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“I’m Not a Feminist … I Only Defend
Women as Human Beings”: The
Production, Representation, and

Consumption of Feminism in a Telenovela

Carolina Acosta-Alzuru

� – This study examines a successful Latin American media product – the Venezuelan
telenovela El Paı́s de las Mujeres [The Country of Women] – and analyzes how
feminism and feminists are represented in it. Through interviews with the head writer and
actors, the study also explores the production of these portrayals. In addition, consumption of
the serial’s representation of feminism is analyzed through individual and group interviews with
audience members. The study highlights the paradoxes involved in the production and
consumption of a media text that simultaneously delivers a critique of Venezuelan patriarchy,
an empowering message for women, and a sharp rejection of feminism.

“
Feminism” and “feminist” are
conflicted terms in all regions of the

world. Latin America is no exception.
Latin American women’s movements
have played a key role in improving
the political, social, and legal condi-
tions for women in the region. The
relationship between these movements
and the struggle against the authori-
tarian regimes that plagued the area
during the 1960s and 1970s has been

widely reported and analyzed (Bous-
quet, 1983; Bouvard, 1994; Hensman,
1996; Jaquette, 1989; Navarro, 1989;
Schirmer, 1993). This literature also
delves into the region’s rejection of the
terms feminism and feminist, but the
media’s role in this disapproval has not
been fully explored. This vacuum in
the academic literature contrasts with
efforts to examine the media’s contri-
bution “to the cultural conversation
about feminism” (Dow, 1996, p. xiv)
that has taken place in the United
States (Blum, 1983; Clark, 1990;
D’Acci, 1994; Dow, 1996; Lotz, 2001;
Mayne, 1997; Mellencamp, 1997;
Rabinovitz, 1989, 1999), the United
Kingdom (Brundson, 2000; Hinds &
Stacey, 2001; Hollows, 2000; Read,
2000; Whelehan, 2000), and Australia
(Lumby, 1997).
This study examines a successful

Latin American media product – the
Venezuelan telenovela El Paı́s de las Mu-
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jeres [The Country of Women] – and ana-
lyzes how feminism and feminists are
represented in it. Through interviews
with the head writer and actors, the
study also explores the production of
these portrayals. In addition, con-
sumption of the serial’s representation
of feminism is analyzed through indi-
vidual and group interviews with audi-
ence members. The study highlights
the paradoxes involved in the pro-
duction and consumption of a media
text that simultaneously delivers a cri-
tique of Venezuelan patriarchy, an
empowering message for women, and
a sharp rejection of feminism.

Both telenovelas and soap operas are
serial melodramatic genres that share
the ambiguity of being successful and
disdained at the same time. The Latin
American telenovela, nonetheless, differs
from the soap opera in important
ways: (1) telenovelas have a finite num-
ber of episodes (120–200), therefore
viewers expect a definitive conclusion
to the story; (2) they are financed by
television networks and broadcast both
in primetime and in the afternoon
block; (3) telenovelas – not Hollywood –
determine the stardom system for
Latin American actors, and (4) be-
cause they perform in various telenove-
las, the identities of actors are not tied
to the characters they portray as is the
case in the American soap opera sys-
tem (Matelski, 1999).

My analysis draws on feminist me-
dia studies, heeding Jenny Kitzinger’s
(2001, p. 100) call for “more feminist
work on media production, represen-
tation and influence.” It also acknowl-
edges, as recommended by Elspeth
Probyn (2001, p. 35), that “the condi-
tions of representation have changed
as the dominant media take up certain
ideas about feminism, gender, women
and men.” Gramsci’s (1971) concept
of hegemony is also instrumental to

my analysis. Hegemony involves the
production of consensus for cultural
practices and ideas that will sustain
power relations. Hegemony is fragile
and always changing. It is not based
on force but on “shared meaning and
the appropriation of the meaning of
life through power, seduction and
complicity” (Martı́n-Barbero, 1993,
p. 74). This conceptualization allows
us to understand how a perceived
ideological threat such as feminism
can be defused through domestication
and trivialization.

