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Female sexuality and the female body have long been subjects of repression, objectification, and 

control within patriarchal societies. Literature has historically reflected these constraints, often framing 

women’s sexuality through the lens of male desire. However, feminist writers like Isabel Allende challenge 

these conventions, offering narratives where female sexuality is not a source of shame or subjugation but of 

power and self-expression. Allende’s works, both memoirs and fiction, illustrate the struggle between 

societal expectations and individual autonomy over the female body. 

In The House of the Spirits, Isabel Allende depicts a pivotal moment in which the protagonist, Clara, 

falls into silence during her childhood after witnessing a horrifying event. The traumatic experience leaves a 

deep impression on her, rendering her speechless and marking a turning point in her life. This scene 

underscores the profound impact of violence and injustice on Clara’s psyche, shaping her character and 

influencing her future actions - Clara watched the autopsy of Rosa carried out in their kitchen when the 

family had gone to sleep. The violation on her sister’s body by the assistant to the doctor shocked her and 

she fell into silence.  Little Clara could never forget the sight of the young assistant spilling his lust on 

Rosa’s sewn up body; “she stayed until the young man she had never seen before kissed Rosa on the lips, 

the neck, the breasts, and between the legs; until he wiped her with sponge, dressed her in her embroidered 

nightgown, and, painting, rearranged her hair” (House of …. Allende, 1985).  
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The sheer brutality of this act rendered Clara speechless, imprinting a lasting trauma upon her. This 

incident starkly exposes the male gaze’s dehumanizing nature, reducing women to mere bodies rather than 

recognizing them as individuals with agency. This unsettling reality finds echoes in Mahasweta Devi’s 

Draupadi, where the tribal woman Dopdi is raped by state forces, her body turned into a battlefield of power 

and oppression. Yet, she reclaims her agency by refusing to cover her violated body, challenging the very 

men who sought to reduce her to flesh (Devi 22). Similarly, Krishna Sobti, in her novel Mitro Marjani, 

presents a fearless female protagonist, Mitro, who defies the societal norms that restrict female sexuality and 

bodily autonomy, asserting her right to desire and pleasure in a world that seeks to suppress it (Sobti 134). 

These narratives, like the one in The House of the Spirits, serve as indictments of a male-dominated 

society where women’s bodies are often sites of both desire and violence. They expose the “naked truth” of 

gendered power dynamics and question the deeply ingrained insensitivity of men toward women as whole 

beings rather than mere bodies. 

When analyzing the feminist aspects of Isabel Allende’s characters, two significant dimensions 

emerge. One is the realistic depiction of female sexuality in her memoirs, and the other is the fictional 

representation of empowered female characters in her novels. In her memoir My Invented Country, Allende 

presents a stark portrayal of how women, particularly maids in Chilean society, were subjected to sexual 

exploitation. She recounts how young men of the household used these women for their sexual gratification, 

while their parents condoned such behavior, believing it preferable to visiting prostitutes.  

I prefer not to tell him that in the past the duties of these women were even more intimate, 

although that was never discussed openly: mothers looked the other way and the fathers boosted of 

their sons’ backstairs feats. He’s a tiger, they would say, remembering their own experiences, a 

“chip off the old block,” The general idea was for the boy to satisfy his sexual needs with the maid, 

so he wouldn’t “go too far” with a girl of his own social class; and after all, a maid was safer than a 

prostitute. (My Invented…Allende, 2003). 
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This excerpt from My Invented Country closely mirrors a passage from Allende’s first novel, The House of 

the Spirits. Both references highlight the systematic exploitation of women, particularly those from lower 

social classes, by powerful men who use them solely to fulfill their desires. The striking similarity between 

the two texts underscores how deeply rooted these patriarchal attitudes are, as reflected in both Allende’s 

personal observations in her memoir and her fictional portrayal in the novel. 

