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ABSTRACT 

This study focuses on the feminist elements and 

attitudes in four of Alicia Yanez Cosslo's novels. Four of 

the novels are treated in depth while one novel, Mas alia de 

las islas, is left aside since its theme to a large extent 

lies outside the focus of the present study. 

Yanez Cossio writes to expose injustices and oppression 

propagated by patriarchal society. She uses her women 

characters as mouthpieces to enlighten and educate both 

males and females. Yanez Cossio narrates these events with 

Ecuador as the backdrop representing women's plight in a 

machista society. 

This dissertation consists of a preface, seven chapters 

and an appendix. Chapter I is an introduction. Chapter II 

shows how Bruna ̂  soroche y los tios lies within the 

parameters of a feminized quest-romance. It also includes a 

study of the character's feminist leanings, and how the 

women characters are represented as secondary in relation to 

their male counterparts. Chapter III deals with the 

feminine consciousness, the coming-of-age of the 

protagonist. Special attention has been given to the 

initiation of the feminine consciousness and the maturation 

process. Chapter IV delineates how Yanez Cossio exposes 

consumerism (capitalism) as the destroyer of both men and 

women alike. Special emphasis is placed the socio-economic 

order, and on women's role in the work force. Yanez Cossio 
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examines the socio-economic condition of Ecuador, and the 

struggles women have to confront daily to combat ideological 

prejudice. Exploitation, dehumanization and injustice all 

play integral roles to show the inequality between men and 

women in Ecuador. Chapter V deals with the subversion of 

the patriarchal order in La cofradia del mullo del vestido 

de la viraen pipona. Yanez Cossio describes a town 

dominated by Dona Carmen Benavides, who demands adoration of 

the Virgen Pipona as a means to mask her own political, 

social, religious and economic ambitions. Chapter VI 

explores the use of prostitution as a means to maintain 

masculine lordship and feminine bondage in La casa del sano 

placer. Chapter VII is the conclusion. The appendix is a 

personal interview conducted by the author with Alicia Yanez 

Cossio in Quito, Ecuador, on October 6, 1993. 



PREFACE 

I feel it necessary to address certain concepts that 

relate to men in feminism. Various critics have pointed out 

the reluctance to accept male scholarship in feminism.^ 

Cary Nelson has stated that: ". . . I do not think men 

realistically have anything unique at present to contribute 

to feminist writing" (157), but later she qualifies her 

previous statement, observing that: "This is not to say that 

individual men cannot make useful contributions to feminist 

writing" (157). Statements have been made suggesting that 

men are removed both intellectually and socially from 

feminism. I consider it necessary to argue that men can, if 

not predisposed to hostility, make a valid reading of a 

feminist book. To dispute that is to regress to a position 

that women have denounced for years. 

My position is in no way radical from a critical 

viewpoint. While I do not pretend to share women's sense of 

alienation due to patriarchal pressure, I do intend to 

ground my discussions in knowledge of the history of 

discrimination and oppression of women, and in readings of 

feminist theorists. Each time I critique one of Alicia 

Yanez Cosslo's works, I consciously strive to distance 

myself (as much as possible) from the pathology of male 

power and pride. I do not quarrel with the position that 

feminism is essentially a woman's project, but I do reject 

the notion that a male critic, simply by virtue—or vice—of 
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gender, has nothing valid to add to feminist criticism. 

Assuming that every man is capable only of a "male 

perspective" is equivalent to denying that neither males nor 

females share any common characteristics. To reject 

appraisals of women's writing simply because the critic is 

male would reject women's ability to read male-authored 

texts and thereby throw the previous criticism done on 

masculine literature by women into disarray: "But just as 

feminism critiques the recurrent sexualizing of women by 

masculine culture, the effort to analogize feminism with 

women can displace and attenuate the critical force of 

feminism" (Warner 94). 

I accept the notion that I learned to be a man and that 

this has shaped my experience. I do not dispute that the 

critical discourse of feminism is aimed at men in general. 

Nevertheless, I am convinced that it is possible for male 

critics who are not antagonistic or adversarial to critique 

various feminist works not from within feminism, nor from an 

antagonistic position outside feminism, but from a marginal 

position located on the border. My investigation takes as 

its point of departure the premise that neither men nor 

women have a rigidly fixed nature which is mutually 

exclusive or impenetrable. Through dialogue, with good will 

and openness, critical observations by both genders will 

help to expand the canon and create a collective 

understanding and social truth. 

Vll 



Note 

/^o^^ a detailed analysis, see Men in Feminism by Alice 
Jardine and Paul Smith, eds. New York and London: Methuen 
1987. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

During the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, feminist literature 

has come of age and continues to be in vogue both in North 

and South America as well as in Europe, Africa and Asia. 

There has been a number of novels written with a focus on 

feminist issues. In Latin American Spanish language 

literature, especially in Argentina, feminist literature has 

much to offer the modern scholar. At the present time 

various countries stand out as having the most widely 

investigated feminist literature: Argentina, Mexico, and 

Chile. Despite the fact that numerous studies exist in 

other parts of Latin America concerning the feminist 

contribution, it is surprising that very few scholars have 

bothered to investigate the feminist literature of Ecuador. 

This, unfortunately, leaves the impression that there are no 

Ecuadorian female writers that equal the literary production 

of Rosario Castellanos, Maria Luisa Bombal, Elena 

Poniatowska, Silvina Bullrich, or Isabel Allende. However, 

Alicia Yanez Cossio represents the same type of quality 

feminist literature that characterizes the feminist movement 

of the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s: "Alicia Yanez . . es una gran 

escritora digna de figurar en cualquier parte del mundo, 

inaugurd una nueva forma de novelar en las letras patrias" 

(Carrion 11). Francisca Tobar Garcia writes that: "Ha 

nacido una gran novelista en el Ecuador . . . Es tan 
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interesante, por primera vez, ver y sentir como una mujer 

descubre la realidad fantasmal del Ecuador" (3c). Aida 

Gonzalez Harvilan wrote: 

Creemos que la obra constituye un pilar en la 
literatura feminista de Latinoamerica. Lo 
original de la novela consiste en hacer un 
estudio de la posicion de la mujer a traves 
de los siglos, posicion que se ha visto 
continuamente atrapada en el oscurantismo, la 
religion fanatica, los convencionalismos, la 
superstici6n. (Bruna. soroche y los tios 1) 

The literary producion of Yanez Cossio includes three 

collections of poetry: Luciolas (1949); De la sangre y 

tiempo (1964); Poesias (1974); a collection of short 

stories. El beso y otras fricciones (1975); one drama, Hacia 

el Ouito de ayer unedited, 1951; five novels: Bruna. soroche 

y los tios (1973), Yo vendo unos ojos negros (1979); Mas 

alia de las islas (1980), La cofradia del mullo del vestido 

de la virgen pipona (1985), La casa del sano placer (1989), 

and Cristo feo^ unedited; and one book of pedagogy, Ninos 

escritores. Talleres de literatura infantil. 1988. Yanez 

Cossio won the Premio Nacional in Ecuador in 1975 for Bruna ̂  

soroche y los tios. 

Alicia Yanez Cossio has written four novels that 

express a vital concern for women's plight in modern 

society. Pedro Jorge Vera expressed the following after the 

publication of one of Yanez's novels: 

. . . la mujer ecuatoriana ha dejado de ser 
la sumisa ama de casa que era hasta el primer 
tercio del siglo, ahora la vemos dinamica, 
creadora, rotunda lo mismo en la polltica que 



en la administracion, en la catedra, en el 
parlamento, en la judicatura. (5) 

Her novels express feminine worries that are both 

interesting and intriguing. The novels treat many different 

concerns which women face daily in Latin America, and, in 

reality, are universal issues shown in a microcosm with 

Ecuador as the backdrop. Yanez Cossio proposes to expose 

the domination that has historically oppressed the feminine 

gender: 

las mujeres estan en lo que estan por un 
simple proceso evolutive, que la antigua 
posicion de odaliscas era bastante comoda y 
que duro tantos siglos porque ninguna mujer 
queria cambiar porque estaban sentadas en la 
casa engordando, con la mente flotando en el 
nirvana, acariciando a los hijos que crecian 
como matitas alrededor del arbol, sin mas 
responsabilidad que la cocina que era 
complicada, pero como no habla otra cosa que 
hacer sin calceta o jugar a las damas chinas 
o atisbar a los vecinos desde las ventanas o 
armar uno que otro lio paclficamente 
domestico. (Yo vendo unos ojos negros. 13) 

The major theme in Yo vendo unos ojos negros is oppression 

of women and their subsequent difficulty in unburdening 

themselves. Yanez Cossio as a writer who has more concerns 

than just the purely esthetic. The feminism of her 

contemporaries has broken many barriers in the social and 

political arenas, and, as a result, the feminine problematic 

has begun to be reflected in their writing. They felt the 

need to consider the tautology not only as a means of 

organizing a novel but as a method for analyzing the 



"feminine message." In the narrative fiction of Yanez 

Cossio one sees the attempt to search through false 

representations, false images and false myths in order to 

"deconstruct male patterns of thought and social practice; 

and to reconstruct female experience previously hidden or 

overlooked" (Greene and Kahn 6). Yanez Cossio presents 

herself in her narrative as dissatisfied with the current 

characterization of women in fiction, attempting to go 

beyond stereotypes, and to move past mere abstractions that 

separate the traditional male dominated portrayal to a 

woman's experienced portrayal of reality. Yanez Cossio 

reveals an urgency to express the importance of individual 

perceptions. 

This dissertation, "A Study of Selected Themes in the 

Feminist Novels of Alicia Yanez Cossio," will open the text 

and analyze the anti-masculine thoughts and perceptions of 

the characters using various defined guidelines. In each 

novel, the female character is the protagonist who serves as 

the voice for the creativity of the author and the reader 

sees the delineation of the female character's 

intellectuality. Specifically, this study analyzes how 

Yanez Cossio depicts her women characters as rebellious or 

resisting the traditional male-female relationship.^ Also 

such topics as patriarchy, the feminine consciousness, the 

commodification of woman, the differences between men and 

women characters and prostitution will be studied. 



This dissertation consists of the following divisions. 

Chapter I is an introduction. Chapter II will show that 

Yanez Cossio presents Bruna as a feminized quest-romance, 

and how the women characters show feminine advancement. 

Through the use of the feminized quest-romance pattern, she 

shows the protagonist's desire to reconstruct her past and 

her identity. Chapter III will identify and define the 

"feminine consciousness" in Yo vendo unos oios negros. 

Yanez Cossio depicts each female character as aware of her 

sexual difference and her unique qualities and problems. 

Chapter IV delineates the position of women in a consumer 

society as seen in Yo vendo unos oios negros. Furthermore, 

a capitalist society "contribuye a la deshumanizacion y 

cosificacion de la mujer" (Handelsman 899), and this chapter 

will examine how the novelist presents that dehumanization. 

Chapter V examines the techniques and means whereby Yanez 

Cossio subverts the patriarchal order in La cofradia del 

mullo del vestido de la virgen pipona. Chapter VI 

demonstrates how masculine hegemony has suppressed women 

ideologically, socially and politically through the 

maintenance of prostitution. Furthermore Chapter VI shows 

how La casa del sano placer demonstrates how prostitution is 

a means through which patriarchal society maintains 

masculine lordship and feminine bondage. Chapter VII is the 

conclusion. The volume ends with an appendix which is a 



personal interview with Yanez Cossio done by the author in 

Quito, Ecuador, on October 6, 1992. 

Without doubt the importance of feminist literature in 

the 1990s is great. The genre has continued to grow in 

Spanish language literature. The novels of Ydnez Cossio 

offer a very personal interpretation of feminist themes and 

ideas, and justifies a deeper investigation. Up to this 

date only three articles have appeared concerning her entire 

fictional production. Nina Scott wrote an article entitled 

"Alicia Yanez Cossio: una perspective feminina sobre el 

pasado del Ecuador." In it she briefly overviews the novel 

and analyzes the manner in which Yanez Cossio creates a past 

for Bruna. Bruna's past is a conglomeration of fragments 

that exist in the memories of her relatives. Scott tells of 

this process and shows how Bruna successfully reorganizes 

her family history. Scott's analysis of the novel is exact 

and valuable inasmuch as she is concise and brief (six 

pages). The article questions Y^nez Cosslo's conclusion 

since Bruna "anda por el mundo sin destine o medios 

econ6micos aparentes" (628). Scott's sententious comments 

come across negatively since she sees the culmination of the 

narrative as a problem: "El problema con esta soluci6n es 

que Yanez Cossio ha sido tan concreta en su mordaz denuncia 

de la historia de los Catevil que la nebulosidad de la nueva 

existencia de Bruna no es convincente, por lo menos para 

esta lectora" (628). 
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Michael Handelsman also has contributed to the sparse 

scholarship on Yanez Cossio with an article entitled "En 

busca de una mujer nueva: rebelion y resistencia en Yo vendo 

unos oios negros de Alicia Yanez Cossio." Handelsman offers 

insight into Yo vendo by discussing how the protagonist 

rebels and resists the dominant patriarchal system. He 

shows how the author places in doubt traditional impressions 

of women. Furthermore he writes that the main problem with 

these women is their condition which is "injusticia, 

opresion, y explotacion" (894). Handelsman's thesis is that 

Maria can break away from the present oppressive condition 

and become "una mujer-slmbolo" (895). Handelsman shows how 

Maria comes full circle to "autosuficiencia" (898) while, at 

the same time, he discusses how women are exploited and 

oppressed in a capitalist world. He writes that the 

protagonist in Yo vendo "lucha contra todo un sistema 

deshumanizado y materialista" (899). The article shows how 

Yanez Cossio links two important issues in the novel: 

feminist personal fulfillment and the dehumanization of 

capitalism. He writes that Yanez Cosslo's main idea is "la 

formaci6n de una mujer nueva, que pueda realizar plenamente 

su potencial como persona total" (900). 

Dick Gerdes has written an article entitled "An 

Embattled Society: Orality Versus Writing in Alicia Yanez 

Cosslo's La cofradia del mullo del vestido de la virgen 

pipona." He shows how the reader must piece together the 



8 

narrations of the Pando brothers to form the history of the 

town. He discusses the fact that the novel's formation is 

done through the use of oral language instead of the usual 

written language. He writes that "Furthermore, 

psychodynamic elements of orality—proverbs, sayings, 

popular verses, even onomatopoeic sounds, form part of the 

linguistic scaffolding of Yanez Cosslo's novel. Over one 

hundred proverbs appear in italics" (51). He uses Walter J. 

Ong's Orality and Literacy to show how orality manifests 

itself on the level of ideological hegemony. Gerdes 

observes that "Ydnez' novel uses the conjunction and about 

100 times in seven pages in order to tie together in 

mnemotechnical fashion the fragments of information" (52). 

Gerdes proves that orality in La cofradia is a conscious way 

for Yanez Cossio to analyze the function of orality and 

writing in modern society by seeing the link between them as 

a link between literature and society as well as cultural 

tradition and political institutions. 

I have chosen to study the entire corpus of Yanez 

Cosslo's feminist novelistic production while omitting Mas 

alia de las islas whose theme lies outside the scope of this 

study. I have chosen to omit her poetry and short stories 

in an attempt to analyze only her feminist novels. 



Note 

T̂he terms "rebelion" and "resistencia" were first used 
in an article published in 1988 by Michael Handelsman 
entitled "En busca de una mujer nueva: Rebelion y 
resistencia en Yo vendo unos oios negros." 



CHAPTER II 

BRUNA. SOROCHE Y LOS TIOS 

In Bruna. soroche y los tios ̂  and in Yo vendo unos ojos 

negros all the events are filtered through the female 

characters so that a third person narrative is fashioned, 

and it tells the story based on the main character's 

thoughts and perceptions."^ A narrative structure is 

constructed so as to convey the female character's reality 

as she perceives life from moment to moment. The point of 

view is restricted only by the powers of the female 

characters to see and to analyze their own lives. 

By the time Bruna was published Latin American writers 

had rejected earlier literary movements and were 

experimenting with the stream of consciousness, 

cinematographical devices, and dislocation of time. 

However, in Bruna Yanez Cossio has employed a kind of 

"feminine" realism. Although written during the years of 

the "boom" it is not a typical "boom" novel. I say that 

because through the novel the author makes a statement 

concerning the status of female writers in Latin America in 

which she rejects the "masculine" realism that had 

emphasized external experience, rationality, logic and 

hierarchical categorizing. Yanez Cossio has presented the 

feminine consciousness as a vital part of the female 

characters in order to demonstrate a feminist mode of 

thinking. The narrative in all the novels does not appear 
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radical but rather distinct and personal. Yanez Cossio does 

not try to show that her female characters are inherently 

superior to their male counterparts but rather desires to 

show differences based on gender. These differences are 

obvious and function in two ways. The first is to 

demonstrate the female's oppression by traditional, 

patriarchal societal conventions; the second is to show how 

males and females are different but, at the same time, the 

same, both human beings. 