The deployment of hegemony has
greatly influenced cultural studies’ no-
tion of popular culture as a crucial site
of ideological conflict in which power
relations of gender, ethnicity, class and
identity are struggled over. This study
draws on the cultural studies insight
that media and culture are inextricably
linked since “culture is concerned with
the production and the exchange of
meanings – the ‘giving and taking of
meaning’ – between the members of a
society or group” (Hall, 1997, p. 2).
Recent cultural studies texts argue for
an approach that studies cultural/
communication processes from mul-
tiple perspectives using the “circuit of
culture” (du Gay, Hall, Janes, Mackay,
& Negus, 1997). Meaning is produced
and negotiated in each of the circuit’s
moments – production, representation,
identity, consumption and regulation.
These meanings are necessary, but not
sufficient, for determining the mean-
ings embedded in the other moments
(Barker, 2000).

In this case study of El Paı́s de las
Mujeres, I use the circuit of culture as a
tool to analyze how meanings associ-
ated with the words feminism and
feminist are produced, negotiated and
legitimized. I am concerned with the
everyday engagement between femi-
nism and a television serial genre tra-
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ditionally associated with female con-
sumption, a telenovela, as meanings
are produced at the writer’s desk, in
the actors’ craft, and the audience’s
lives.

Studying Telenovelas

The traditional model of telenovela is
characterized by a central story of het-
erosexual love in which obstacles and
intrigues plague the main couple, who
have to overcome these impediments
and schemes in order to achieve hap-
piness together. The two main charac-
ters usually have different socio-
economic origins; therefore, their love
story is also about socioeconomic ad-
vancement. Most of the tribulations
suffered by the main couple are pro-
duced by the dramatic presence of
triangles – two men in love with the
same woman, a man loved by two
women (Klagsbrunn, 1993). In ad-
dition, the ignorance of an identity is
always central to the story. Becoming
blind, crippled and/or pregnant are
also staples of the genre, whose hero-
ines experience these situations, only
to overcome them before the happy
ending. Traditional telenovelas, known
as telenovelas rosa, are characterized by
“heart-rending, tragic suffering”
(p. 279) and one-dimensional charac-
ters that offer a Manichean view of
social roles – the villain is pure evil
and the heroine is sweet, virtuous and
naive.

In contrast, so-called telenovelas de
ruptura1 break with this traditional
mold, as they include social and cul-
tural issues taken from Latin American
reality. These telenovelas present com-
plex, ambiguous and unpredictable
characters. In addition, these serials

combine personal and social problems
in a narrative fiction that speaks to the
audience in terms of a shared reality
(Martı́n-Barbero & Rey, 1999). Most
Venezuelan telenovelas follow the tra-
ditional model. El Paı́s de las Mujeres is
an exception. It is a Venezuelan
telenovela de ruptura broadcast to high
ratings in Venezuela, Argentina, Peru,
Puerto Rico, and the United States.2

El Paı́s presents an ensemble cast of
multifaceted characters, an array of
couples, and stories centered on the
everyday life and struggles of women,
highlighting topics such as sexual har-
assment, abortion, and domestic viol-
ence.

Latin American scholars have been
at the forefront of academic research
into telenovelas. In the 1970s, Latin
American communication scholarship
was influenced by theories of cultural
dependence and media imperialism,
rendering a picture of telenovelas as
alienating products directed at audi-
ences described as passive victims (Bel-
trán, 1978; Colomina de Rivera,
1974). Country-specific studies domi-
nated the research agenda, including
the work of Rector (1975) about
Brazil, and Coccato’s (1979) historiog-
raphy of Venezuelan telenovelas. In ad-
dition, this decade saw the theoretical
work of Moraña (1978) and Verón
(1978) that established semiotics as one
of the dominant approaches to the
study of the genre.

In the 1980s and 1990s, Latin
American communication scholars
drew on sociology and cultural theory
to create a research stream known as
Latin American cultural studies (Mur-
phy, 1997; O’Connor, 1991). These
researchers gave audiences credit as
they attempted to understand the intri-
cate relationship between telenovelas
and Latin America’s uneven mod-
ernity. An important body of literature
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was developed as scholars searched for
a theoretical framework to explain
how telenovelas are linked to
questions of nationality, cultural ident-
ity, and modernity (Aprea & Mendoza
Martı́nez, 1996; Fadul, 1993a, 1993b;
González, 1993; Lopez, 1995; Lo-
zano, 1989; Martı́n-Barbero, 1987,
1988, 1993, 1995; Martı́n-Barbero &
Muñoz, 1992; Martı́n-Barbero & Rey,
1999; Verón & Chauvel, 1997).
Empirical studies looked at telenove-