Esteban did not remove his clothes. He attacked her savagely, thrusting himself into her without 

preamble, with unnecessary brutality. He realized too late, from the blood spattered on her dress that 

the young girl was a virgin, but neither Pancha's humble origin nor the pressing demands of his 

desire allowed to reconsider. Pancha Gracia made no attempt to defend herself. She began to 

whimper softly, before her, her mother and before her, her grandmother had suffered the same 

animal fate. Esteban Trueba adjusted his trouser, fastened the belt helped her to her feet, and lifted 

her onto the haunch of his horse. They headed back. She continued to weep. Before dropping her off 

at her hut, the patron kissed her on lips. "Starting from tomorrow, I want you to work in the house," 

he said. Pancha agreed without looking up. (The House of the Spirits, Allende 1982, pg 64-65) 

By comparing these two texts, we see how Allende’s fiction often mirrors the realities she discusses 

in her memoirs. Her novels are not just imaginative works but powerful reflections of historical and cultural 

truths. The portrayal of Esteban’s treatment of women in The House of the Spirits is a direct fictionalization 

of the societal norms she critiques in My Invented Country, emphasizing how deeply such misogynistic 

attitudes entrenched were in Latin American history. 

 This disturbing reality reflects the systemic oppression of female sexuality, where women are 

reduced to mere objects for male pleasure. 

In contrast, Allende’s fiction presents a different paradigm of female sexuality one rooted in agency 

and self-determination. In Eva Luna, the eponymous protagonist embodies a woman who possesses control 

over her own body and desires. The novel portrays intimate encounters from a female perspective, 

emphasizing pleasure and mutual fulfillment rather than subjugation. The depiction of sexual interactions 
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between Eva Luna and her male counterpart is not centered on male dominance but rather highlights female 

pleasure and sexual autonomy. 

Riad Halabi had spent a lifetime inventing ways to approach a woman while that handkerchief 

covered his mouth. He was loving and delicate man, eager to please and to be accepted, and he had 

devised innumerable ways to make love without using his lips. His hands, and all the rest of his solid 

body, had been refined into a single sensitive instrument tuned to giving pleasure to a woman who 

wanted to be fulfilled. (Eva Luna, Allende, 1988 pg 192). 

This passage exemplifies and reinforces the concept of female sexuality by highlighting the 

significance of female pleasure in intimate experiences. The male partner in the scene actively explores 

different ways to enhance their lovemaking, prioritizing mutual enjoyment and satisfaction. Rather than 

depicting sex as an act centered solely on male desire, the scene portrays intimacy as a shared experience of 

pleasure, communication, and exploration. This perspective aligns with the Sex-Positive Theory of 1981, 

which advocates for the recognition of female sexual agency, the normalization of consensual pleasure, and 

the rejection of patriarchal restrictions on women’s sexuality (Rubin 267). By embracing these principles, 

the scene serves as a powerful representation of sexual empowerment and autonomy. 

This passage further reinforces the concept of female sexuality by emphasizing a woman’s pleasure 

and control over her own body. The depiction of intimacy is not solely focused on male gratification but 

instead highlights the active participation and agency of the female protagonist;  

That encounter was so momentous for each of us that it might have become a solemn 

ceremony; instead, it was smiling and joyful. Together we entered a private place where time did not 

exist; we spent delectable hours in absolute intimacy with no thought for anything but ourselves, 

freely giving and taking, two uninhabited and playful friends. Riad Halabi was a wise and tender, 

and that night he gave me such pleasure that many years and more than one man would pass through 

my life before I again felt so complete. He atught me the multiple possibilities of my womanhood, so 

I would pass through my life before I again felt so complete. I gratefully received the splendid gift of 
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my sensuality; I come to know my body; I had learned that I had been born for that enjoyment and I 

could not imagine life witout Riad Halabi. (Eva Luna,Allende, 192) 

This contrast between the oppressive societal realities depicted in Allende’s memoirs and the 

empowered female characters in her fiction demonstrates how the suppression of female sexuality has led to 

the creation of idealized male figures in literature. Allende’s engagement with these themes aligns with the 

perspectives of feminist literary critics who argue that female sexuality has long been constrained by 

patriarchal narratives. As Hélène Cixous asserts in The Laugh of the Medusa, “Woman must write herself: 

must write about women and bring women to writing, from which they have been driven away as violently 

as from their bodies” (Cixous 875). Allende’s works embody this call for women to reclaim their narratives, 

particularly in relation to their sexual autonomy. 