In Bruna. soroche y los tios the narrative is structured 

around a number of female characters. Nina M. Scott has 

observed that: "Bruna^ soroche y los tios es una cronica que 

refleja simultaneamente un pasado nacional y particular" 

(623). An equally important theme is the struggle against 

the patriarchal system: "la protagonista, de la novela, 

Bruna ̂  soroche y los tios ̂  . . . rompe con todo el sistema 

opresor," (Handelsman 895), and she comes to understand "que 

la vida era el supremo don que podia tener y por el cual 

valla la pena hacerse todas las magulladas posibles. Si se 

vivla una sola y linica vez era necesario sentirse plenamente 

ser humano, persona, mujer" (347). Speaking of the 

difference between this novel and Cien anos de soledad by 

Gabriel Garcia Marquez, she states that "el enfoque 

narrative de esta novela es netamente feminista, Bruna 

plantea problemas muy distintas de los de la obra de Garcia 
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Marquez" (623). Sara Vanegas Covena has come to an 

interesting conclusion concerning these two novels: 

Y es que ciertamente, existen varies aspectos 
semejantes entre las dos novelas: una sola 
familia que representa la experiencia 
universal de una nacion, denuncia ironica de 
la historia, lenguaje hiperbolico, etc. 
Aunque tambien se aprecian impertantes 
diferencias; la principal: la novela de 
Alicia esta escrita desde la perpectiva de 
una muchacha y se puede decir que, aun mas 
que ella misma, es la mujer, en general, la 
protagonista de la obra. (23) 

Bruna. soroche y los tios as a Feminized 
Quest- Romance 

Questing, a woman dares to reinvent herself. 
Unfamiliar, indiscreet, she "lights out" into 
strange continents, collecting out of the 
darkness stories never heard before. She 
moves against the winds of great legends that 
recount the adventures of heroes, gallant men 
whose stories are deemed universal, timeless, 
and fundamental to our understanding of the 
historical conditions that gave rise to 
civilizations. (Heller 1)^ 

Against this definition of the classic female quest looms 

the ever present myths and rituals of the dominant Western 

patriarchal culture that forms the prevalent ideology for 

men and women alike. The Western patriarchal culture lauds 

masculinity as its prototype and model for the heroic 

adventure while 

The feminization of the heroic quest has 
provided women writers a narrative means to 
acknowledge and accept indeterminate 
processes that the masculine myth attempts to 
determine through rituals of closure, 
aggression, exclusion, and individuation— 
rituals that help preserve an exclusively 
masculine domain. (Heller 13) 
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According to Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand 

Faces, there exists a male hero of masculine monomyths who 

plays out the quest cycle: birth, initiation and death. The 

process through which the quest must eventually pass 

requires that the hero journey away from the community and 

accomplish heroic deeds through the use of his aggressive 

libidinal drive and then return to his home after all 

oppositions are resolved: 

The cycle of the quest equates an 
antagonistic process of individualization 
with maintaining the universal order. 
Competition guides the dialectic structure of 
the quest and defines male heroism as an 
aggressive destiny achieved through exercise 
of physical strength. (Heller 3) 

The masculine monomyth is exclusive, observes Campbell, man 

is the only one capable of moving toward an understanding of 

knowledge since woman serves as his prize at the end of his 

quest. Furthermore, Campbell observes that women play only 

a marginal part in man's heroic adventure since she "can 

never be greater than himself, though she can always promise 

more than he is yet capable of comprehending" (116). 

Nevertheless, the male hero at last realizes that he, all 

along, possessed the necessary capabilities to achieve 

complete comprehension.^ 

In traditional quest romances women serve as passive 

helpers in the masculine quest since "Self sacrifice and 

martyrdom is the standard way for a woman to achieve renown 

among men" (Pomeroy 109). Women's roles aid only in the 
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sense that they "may assist or hinder his progress" (Heller 

2). Campbell states that woman "represents the totality of 

what can be known. The hero comes to know" (116). Heller 

writes that "the quest-romance represents the libido's 

search to embrace external reality, and at the same time 

salvage the inner self from anxieties that accompany that 

reality" (4). In like manner Northrup Frye positions woman 

as subordinate due to man's masculine libido because woman 

"achieves no quest herself, but she is clearly the kind of 

being who make a quest possible" (322-23). At the root of 

this quest lies the search for identity, and many affirm 

that the masculine myth demands that identity be 

incompatible with the feminine and be solely a masculine 

attribute. Campbell describes the Oedipal division of 

active and passive roles in the traditional quest plot when 

he observes that "the son against the father for the mastery 

of the universe, and the daughter against the mother to be 

the mastered universe" (136). 

In the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 

quest romances became an internalized journey. That is, the 

poet-heroes of this epoch began to wage war within 

themselves. The journeys of yesterday, the travel to exotic 

distant lands to explore the landscape and to reap riches 

through the masculine aggressive libido and physical 

strength, turned inward in an attempt to explore the hero's 

own ego. Harold Bloom in "The Internalization of Quest-
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Romance," observes that: "The internalization of 

quest-romance made of the poet-hero a seeker not after 

nature but after his own mature powers, and so the Romantic 

poet turned away . . . from nature to what was more integral 

. . . within himself" (15). Heller observes that "In the 

internalized quest, the poet attempts to overcome the 

libidinal, feminine self by engaging it in locked battle 

with the imagination, or "Real Man" (5). In Harold Blooms' 

examination of the internalized quest, there appears nothing 

new since it echoes Frye's "ambivalent female archetype," 

which reaffirms the masculine monomyth. Edwards again 

reiterates this idea when he says that: 

For if heroism is defined in terms of 
external action alone and heroic actions are 
confined to displays of unusual physical 
strength, military prowess, or social or 
political power, then physiology or a culture 
that limits women's capacities in these areas 
thereby exclude women from heroic deeds (11). 

That is, life process is embodied in the hero's actions. 

Using Heller's last statement, one can assert that with this 

internalization process women can begin to reach out on 

their own to break the hold of being only images in male 

fantasies. An internal quest-romance liberates women from 

the Oedipal division of active and passive roles 

traditionally found in quest-romance plots. No longer is it 

necessary to possess the aggressive libidinal drive nor to 

journey in search of wars to become a hero. With a new type 

of heroism not bound by the masculine libidinal drive, women 
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now become part of the process in a step toward feminizing 

the quest-romance due to its intellectual and spiritual 

focus. Thus, "there would seem to be nothing to prevent 

women from becoming heroes themselves by virtue of 

possessing their own minds and their own imaginative 

faculties" (Heller 6). 

Quite understandably there have been few female literary 

"heroes" to appear in the past two hundred years. Annis 

Pratt, in Archetypal Patterns in Women's Fiction, writes 

that woman, in order to achieve transcendence, needs to pass 

through and beyond sexual politics to a new environment, a 

new kind of quest (70). Traditionally female protagonists 

have remained entrapped by society's restrictions and 

definitions of female "goodness." Woman has had to forge 

forward all the while confronting conflict for her desire 

for self-sufficiency and society's traditional demand that 

she play the traditional roles as wife and mother. The long 

tradition of masculine monomyths in literature has been the 

cause of an absence of female heroes. Pratt states after 

observing quest patterns in more than three hundred novels 

that she found "acute tension between what any normal human 

being might desire and what a woman must become" (6). 

Consequently, no one has ever expected women to "light out" 

in search of a new feminized territory of self-creation in 

society since Western patriarchal society has always 

belittled and thwarted the effort. Females were supposed to 
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act properly which translates into submissiveness, 

passiveness and obedience. Furthermore, an acceptance of 

this dichotomy is "a recognition that society neither 

expects nor wants her to test her powers" (Heller 10). This 

relegation of women has been a permanent part of Western 

culture that privileges the myth of male flight while 

denying female protagonists the same experience. Many 

nineteenth-century women writers of the quest-romance did 

not write to have their protagonists drastically change the 

world according to feminine wants and values, but rather 

their struggle was to unite two conflicting imperatives: 

"her own desire to become a self-sufficient, self-realized 

adult and society's demand that she become a woman" (Heller 

25). Thus, women's writing manifested itself in literature 

that portrayed the female quest as ending with illness, 

suicide, madness or other psychic deterioration. More 

common to nineteenth-century quest-romances was the marriage 

plot. Marriage marked a resolution that meant that the 

woman had to accept her social role as wife. Although the 

female protagonist began her quest, ultimately it would fail 

when she married since she was conforming to the oppressive 

patriarchal structures she so eagerly sought to transcend. 

"The conventional marriage plot ultimately serves 

patriarchal culture by maintaining its checks and balances" 

(Heller 26). Consequently, the female quester must begin 

anew; she must redefine her previously conceived notions 
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concerning her aspirations. Because of patriarchal pressure 

she has to confront her dilemma, and attempt to resolve it 

through socially acceptable terms. 

Twentieth-century novels, on the other hand, while at 

times maintaining the established nineteenth-century 

tradition (through marriage or childbirth), seek to 

transcend the former traditions. Feminists disagree with 

the aforementioned paradigm since it adheres to the opinion 

that anatomy is destiny. The female quester who views 

marriage, motherhood and childbirth as basic components of 

her overall psychic development as a woman, and not as an 

end in itself, still can challenge patriarchal ideology. 

The twentieth century has witnessed a greater interest 

in the quest for self-discovery. With the evolution of both 

social roles and expectations for women, along with feminist 

movements, the quest-romance has become a more important 

vehicle for expressing women's search for authentic 

selfhood. "The feminization of quest-romance has evolved 

slowly, assimilating influences from both male and female 

literary traditions" (Heller 13). Carol Christ and Annis 

Pratt also observe that male and female traditions share 

certain elements but that female quests have their own 

distinct problems, themes and motifs (Heller 9), and 

therefore, a new set of metaphors, patterns and themes are 

needed. Contradictory to male quests which: 

develop characteristically through the male 
hero's flight from women and his resistance 
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to the influence of others, feminized quest 
plots tend to be more accepting of 
relationships with both men and women as 
integral to the female's process of realizing 
individual goals and fulfilling societal 
needs. (Heller 24) 

The investigation into these problems and themes in women's 

literature has led to a new definition of quest-romance. 

An ever present characteristic of the female quest-

romance is that the protagonist is "thwarted of impossible 

journey, a rude awakening to limits, and a reconciliation to 

society's expectations of female passivity and immobility" 

(Heller 14). More often than not the female quest begins 

with a recapitulation of an experience of abandonment, abuse 

or injustice that justifies the protagonist's reason for 

initiating her quest and the need for self-affirmation and 

self-redemption. Thus, the pattern of the tale parallels 

the growth of the female quester's consciousness. Each step 

forward marks an apprehension of what was formerly forbidden 

and inaccessible. Orphanhood also often plays a pivotal 

role in quest-romance narratives offering special 

circumstances that allow the quester certain privileges for 

self-definition. Lacking concrete answers the female 

quester has a blank slate with which she can come to know. 

Not only is there discontinuity in the quester's life and 

circumstances, but also the narrative many times mirrors the 
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same fragmentation, discontinuity and digression. Heller 

observes: 

At times, woman's quest may seem to be taking 
her in circles rather than in a linear 
direction. She may appear to be moving 
backward rather than forward, regressing 
rather than progressing, performing acts out 
of chronological order. (33) 

Its style is appropriate to narrarate the female subject 

since she is separated in two equal parts by a 

"phallocentric system, which defines her as the object, the 

inessential other to the male subject" (Stanton 15). 

Reminiscent of the Latin American "boom" novel, the 

feminized quest-romance employs multiple narrative 

techniques such as nonlinear discourse, fragmentation, 

multiple points of view and similar techniques. Not only 

are these recognizable when appearing alone, but they may 

also appear in any combination in order to challenge 

patriarchal constructed forms. Hence, "Clearly, these 

^fragmented' histories appear truer to the Latin American 

experience than the orderly allegorical progression of the 

Balzacian historical novel or even the unifying force of the 

Tolstoyan epic" (Roa Bastos 268). Heller writes that: 

In a effort to avoid the snares of 
traditional forms associated with male 
images, feminized quests often employ the 
implements of modernist or experimental 
fiction which emphasize the anarchy of the 
subconscious and the dislocation of the 
subject over the assumed stability of 
socially constructed "reality." (33) 
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Women's autobiographies or autobiographical narratives 

are fundamentally connected to quest-romance by the search 

for identity, and the search for their family bloodline as 

in Bruna. Often characteristic of quest-romance is an inner 

turmoil that manifests itself in the protagonist's 

uncertainty concerning her unexplained or unknown past. She 

confronts a conflict between attachment and autonomy, 

dependence and self-sufficiency. These very same elements 

and many more are obvious in Yanez Cosslo's Bruna. soroche v 

los tios. 

Bruna is a novel that "merece mas atencion por ser un 

ejemplo por excelencia de lo que la historiadora Gerda 

Lerner denomina «woman-centered inquiry» del pasado 

ecuatoriano" (Scott 623). Bruna is a recapitulation of 

Bruna's family history and an analysis as seen through her 

feminist eyes: 

La perspectiva predominante en la novela es 
la femenina, punto que Lerner subraya con 
gran enfasis: «The central question is this: 
What would history be like if it were seen 
through the eyes of women and ordered by the 
values they define?». (Scott 623) 

Her interest in family history is motivated by desire to 

better understand her present self. The novel is a 

chronicle of the Catevil family which: 

renegotiates distinctions between truth and 
fiction, transforming the private search for 
the true self into a public confession of the 
gaps and absences in her life, and the 
marginal truths that work in collusion with 
creativity that present a unified past and a 
unified subject. (Heller 60) 
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Yanez Cosslo's fictional biography of Bruna and her 

tios is an important text in the feminization of a quest 

narrative." Yanez Cossio conceives of the quest as a 

feminine exploration to discover and invent the lost origins 

of female identity, and a call to heroic adventure which is 

characterized by a sense of dislocation, despair, and 

urgency. She also expresses the quest, as opposed to 

patriarchal myths, as an "internal growth that concentrates 

on the possibilities of human development and change" 

(Edwards 11). She seeks to make a home for her Bruna within 

the text. The quest leads Yanez Cossio to reconsider and 

reinterpret her inherited beliefs based on an objective 

reality a "reality" that is "gradually reorganized and 

modified by the interpretive processes of memory" (Heller 

60). Joanne S. Frye says that: "As the needs of the present 

prompt narrative interpretation of the past, [a] narrator's 

memory can yield a different ^reality,' a different 

chronology: a subversion of fixity, a reopening of cultural 

*truth'" (57). Bruna represents a woman's quest to find her 

lost past without using the normal "categorical 

representations of linear, coherent, truthful selfhood" 

(Heller 60). Instead she advocates "the possibility of at 

least retrospective control over experience—that control 

which women in their lives so often lack" (Meyer Spacks 46). 

Adrienne Rich observes that "Re-vision—the act of looking 

back, of seeing with fresh eyes . . . is for women more than 
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a chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival" 

(35). Yanez Cossio has successfully written a novel in 

which: 

the narrator-protagonist has claimed control 
over the telling and interpreting of her own 
experience. As her own narrator, she can 
explicitly examine the destructive power of 
the femininity text into which she is 
supposed to be growing and then to redefine 
the premises of representation in order to 
elude its power. (Frye 77-78) 

Lee R. Edwards writes, that in contrast to nineteenth-

century novelists. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century 
novelists seem readier to abandon the project 
of entrapping the female heroic character and 
begin the task of inventing maneuvers whereby 
she can break out of familial, sexual, and 
social bondage into an altered and 
appropriate world. (16) 

Yanez Cossio describes the formation of her subject as a 

slow process which ultimately will gather dispersed pieces 

of information that relate to the protagonist's past that 

form her identity: "Se escondian con prisa los amarillos 

daguerrotipos donde aparecla un pedazo del tronco comun 

vestido con un trajecillo mezquino que indicaba pobreza, o 

con los rasgos imborrables de la raza maldita y escarnecida" 

(21). "By writing in the gaps between truth and fiction, 

past and present, [the author] plays in the margins of 

uncertainty, timelessness and unreality" (Heller 61): 

"[Bruna] ya tenia veinte anos y no tenia pasado" (6); "El 

pasado de Bruna estuvo ligado a tres abuelos que habitaron 

la vieja casa. Los tres fueron locos de remate, locura que 
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a su vez, la heredaron de otros antepasados" (17). These 

citations are representative of the attempt by feminists to 

refocus history on the psychosocial fragmentation of the 

female subject. Bruna's search for identity seeks not to 

resolve woman's historical absence but to acknowledge that 

the "true" history of the subject is always inscribed within 

her consciousness. Bruna's search for self leads her to 

feel and experience abandonment which then marks her quest 

for salvation through the pursuit of heroic destiny. Yanez 

Cossio perceives that the feminized quest depends on the 

protagonist's need for a descent, a journey back into the 

past, into childhood. 