las from different perspectives. Pro-
duction and marketing were examined
in Brazil (Sodré, 1977; Tavola, 1984),
Perú (Quiroz, 1993) and Mexico
(González, 1988). Textual and content
analysis included the work of Martı́n-
Barbero and Muñoz (1992) and Lager
(1992) about Colombian telenovelas,
and Geddes-González (1993) and
Quiroz (1993) in Perú. Audience stud-
ies focused on the insertion of telenove-
las in each country/culture’s everyday
life: Brazil (Borelli, 1997; Klagsbrunn,
1997; Sluyter-Beltrão, 1993; Tufte,
1993), Mexico (Bustos-Romero, 1993;
González, 1993; Uribe Alvarado,
1993), Argentina (Mazziotti & Borda,
1997), Colombia (Muñoz, 1992) and
Venezuela (Barrios, 1988; Mendoza,
n.d.). Some scholars examined the
intersection between telenovelas and the
social formation. For instance, Porto
(1998) studied the role of telenovelas as
a key forum for the discussion and
interpretation of political issues in
Brazil, and Estill (2001) analyzed
the “foundational fictions” of the
Mexican telenovela, searching for the
basic narratives that help constitute
the ideological construct of a coherent
nation.
American and European scholars

have also become increasingly inter-
ested in telenovelas during the last two
decades. Early research hailed the
genre’s importance. For instance,

Rogers and Antola (1985) noticed how
these Latin American products suc-
cessfully competed with United States
imports, Vink (1988) examined the
potential for social change of Brazilian
telenovelas, and Straubhaar (1988) ana-
lyzed the relationship between these
serials and political changes in Brazil.
In 1995, Allen edited a volume that
investigated soap operas around the
world. Three chapters are dedicated
to telenovelas (Baldwin, 1995; Lopez,
1995; Martı́n-Barbero, 1995). In ad-
dition, Allen’s introduction highlights
the increasing importance of the Latin
American genre. European scholars
have also recognized the importance
of telenovelas. In Italy, Pozzato (1995)
used a semiological approach to study
the rosa melodramas. In Spain,
Guaderrama (1995) analyzed the
Spanish press coverage of the telenovela
boom that Spain experienced during
and after the broadcast of Venezuelan
telenovela Cristal. In a study about soap
operas in western Europe, O’Donnell
(1999) described the success of Latin
American telenovelas in Spain and Rus-
sia. In addition, he looked at telenovelas
produced in Portugal and Spain, trac-
ing their roots to Latin America.
Matelski’s (1999) book, Soap operas
worldwide, is an ambitious global sur-
vey of soap operas and telenovelas.
Organized by regions and countries,
her book includes general broadcast-
ing information plus lists and synopses
of the most successful serials. In 1994,
McAnany and La Pastina reviewed
existing telenovela audience research.
Later, Tufte (2000) examined the so-
ciocultural role of telenovelas in Brazil-
ians’ everyday life, and La Pastina
(2001) analyzed product placement in
Brazilian telenovelas.
Still, the most extensive body of

academic research focusing on telenove-
las is Latin American. And even
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though telenovelas have been studied
from different perspectives (pro-
duction, text, reception), there is a lack
of comprehensive studies that simul-
taneously examine two or more as-
pects, such as production and
reception, or text and reception. As
Tufte (2000) explains, comprehensive
empirical studies are still the weakest
aspect of communication research,
and telenovela scholarship is no excep-
tion.

Feminist Media Studies,
Hegemony, and Culture

The last 20 years have seen the
growth and establishment of feminist
media scholarship as a line of aca-
demic thought and research of great
influence in communication studies
and related fields. Feminist media
studies’ theoretical roots, themes,
methods, and major works up to 1994
have been outlined by van Zoonen
(1994), while recent developments and
future challenges are chronicled in the
inaugural edition of the long-awaited
journal Feminist Media Studies (2001).
Representation has been a major

concern in this transdisciplinary area
of inquiry, since “the women’s move-
ment is not only engaged in a material
struggle about equal rights and oppor-
tunities for women, but also in a sym-
bolic conflict about definitions of
femininity (and masculinity)” (van
Zoonen, 1994, p. 12). The representa-
tion of feminism is also key to the
symbolic struggle that is the focus of
feminist media studies. Recent scholar-
ship has examined such representa-
tions in advertising (Goldman, Heath,
& Smith, 1991), print media (Ander-
son, 1999; Danner & Walsh, 1999;

