundamental dependency that 

Butler terms “passionate attachments” (PLP 6). As Butler states, the persistence of the 

subject requires that it turn against itself to thwart the desire that threatens its dissolution. 

She explains the idea thus: 
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To desire the conditions of one’s own subordination is thus required to persist as 
oneself. What does it mean to embrace the very form of power—regulation, 
prohibition, suppression—that threatens one with dissolution in an effort, 
precisely, to persist in one’s own existence? […] The “I” emerges upon the 
condition that it deny its formation in dependency, the conditions of its own 
possibility. The “I,” however, is threatened with disruption precisely by this 
denial, but its unconscious pursuit of its own dissolution through neurotic 
repetitions that restage the primary scenarios it not only refuses to see but cannot 
see, if it wishes to remain itself. This means, of course, that, predicated on what it 
refuses to know, it is separated from itself and can never quite become or remain 
itself. (PLP 9-10) 
 

The subject, then, is both “instrument of agency” and “effect of subordination” (Butler 

PLP 10). Due to the fundamental ambivalence of the subject’s formation, language 

becomes an essential tool for exercising agency, and the so-called sovereign subject 

wields his discursivity to enact a violence to allow him to subordinate other subjects, 

affirming the illusion of his superiority. As we have seen in the present study, subordinate 

subjects themselves employ language as a means of subverting the sovereign subject’s 

claims to power.  

But what if it were possible to re-imagine the speech act as a performance of self-

consciousness rather than aggression or violence on the part of the “sovereign” subject? I 

acknowledge that this idea is at best utopian and at worst naïve, but I wonder about the 

potentiality of the deployment of language as a mechanism for recognizing the 

subordination of all subjects and exploring the “sovereign” subject’s own fragmented 

subjectivity from a first person perspective. Tito Garrido, in Gloria Guardia’s El último 

juego, is an example we find in the works studied here of a fragmented “sovereign” 

subject who experiences his own subordination, both at the hands of agents of the United 

States with whom he negotiates the fate of the Panama Canal as well as the Commando 

Urraca. What is missing in this representation of Garrido’s interiority, however, is a self-
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consciousness about and self-reflection on his own marginalization. He reacts with horror 

to the seizure of his home by the guerrilla group, composed of individuals to whom he 

feels superior, yet he seems particularly oblivious to the “othering” he experiences in his 

relationship with his North American counterparts. Oreamuno’s character, Esteban, 

would be a model for such a study because he is keenly aware of his own marginalization 

(due to his physical limitations) within the patriarchal system to which he belongs, and 

though I allude briefly to him in my analysis of La ruta de su evasión, delving into his 

particular subjectivity falls outside the scope of my project. It would be quite productive 

to examine Esteban’s particular brand of masculinity as a prototype of the self-conscious 

“sovereign” subject that recognizes and ponders his own subordination and, as a result, 

establishes reciprocal affective ties such as the relationship Esteban develops with Teresa, 

another subordinate subject. 

I do not suggest here that this sort of analysis is possible or even desirable in each 

of the works I study in this dissertation. In fact, I see much more potential for similar 

lines of investigation in postwar literature since, as Beatriz Cortez points out, this 

particular narrative discursivity is characterized by disenchantment with prevailing norms 

of identity construction and a concomitant existential anxiety. I would note here, 

however, that I do not see the establishment of affective reciprocity mentioned above as 

an element that would be present in an analysis of postwar narrativity and questions of 

subjectivity. The emphasis in such a study would be on the debasement of the subject in 

the reigning chaos of post-armed conflict Central America as a leveling mechanism for 

all sectors of society. As Jacinta Escudos’s A-B-Sudario clearly illustrates, subjectivity is 

indeed an empty intersection of discourses and acknowledging one’s own contradictions 
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and fragmentation, while productive in certain ways, also implies a confrontation with the 

potential annihilation of one’s self-conception. It is precisely in this threat of erasure of 

the self that new and radical conceptualizations of subjectivity can be posited and 

explored. If we consider the postwar era’s pervasive existential crisis as an equalizing 

factor among all ranks of society, it may be possible to at least imagine a more accurate 

vision of subjectivity as dependency without requiring the labels “sovereign” and 

“subordinate.” I know that recent scholarship on postwar literature has touched on some 

of the elements of the problematics I mention here,51 but I would venture that there is still 

work to be done to question and reevaluate identitary issues in contemporary Central 

American cultural production.  

Arturo Arias suggests that focusing on “narrative textuality,” as opposed to 

specific notions of genre, “we can focus on the varied textual discursive production of the 

region, the tapestry of languages, characters, conflicts, and cultural locations of Central 

America” (Taking xiv). It has been my intention throughout this dissertation to do just 

that. By examining the narrative textuality of these six women writers, I seek not only to 

represent the problematics of subjectivity that occupy them but also to in some fashion 

disqualify the divisions between elitist and popular forms of literary production that 

inevitably entail exclusions. If I have demonstrated nothing else, I hope to have made 

clear the falsity of hierarchization, no matter what form it might take, whether it be to 

privilege Southern Cone literature over Central American cultural production, to 

legitimize canonical authors over lesser-known but no less important ones, or to deny 

agency to supposedly “inferior” or “subordinate” subjects. The texts analyzed here all 
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evidence the imperative to circulate representations of nonhegemonic versions of 

identity. 

 

                                                
51A notable example is Misha Kokotovich (UC- San Diego), who has discussed what he 
terms “sordid masculinity” in the postwar era linking the degradation of the masculine 
subject and female agency. 
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