The narrative sketches in Bruna are deliberately placed 

out of chronological order so as to create a multifaceted 

commentary of the self-writing process. To self-write is to 

admit to the possibility that one has "forgotten or altered 

the truth" (Heller 61). Thus, the process of composition 

juxtaposes two distinct phases in Bruna's life: there is the 

adolescent Bruna and the mature Bruna who appear and 

reappear in nonconsecutive chapters in the novel. This 

shifting of time enacts a merger of these disparate chapters 

of Bruna's life, suggesting that the quest is a lifelong 

process, rather than "a single, heroic episode or 

culminating occasion" (Heller 61). 

Yanez Cossio describes her attempt to reconstruct the 

fragments of the past as a kind of search, in which Bruna, 
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her other relatives and friends have all taken part, "Los 

ninos espiaban anhelantes el momento de descuido para abrir 

el armario y liberar al empolvado abuelo que, desde el mas 

alia de su ignominia le sonrela y les contaba cuentos y 

verdades acerca de los tiempos y de las narices" (22). 

Here the social element of the feminized 
quest is emphasized; in contrast to the 
traditional male pattern, in which a hero's 
quest is a solitary achievement benefitting a 
community at large, women's quests shape—and 
are equally shaped by—community involvement. 
(Heller 61) 

Bruna's search for identity is bound to her 

preoccupation with her ancestry especially where race is 

concerned. Society's racial biases have produced a fixation 

on her lost past and missing origins. Heller states that a 

woman's quest begins as a search for these missing names and 

facts that might help her to construct a unified portrait of 

the past with an equally coherent identity (62). Thus by 

unnaming herself the female protagonist psychologically 

removes herself from a patriarchal past that has kept her 

from achieving "a female-specific identity, history and 

inheritance" (Heller 19). Both excited and preoccupied, 

Bruna has to realize that her search "ultimately involves— 

and is fundamentally about—an acceptance of fragmentary 

knowledge," (Heller 62) or less than "absolute truth." 

Notwithstanding the narrative search allows the author to 

come to grips with the "truth," which like the self, "is 

always self-made, always a reinterpretation of images and 
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events, a process of reorganizing the past and of altering 

the present, using both public and private perceptions" 

(Heller 62). 

Yanez Cosslo's fictional biography of Bruna becomes a 

search to reclaim both her lost and forgotten past. The 

journey begins with a search for her family heritage and 

bloodline. Significantly, Ydnez Cossio recalls that Bruna, 

at a relatively early age, noticed that no one bothered to 

tell her anything about her past, so it took some time for 

her to absorb the present circumstances. "This primary 

experience of loss" (62) of self amid the present has caused 

Bruna to become "immediately connected to silence, the 

unnameable loss, and becomes the experience which [the 

author] must now name through the narrative process in order 

to assert linguistic control over her past and present self" 

(Heller 62): "Bruna opto por callarse, como siempre, y no 

insistir mas" (5), and " . . . como era dificil, humanamente 

imposible explicar lo inexplicable, opto por el silencio" 

(5). According to Helene Cixous, man is a product of the 

hierarchical Western society that has ensnared him and 

victimized him on a psychic level, trapping him in his own 

"rigid law of individuation" (96). Woman, on the other hand 

has managed to stay in touch with her bisexual unconscious 

by "liv[ing] in dreams, embodied but still deadly silent, in 

silences, in voiceless rebellions" (95). By writing and, 

consequently, breaking this silence woman can "displace this 
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^within,' and explode it, overturn it" (95), externalize the 

private world of the feminine Imaginary and "spread values 

over the world, un-quoted values that will change the rules 

of the game" (97). Henceforth Bruna was on her own to 

experience life's travails and she intuitively felt that 

"era el producto de la fabula, de la leyenda, del tiempo 

estancado como un charco de agua sucia, de la tristeza, de 

las sensaciones, de las montanas, pero se buscaba a si 

misma, hasta encontrarse" (52). Furthermore, the absence of 

a past allows the feminist more freedom to forge authentic 

female identities, and marks the rebellion against male-

perpetuated gender codes. When women find themselves 

without a verifiable past they are not restricted by an 

inherent identity, and this facilitates a declaration of 

freedom that both defines and defies the dispossession that 

society imposes on them because of gender. Bruna is forced 

to reinterpret and redefine history from her own perspective 

all the while involving herself in a kind of internalized 

self-combat in an attempt to resolve her inner turmoil. 

In Y^nez Cosslo's narrative, the selective and 

collective memories merge to give an overall picture of 

reality according to Bruna Catevil. The novel is a familial 

history, a chronicle in which all the characters serve as 

sources of important information for the reinterpretation of 

Bruna's past. Yanez Cossio has constructed a narrative that 

uses memory as the very source of information through which 
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she relates the events. The novel develops as the author 

gathers scattered details of Bruna's past, and with these 

accumulated bits of information she conscientiously forms a 

representation of Bruna. In the beginning, Bruna is 

confronted by an uncertain and indifferent past, what Heller 

refers to as "a history composed essentially of doubts 

rather than certainties" (64). 

The novel begins in italics, used to indicate that the 

narrative represents Bruna's stream of consciousness. In 

these first eleven pages the reader begins to understand the 

thoughts and perceptions of the protagonist, but does not 

understand at first reading the completeness of these 

introductory pages which examine and overview the entire 

novel. 

Taking into account that the novel is a quest for the 

family history of Bruna Catevil, one must not overlook the 

feminist perspective of the narrative. Yanez Cossio 

satirically denounces the prevalent attitude of the 

patriarchal majority: "Las mujeres eran unos ovarios 

gigantescos, vestidos de negro, donde se gestaban hijos en 

serie y supersticiones en masa" (54). These two elements, 

Bruna's search for truth and the feminist perspective, are 

intertwined and create a narrative that produces a 

reorganized past from Bruna's memory and feminist outlook. 

Bruna as a young girl lives among her maternal 

relatives since all of the fathers of her family die at an 
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early age. The tios, as Nina Scott says, "alude[nj a un 

triste destine endemico a la familia: en generaciones 

sucesivas los padres suelen morir muy jovenes, dejando a su 

hijos a cargo de parientes incapacitados para asumir el 

papel pater- o maternal" (624). One must not exclude the 

importance of this reference to Bruna's past, although it 

may seem only a minor detail, since Bruna's quest for self 

will be formed with the absence of strong masculine role 

models. It is important to remember that using orphans is 

frequent among women writers since it facilitates rebellion 

or being different and "explains" why they want to be 

independent. Heller writes that "Orphanhood allows [the 

female quester] to remain an object of sentiment and 

fascination, while becoming potentially a subject of radical 

discontinuity, self-possession, and self-creation" [italics 

added] (27). 

In a sense Bruna grows up like an orphan, as she does 

not have a father/mother relationship: "En la familia de 

Bruna los ninos estuvieron condenados a la orfanidad. Casi 

todos los ninos se criaron y se hicieron adultos absorbiendo 

por 6smosis los defectos de los tios" (61) and "Parecia una 

maldicibn de los Illacatu el que sus descendientes fueron 

huerfanos y los ninos se criaron entre tios" (82). One of 

the great handicaps that Bruna has when she attemps to 

recall the past is the fact that she was an orphan: "Cuando 

habitaron la casa, Bruna conoci6 a los tios alrededor de los 
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cuales paso su infancia y sus primeras rebeldlas" (44). The 

past history is usually transmitted via the collective 

memory of a family or else one may say that the chain of 

recollection has been broken. For it is normally the 

parents who teach the children the family history, and it is 

also the parents who set the children straight concerning 

their own childhood recollections, telling them that this 

cannot have happened the way they remember it. Parents and 

other relatives maintain collective memories that are aided 

by photographs and videos. 

Yanez Cossio is successful in incorporating a sense of 

loss into her creation of Bruna's past. Without doubt 

orphanhood has proven to be "both a handicap and a blessing" 

for the female who tries to recapitulate her past (Heller 

63). Hence, the author moves forward and breaks new ground 

since her incorporation of loss "involves a radical 

departure from conventions of the past and the burdens of 

tradition which assign women to passive, subservient roles 

in the perpetuation of family name and legacy" (Heller 63). 

She, by necessity, must become more independent than normal 

gender codes might require. Yanez Cossio realizes that 

Bruna has only two choices: "hero or victim" (Heller 63).^ 

Thus, "the possibility of the woman hero is contingent only 

on recognizing the aspirations of consciousness as human 

attributes" (Edwards 11). If Bruna cannot change her self-

image, ultimately, she will resemble the city of Quito of 
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which the narrator says: "Nada habla cambiado en la ciudad 

dormida. Los ninos hablan crecido y los viejos se habian 

muerto" (83). If she does not change, she will mature and 

age and die without anything being different. 

Another important aspect of Bruna's quest is her desire 

to find out the origin of her family name "because awakening 

is followed by a new self and reality that articulates the 

new orientation of self and world" [italics added] (Christ 

13).^ Yanez Cossio shows the preoccupation that Latin 

Americans sometimes may have concerning their bloodline: 

"Bruna descendla de una raza desleal a la que todavia le 

dolla y empequefiecia el mestizaje, con dolor y un complejo 

de pecado original" (20). Since Ecuador is a pluricultural 

society, it is especially difficult to ascertain one's 

ancestry. Bruna's family originated as a result of the 

coming together of a Spanish man and an Indian woman, Maria 

Illacatu, who is likened to Palla Chimpu Ocllo, the Inca 

Garcilaso's mother. Another analogy may be made here 

between Maria Illacatu and dona Marina since the former 

loses her land, language and family by force to a conqueror. 

Maria Illacatu's children changed their last name from 

Garcia to reject their paternal ancestry although "los hijos 

de Maria Illacatu fueron mds hijos del padre que de la 

madre" (25). Later they changes it to Villacatu: 

Tuvieron conciencia del prestigio que les 
daba el oro tan f^cilmente conseguido y se 
cambiaron el inocuo Garcia a Villacatu: Aqui 
en Espana todo el mundo es Garcia . . . Es 
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nombre de hidalgos . . . A nosotros nos 
llaman Villacatu. Nuestra madre era de 
sangre real . . . (25) 

Their decision was formalized when they "decidieron de comun 

acuerdo en una reunion de familia, el cambio de Garcia a 

Villacatu . . . " (35). Later they changed their name to 

Villa-Cato in an attempt to conceal their mestizo heritage: 

Los hijos de estos crecieron en la tierra de 
la madre, y por lo tanto, maldijeron el dia 
que sus padres se cambiaron de apellido. En 
la tierra donde vivlan todo estaba por 
hacerse, entonces adoptaron la denominacion 
de Villa-Cato, y a su vez, los hijos de 
Villa-Cato zanjaron la debatida cuestion del 
abolengo llamandose Catovil. 

—Villacatu es indio, quichua puro. . . 
—Somos duenos de seis villas. 
— IVilla-Cato, no suena mal . . . ! 
—Suena mejor Catovil! 
—lEso es! lQu6 alivio, perdimos el 
Villacatu! (25) 

For Bruna all this information is yet unknown although the 

narrator has already informed the reader that: 

Asi se perdio toda referenda a la abuela 
India, hasta que Bruna hizo su entrada en el 
mundo de su propia vida cogida de la mano de 
la vieja mama Chana, y anos mas tarde, en el 
mundo terrible e insospechado de los archives 
donde los borrenes y las supersticiones 
estaban hechas con tanto descaro, que eran lo 
primero que se veia al abrir los empolvados 
libros. (25) 

Bruna has been searching to find her and her family's real 

name, "un apellido ilustre, un apellido sobre el cual se 

podian reconstruir a su gusto un pasado brillante" (20). 

This can be compared to Mary Daly's comments concerning the 

Genesis account. She says that "Adam's naming of woman and 
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the animals is paradigmatic of cosmic ^false meaning' in 

which women and the world have been named only from men's 

point of view" (Christ 24).^ However, a person's name is 

not so much a magic way of getting hold of oneself as it is 

the profound meaning of one's being. To name someone or 

something is to show one's superiority over him/her or it. 

Moreover, naming means asserting oneself as subject and 

designating the other as object.« It is the greatest 

spiritual and personal virtue. Thus, being master of the 

words about oneself is in reality claiming to be one's own 

subject and completely autonomous. Bruna discovers where 

she came from and who she is when she opens "los empolvados 

libros" (25), and she "estremecio al descubrir su propia 

ralz; no era hija de sus padres, ni nieta de sus abuelos, ni 

sobrina de sus tios. Era un ser en el aire" (26). She 

exclaims in a loud voice, "IPor fin! Encontre lo que buscaba 

. . . Algo acerca de mis antepasados . . ." (26). Although 

excited and somewhat confused at finding out who she is not, 

she realizes the great discovery she has just made when she 

says, "Eso buscan muchos" (26). Even more to the point the 

narrator states that: 

Desde que [Bruna] escribio a su nombre el 
apellido que en realidad le correspondla, 
sintio que sus pisadas en el mundo tenlan mas 
firmeza. Que no era un pajaro alocado en el 
mundo volando a ras de tierra, como una hoja 
desprendida de cualquier arbol, sino un ser 
concrete. Descubrio el por qu6 de sus 
secretas rebeldlas y se trazo su propia ruta 
come el linice capitdn de su propia nave; 
podia tener un drbel genealogice y olvidarse 
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que lo tenia. Podia recostarse a dermir a su 
sembra sin que se le cayeren las hojas, ni se 
doblaran las ramas. (26) 

Here one sees the culmination of the quest for Bruna in 

discovering who she is. She realizes where she came from 

and more importantly that she is the "linico capitan de su 

propia nave" (26). This statement is a milestone in the 

mind of Bruna since she now realizes that she will determine 

her own life. Nina M. Scott has offered a good explanation 

of this when she says that: 

Como consecuencia de haberse familiarizado 
con el pasado, Bruna cambia su nombre, no 
como Camelia Llorosa, por un apodo que la 
hiciera mas interesante, sino por sustituir 
el apellido <<Catevil» por <<Illacatu,» un 
acto que acepta y reivindica a la antepasada 
indigena. La autora nunca enfatiza la 
etimologla de «Catevil,» que se podria 
traducir algo como «mal mirar,» 
caracterlstica que ejemplifica uno de los 
problemas fundamentales de la familia y otra 
raz6n para que Bruna se libre de este 
apellido. (628) 

As Bruna learns of her new self she develops an 

awareness of her female identity, and it is "incongruous 

with conventional patterns and images of female 

representation" (Heller 73). Her identity is based on both 

race and gender since she also identifies with her Indian 

blood; not Spanish, not mestizo. Renaming herself, 

reclaiming her Indian last name and ancestry, she performs 

the symbolic act by which women free themselves from 

entrapment in narrative forms and social codes. "As women 

begin to name the world for themselves not only will they 
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create new life possibilities for women, they will also 

upset the world order that has been taken for granted for 

centuries" (Christ 24). Bruna did not invent a new name for 

herself as had Carmela de Villa-Cato (Camelia Llorosa) but 

found her answer in her past.^ Thus, Bruna rejects her 

surname Catevil in favor of her grandmother's name Ilacatu. 

Her true identity allows her to shake off her old made-up 

name and begin anew, to proclaim her freedom from the 

demands of external order as seen in this citation: 

— I Soy tu padre y me debes respeto! 
iSoy tu madre y me debes obediencia! 
ISoy tu jefe y me debes consultar todo lo 

que hagas! ISoy tu confesor y me debes decir 
tus mas secretes pensamientos! (45) 

Bruna, first freeing herself from external order, can then 

successfully free herself from an "internal psychic 

structure that no longer accepts an inappropriate self-

image" (Heller 73). Therefore, it is obvious that 

"Patriarchal oppression bears heavily on individual women's 

possibilities for self identification" (Frye 62). 

