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The Early (Feminist) Essays of Victoria Ocampo The Early (Feminist) Essays of Victoria Ocampo 

Abstract Abstract 
This study examines the essays written by Ocampo between 1920 and 1934, prior to the time when she 
publicly voiced her adhesion to feminism and the rights of women in Argentine society. In these works 
from her Testimonios in which Ocampo struggles to find her voice as a female writer, the maleable essay 
serves her need to engage in discursive dialogues from the margins of the literary culture of her time. 
Both as a woman and a member of the oligarchy, she questions cultural assumptions and gender-based 
binary structures common among the male writers of her time, many of whom she knew personally. Using 
rhetorical strategies that show the self-reflexive and subversive nature of her writing, Ocampo reads and 
reinterprets these works from a parenthetical feminist perspective, contesting their intellectual and 
aesthetic biases. The active agency of the reader as writer in these early essays shows Ocampo's 
awareness of her own unorthodox subject position—alienated from the conventions of her class, her 
gender, her national culture and language. Her autobiographical musings and her engagement with 
literary modernity in the 1920s and 1930s reveal a woman who accepted the liabilities of articulating an 
autonomous self, both in a European and a Latin American context. The influence of family bonds and 
patriarchal morality decisively shaped, but did not ultimately control, the way Victoria Ocampo eventually 
defined herself as a feminist author. 

Keywords Keywords 
Victoria Ocampo, feminism, feminist writings, women's rights, Argentine literature, society, Testimonios, 
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The Early (Feminist) Essays 
of Victoria Ocampo 

Doris Meyer 
Connecticut College 

Victoria Ocampo is a major feminist writer of the precur- 
sor period who broke the molds of her gender and class in 
Argentina in the early part of this century. The way in which 
she and other early feminist writers negotiated the difficult 
terrain between the private and public spheres of their society 
is an important part of Latin American intellectual history 
which has yet to be fully documented. Recent studies point out 
that Latin American women have historically experienced 
their gender identity differently-particularly the family- 
connected aspect of their personal lives-and that this must be 
taken into account when interpreting their public participa- 
tion.' 

Ocampo's experience as the eldest daughter of a promi- 
nent family of the Argentine oligarchy is central to an under- 
standing of her development as a feminist. Isolated both by 
gender and class, her early years were socially and intellectu- 
ally circumscribed.' 

The frustrations she suffered in her late teens as a conse- 
quence are documented in her 1906-1912 letters to Delfina 
Bunge, a young woman of similar background a few years her 
senior. In this intimate correspondence, originally written in 
French, Ocampo expressed the private self even her family did 
not know or understand. The following excerpt from a letter 
written to Delfina when Victoria was nineteen shows how her 
intelligence was a curse in a frivolous oligarchic society: 
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Te escribo, como siempre, para quejarme y decirte que la 
vida es estapida, el mundo injusto, el destino ciego, la 
Sociedad idiota, y nada mas. . . . tengo casi todo to que se 
puede tener; una cosa me molesta: la inteligencia. Bete ou 
ange; acepto to uno o to otro. Pero no acepto tener patas y 
alas al mismo tiempo. Y eso es lo que me pasa.... Si existe 
Dios, Lpor que es tan cruel? I,Por que imponerle a uno un 
combate entre la cabeza y el corazon; por que un poder de 
razonamiento y una intensidad de sensaciones 
contradictorias? 

As. always, I am writing you to complain and say that life 
is stupid, the world injust, destiny blind, "society" idiotic, 
and nothing more . . . I have almost everything anyone 
could want, but one thing disturbs me: intelligence. Bete 
oU ange; I can accept one or the other. But I cannot accept 
having paws and wings at the same time. And that is my 
problem. . . . If God exists, why is He so cruel? Why 
impose on someone a battle between head and heart? Why 
a power to reason and an intensity of contradictory emo- 
tions? (Autobiografia II, 122) 

Giving in to convention, Ocampo married at age twenty- 
two and soon repented the decision. Divorce was not an 
option, so for eight years she lived in the same house with her 
estranged husband, hiding her private life in order not to upset 
her tradition-bound parents.' It was during these years that 
Victoria turned to writing in order to find self-understanding. 
Always a voracious reader, she penned her first essays in 
reaction to books she found personally meaningful. A few 
pieces were published in La Naci6n in the early 1920s, an 
important first step toward achieving intellectual identity in 
an atmosphere that was hostile to the notion of women as 
thinking subjects.' Within her own class Ocampo found a few 
women like herself who shared a passion for literature, but the 
nature of her cultural formation also separated Ocampo from 
women writers of other social classes, such as her contempo- 
rary, Alfonsina Storni.' 

