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INTRODUCTION

In 1978 Beth Miller, editor of the pioneering volume Women in Hispanic
Literature: Icons and Fallen Idols. complained about the apparent lack of
interest in women’s studies among hispanists, claiming that ‘it was impos-
sible in 1976 to find substantial articles in print applying new feminist
perspectives in our field” ([1978] 1983: 25), and hoping that her publica-
tion would act as a stimulus for more work in the field. Her call was not
unheeded. Three decades later there is an extensive body of scholarship
devoted to women’s experiences, their historical contexts and their creative
works. The substantial bibliography at the end of this Companion is illus-
trative, if by no means exhaustive. It encompasses work done in a broad
variety of disciplines drawing on a range of critical and theoretical models
from a feminist perspective, and attests to the fact that women’s studies has
become a distinct area of studies within hispanism and part of the academic
curriculum in many graduate and postgraduate programmes.

Women’s studies originated in the humanities as an initiative of the
Modern Language Association in 1970 and its development as an academic
subject has been informed by the debates in feminist theory. It set out to
offer a new form of criticism that draws from other disciplines and whose
primary analytical category is gender, understood as a social and cultural
construction that reflects and determines differences in power and oppor-
tunity, while also considering other determining influences such as class,
nationality, religion, sexuality, ethnicity and race that inflect women’s expe-
riences and practices.

Critical attention was first directed to images of women in literature
and culture, exposing the ideology of patriarchy. with its attendant subor-
dination of women, behind textual versions of the feminine. Alongside the
critical revision of the literary canon, research was applied to the redis-
covery of a lost tradition, or counter-tradition, of women’s writing, seeking
for patterns of continuity in themes and preoccupations, and focusing on
women’s responses to patriarchy — a practice that was termed gynocriticism
by Elaine Showalter. Although women’s studies first emerged as a discipline
in Anglo-American academia, French feminist theory, in the work of Julia
Kristeva, Héléne Cixous, and Luce Irigaray, has since the 1980s played a
crucial part in offering feminist critics a new conceptualization of the rela-