This quest narrative demonstrates two very important 

things. First, it indirectly underscores the power of 

language, especially phallocentric discourse, and shows hew 

significant it is when a woman takes the first step toward 

renaming that which the text as a whole represents. By 

retelling the past from a feminist point of view, as dees 

Bruna, the shaping of a new self-image and independence net 

based en patriarchal models becomes possible. Second, by 
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viewing the multiplicity of names given in Bruna, it is 

possible to acquire a new self identity since it suggests, 

as Ragussis explains an 

individual's history requires a set of names, 
or a series of renamings that signal the 
different stages of a life story or fictional 
plot. The true "name," then, often functions 
as a series of names, a composite name . . . 
one must take them all . . . to have one's 
history. (10) 

Remarkably, different names in a text allow the author to 

write up a life story, and to understand the way in which 

various acts of naming organize entire plots (Ragussis 11). 

However, plots of fiction are seldom resolved when the 

protagonist successfully finds out her original name, though 

sometimes a plot seems designed along such lines. This 

biography of Bruna's family conceptualizes history and is a 

quest to reevaluate and retell women's history. It is a 

feminist response to male-dominated history's claim to speak 

of universal experience. The feminization of quest does not 

use the same phallogocentric process to describe the process 

by which women are molded to fit expected patterns, but 

rather endeavors to transform patterns to make them more 

suitable and harmonious with developing female psyches.^° 

Thus, in Bruna. soroche y los tios. the object is "to 

reclaim and renovate the landscape of memory, to create 

identity through rebirth by renaming, to set a precedent for 

women's power to make and choose the self" (Heller 75). 
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The Women Characters in Bruna, soroche 

v los tios 

The men and women characters in Bruna occupy separate 

planes of experience, and they have opposing ideas of what 

it means to be either male or female. Several women 

characters exhibit behavior contrary to the traditional 

established norm in Ecuadorian society. Nina M. Scott has 

stated that: 
La epoca historica que les corresponde vivir 
a estos liltimos—prinicipos de este siglo— 
es, en la opinion de la autora, «la epoca 
mas impersonal y oscura de la ciudad 
dormida>>, especialmente para las mujeres, 
cuya linica salida era «el rezo y la 
tertulia». (627) 

Yanez Cossio has systematically shown the advancement of 

women in Bruna through the actions of the women characters: 

Se trata de arquetipos femeninos que dan como 
resumen historico de los roles limitados de 
la mujer. Son personajes que rechazan 
patrones sexuales establecidos, la debilidad 
y pasividad tradicionales; restricciones que 
por largo tiempo (hasta hoy incluso) se han 
mantenido en Ecuador y latinoamerica. 
(Vanegas Covena 32) 

These women characters, members of Bruna's family, have 

distinct attitudes and opinions of what it means to be a 

woman in their own lifetime. "Tres personajes son 

fundamentales en esta historia: Maria Illacatu, Camelia 

Llorosa y Bruna, como ejemplos de actitud valiente y 

definida en contra de la discriminacion, la sumision y la 

dependencia" (Vanegas Covena 33). 
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Maria Illacatu, the despoiled Indian, cannot cross the 

culture gap between Spanish and Latin American life: "Maria 

Illacatu fue una adorable criatura petrificada en el medio 

de dos culturas que ni siquiera lucharon entre si, porque se 

desconocieron siempre" (29). Yanez Cossio makes some strong 

comparisons and implicitly criticizes the Spanish point of 

view: "—No se les puede querer, porque son Indies." "—Hay 

que tratarlas duro, para que aprendan" (29). In response to 

the antagonistic attitude, Maria Illacatu rejects the 

Spanish culture as the narrator explains: "[Maria] Aprendio 

el idioma de los blancos pero se nego a hablarlo, las 

palabras le naclan en la garganta con un significado 

diferente" (31). Scott has written that: "Negandose a 

hablar castellano, Maria erige un muro consciente entre si 

misma y el hombre que funciona para ella como «su dueno y 

su verdugo» (30)" (625). To her the new language and 

customs were oppressive and uncomfortable: "Los indios son 

brutos por naturaleza. El idioma de Castellano no se ha 

hecho para ellos" (33). There is a subtle comparison, I 

believe, inferred here between racial oppression and gender 

oppression. The author does not make the connection in so 

many words, but the idea is not out of the question. 

Furthermore Maria Illacatu not only has to deal with these 

racial disparities but also with gender disparities. 

A striking similarity exists between Maria Illacatu and 

dona Marina, the mistress of Hernan Cortes. Like dona 
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Marina, whose lover took their son and returned to Spain, 

all the while rejecting her because of her Indian blood, 

Maria Illacatu experiences comparable maltreatment as her 

husband abandons her in favor of a criolla. Maria's 

erstwhile husband: 

enriquecido con el oro de la nusta que 
mantenia a su lado, volvio a cruzar los mares 
para acrecentar la leyenda de los indianos 
que encontraban tesoros en todas partes. No 
se llevo a la mujer porque pesaba demasiado, 
ella y su pena no cabian en ningiin barco, 
ella y su soledad estaban pegadas a la 
tierra. (33) 

Via a powerful metaphor the author tells of the separation 

of the children from their mother since the husband has all 

the power and makes all the decisions: "Pero se llevo la 

sangre de Maria Illacatu al quitarle los hijos" (33). Later 

the husband returns to "la ciudad dormida" but this time 

without the children: "Cuando el marido volvio, no traia a 

los hijos. Los habla dejado al cuidado de los abuelos 

paternos" (33). The author demonstrates patriarchal abuse 

of power, undermining and negating the woman's parental 

right to raise her children. Maria defends herself and 

becomes the first in the line of women characters in Bruna 

who rebel in an attempt to counter mistreatment by men. 

Maria's life, however, does not end as she would have 

wished. She takes a pair of scissors and stabs her husband: 

"Las tijeras siguieron cortando y cortando hasta que alguien 

las arranco del que hacia tiempo era cadaver" (35). After 

Maria kills her husband she commits suicide which is, as 
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Nina M. Scott calls it, an "arma emblematica de las dos 

culturas irreconciliables que la han destruido" (625). 

Carmela Catovil, the second woman character, further 

widens the feminist vision of the author. "La primogenita, 

Carmela Llorosa" (62) must accept her uncle's wishes. Her 

life is the result of her uncle's understanding of the 

stratification of society based on social position. Carmela 

is not considered an individual but rather an object to be 

traded in exchange for monetary gain and social privileges. 

Carmela does not wish to journey to Spain on the back of a 

mule but she has no choice: 

Carmela no penso nunca en rebelarse, por 
entonces estaba incapacitada para 
autodeterminarse por si misma, los principios 
con los cuales habla nacido estaban 
fuertemente adheridos al sexo, tardarla mucho 
en comprender que, las condiciones de 
inferioridad en que habla nacido por el hecho 
de ser mujer, no eran tales. (63) 

Carmela's arranged marriage, por poder (65), to the count 

don Emiliano de la Reguera y Soria is not consummated 

because he is so old he dies before she arrives. 

Carmela decides to remain in Spain rather than undergo the 

hard journey back to her homeland. She slowly attains 

freedom and becomes totally independent at sixteen years of 

age when her old nanny dies. Her psyche is transformed as 

can be seen in this citation: "La nina se quedo sola en un 

mundo totalmente desconocido. Lo que equivalio a un segundo 

nacimiento sin padre, sin madre, sin nodriza, sin camisitas 

bordadas y sin canciones de cuna" (65). Carmela begins to 



41 

experience life far from her ever present guardians, and 

truly becomes ". . . una mujer libre y sin prejuicios" (65), 

able to "autodeterminarse por si misma" (63). 

Carmela as a free woman experiences life's pleasures: 

"Carmela de Villa-Cato se abrio paso a la vida, obedeciendo 

a los impulses de su corazon que latla con un ritme 

acelerade, fertificada per el dolor, la soledad y las 

adversidades esperaba la epertunidad de cenquistar el mundo" 

(65). Yanez Cossio thereby establishes that even one who 

was destined to follow tradition can overcome those barriers 

with a little luck. Due to the death of Carmela's husband, 

she is considered "viuda, seltera y casada al mismo tiempo" 

(68) and, hence, she gains a social position that affords 

her economic independence. Through this fortunate 

circumstance "se hizo mujer entera, absoluta, duena de sus 

decisiones y sus actos . . . la primera y la linica mujer de 

este tiempo que lanz6 su grito de independencia en la ciudad 

dormida" (66). Carmela understands her position of 

independence and, as a consequence, changes her name to 

Camelia Llorosa. Her symbolic name change exemplifies what 

Adrienne Rich calls "el privilegio masculine de renombrar" 

(Scott 626). The apogee of Camelia's potential as a 

feminist thinker appears in her realization that other women 

might also be free: "se puso a pensar en que casi todas las 

mujeres eran como ella, o podian llegar a serlo, si se 

proponian" (67). 



42 

Camelia Llorosa's fortunate life takes a turn for the 

worse when at forty years old she decides to marry, choosing 

a spouse who is at best eccentric and at worst, 

psychoneurotic. Scott observes that: "cuando cumple 

cuarenta anos Camelia por fin se casa con un pretendiente 

fogoso" (626). This marriage changes Camelia, as Beth 

Miller has observed, "marriage is a classic form of 

defeating the emancipated woman" (2). Furthermore, Heller 

observes that "Marriage offers [women] a point of rest, 

stasis, and implicit closure, however illusory or ambiguous 

the sense of an ending conveyed" (25). Camelia's husband 

tells her that: "juraba por todas las musas que se habla 

mantenido soltero en espera de un amor apasionado y 

torrentoso, como solo Camelia Llorosa podia ofrecerle" (76). 

Their marriage proves to be a disaster due to Camelia's 

husband's childish mannerisms and actions.^^ She finally 

leaves him, burns her books and enters a convent to escape 

from him, a decision that once again makes her "monja, 

viuda, soltera y casada . . ." (81). But Camelia has a 

strong spirit and refuses to be beaten, especially by a man. 

When her husband dies, she agrees to raise her sister's 

children, Francisco, Catalina and Clarita, and her 

independent air intensifies. Her experiences have made her 

"silenciosa, austera, y fria" (83), and she behaves 

excessively, acting out her strong anti-masculine attitudes: 

Los accesos de Camelia Llorosa era temibles, 
no podia vivir en una casa donde dejo de ser 
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quien era; la vida le pedla demasiado, aun no 
se habla perdonado el haberse dejado enganar 
por un hombrecillo insignificante; y su 
desatino no paro alii, pues habiendo 
experimentado por si misma la inconsecuencia 
masculina, generalize en su desprecie a todo 
lo que implicara el sexo fuerte. De este 
modo llego a obligar que sobrino Francisco se 
vistiera de nina hasta el dia en que entro al 
colegio . . . No quiero en esta casa nada 
masculine. (84) 

The rest of the cast of women characters, besides 

Bruna, have unique characteristics but contribute little to 

the feminist struggle for freedom. In fact, most of them 

opt for passivity: 

Dentro de la familia de Bruna, las mujeres 
— a excepcion de Camelia Llorosa que se 
independizo del ambiente— todas fueron 
vlctimas, o juguetes de las circumstancias, 
por la cobardia que las mantuvo atadas a los 
hombres y por el egolsmo de ellos, que nunca 
quisieron soltarles de la mano. Entre los 
hombres existio mas variedad que entre las 
mujeres, quienes vivieron aferradas a los 
convencialismos y se dejaron influenciar por 
el mal del soroche. (69) 

Although no other character reveals feminist leanings, 

besides Camelia, and Bruna with her quest for self, several 

characters do reject patriarchical pressures. Among them is 

Bruna's aunt Catalina, an over zealous Catholic who spends 

her entire life counting "la gran acumulacion de 

indulgencias" (156-57). So extreme is her obsession that 

"se vio obligada a contratar los servicios de un joven 

versado en teneduria de libros para que le ayudara a llevar 

el negocio de su salvaci6n" (157). Her rejection of males 

and complete disassociation with men makes her extremely 
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misanthropic. Like Camelia before her, she develops an 

aversion to masculine attire and, makes her young employee 

dress in girl's clothing although: 

el joven enrojecio ante la propuesta y 
amenazo dejarla plantada con la carga de 
numeros. Entonces consiguio, despues de 
muchos rodeos y tira y afloja, que el joven 
se vistiera durante las horas de trabajo con 
un delantal azul-negro que le tapaba los 
brazos y le llegaba hasta los tobillos. (158) 

Tla Catalina "no toleraba la presencia de hombres en torno 

suyo porque los consideraba mas concupiscentes y mas en 

armonla y con mas entendimiento con el demonic que las 

mujeres" (158). Especially interesting in the presentation 

of tia Catalina is her antagonistic attitude toward men 

since her beliefs are not based on experience but come from 

second-hand sources. She never was married but can see and 

does, in fact, make some valid comments concerning men's and 

women's roles in the family relationship. For example, the 

narrator explains that: 

Le era dificil admitir la existencia de 
mujeres que tuvieron que vivir solas, 
abandonadas a la lascivia de los hombres, y 
consideraba necesario para el respaldo de la 
familia un ser masculine, aunque su presencia 
fuera s61o de estampa como fue el respaldo 
que tuvo en el hermano maniatico. (157) 

Tla Catalina's mania has something of Freudian apprehension 

and puritanical fear (often attributed to spinsters); her 

negative predisposition toward men is a reaction against 

their lasciviousness and what she perceives as a generalized 

lack of moral self control. In family structures where the 
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men are immoral, she questions the value of the traditional 

male support that society requires. The male should be a 

role model for both wife and children, both emotionally and 

spiritually. Yanez Cossio thus reveals the degradation of 

the traditional man/family relationship, and tla Catalina's 

mania is directly attributed to the gap between the ideal 

and reality. 

Bruna comes to understand the distinction made between 

the male and female gender when her brother Gabriel is 

expected to study in Paris to fulfill his masculine destiny. 

Gerda Lerner says that this is an example of male hegemony 

over the symbol system and it took two forms: educational 

deprivation over women and male monopoly over definition 

(129). Octavio Paz states concerning this that: "En un 

mundo hecho a la imagen de los hombres, la mujer es solo un 

reflejo de la voluntad y querer masculines . . . La 

femenidad nunca es un fin en si mismo, come lo es la 

hombrla" (32). Bruna must resign herself to the female 

role. Bruna's traditional family thinks of the offsprings' 

future only in terms of the male position in society: 

Les padres de Bruna se incemodaban cuando 
elan a la tla el desee de que uno de sus 
hijos fuera perito centader. Maria 23 y su 
espeso querlan que sus hijos fueran 
profesionales, y no les gustaba la idea de 
que tla Catalina se hiciera cargo de ninguno 
de ellos, a pesar de que ella habla premetido 
que la educacion correrla por su cuenta y que 
seria en un pais de mas alia de les mares. 
(167) 
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Taking into account that this decision-making process 

follows patriarchal models, Catherine McKinnon says that: 

"Male power is real; it is not just what it claims to be, 

namely, the only reality. Male power is myth that makes 

itself true" (28). The decision is made concerning Gabriel 

not because he possesses more intellectual promise than 

Bruna, but because he is male: "El destine de Gabriel se 

selucieno de una manera casual el dia en que se encentraba 

toda la familia reunida con padres, abuelos, tios, y nietos" 

(167). Furthermore the family decides the career he will 

pursue: "De hecho, sin ninguna discusion de las que 

acostumbraban a celebrar para aligerar el peso de las horas 

estancadas, los mayores se pusieron de acuerdo: el chico no 

seria abogado, ni perito contador, seria ingeniero" (168). 

Gabriel himself is overwhelmed that his destiny is planned 

for him: "El chico sobre cuya cabeza se habla hecho el 

pacto, se entretenla en urgarse las narices, ajeno a lo que 

sus progenitores trazaban sobre su future" (169). 

Bruna undergoes a crisis in which she questions the 

validity of traditional family norms. She laments while 

seated en "la pila" (169): 

— U n chico puede ir a Paris, o al fin del 
mundo. No tiene una virginidad que cuidar, 
ha nacido con el privilegio de ser hombre. 
Mientras ella no puede ir sola del colegio a 
la casa que dista pecas cuadras. Ha nacido 
con el estigma de ser mujer, esta condenada 
al ghetto. Contra su virginidad atentan los 
que pasan por su lado, los pajaros que estan 
parados en los alambres de la luz, los 
arboles con sus brazos alargados, los montes 
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cuando hacen sus juegos de luces y juegan al 
escondite, el arco-iris y todas las personas 
y seres . . . (169) 

Bruna sees the discrimation against herself and favoring 

Gabriel as based solely on gender, clearly understanding it 

as sexism, and she intellectually and morally rejects the 

arrangement. Society is constructed around a masculine 

hierarchy that inevitably delegates women to a lower status. 