Hinds & Stacy, 2001; Lind & Salo,
2002; Read, 2000) and television
(Clark, 1990; D’Acci, 1994; Dellinger-
Pate & Aden, 1999; Dow, 1990, 1996;
Lotz, 2001; Mayne, 1997; Rabinovitz,
1989, 1999; among others). These
scholars have found the presence of
backlash themes (Faludi, 1991) and
evidence of the hegemonical incorpo-
ration of bits and pieces of feminism
that may contribute to the perpetua-
tion of patriarchy and traditional views
of women. For instance, in her analysis
of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Dow
(1996, pp. 50–51) argues:

Certainly, hegemony is at work in Mary
Tyler Moore. Mary’s independence is
consistently compromised by her sub-
mission to others’ needs, and the sitcom’s
naturalizing of her “true woman” qualities
(particularly in comparison to other fe-
male characters) reflects little awareness of
the radical feminist critique of gender
roles. A potentially threatening idea (a
woman on her own) is made less threaten-
ing when she is slotted into familiar roles
and relationships that assure the audience
that little has really changed.

The hegemonic process, then, is
fraught with contradictions because
media texts are crucial sites of nego-
tiation and friction over meanings that
strive to be established as dominant, or
naturalized as “common sense.” A tele-
novela de ruptura like El Paı́s de las Mujeres
presents a fictional world that has con-
nections with, and draws on, dis-
courses present in the social formation.
Therefore, this study embraces cul-
tural studies’ broad conception of cul-
ture as a “site of social differences and
struggles” (Johnson, 1986/87, p. 39). It
is a notion of culture that stresses lived
experiences, legitimizes popular cul-
ture as a valid research topic, and
focuses on conflicts over meanings.
This conception of culture renders a



274

FEMINISM IN A TELENOVELA SEPTEMBER 2003

brand of cultural studies that looks not
only at texts, but also at their pro-
duction, consumption, and their
influence in the regulation of cultural
life. It also shares with feminist media
studies the understanding that the
study of culture and communication is
both an intellectual and a political en-
deavor.

Cultural studies scholars have
looked for theoretical frameworks that
allow comprehensive studies of cul-
tural/communication processes. Based
on Richard Johnson’s (1986/87)
model of the production, circulation
and consumption of cultural products,
scholars from the Open University
have developed a model of the “circuit
of culture” that depicts the cultural
process as a complex and interdepen-
dent set of moments that are distinct,
but not discrete, and accepts Johnson’s
proposition that the study of individual
moments only gives us a partial view
of how the meanings associated with a
particular cultural product are pro-
duced, negotiated, and contested (du
Gay et al., 1997). The model, a blue-
print for how to conduct cultural stud-
ies, addresses criticism that expresses
discomfort with cultural studies’
emphasis on textual analyses over the
study of audiences (Jensen & Pauly,
1997), and annoyance at the
perception that cultural studies focuses
on cultural consumption rather than
on cultural production (Garnham,
1997; Levine, 2001). In addition, it
acknowledges feminist media
studies’ preference for interpretive,
multiperspectival research (van
Zoonen, 1994).

The circuit consists of five moments:
representation, identity, production,
consumption, and regulation. It em-
phasizes the relationship between cul-
ture and meaning, which is
“constructed – given, produced –

through cultural practices; it is not
simply ‘found’ in things” (du Gay et
al., 1997, p. 14). Meaning is transacted
in each of the circuit’s moments. Repre-
sentation refers to the production of
meaning through language, highlight-
ing the symbolic underpinnings of cul-
ture. Identity alludes to how a cultural
product acts as a marker that identifies
a particular group – in other words,
how meanings create an identity.
Cultural products are also encoded
with meanings in their production pro-
cess. They are produced in ways that
make them meaningful. But meaning
is also produced when we make use of
the cultural product in our everyday
life. Consumption looks at what the
product means to those who actually
use it. Finally, regulation examines how
meanings organize and regulate cul-
tural practice.