The sense of intellectual solitude she felt in these years 
was compounded by the schizophrenic nature of her cultural 
position as an Argentine woman educated in the European 
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mold who felt most comfortable writing in French not Span- 
ish. This was not unusual among the upper classes; but whereas 
men could move freely between the private and public literary 
spheres of the twenties, women of the oligarchy were expected 
to confine their meager knowledge of foreign languages and 
literatures to acceptable modes of female cultural consump- 
tion and adornment. Ocampo transgressed this norm by using 
her knowledge of French and English for intellectually ambi- 
tious objectives.6 She may also have realized that writing and 
publishing in French was a way of emphasizing her alterity 
and claiming legitimacy as a transnational writer whose pri- 
mary linguistic affiliation was with a language and culture 
considered more prestigious than Spanish.' 

The struggle from the margins to interrupt male mono- 
logues and inject a female voice is the constant subtext of 
Ocampo's early essays, written between 1920 and 1934, some 
for publication and others delivered as talks. Most ofthem can 
be found in Ocampo's first volume of Testimonios (1935). 
This collection of essays appeared at the same time as her 
active engagement in feminist politics in a campaign mounted 
by the Argentine Women's Union, of which she was president, 
to preserve women's civil rights.' The public emergence of her 
feminist voice in writing is found in the preface to this first 
volume of Testimonios and entitled "Carta a Virginia Woolf' 
`Letter to Virginia Woolf.' This pivotal essay, which I have 
analyzed elsewhere, was inspired by meeting Woolf in 1934, 
although Victoria had first read A Room of One's Own five 
years earlier.9 The decision to place it at the head of her first 
volume of Testimonios is extremely significant. In these pages 
Ocampo declares her intention: "Ilegar a escribir un dia, mas 
o menos bien, mas o menos mal, pero como una mujer" 'to be 
able to write one day, more or less well, more or less poorly, 
but as a woman' (12). The obstacles in the path of a South 
American woman writer, says Victoria citing Woolf, "in the 
midst of a purely patriarchal society," are akin to those of her 
English counterparts, "semejante, pero peor, Virginia" 'simi- 
lar, but worse, Virginia' (16). To the reader of the essays that 
followed, Ocampo seems to say that she is writing like a 
woman in this volume, despite the low-key approach of her 
early essays. In fact, the interpretive act of reading between 
the lines of these first writings is analogous to the sensitive 
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ment of her female voice within the dominant male discourse 
of her time. 

An important element in the scenario of her early career as 
a writer is the fact that this first volume of her essays was 
published in Spain by the Revista de Occidente Press, directed 
by Jose Ortega y Gasset, with whom Ocampo had maintained 
a long friendship.'° Ortega's traditional ideas about women 
and gender roles had created tensions between them on numer- 
ous occasions, not the least being his epilogue to her long 
essay on Dante, published in 1924 also by the Revista de 
Occidente Press. In that epilogue Ortega had praised her 
writing, but his remarks were couched in such chauvinistic 
prose that Victoria felt compelled to write a public reply in 
1931, later published in this first volume of Testimonios. 
Respectful in tone and indirect enough to spare his masculine 
dignity, her "Contestacion a un epilogo de Ortega y Gasset" 
`Answer to an Epilogue by Ortega y Gasset' actually contests 
Ortega's concept of a "nueva salud"-or new moral higiene- 
on the basis that he does not recognize the integral relationship 
of flesh and spirit in his dualistic philosophy." This was not 
the only essay in the collection to call Ortega to task for his 
androcentric ideas; in "Anna de Noailles y su poesia" 'Anna de 
Noailles and Her Poetry,' written in 1933, Ocampo's remarks 
on Noailles' antifeminism include an explicit criticism of 
Ortega's notion of women's creative talents-a lengthy pas- 
sage that directly challenges the eminent Pensador's 
`Thinker's' theories of gender. Ortega, known to be sensitive 
on this subject, took offense when he read it, so Ocampo 
deleted one especially tough passage when the essay was 
published by Ortega's press.'2 Considering the overt feminism 
of Ocampo's preface and some of the later essays in the book, 
its publication was a coup for women's expression within the 
literary domain of the master-writer himself. 

In her early essays, from 1920 to 1934, we can see how 
Ocampo gradually articulated a gendered identity through 
dialogic interaction with writers, readers, critics, and imag- 
ined interlocutors. Unlike her early private letters to Delfina 
or her openly feminist essays of 1936, these first forays into 
public writing are obliquely gender-focused. As a thinking 
female, Ocampo is constantly aware of her subject position, 
sensitive to the androcentric ideologies of her time and to the 
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