Bruna points out the freedom males concede to one another, 

and their oppression of females under the guise of 

protection against others like themselves. Unfortunately 

Bruna lives in a society that has inherited and continues to 

perpetuate Spain's long tradition of placing the burden of 

familial honor as the embodiment of honor for the house and 

the entire patriarchal geneology. From the time of the 

Renaissance, woman's rights were seen as marginal or non­

existent while men were the measure of all things. Woman 

was a possession, something to be owned and guarded, a 

hallmark of masculine pride. The feminine gender had few 

rights as the Fuero Juzgo of 1291 states: 

If a father kills a daughter who commits 
adultery in his house, he will not be tried 
or sentenced. But if he does not want to 
kill her, he can do whatever he wants to her 
and to her adulterer, and it is all in his 
power. And if her brothers or uncles find 
her in adultery after her father's death, 
they can do whatever they want with her and 
the man. (Sternbach 272) 

Bruna finds herself in a comparable position because from at 

least colonial times Latin American women have had their 
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roles stipulated for them, including a combination of 

Spanish and indigenous moral values that became the norm for 

womanhood. Paz says that these morals are "una gama que va 

desde el pudor y la Mecencia' hasta el estoicismo, la 

resignacion y la impasividad" (32). In Bruna the heroine 

must assume a role that she was born into, one in which she 

has no control whatsoever. Yanez Cossio clearly reveals the 

discriminatory and unequal circumstances resulting from 

rigid gender rules. Thus Bruna is assigned her role, as 

Latin American women were assigned positions by a system 

that devalued them and forced them to play submissive roles 

in the Spanish tradition: "Pero la mujer no solo debe 

ocultarse sino que, ademas, debe ofrecer cierta impasividad 

sonriente al mundo exterior" (32). Bruna, the offspring of 

the Spanish and Latin American systems, is considered, since 

she is female, to be vulnerable, delicate, subject to all 

dangers, particularly from men who seek her downfall. Thus 

she sees men as privileged since they have freedom and 

rights to education and self-determination. Bruna has no 

other manner to judge the conditions of her life because 

she, from as far back as she can remember, has received very 

strong moral indoctrination. She was taught that women are 

to be pure, obedient, submissive and monogamous. Bruna sees 

nothing inherently wrong with this belief system since, 

after all, it comes from the Bible, but feels that men have 

abused their God-given right as head of the household." 
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She understands the system to be one-sided and oppressive, 

so construed as to make one gender more powerful than the 

other. Patriarchal domination is pervasive due to the fact 

that it has been in control for centuries. Only in the last 

thirty years has this patriarchal control been questioned 

since it is so ingrained into society's values and behavior. 

Bruna's realization that she "ha nacido con el estigma 

de ser mujer" (169) would agree with Octavio Paz's 

statements concerning woman as ei Enigma since man does not 

understand her: "La mujer, otro de los seres que viven 

aparte, tambien es figura enigmatica. Mejor dicho, es el 

Enigma. A semejanza del hombre de raza o nacionalidad 

extrana, incita, y repele" (59-60). Men have long continued 

to foster the masculine agenda at the expense of the female. 

Bruna questions such attitudes from an extremely common-

sensical point of view. Important in Yanez Cosslo's novels 

is the complete feasibility of the reader's understanding 

the message. Nothing is left to conjecture; readers can 

scarcely help but conclude that Bruna is unfairly 

discriminated against because of gender. 

Another character appears only as an incidental 

component of an event that occurs to Bruna's uncle Panchito. 

While a minor episode in the novel, it offers an excellent 

picture of woman's marginal place in Latin American society. 

Uncle Panchito, who is searching for a buried treasure 

"decidib apoderarse del tesoro haciendo los preparatives con 
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minuciesidad que indicaban los libros de la epoca sobre los 

desenterramientos de tesoros" (87). The unearthing of the 

treasure is complicated by the unexpected intrusion of Uncle 

Panchito's wife. Upon finding the treasure. Uncle Panchito 

shouts and awakens his wife, who comes running to see what 

all the commotion is about: "Los gritos fueron tales que 

despertaron a la mujer de Panchito, a quien se le habla 

prohibido asistir al desenterramiento del tesoro por el 

hecho de ser mujer (Las mujeres impedian el buen exito del 

trabajo)" (89). The parenthetical comment ironically spoofs 

the alienation men desire in certain areas, especially work. 

Also subtly undermined is men's notion that women should 

obey them without question. Panchito's superstitious fears 

are realized, although his wife is clearly not to blame. 

The episode ends with the death of Uncle Panchito: "Los 

doctores dijeron que antimonio del tesoro habla penetrado en 

sus pulmones, introduciendose por la ternilla izquerida de 

la nariz que estaba negra, como si hubiera sido chamuscada" 

(89). 

Still another woman character plays a marginal role 

that offers more than a marginal message. She is married to 

Bruna's brother Gabriel, and is a dancer: 

La jovencita bailarina tambien tenia su 
historia: sus padres habian muerto en la 
guerra y fue recogida por unos vecinos que la 
metieron de novicia en un convento de monjas. 
Un dia oyo musica gitana al pie de las tapas 
del convento. Trepo los muros para ver de lo 
que se trataba y vio bailar a los gitanos. 
En ese mismo momento adivino que el mundo era 
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grande y abierto, y sin pensarlo dos veces se 
arranco a tirones los habitos que llevaba, 
salto la tapia y se unio a los gitanos para 
seguir bailando por el mundo, hasta el dia en 
que se topo con Gabriel y vio en el fondo de 
sus ojos una soledad tan intensa que la dejo 
pasmada, y uniendo su destine al del 
muchacho, rompieren juntos un cantaro y 
mezclaron unas gotas de sangre que se sacaron 
con el file de una hoja de Gillette. (174) 

She is the catalyst that awakens Bruna's consciousness 

regarding women's rights. In la ciudad dormida women were 

unable to break the held that had enclosed them for years 

rendering it almost unthinkable to do anything 

unconventional. Agustln Yanez's Al file de agua describes 

the problem facing women in Mexico: 

El desee, les desees disimulan su 
respiracion. Y hay que pararse un poco para 
elrla, para entenderla tras de las puertas 
atrancadas, en el rastre de las mujeres con 
lute, de les hombres graves, de les muchaches 
celerados y de los muchachilles palidos. Hay 
que elrla en les rezes y cantos eclesiasticos 
a donde se refugia. Respiraci6n profunda, 
respiraci6n de fiebre a fuerza centenida. 
Los chiquilles no pueden menos gritar, a 
veces. Trepidan las mujeres. iCantaran las 
mujeres! No, nunca, en la iglesia les viejos 
cores de generacion en generaci6n aprendidas. 
(5) 

Agustln Ydnez describes women members of the pious society 

Hijas de Maria Inmaculada "whose black-robed young women 

exercise a rigid discipline over dress, movements, speech, 

thought and feeling" (Ydnez/Britton Intro). Clear 

similarities exist between women's position in Mexican and 

Ecuadorian society. Bruna faces some of the same problems 

as portrayed in Al file del agua when she states, when fed 
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up with the town's sententious comments concerning Gabriel 

and his wife, "lEstey harta hasta la corenilla de tanto 

rezo!" (175). Her companion warns, as anticipating the 

relatives' reaction, "iBruna, te vas a cendenar!" (175). As 

a consequence the narrator makes an extremely valid comment 

concerning people's attitudes: 

La cumbre de la civilizacion deberia ser que 
cada uno viviera su propia vida come le 
viniera en gana. Les demds, deberlan aceptar 
los gustos de las gentes con una telerancia 
mas inclinada al amor que a la indiferencia, 
buscande en las fallas y debilidades ajenas 
las implicacienes, no las causas. En la 
ciudad dormida nunca se llegarla a ese, pero 
valla la pena vivir, tan solo para 
intentarlo. (175) 

As can be seen in the last phrase, tan solo para intentarlo, 

the author is suggesting that women de, in reality, have a 

purpose in life and that purpose is worth living for. Bruna 

personifies the possibility of change: 

Bruna pasaba el tiempo, se entretenla, se 
aburria y hacia de todo un poco con las 
chicas de su edad que vivlan encandiladas 
baje la luz de sus cenvicciones, las que 
nunca se habian atrevide a ponerlas en la 
tela de juicie per temor de que un rayo de 
luz le cayera del ciele y castigara la esadia 
de atreverse a pensar per si mismes. (227) 

Thinking for oneself is exactly what the author is 

advocating. She is rejecting the passivity and acceptance 

of the male-dominated hierarchical ordering of things. 

In Bruna "la protagonista lucha por salir de un medio 

estatico y anacronico, cuyes prejuicios y tradiciones 

amenazan destruirla" (Handelsman 894). Thus Bruna 
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successfully tears herself away from the oppressive system 

she se avidly dislikes when she fully understands that "la 

vida era el supremo den que podia tener y por el cual valia 

la pena hacerse todas las magulladuras posibles" (234). At 

the same time Bruna only is successful in the sense that she 

has freed herself from the soroche, "pero [she feels] al 

final Integra y cententa de si misma . . . plenamente ser 

humane, persona, mujer" (234). She has net, however, 

achieved economic and emotional independence as Maria dees 

in Ye vendo unos oios negros. Scott writes that there is a 

problem with the end of Bruna since "Yanez Cossio libera a 

Bruna de esta herencia pero acaba per relegarla a una 

especie de limbo, tierra de nadie. Bruna anda per el mundo 

sin destine e medios economices aparentes. Su vida se 

limita a entregarse a experiencias siempre nuevas" (628). 

Thus the last impression left en the reader's mind as the 

novel ends is Bruna's thoughts: "Sabia que el mundo es 

grande, que les seres humanes tienen mucha mas estatura de 

la que se ve, y que el hombre y solo el hombre es la medida 

de todas las cosas . . . " (235). 
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Notes 

"^Soroche refers "al fondo quitene de la novela" (Scott 
624). The word soroche is used in the novel to refer to a 
sickness that overcomes one due te Quito's high altitude. 
Vanegas Covena writes: "Sin duda estamos ante un termine 
simbolice, relacienado con el fondo quitene en el que se 
desarrolla la trama. El soroche: los efectes corrosives del 
celonialismo, los prejuicios y cemplejos que van dande forma 
a la vida pasiva, retralda y falsa de los persenajes" (24). 
When Camelia Llorosa is affected by it, the narrator says 
that: "Empezaban les primeres slntomas visibles del soroche, 
tenia una venda de cemente puesta sobre les ojos" (76). 
Symbolically, however, the soroche represents social 
injustice. 

T̂he feminized quest romance lies in contradistinction 
te men's version of history. Men's history has been 
legitimized as the "universal truth" while it has 
marginalized women te civilization and made them victims of 
the historical process. 

^Annis Pratt in her article "Women and Nature in Modern 
Fiction," Contemporary Literature, 13 (1972), pp. 477, 484, 
describes Joseph Campbell's delineation of the here's goal: 
The "here comes to ^know' woman through her the natural 
world, which the heroine already possesses as an extension 
of herself. Campbell's here, perceiving this feminine 
phenomenon of coextension with nature, uses the woman as a 
portal through which the green world is perceived." In the 
male Bildungsroman, the quest for reunion with nature 
through woman results in the progression of the young 
protagonist from one woman te another until he discovers the 
one who fulfills his requirement that "his heroine and the 
green world [be] coextensive parts of each other but 
rightfully subordinate te him." 

*A feminized quest-romance narrative "dees net describe 
the process by which women are melded to fit expected 
patterns, but rather attempts te transform patterns te make 
them more appropriate and compatible with developing female 
psyches" (Heller 31). Edwards writes that "Heroism . . . is 
a human necessity, capable of being represented equally by 
either sex" (11). Heroines, like heroes, are net normal 
people. While in a repressively patriarchal culture most 
women submit docilely, but seme heroines adopt 
characteristics of the dominant sex to achieve their goals. 
Womanly behavior was characterized then, as now, by 
submissiveness and modesty. Heroines who de net exhibit 
"normal" female behavior and act outside the stereotype are 
classified as masculine. Remember that Aristotle judged it 
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inappropriate for a female character te be portrayed as 
manly or clever. 

^Dana Heller states that women represent the totality 
of what can be known, and the hero is the one who comes to 
know (2-3). Her departure from the traditional usage of the 
terms "here" and "heroine" is her starting point. She 
writes that traditionally "Women's roles remain significant 
only in relation te the heroes whose identities they 
strengthen: they have no desires except to be chosen and 
adored by heroes (4). She makes the woman into a hero since 
she is the master of her own self discovery. 

^"Women's new naming of self and world suggests 
directions for social change" (Christ 14). 

^Genesis 3:20 states that "Adam named his wife Eve, 
because she would become the mother of all the living" 
(NIV). Notice also that throughout the Bible, a person's 
name always tells of his spiritual reality. This accounts 
for Jacob's destiny as much as for the mystery of the act in 
which God reveals his name to Moses—YHWH—: the one who is 
(Ex. 3:14). He causes te be. He is He. This Word's meaning 
is unfathomable, yet through it God reveals himself to 
humanity. The pattern applies te the new name te be 
received at the end of time by one who has conquered, the 
one who will be written in the book of life. These names 
are only words, but it is not possible that the word be any 
one taken at random, or that its meaning fluctuate with the 
wind. We cannot create an arbitrary language for ourselves 
that would net matter, so that we could after all replace 
the Word with a drawing and someone's name with a picture or 
a registration number. 

^Things are designated because they are lacking. 

^"El nombre de Camelia Llorosa le venia de sus largas y 
espesas pestanas, ennegrecidas con pemadas elaboradas con la 
medula de huesos humanes y el pabile de las velas de sebo—que 
eran el alumbrado cerriente de la gente pebre de la ciudad 
(74). 

°̂The use of the term "phallogecentrism" is employed 
here, as Teril Mei uses it: "[to] denote a system that 
privileges the phallus as the symbol or source of power. 
The conjuncture of logecentrism and phallocentrism is often 
called, after Derrida, phallogecentrism" (179). 

^^Carmela's nameless husband continues the line of male 
characters who are without purpose in life (as Garcia in Yo 
vendo). They are often weak and ambivalent te family 
problems. Nina M. Scott has written that "los varenes de 
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la familia Catevil exhiben caracteristicas debiles o 
desagradables, entre ellas la brutalidad fisica, el 
fanatismo religiose, la arogancia clasista, la excentricidad 
y hasta el retrase mental" (624). Also Vanegas Covena 
writes: "Los persenajes masculines, generalmente, caen en la 
locura, vlctimas de alguna mania ridicula (cultivar ranas, 
celeccionar cajas de fosfores, tejer una alfembra infinita" 
(33). Here Camelia Lleresa's husband is absolutely out of 
touch with reality. One may question Camelia's reason for 
marrying him since Yanez Cossio does net offer any 
explanation (it apparent that only one masculine character 
in Yo vendo is capable of sustaining a healthy man/woman 
relationship, Bruna's brother Gabriel). Thus it is a 
curious situation since Carmela was se independent and 
romantic ("Era un Quijete feminine en busca de una quimera") 
(80), that she would choose a man like him. On their 
wedding night he had her sing "una ronda infantil" (78) all 
night: 

—"Buenos dlas mi senerita, 
—Matan-tirun, tirun-la. 
— Q u ^ deseaba su senerita. 
—Matan-tirun, tirun-la. 
— Y o desee una de sus hijas. 
—Matan-tirun, tirun-la. 
—En que oficie la pendria. 
—Matan-tirun, tirun-la...". (78-79) 

One of the best examples of the author's perception of men 
is when she states that: "Pasaren otras noches y Camelia 
Llorosa empezaba a desesperarse y a intuir el mundo 
subdesarrollado de su marido" (79). Yanez Cosslo's 
masculine characters are often seen as underdeveloped both 
intellectually and morally. 

i2r 'The term "head of the family" comes from the Bible. 
It is used in Ephesians chapter five to denote the 
relationship between God, Christ and man. In the economy of 
God, Christ is the head of man, man is the head of woman, 
and God is the head of Christ. There is a misunderstanding 
of the concept of headship as it relates to man and woman. 
In order te understand this relationship it is necessary to 
see Christ's role. Christ has a responsibility toward the 
church because He has been given headship over it te see to 
its needs and te minister te it and te care for it. In the 
same way a husband is the head ever his own wife. The idea 
is net that he has a right te physically and emotionally 
abuse her because later en in the same chapter of Ephesians 
chapter five, the apostle Paul says that the husband and 
wife are te be in subjection te one another. So each man is 
subject to his wife. He must listen to her ideas and 
concepts of things. The husband and wife are to make 



57 

decisions mutually. The fact that man is the head over her 
indicates the fact that man is responsible for her care, her 
keep, and ministering to her needs. Thus this headship 
referred to here carries the idea of responsiblity rather 
than being able te quash woman. The term head implies that 
man has the responsibility of sustaining, giving aid, and 
assisting woman. In the fourteenth chapter of I Corinthians 
one reads that when woman fulfills the purposes of God for 
her life she glorifies Him. Now simply because woman 
occupies this position does net mean that she is net any 
less intelligent nor dees it mean that her position is not 
important, nor dees it mean that she can be abused by man 
either in or outside the marriage relationship. 