Similarly, Luce Irigaray discusses how male-centric depictions of sexuality in literature have 

historically excluded female desire. She critiques the phallocentric model of sexuality, arguing that “female 

pleasure has always been conceptualized on the basis of masculine parameters” (Irigaray 24). In Eva Luna, 

however, Allende subverts this tradition by foregrounding the female experience, making female pleasure a 

central theme rather than a secondary concern. 

  Writing Aphrodite is itself an act of revolution, as Allende boldly amplifies the voice of female 

sexuality. She fearless sly delves into the intricate details of female desire, breaking societal taboos and 

openly exploring women’s sensual experiences. Through her uninhibited narration, she challenges 

conventional restraints and reclaims female pleasure as a vital expression of autonomy and empowerment.   

Taste is associated with sexuality much more than puritans would wish. Skin, bodily creases, 

and secretions have strong, defined tastes, as personal as odors. But we know little about 

them because we have lost the custom of licking and sniffing one another. I still remember 

the chewing gum, tobacco, and beer taste of my first kiss, exactly forty years ago, although I 

have completely forgotten the face of the American sailor who kissed me. (Aphrodite, 

Allende, pg 67-68) 
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Isabel Allende powerfully captures the authentic expression of female sexuality, making her one of 

the most groundbreaking writers of her time. In contrast, many male authors portray women primarily as 

objects of male desire, often neglecting mutual pleasure in their depictions of sex. Even some female writers 

hesitate to openly explore women's sexual desires. However, Allende does so boldly and unapologetically, 

offering a profound and unfiltered portrayal of female passion. 

García Márquez, like Allende, uses lyrical language, but his descriptions of female sexuality often 

center on male longing and possession rather than the woman’s own experience. 

She felt the heat of his breath before his lips touched her, and in that moment, she 

surrendered, not knowing whether it was love or fate that guided her body’s response. He 

claimed her with the patience of a man who had waited half a century."(García Márquez 

217). 

While beautifully written, this passage reflects a more male-centric view of sexuality, where the 

woman “surrenders” rather than actively desires. García Márquez portrays love and sexuality as intertwined 

with fate and patience, emphasizing the male perspective in his description of a woman’s surrender.  

Isabel Allende’s works boldly reclaim the female body as a site of autonomy, pleasure, and 

empowerment. Through her richly drawn female characters, she challenges patriarchal narratives that 

suppress women’s desires and agency. Her depictions of sexuality go beyond mere physicality, intertwining 

it with love, freedom, and self-discovery. By centering female perspectives and unapologetically expressing 

female desire, Allende not only redefines sensuality in literature but also asserts the power of women to 

control their own bodies and destinies. 

In Eva Luna, Eva boldly declares, "No, thank you very much. Sex without love makes me 

melancholy" (Allende 237). This statement is not merely a refusal—it is a testament to her courage and self-

assuredness. What makes this act of defiance even more significant is that it is directed towards a colonel in 

the army, one of the most powerful men in the country, whose influence even the president fears due to his 

popularity among young officers. Through this single exchange, Allende masterfully illustrates the resolute 
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voice and unyielding sense of identity her female characters possess. They are not merely shaped by 

circumstances; they challenge and redefine them, asserting their autonomy with unwavering conviction. 

Allende's memoirs provide additional context to these fictional narratives, revealing the influence of 

strong women in her own life. Her grandmother, a devout Christian, and her mother, who defied societal 

norms by remarrying, exemplify resilience and autonomy. These familial experiences inform Allende's 

portrayal of female characters who navigate and challenge patriarchal constraints. Through her nuanced 

depiction of women's lives, Allende crafts narratives that serve as profound feminist discourses, illustrating 

the myriad ways women assert their identities within, and often against, the confines of male-dominated 

societies. 
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