CHAPTER III 

THE BIRTH AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 

FEMININE CONSCIOUSNESS IN YO 

VENDO UNOS OJOS NEGROS 

There are without doubt two distinct types of 

conception of literature: literature of evasion and the 

ether, the literature of transformation.^ Ernesto Sabato 

once said about writing that: 

Hay probablemente dos actitudes basicas de 
ficcion: o se escribe per juego, por 
entretenimiento prepio y de les lectores, 
para pasar y hacer pasar el rate, para 
distraer o precurar unos mementos de 
agradable evasion; o se escribe para buscar 
la condicibn del memento, empresa que ni 
sirve de pasatiempo, ni es juego, ni es 
agradable. (30) 

Therefore feminist literature has as an end, as Frangeise 

Perus states, "la transfermacion de ideas, imagenes y 

representaciones y [it operates], por le tanto, a nivel de 

la ideologla" (29). If one accepts this idea, following 

Perus' line of thought, it is possible to assume that the 

literary act of writing at the ideological level is either 

dene consciously or unconsciously by the author as an 

activity of social consciousness. The feminist author wants 

to remove her characters from the society intellectually in 

order for them to overcome patriarchal society's oppressive 

nature.^ Yanez Cossio creates a feminecentric novel that 

empowers and transforms female experiences. Raul Olmedo 

affirms that "El individuo sole no existe: existe rodeado 

58 
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per una sociedad, inmerse en una seciedad, sufriendo en una 

sociedad, luchande e escendiendose en una seciedad" (12). 

One must take into account that the author is an 

intellectual, like any other intellectual, who plays roles 

that transcend the social environment and that are 

differentiated from these of the common individual precisely 

through transcendency. It is this responsibility that the 

author carries: "de erganizar y dirigir el trabajo manual, 

pero al mismo tiempo cumple el papel de mediador [. . .] 

entre las clases deminantes y las deminadas" (12). Olmedo 

continues in the same essay with these thoughts: 

No existe un intelectual inecente. Sin 
embargo, el intelectual puede tomar 
consciencia de este papel que cumple y puede 
luchar, erganizando con otros trabajaderes, 
intelectuales e manuales, para combatir o 
para sestener mds activamente al sistema de 
dominacion que funciona gracias, en parte, a 
el. (12) 

From this perspective, how can one classify the 

literary task of Alicia Yanez Cossio? Dees her work 

contribute te sustain the mechanisms of the dominant system 

or, on the contrary, dees she combat them? What is her 

position with respect te women's rights? This chapter will 

attempt te analyze her function as a writer, and as a woman 

as it relates te the feminine consciousness. It is possible 

to discern the presence of traditional attitudes about the 

feminine psyche at the same time as one observes hew those 

attitudes provide the basis for a new form of literature and 

a new method of character development. Yanez Cossio sets a 
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new foundation of traditional attitudes in her literary 

work. Her characters share in a conflict which is an 

inescapable part of their attempts to defend the feminine 

consciousness by defining it, clarifying it, and even 

perhaps idealizing it. The conflict results from their need 

to retain the traditional division of consciousness— 

masculine reason and feminine intuition—and yet assert the 

equality of the feminine component. William Beatty Warner 

has said that "Woman can begin to exist in a new way through 

a process or method called ^consciousness raising'" (99). 

Yanez Cosslo's narratives develop through this same type of 

consciousness-raising, with their main theme being the 

development of the "feminine consciousness." Her narratives 

continue the revolutionary tradition in fiction with a shift 

in perspective by shifting from a "masculine" to a 

"feminine" method of exposition. The definition that I wish 

te employ of the "feminine consciousness" in this chapter is 

a limited one. I shall show hew Yanez Cossio creates and 

develops the feminine consciousness as the faculty of 

awareness or the faculty that perceives that which exists. 

The novels of Yanez Cossio demonstrate that the "feminine 

consciousness" is not a passive state, but an active 

process. She shows hew woman is a product of a 

consciousness derived from her awareness of the external 

world dominated by masculinity. Virginia Weolf put it this 

way: 
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The ancient consciousness of woman, changed 
with suffering and sensibility, and for so 
many ages dumb, seems in them te have brimmed 
and overflowed and uttered a demand for 
something - they scarcely know what - for 
something that is perhaps incompatible with 
the facts of human existence. (204) 

Ye vendo unos oios negros is a novel in which the 

author does not rely en the historical theme of love in 

order to give meaning te the female characters. This is 

significant because in European and Latin American 

literatures, a major element has traditionally been the 

theme of love that has defined the female character. In 

ether words, feminine existence in Europe and in Latin 

America has been in large part determined by the success or 

failure of the love relationship with the other sex. From 

this paradigm one can see the philosophical position of 

Simene de Beauvoir.^ Yanez Cossio breaks the meld and goes 

beyond this feminine problematic. She does net, in any 

sense, define women as dependent on men nor does she make 

the narrative structure revolve around masculine activities 

Tal vez llegue un dia en que las mujeres 
caigan en cuenta de le que significa ser 
mujer: algo mas que ser humano con la misi6n 
de dirigir la vida que tan fdcilmente se 
desliza cuando se ama, y no objetes avidos de 
llenarse con las bagatelas que se ecurren a 
un disenader cualquiera para acelerar la 
produccion de un panzude fabricante. (47-48) 

On another occasion Yanez Cossio makes a statement 

implicitly questioning society's traditional idea, "Que la 

funcibn de la mujer en el mundo es casarse y tener hijos" 
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(76). She places the statement among other traditionally 

held beliefs in an attempt to show hew one accepts things 

without questioning their validity. Yanez Cossio proposes 

that the feminine consciousness cannot be sought through the 

sexual nature of femininity at all but through an 

"awakening" that describes the experience of enlightenment. 

Carol Christ observes that this "awakening" is "the movement 

from conventional notions of the meaning of life to a more 

direct experience of the ^really real' or ground of being, 

from ordinary te extraordinary consciousness, from bondage 

te freedom" (18). This process "involves a transition in 

consciousness and a new perception of reality" (Christ 18). 

This can be seen in one of the questionaires that Maria is 

asked to fill out. The question is: "cCual es la funcion de 

la mujer en el mundo actual? (75). Yanez Cossio wants 

individuals and especially women te question the 

epistemelegical system that they have inherited from 

society. The novel recreates reality te shew how and in 

what manner the prevalent epistemolegies have neglected 

women as individuals and as a group. Ydnez Cossio believes 

that woman must not conform te the inherited oppressive 

situation because if she does she will never "descubre sus 

necesidades" (Handelsman 895) and mere importantly if women 

do net "insisten en cultivarlas, el unice future que le[s] 

espera es el de su propia anulacion" (Handelsman 895). In 
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Female and Male in Latin America Jane Jaquette points out 

that: 

A whole generation of North American women 
have become convinced of their powerlessness 
relative te males and have moved to destroy 
the role differentiation they perceive as its 
cause. The Latin American woman correctly 
perceives role differentiation as the key to 
her power and influence. Even the notions of 
^separateness' and ^mystery' of woman, which 
are viewed in the North American context as 
male propaganda chiefly used te discriminate 
against women, are seen in the Latin American 
context as images to be enhanced, net 
destroyed. (20) 

Thus Yanez Cossio advocates a new direction in which all 

individuals must begin te question their beliefs and 

assumptions concerning a woman's position in society ("role 

differentiation"). In order te bring this out in Yo vendo, 

Yanez Cossio, through Maria, shews the uncertainty in the 

feminine consciousness toward this new mindset as Maria 

reflects upon her decision to leave her husband, "y hasta se 

arrepintio de haberse separado de Garcia porque en el fondo 

lo unice que era, era una mujer absurdamente timida e 

iniitil" (52). However, Maria is a symbol of female self-

awareness and potentiality en the eve of a new era. Hence 

there is a rejection of "the sweet and submissive role" 

(Steiner 51). There is also the prevalent idea, which has 

much to de with women's decisions, that "una mujer no amada 

es una muerta en vida" (Gnutzmann 93). 

This timidity and uselessness that Maria feels in her 

heart is unwarranted, but it is the only state of mind she 
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has experienced (this conception is partly due to the 

societal conditioning she has received). Her dependence on 

Garcia is an inborn concept that has been a part of her life 

since she was a child. Her youth was spent getting ready 

for marriage, having and raising children, not working or 

making a living outside the home: 

le educaron solo para casarse con un Garcia, 
ni siquiera con otro, porque creyo 
ingenuamente que si esperaba un ano mas se 
iba a quedar sin pan ni pedazo, en la percha, 
sola, solterena, sanuda, sin apeye, sin el 
cambio de su apellido, Intacta, indefensa, 
indeseada. (35) 

Actually Maria notices something that has been a part of 

Hispanic society for a long time. First, she sees that 

without a husband she is worthless and that her value as a 

human being is measured by her ability te get a husband. 

Second, considering the type of instruction females have 

historically received, it is net surprising that they have 

remained in the position in which Maria finds herself new as 

a result of her separation: "sola, sin apeye" and 

"indefensa" (35). The pervailing ideology is summarized by 

De Leonardo when she says that women are adorned with 

"ropajes mitices destinados a mantener a la mujer enajenada 

en la funcion de madre-espesa" (4). Maria Rosa Fiscal has 

observed that this kind of treatment supports the thesis 

that "la mujer esta destinada a conservar la especie . . . 

debe limitarse a desenvolverse en el seno del hegar y en el 

cuidado de la familia" (35). It is this mentality that 
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Maria is rebelling against. Therefore she finds herself in 

a real dilemma. Should she stay with Garcia because it is 

expected of her, because it is something that is more 

economically comfortable or should she rid herself of this 

weak man and move ahead to self-sufficiency and economic 

independence? 

Maria decides in favor of the latter, which marks 

external and formal change, when "Se quito el ^de' de su 

apellido de casada y lo tir6 per encima del hombre . . . 

porque la mujer no es la prepiedad de nadie" (17-18). 

Henceforth Maria has a new vision for her life. Immediately 

Yanez Cossio relates this rejection of name to the rejection 

of domesticity and its chains: "Al caer, el Me' produje un 

estallido de cacerolas de aluminie rodando por las escaleras 

de la casa: pram pata pram" (17-18). Her new situation 

produces a sense of panic in Maria because: 

sin el apellido de casada se sintib desnuda 
come si acabara de nacer y sin los panales 
adecuades para su estatura y sin sus padres 
que hace tantos anos le ayudaren a dar los 
primeres pases en el trillado camino de ser 
mujer para casarse y tener hijos, casa y 
marido, marido hijos y casa, hijos casa 
marido. (18) 

The reaction is entirely reasonable, under the 

circumstances, but it calms her initial excitement, as she 

realizes her journey will net be an easy one: "Entonces, asi 

desnuda y con frio, se armo de un valor netamente femenino 

que consistia en dejar a un lade un corazon entero y 

totalmente demesticade, un corazon cosificade y tibie" (18). 
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With the realization firmly ground into her consciousness 

she understands that she must earn her living as a woman in 

a man's world (actually it is more than that since it refers 

to the psychic and emotional repercussions that result from 

this experience), "ahora debla educar a su nuevo corazon que 

a veces le saltaba come un sism6grafo asustade" (29). 

Alone, needing seme means of supporting herself, she must 

begin anew, "Maria estaba seca y limpia de las aguas de la 

charca y en cierto modo habla saldade cuentas con la vida" 

(29), and Maria "Debla solucionar el problema vital del 

sustento" (29). These practical considerations give Maria 

the initiative te "salir del charco" (Handelsman 896). The 

difficulty lies in the fact that Maria finds herself at a 

disadvantage due te her background and educational 

limitations. The phrase from the previous citation "en 

cierto mode habla saldade cuentas con la vida" actually 

conveys the notion that her account new has a zero balance. 

Maria has paid dearly with her life since she has lost part 

of it caring for her husband who married her looking for 

another mother: "Metio la racion en un biberon y empezaren a 

comer en un silencio quebradize, absurdamente humane, 

brutalmente humano, brutalmente real come comer y tragar 

llorande" (102), but she rejects him "devolviendo al hijo 

que no queria crecer al regaze de la madre" (29). 

Until this point in Maria's consciousness all the 

changes that she must undertake have been like a dream. 
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something unreal and imaginary. Now she finds herself 

existentially "la prepietaria de sus actos pero estaba sola 

entre neventa y nueve mil gentes quienes le ignoraban por 

complete" (29). This new independence is completely new te 

her as she begins looking for a job by asking herself "Y 

ahora, dqu6 hage"? (29). She is described at one point as 

"en suspense, sin saber per donde empezar" (51). Maria then 

requests help from la mala amiga but she knows little mere 

than Maria: "Entonces la "mala amiga" que era experto en 

lanzar ideas, pero que no tenia ninguna experiencia en 

seluciones practicas, le puso ante les ojos las paginas de 

anuncies clasificados" (29). Yanez Cossio implicitly calls 

attention te the absence of a unified women's movement that 

can counsel women like Maria who are just beginning to 

liberate themselves as the narrator says: "Y que limpia, 

Integra y cabal seria la nueva mujer liberada de esas 

miserables cadenas!" (48). Echoing this same thought twelve 

years later Yanez Cossio states that "Cuantes de los 

movimientos feministas se quedan en nada, por ejemplo, ahora 

entre la gente de mi generaci6n, cudntes matrimonies 

desheches, cuantes problemas y generalmente cpor que? porque 

se mete de por medio una mujer" (Angulo 48). Furthermore 

she observes that: 

Yo piense que si nosotros tenemos eso de que 
todavia somos un grupe que estamos tratando 
de superarnes porque hemes sido oprimidas, 
hemes side vejadas, no hemes tenide las 
mismas epertunidades que ellos, ccomo es 
pesible que entre nosotras no hay ese sentide 
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de selidaridad que debe haber entre los 
oprimidos? (Angulo 48) 

There is no doubt that Yo vendo is a novel that from 

the outset lays the foundation for a feminine consciousness 

so that women may become aware of their exploitation under 

patriarchal rule. The feminine characters in Ye vendo 

establish a slew independence from masculine domination, in 

which the narrator expresses in these terms: ". . . que el 

mundo era mundo para reinar come faraones nates" (8). Women 

must net only overcome their own conditioning and lack of 

professional preparation, but must combat male complacency 

with the status que. Being "macho" is the ultimate 

achievement for the male in the Hispanic society of Quito as 

seen in Yanez Cosslo's generic picture of men which is both 

humorous and sobering": 

. . . que el macho de biceps desarrellades 
que pif paf en la cara de las mujeres, del 
mujeriege con una amante en cada puerta y del 
que se jacta con sus amigetes cerveceres o 
futbeleros que el no estd pintado en la pared 
porque el es quien lleva los pantalenes y en 
su casa manda el. (10) 

This passage provides us with two interesting ideas. The 

first is the idea that man is the all-powerful beast who 

acts en his instinct without regard for loyalty and love. 

Ydnez Cossio states in her interview with Maria Elena Angulo 

that: "Antropel6gicamente, la conquista es parte del hombre, 

es funcion masculina" (52). The second is the chauvinistic 

manner in which man sees family life and his own wife. 
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Clearly, the author deplores the present state of 

male/female relations. A central theme of the entire novel 

is encapsulated in the phrase "el es quien lleva los 

pantalenes y en su casa manda el" (10). The novel provides 

a progressive demonstration of woman's self-liberation 

against her own inclination to follow the traditional norms 

of conduct, or te accept the stereotypical roles placed upon 

her. Yanez Cossio wants to point out that only a cave-man 

could think in such a chauvinistic manner. 

The development of the narrative at the beginning of 

the novel is two-fold. The first is the discourse that 

takes place between Maria and her companion ia mala amiga, 

and the second is the symbolic language employed. The 

discourse describes the maturity of the protagonist, Maria, 

with regard to her feminist inclination, and the symbolic 

language produces imagery that represents reality. Michael 

Handelsman states that "Desde los primeres mementos de Yo 

vendo unos ojos negros. Yanez Cossio pone de relieve la vida 

estancada en que se encuentra la mujer" (895). The author 

is likening the world in which women live to a stagnant pool 

of water without change or movement forward. Handelsman 

continues te say that the images portrayed are actually 

"agua sucia, la pestilencia y una moderra" (896). It is not 

by mere chance that Yanez Cossio cheeses these terms te 

describe reality as she sees it: 

Todo estaba tranquilo come un charco de aqua 
sucia brillando y oliendo baje la moderra del 



70 

sol, mientras miles de paracaidistas 
ensayaban sus saltes acrobatices sobre el 
agua y se complaclan contemplando sus 
imagenes invertidas. De repente, alguien, un 
ser extraho a la charca, tiro una piedra y 
las natas verdes se abrieron come certinas 
aterciopeladas y viejas dejando ver 
intimidades: mentones de larvas dormian 
flotando en el agua pedrida. Les caballitos 
de San Vicente, asustades, dejaron a un lado 
sus maniebras y volaron a escenderse en sus 
cuarteles vegetales. (7) 

The reader must interpret this collage of words that appear 

in the first paragraph of the novel in order te see the web 

of symbolic images created here and throughout the novel: 

El charco es la sociedad; las larvas dormidas 
sen las mujeres que todavia no se han 
descubierte; los caballitos representan a les 
hombres; <<y la piedra que vine a revelverlo 
tode» es Maria—la de todas las mujeres—, 
que, al cuestienar el status quo, busca 
nuevos derreteros en la vida. (Handelsman 
896) 

These images make the reader create varied mental pictures 

or images in the mind depending on the reader's background. 

There appears another character, besides Maria, at the 

beginning of the novel that serves as the catalyst for the 

awakening of the feminist in Maria, la mala agiga de Maria. 

La mala amiga de Maria serves as the initiator for the 

feminist "coming of age" of Maria. La mala amiga de Maria 

is described thus: "era mds que una mujer, la pura y escueta 

idea que estaba infiltrandose dentro de los llamados puros 

de corazon y que era quien revelvla los charcos y clamaba 

desde el abismo de su actual impotencia que todo el mundo 

andaba mal a causa del machismo" (8). La mala amiga de 
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Maria serves as a pioneer and free thinker who looks into 

the differences and tries to convince Maria to see the 

disparities in gender roles and the problems they produce. 

The protagonist of Ye vendo acquires her own notion of the 

world through other women, especially her mala amiga. 

La mala amiga de Maria tells her various inaccurate but 

symbolic and subversive parables or stories in order to open 

her conscious mind te different ideas and possibilities. 

The first story has te de with homosexuals and the supposed 

reason why they are in the position they find themselves. 

The importance of this theoretical story lies in the tengue-

and-cheek comparison of the homosexual and the "real" man. 

The descriptions of the two are startling at first glance 

but quite understandable within the context given. 

According te the narrative the homosexual is handicapped 

like a blind man because he is different, visible, and 

therefore, stands out in society. Thus, he is made to feel 

separated from society. Maria's friend makes two valid 

points here, the first being her analogy between the 

situations of the blind man, the homosexual, and woman. She 

says that the blind man is respected and is allowed to live 

a respectable life free from discrimination while the 

homosexual dees net receive the same rights: "debla hacerse 

a un lado para que 61 [homosexual] pasara suavemente con su 

problema a cuestas y que no debla reirse nunca ni 

complacerse en el merbo porque era un ser humano triste. 
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tlmldo y preocupade" (9). The analogy becomes clear when 

she says: "que era un ser que se buscaba a si mismo y que 

estaba cendenado por una seciedad calculadora y fria que se 

gozaba en quitarle su pale de ciego y hacerle zancadillas en 

cada esquina para hundirle mas en la intrincada selva de sus 

glandulas y de su siquis" (9).^ This critique of the 

mistreatment of the marginal members of society is 

applicable te women in a subtle way. Yanez Cossio indicates 

that the homosexual comes closer te the original, balanced 

or measured concept of "true" manhood because: "podia ser en 

el sentide entelogice, mas cerca del verdadero concepto del 

hombre que el macho de biceps desarrollados" (10). The 

author believes that men in general have lest their former 

manliness by becoming macho playboys. Maria immediately 

understands the meaning of the story, "agarrandose a las 

yerbas de la orilla para salir del charco" (10). The yerbas 

represent her first insight into the gender problem. 

La mala amiga de Maria explains that the problem is 

"que les hombres estan y no estdn, que les hombres sen y no 

son" (10).^ Symbolic language appears when the friend's 

story is almost shouted: "lo dijo en una vez tan alta y 

estridente come para que los caballitos de San Vicente le 

escucharan" (10) (remember, the caballitos represent men). 

But she harbors no false expectations concerning progress or 

the impression that she had just made: "pero ellos ni se 

enteraron de su presencia, ni tampoco iban a darse por 
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aludidos porque estaban preocupades en sus vueles y piruetas 

y alld ellas con sus sartenes y cacerolas y aqui nosotros 

con nuestres trabajes" (10). The reader follows the 

development of Maria's nascent feminist consciousness 

through the friend's narration of these stories as they 

cause Maria te begin asking questions. 

The second story or parable supposedly explains 

physical attributes and the reasons why men are physically 

different from women. This story derives from cave man 

tradition, and theorizes that man has developed differently 

physically because of his need te travel, hunt, and work. 

Simene de Beauveir discusses this idea in terms of what she 

calls existential ethics, affirming that the history of the 

development of the human species is an ongoing task in which 

man has always been an inventor, a hunter, a conqueror, and 

a builder. In the beginning man and woman functioned as 

equals in the procreative process, but man in addition to 

maintaining life, superseded it, attempting te create the 

world and to meld it according to values he creates. Ydnez 

Cossio adapts these ideas as is evident in the following: 

la historia de la edad del musculo, el hombre 
se hizo m^s alto que la mujer porque 
necesitaba de sus piernas y de su fuerza 
fisica para poder andar las largas jornadas 
del cuaternario con el fin de poder cazar y 
alimentarse con la carne palpitante y cruda, 
y que per eso se acostumbro a mirar todo 
desde arriba come si el hubiera engendrade y 
dado vida a todo le existente y per existir, 
y que como era de esperarse, de esta manera 
desarrello su dominie de amo y senor. (10) 



74 

This entire description has a sobering effect on 

Maria's conscious thought. She has begun to question 

society's assumptions and begins to question her own. Yanez 

Cossio states that man is "torciende su instinte de 

proteccion, paso al papel de peseedor" (11), insinuating 

that woman had no choice in the matter and that she was 

oppressed from the beginning because of man's drive to 

control and possess. Attributes given to each gender in 

these parables follow the traditionally established norms of 

masculinity and femininity. Net only is man's development 

determined but also woman's: "la mujer se hizo mas pequena 

que el hombre, porque para tener hijos era su fin 

especifico, no necesitaba ser larga sino ancha, y que 

ecupada en la vida que habla salido de su vientre" (11). 

Yanez Cossio suggests that consciousness Itself, in this 

context, is limited te one's own consciousness of his/her 

role.^ Again De Beauveir maintains that it was woman's lot 

in primitive time te be limited te childbearing and 

childraising and only domestic tasks in which she was net 

allowed any freedom to use her own creative will. She also 

maintains that man has created humanity's values through 

action; woman in merely acting as a precreater of life and, 

consequently, she is given no meaning. 

Yanez Cossio suggests also that one's consciousness is 

not a completely isolated phenomenon with each human being 

locked into his/her own limited consciousness. The novel 
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proposes that women look inside and outside themselves te 

locate an androgynous point of view. Women can no longer 

place themselves in the feminine category alone but rather 

must expand into a wider realm of understanding. The female 

characters in Ye vendo all reach a point, although at 

different times, in which this realization becomes evident 

in their consciousnesses. Yanez Cossio thereby achieves a 

collective unity through the common consciousness of the 

characters. 

The narrator develops this same idea through an 

explanation of woman's secondary status based on cave-man 

thinking® (an ironical analogy, because this attitude is 

considered "Neanderthal"): 

y se acostumbro a mirar las cosas y a los 
seres desde abaje desarrollando una actitud 
sumisa, y quede de esta posicion de parade y 
de sentada, posicion de apariencia 
inofensiva, nacio la supuesta inferioridad de 
la mujer, una inferioridad de fuerza fisica. 
(11) 

The burlesque theory presented by la mala amiga assumes that 

males develop biologically much as de females in the early 

stages being physically identical te females until the fifth 

or sixth week of pregnancy when they receive "un regale de 

la naturaleza . . . un miembro accidental que ni siquiera se 

determina" (11). Seme influences of Freud appear in Yanez 

Cosslo's mock history with the mention of the miembro 

masculine Freud's penis-envy theory relates te the parodic 

history. Freud says that the little girl, glimpsing the 
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penis of the little bey, instantly recognizes her own 

inadequacy. As she matures she becomes reconciled to her 

inevitable condition of inferiority, and learns to replace 

the desire for a penis with the wish for a baby. 

Furthermore, motherhood is the correct manner for girls te 

develop, although he believes that motherhood is really a 

manifestation of the desire te be a man. Freud's appraisal 

of a woman who rejects this role maintains that these women 

who seek masculine pursuits such as independence and self-

reliability are neurotic or feminists, te use current 

terminology. Yanez Cosslo's mock history subverts Freud, 

since men "tiraban por la tierra el insignificante y anadido 

miembro masculine" (11). Thus the novelist suggests that 

males and females cannot be so different if the fetus is 

morphologically identical at conception. But insignificante 

in the previous quote usually represents the female, 

maintaining male superiority versus degradation and 

inferiority for the female who lacks the regalo of the 

miembro masculino. Furthermore, one has only to consult the 

encyclopedia te find that "woman is an underdeveloped man." 

In fact all authorities seem te assume that "civilization" 

is man's province.^ No wonder Yanez Cossio responds to 

men's belief in their own superiority with both irony and 

despair. 

Maria's subversive attempt to move beyond the prevalent 

belief in women's inferiority is complicated insofar as, in 
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a sense, she defines herself based on "masculine" 

attributes. Although Maria never directly refers to herself 

as something between man and woman, she nevertheless 

indicates an attitude of "looking both ways." Her 

supposition that men and women were the same in the womb 

reflects her confusion as to gender roles, and her rebellion 

against society's organization based en patriarchal models. 

Maria has experienced first hand what seme call sexism, the 

"unwarranted differential treatment of the two sexes" (Caine 

93). Perceiving misogyny within society, Maria has come to 

feel it surrounding and enclosing her. In a certain sense, 

Maria's hostility is directed against herself, the other 

side of herself (the masculine part, the patriarchally 

conditioned submissive self, or that part inherited from 

societal conditioning). The opposition is the other half of 

humanity, and implicitly all the forces which suppress 

women. 

The third story or parable mere accurately echoes 

today's chauvinistic traditional beliefs. According te la 

mala amiga de Maria women are in the position they are in 

because of: 

un simple proceso evolutive, que la antigua 
posicion de odaliscas era bastante comoda y 
que dure tantos siglos porque ninguna mujer 
queria cambiar porque estaban sentadas en la 
casa engordando, con la mente flotando en el 
nirvana, acariciando a los hijos que crecian 
como matitas al rededor del arbol, sin mas 
responsabilidad que la cocina que era 
complicada, pero come no habla otra cosa que 
hacer sino calceta e jugar a las damas chinas 
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o atisbar a los vecinos desde las ventanas e 
armar uno que otro lie paclficamente 
domestico. (12) 

It is in this context the "Evil Friend" informs Maria of the 

Women's Liberation Movement and its battle for suffrage. 

She maintains that the invention of the nursing bottle was a 

great discovery en the same level as "el descubrimiento de 

America o la Tema de la Bastilla" (13) and reveals that 

years later women became really brave and wore long pants 

and smoked. During the same time period the pill proved to 

be for seme "una verdadera obra de misericordia y para otras 

una hipotetico pasaperte a la poliandria" (13-14). Yanez 

Cossio continues te explain the evolution of feminism 

through the mouth of la jnala amiga who informs Maria of 

other developments of women's liberation, with the result 

that, "se hizo necesario que la mujer saliera a trabajar 

dejando la intelectualmente putrida casa, y vino el 

profesienalismo femenino en el cual va rindiende y dande 

frutes y que ahora dquien era el que pedla detener la 

marcha?" (13-14). 

Maria becomes conscious of her femininity through the 

parodied theories of ia mala amiga and develops a feminine 

consciousness, coming to understand her situation because: 

Las palabras de la "mala amiga" habla 
preducide en Maria y en la enveltura de su 
esqueleto un sin-numere de nuevas sensaciones 
que se fueron enquistando en su ser, pedacito 
a pedacito, come se hacen los mosaicos, hasta 
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que un buen dia se volatilizaron en 
pensamientos y luego se hicieron proyectes. 
(17) 

Yanez Cossio explains that the change in Maria was not "de 

la neche a la manana" (17), but rather "tome su tiempo de 

incubacion y entonces salto la polvera y reaccieno de una 

manera increlble" (17). 

The comic theoretical stories of la mala amiga and 

Maria's separation from Garcia are only part of the complex 

force that cause her te create a feminine consciousness. 

Other factors that come into play include Garcia's inability 

to give her a child. Yanez Cossio turns the tables en men 

when she shews that masculinity also contains its own 

vulnerabilities. Like Garcia Lorca's heroine, Yerma, Maria 

is prevented from having a family due te her husband's 

impotence, but the blame falls on the wife: "Una mujer tan 

sesa e iniitil que ni siquiera ha podide darme un simple 

nieto" (27). Maria is made to think by her mother-in-law 

and Garcia that she is not a whole woman because she cannot 

fulfill her traditional role as mother. Evidently, te be 

complete is te be pregnant. Maria's patriarchically 

conditioned consciousness embraces her body's natural 

function by repressing something that she wants en a deeper 

level, her independence. Social mores, conformity and her 

fear of rejection by society affect her abililty to accept 

her own autonomy. 
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Maria's awareness of society's strangeness and 

crudeness increases in her search for a job. Surrounded by 

ethers like herself, she feels as if she has had her destiny 

decided by society and its conventions: "Si hubiera ide a la 

Universidad, no estaria alii sentada en la cola de cesantes, 

pero la suegra hablo por boca de les convencialismos 

diciende que era criminal abandonar el hegar que es el 

santuarie de la verdadera mujer" (44). She had let 

patriarchal values, represented by Garcia and her mother-in-

law, convince her that she should "colgar les estudios en la 

escueta percha de ama de casa" (44); later she thinks of 

what she could have been only "si hubiera estudiado" (44). 

Maria has come te see the world of women as potentially 

boundless, if not limited by masculine conventions. Yet 

women are perceived as se fragile, so unpredictable, so 

flighty, that men usually infer that they need conventions: 

". . .la mujer tiene que cumplir una mision social que era 

ineludible, intransferible y necesaria" (106). 

Ydnez Cossio uses Maria's process of discovery as a 

means of educating her readers, illustrating the disastrous 

consequences that occur when one is relegated te second-

class citizenship without questioning society's beliefs and 

assumptions. Ydnez Cossio urges the opportunity, through 

education, for all women to acquire the power enjoyed by men 

so they may perform as equals in the creation and 

elaboration of Latin American middle-class values. 
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When Maria and the ether female characters are faced 

with the problem of self-sufficiency, they immediately begin 

te question their individual value, as Maria did when she 

left Garcia the first time. They are put on the defensive 

by societal conditioning which has imparted a sense of 

inferiority as is seen in Yo vendo when Maria reads an 

advertisement for a job that pays diez mil sucres. Spurred 

on by the large amount of money, she makes an appointment 

for an interview. Her uneasiness begins before the 

interview: 

Vengo per el anuncie que estaba al reves y no 
decla PRIVADO sine ODAVIRP y se quedo 
pensando que estaba en el periodice . . . O 
mejor, para que no adivinaron y se dieron 
cuenta de la necesidad de trabajo que estaba 
y le abusaren de mujer sola y desamparada. 
(51) 

During and after the interview, she feels inferior to other 

applicants and especially the male interviewer: "Al salir, 

sintio el pinchaze de las miradas de las otras mujeres 

esperando en la sala. Volvio a sentir la humillacion de 

buscar trabajo y la sensacion de fracase de tantas anonimas 

competidoras" (59). Nervous and ill at ease, she seen felt 

her search for a job was hopeless, and that she herself was 

ridiculous and conspicuous: "Habria jurado que a traves de 

las ventanas de les edificies cercanes, miles de miradas de 

personas cenecidas entre las que estaban Garcia y su madre, 

se estaban riende a carcajadas" (60). Maria felt "Estiipida-

estiipida—estiipida-estiipida" (51), because of her being 
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unaccustomed te the interviewing process: "El hombre segula 

preguntande y preguntando, armado de un lente de aumente le 

inspeccionaba come a una insecta, y ella sin defensas, 

respendiende a esa vez afable, paternal, medical" (55). She 

liken it to rape when she says: "de todas fermas se sentia 

que estaba siendo vielada y no tenia el suficiente coraje 

para escaparse" (55). Maria gains some insight into her 

situation in the moment when she: "Sabia que las sensaciones 

que estaba sintiendo las sentia per primera vez en su vida" 

(61). At this point she genuinely understood her position 

and identified herself with ethers because: "habla millones 

de seres humanes que las venlan sintiendo desde que nacieron 

porque no tuvieron otro mundo que la mendicidad, de la mane 

extendida, del ruege, de la siiplica" (61). 

Maria comes to experience a sense of freedom through 

poverty of her own independent life; she observes how 

restricted life becomes for most women who live with their 

families without the drive to make changes. At the same 

time she resents men's lack of appreciation for women's 

values, for their inner qualities which are equal te men's. 

Maria is a model that calls attention te the unequal 

treatment of women in Ecuador. She separates herself from 

the frivolous and superficial feminine stereotype that so 

powerfully predominates in society. In the beginning of the 

novel Maria's sole desire, like that of most young women, is 

to be fulfilled by her husband and a good heme life. 
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However, Garcia is socially lethargic and unable te 

communicate effectively in his marriage relationship. Every 

afternoon after work he would arrive home: "Entonces se 

sentaba a leer el periodice amurallado tras las paginas 

deportivas, reviviendo los geles, les pases, los quites, las 

apuestas y las cervezas" (24). Maria would cook his dinner 

and attempt te have a conversation with him, but "el se la 

cemla de la misma manera sea buena e mala, sin decir una 

palabra, con un silencio que congelaba la sepa, hablaba un 

poco, pero era ella quien estiraba la prolongacion de un 

dialege" (24). Maria considers this an original problem 

since she believes that Garcia has lest his personality 

recalling Dorothy Richardson's comment that men's loss of 

personality is net due te their experiences in the world, 

net to environment, but te something essential: "It is 

original. Belonging to maleness; te Adam with his spade; 

lonely in a universe of things" (280). 

Having lost faith in her youthful aspirations, Maria 

ventures forth into the unknown masculine dominated world. 

Once there she realizes that men are slaves also of 

something beyond themselves: "Les hombres sen esclaves de 

reflejes condicionados creades per la cestumbre, pero la 

esclavitud de la meda a la que estan semetidas las mujeres 

es mas aberrante" (46). The message here is that women are 

subjected to an existence that is artificial, something 

unreal, based on masculine idealizations. Moreover, Yanez 
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Cossio considers that both sexes are trapped in "el circulo 

viciose de una civilizacion demenada por el sexo y el 

dinere" (46). The novel urges women to be themselves, not 

what they think men expect, and to dress "no para halagar la 

llbida masculina, porque si las mujeres se visten y arreglen 

para les hombres y no para ellas mismas, cuando esten 

enamoradas s61o pedran preducir almibar, cascaras, trapes, 

figuras de maniqui envueltas en celofan barato" (84). Yanez 

Cossio explains in this passage the necessity for women to 

avoid frivolity se that they can combat stereotypical views 

of women. She argues that: "sole la mujer esencialmente 

feminina puede reclamar y combatir situaciones tan 

arraigadas come la vielencia y el machismo" (84). Yanez 

Cosslo's view of masculine civilization's domination by sex 

and money and women's domination by style provides us with 

an underlying statement about what she sees as the very 

central difference between the thinking process of the 

sexes—that is, men's obsession with things and women's with 

people. Men's rigid categorizing, their putting of ideas 

into order in hierarchies of importance, places a material 

value on them (she is referring to Capitalism). Yanez 

Cossio treats this topic extensively in Ye vendo, attempting 

to alert humankind to social realities that have and will 

continue te affect society unless as a group all try te re­

evaluate themselves and the established patriarchal system. 

According te the author, man has been the procreator of 
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society and has done se due to his desire to escape his 

feeling of loneliness. 

The stereotypical view embodies society's convictions 

based on an established value system. The reason why Maria 

and the ether female characters have such a difficult time 

results from their inherent desire te be a part of the same 

system that will exclude them if they choose to go outside 

of it. While Maria is achieving some sort of independence, 

she is psychologically bombarded from within by values 

taught te her since birth. She sees herself as "un ser 

atado a su compasivo instinte de mujer" (113). 

All the females that have been called to work at ia 

firma de Christine Farrow de Nueva York have been, in one 

way or another, separated en the physically initimate level 

from masculine dominance. Net all possess the same 

characteristics as individuals, but they have similar 

perceptions of life in that they come from patriarchal value 

systems. The narrator suggests that women in this position 

have to refrain from judging themselves by masculine 

standards: 

Y las mujeres solas, sin el lenitive de la 
familia, llegaron a la soledad de sus cuevas, 
caladas de angustia y de abandeno, ansiando 
engendrar una larvita para tener compania, 
ansiando que las aguas estancadas de la 
charca iniciaran un curse, tal vez hacia la 
libertad del oceano, tal vez hacia el sentide 
de una vida que se cansaban de buscar sin 
encentrarla. (80) 

This citation implies that women without a family life 
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become something strange and subhuman, lacking meaning 

outside the traditional family unit (men are not seen in the 

same light but then men were not raised to justify their 

existence via motherhood). Maria views marriage as a means 

of existing. To Maria the traditional concept of marriage 

was good and honorable in the beginning until she recognized 

the unfairness allotted her. Maria realizes the advantages 

of the traditional relationship: appreciation for physical 

beauty, protection, economic support, and, some limited, 

circumscribed room for her own individuality that are 

exclusively of a "woman's world." If the roles were 

differently demarcated, there might very well be certain 

freedoms within these roles. Maria recognizes the dangers 

behind her temptation to accept such a situation. Her 

internal freedom would be bought at the price of isolation 

and loneliness. What Maria really wants is a man that could 

accept the feminine consciousness—accept its difference— 

and at the same time understand it. What she would most 

like is for men to think like women, te become feminine in 

their thinking. Then there would be no mere isolation. 

Women are already able te think masculinely; they learn that 

method through all their contacts with education. But men 

have net made a similar excursion into the world of the 

female mind. The way to reconcile the differences between 

men and women, according te the novel, is for men to 

understand women's special attributes and therefore concede 
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equal importance to her skills. Men automatically expect 

that women should accede te their demands of submission, 

less of identity, and loss of self. Yanez Cossio suggests 

that women cannot accept the affronts of an alien 

consciousness, and for Maria the male consciousness seems 

totally alien. 

When the female characters in Ye vendo find themselves 

alone they experience anguish and loneliness. They must 

fight the status que because it hinders their accomplishing 

something worthwhile. Already the female characters who 

have taken the first step out of the heme and into the 

workplace suffer from solitude. In the previous citation 

with the phrase "ansiando engendrar una larvita para tener 

compania" (80) refers back te the opening pages of the 

novel—the stagnant pool of water full of sleeping larvae 

(women whose consciousnesses have not been raised). The 

"engendrar una larvita" refers to having offspring, even as 

a single parent, "para tener compania" because it is hard 

going home to an empty cave—"la soledad de sus cuevas"—or 

a heme that is net (because that is the price of freedom). 

So the reference to charca means desire for change, wanting 

to reach their goal quickly (which is net happening), which 

is the reason for Maria's despair. Thus the narrator has a 

greater picture in mind when she refers te "las aguas 

estancadas de la charca iniciaran un curse, tal vez hacia la 

libertad" because any progress leads the feminist movement a 
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little farther along, but there is the ever present timidity 

in the voice of the narrator revealed to the reader by the 

use of "tal vez." 

A primary way in which men identify themselves is by 

their occupations. Women have generally identified 

themselves in relation te their husband and family. With 

the collapse of the family unit these women have been thrown 

into an identity crisis, forcing them te seek other forms of 

self-identification. Psychologists tell us that without an 

identification mark the individual feels useless and may 

lose hope and fall into deep depression. This same thing 

has happened te Maria, who desperately needs encouragement 

and a sense of self-indentification te save her from 

despair. Descriptions of Maria both before and after 

receiving the news of her job which is relayed by her boss, 

Santos de Leon: "Encantade de saludarla. Tenge el placer de 

cemunicarle que usted ha sido seleccionada nuevamente. 

Felicitacienes. Le espero en nuestras eficinas" (81). 

Before obtaining employment, Maria despairingly grasps at 

straws: 

Cuando Maria estaba de las espaldas a la vida 
y se penla a coquetear con la muerte, con 
ganas locas de dejar de existir, bastaba la 
sonrisa de un Den Nadie, bastaba una llamada 
per telefone, bastaba la amistad de un libre, 
bastaba una fler, una ventana, un sol, un 
nine para que se diera la vuelta de cara a la 
vida (82). 

However, the news inspires hope for the future: 
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Maria volvio a sentirse feliz. Chapeaba en 
el agua de la charca. Nadaba y se zambullia 
hasta el fondo buscande compania, tratando de 
comunicarse con cualquier mala amiga, 
poniendose combativa como si continuamente 
estuviera escuchande la sinfonia niimere 2 de 
Sibelius. Entonces se dedico a barrer a 
escebazes el polve de la casa y les temores 
del alma, la basura y las penas, y poco a 
poco fue cambiando y ya casi era otra mujer, 
aunque a sus espaldas quedara el inmenso 
rebane de mujeres para quienes la Nueva del 
siglo XX se iba a quedar—y se estaba 
quedande—en les libros de los seciologes. . 
. . (83) 

Although the "puddle" metaphor is sustained (a probable 

reference te absence of fundamental social change), Maria 

has become conscious of a new and altered status. She 

realizes that she is no longer the same woman even though 

many ethers—perhaps the majority—will never experience 

self-actualization, "aunque a sus espaldas quedara el 

inmenso rebane de mujeres" (83). 

Eight women were chosen by Santos de Leon as new sales­

persons for the Cristine Farrow Cosmetic Company. Initially 

they respond to their new job with extreme caution since 

they have no confidence in their skills having been 

housewives or blue cellar workers. They cannot guess what 

kind of a job would pay c?iez mil sucres. When Maria arrives 

at the office on the first day: "estaban reunidas unas echo 

mujeres revueltas en la sala de lo anedine. Ya no habla 

entre ellas ese aire de rivalidad de unas afiladas y de 

lenguas largas, ese quitate tii para penerme yo" (84). Their 

common situation unites them as these eight women from 
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diverse backgrounds begin a search for self-sufficiency and 

economic independence. Each believes that success means a 

salary that will allow her the income te live. However net 

everyone will come te that conclusion at the end of the 

novel. 

As the training process proceeds a new feeling of 

sisterhood emerges: "Era un grupe de mujeres hermanadas per 

la necesidad de trabajo que es la peer hermandad que existe, 

todas ansiadas de sebresalir sobre las otras" (97). Through 

the training process Maria and the ether women characters 

establish a gradual independence from masculine domination, 

proceeding from passive acceptance of the authority of the 

male supervisor te seeing the necessity for self-improvement 

and training, in spite of his patriarchal authoritarianism: 

"Y otra vez empleo el ^nos' come para buscar una sembra baje 

el paraguas de una auteridad mas grande, mas sabia, mas 

prepenente y come para repartir entre dos e mas personas la 

responsabilidad de una mision impertante" (67).̂ ° Yanez 

Cosslo's disapproval of this tyranny is evident: 

Entonces ellas obedecieron, come vienen 
haciendo desde hace siglos, calladas, sin 
cambiar miradas para ver si se gestaba un 
rebeldia, sin protestar, come quienes 
nacieron solo para recibir ordenes, come 
quienes perdieren la iniciativa desde el 
memento en que les contaren el cordon 
umbilical, y el medico diagnestico 
indiferente que era una nina, y la cogio per 
les pies y la tiro al fondo de la charca para 
que con el tiempo y la cestumbre fuera 
repreduciendese en eslabones de cosa 
insignificante, mezquina y abreviada per no 
tener un miembro externe per el cual senaren 
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veinte y tantos canonazos en lugar de les 
cuatro, sole cuatro, que senaren cuando nacio 
la princesa, la pebre princesa que no iba a 
ser rey. (68) 

Maria receives first-hand experience with the social power 

structure. She knows that men control the power positions 

in society but her feminine consciousness has net achieved 

realization that women can become vital parts if they 

themselves begin to understand the process and the ^game'. 

Maria observes the subordination and subjugation of Santos 

de Leon's secretary, becoming aware that power distinctions 

are net based en one's intellectuality but rather one's 

gender: "El jefe llego con su secretaria particular que 

portaba las prolengaciones de sus manes, de sus pies, de su 

lengua y de su elde y naturalmente era una mujer suberdinada 

y minima, porque si no fuera asi, habria igual niimere de 

secretarias que secretaries" (84). Even more exasperating 

for Maria and the other women who are trying to combat this 

gender discrimination is their initial belief that this 

treatment results from being judged according to their 

outward beauty. They feel humiliated and abused by the 

process and Yanez Cossio makes this dramatic statement: 

Se expleta la eficacia y el rendimiento de la 
mujer subalterna porque para muchos hombres 
la hermesa muchacha es un pisapapel de luje 
en la eficina y un timbre de prestigio cuando 
dice: —Pregunta a mi secretaria. Haga una 
cita con mi secretaria. Dlgale a mi 
secretaria. (84-85) 

The masculine practice of "rewarding" beauty rather than 
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achievement is ilustrated by one of the supporting female 

characters. Pilar, who is poor, and without basic 

necessities, but continues struggling in order te try to 

survive. Her comments about becoming a secretary are indeed 

enlightening. She always has desired a job as a secretary 

and has mastered all the appropriate skills but finds 

herself at a disadvantage due te her poverty, age, and worn-

out looks. For seme women the job as a secretary is net 

enough but to others, like Pilar, it would be a dream come 

true: "Estaba Pilar, una secretaria que buscaba trabajo 

desde hace anos. Un trabajo estable, con un suelde que 

cubriera las mlnimas necesidades de un hegar modeste" (93). 

The narrator tells of what has happened to all the secretary 

jobs available: 

Dijo que todos los puestos de secretarias 
estaban ecupadas per ninas bien que 
trabajaban mal. Y trabajaban mal porque era 
admisible que seneritas con posibilidades 
ecenomicas y demas aspiracienes derivadas de 
un escalo social colecade encima de otros, 
tuvieron verdadera vocacion de secretarias. 
(93) 

Ydnez Cossio compares the occupation of the secretary te 

housewifery: "El secretario es una ocupacion humilde, es la 

vieleta de las ocupaciones: pasese, traigame, c6pieme, 

siibame, llamame, recuerdese, muestreme, guardeme, hagame..." 

(94). She suggests that usually why women occupy the 

position as secretaries instead of men is because the work 

resembles se closely that of housemaids: 
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Solo pueden tener verdadera vocacion de 
secretarias las mujeres que han side 
empleadas domesticas, y por un deseo de 
superacion quieren trabajar en una eficina 
entre papeles limpios y bien archivados, con 
maquinas de escribir que no hacen ruide como 
la aspiradora, centestando el telefone en 
lugar de ir a abrir la puerta a cada rate. 
(94) 

The analogy is a clever one since it has two edges, with the 

sarcastic suggestion that only servants could have 

verdadera vocacion de secretarias and the equally ironic 

implication that they have only superficially changed their 

let by un deseo de superacion. The first relegates women 

(secretaries) into a generic class as second class beings; 

but still mere appalling is the idea that only those that 

have worked as domestic laborers fit the job description. 

Un deseo de superacion reflects a drive forward from the 

charco and signifies a change in feminine consciousness 

since women realize the need of superacion. Pilar, like so 

many ether women, had net been allowed to utilize her 

ability to overcome her lowly status. And sadly Pilar will 

not succeed because of her unattractiveness: "nunca llegara 

a ser la secretaria de un ministre, timida y humilde a pesar 

de su eficiencia, ni siquiera sabia mover las caderas, ni 

vestirse a la meda, ni centestar el telefone con apleme" 

(97). Pilar's "failure" is a failure of the system which 

prefers beauty to real efficiency. Yanez Cossio seeks re-

evaluation of the status quo in the minds ef women as a 

group in order te bring about a feminine consciousness. 