Telenovelas are a cultural/media
product in which articulations between
the moments of the circuit are evi-
denced. Martı́n-Barbero (1987, 1993)
argues that the telenovela is a site of
mediations between production, re-
ception, and culture. There is constant
negotiation between the writers, direc-
tor, production team, actors, audience,
and institutions that participate in the
social formation. In addition, telenovelas
provide us with a perfect example of
how production and consumption, tra-
ditionally represented as opposing
forces, are deeply articulated (Quiroz,
1993). In sum, the circuit of culture
provides an organizational tool for this
study – grounded in feminist media
studies and cultural studies – which
attempts to understand the contradic-
tions involved in the production, rep-
resentation, consumption, and
regulation of a feminist identity
through El Paı́s de las Mujeres, and how
these are embedded in Venezuelan
culture.
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Context: Venezuelan
Women, Venezuelan Culture

Social, Political and Ideological Underpin-
nings

There is a strong connection be-
tween Latin America’s patriarchy and
the Catholic doctrine that dominates
the region. This is especially evident
in three interconnected ideological ar-
eas: the myth of the patriarchal fam-
ily, the presence of machismo and
marianismo, and the prevalence of the
Virgin:whore binary opposition.
These three constructs underpin and
reinforce the particular brand of pub-
lic/private dichotomy that subordi-
nates women in Latin America.3

The patriarchal family is considered
the ideal (and natural) societal unit.
Women are then responsible for the
care of the domestic (private) environ-
ment, while men are in charge of the
public sphere. The system of social
relations is anchored, in this way, to
the male-headed household (Jelin,
1990). In reality, however, Latin
American female-headed households
are almost as common as patriarchal
ones (Cicerchia, 1997; Dore, 1997).
Nevertheless, Latin American society
functions under the assumption of the
prevalence of the male-headed house-
hold.
This assumption is connected to the

dominant ideologies of machismo and
marianismo. Machismo is the belief that
men are superior to women, have
more extensive rights, and belong to
the public sphere while women should
stay in man’s shadow and in the pri-
vate realm. Marianismo, a “cult of fe-
male spiritual superiority” (Stevens,
1973, p. 91), holds that women are
morally superior, owners of spiritual
strength and a capacity for self-
sacrifice that renders them fit to be

good mothers. The combination of
these two ideologies places women in
the private sphere of the household
and assigns them the brunt of parental
responsibility.

Marianismo is based on the figure of
the Virgin Mary, who represents the
epitome of the private sphere, and is
always portrayed as “an idealized
woman who is an obedient, self-
sacrificing mother, subordinating her
needs to those of her children, [she]
obeyed the wishes of her son, Christ,
and of other men including the disci-
ples and God himself” (Stephen, 1997,
p. 35). The counterpart image of the
Virgin is the whore (based on the bib-
lical Mary Magdalene), who is seen
“as aggressive, impure, disconnected
from motherhood, and a male sexual
object. Her sexuality is constructed to
service men, and her personhood (if
she is granted any) is focused through
this role” (Stephen, 1997, p. 35). The
whore is defined by the term mujer
pública [public woman], which means
prostitute in Latin America, equating,
in this way, women in the public
sphere to prostitution. Latin American
women are continuously teetering
between these two images. As Stephen
(1997, p. 35) notes, “women who
deviate from the characteristics associ-
ated with the Virgin Mary by disobey-
ing the state authority and assuming
an active role in society can be cast
into the opposite role of symbolic
whore.”
In sum, through these three inter-

connected ideological constructs – the
myth of the male-headed family,
machismo and marianismo, and the Vir-
gin:whore dichotomy – the Catholic
Church in Latin America defines gen-
der roles and proper female behavior,
while reinforcing patriarchy and its
ensuing female subordination. In this
way, women become the other, in op-
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position to whom the normal is
defined (Juliano, 1998).

Women (and Men) in Venezuela

These ideological underpinnings
have important consequences for the
everyday life conditions of women and
men in Latin America in general, and
Venezuela in particular. For instance,
even though in the last three decades
Venezuela has seen a decline in birth
rates4 and an increase in women’s par-
ticipation in the workforce,5 most
women are still conceptualized as be-
longing in the private sphere. Increas-
ing participation in the workforce can
be misinterpreted as a sign of women’s
emancipation. However, for most
Venezuelan (and Latin American)
women, working is a matter of sur-
vival. In Venezuela, women head 25%
of all households. Moreover, women
head half of all poor households (JU-
VECABE as quoted in Friedman,
2000). Given these circumstances, in
most cases there is no relationship be-
tween earning a wage and empower-
ment (McClenaghan, 1997).
Furthermore, women who enter the
workforce find that most of the jobs
open to them are in the service sector,
pay low wages, require low skills, and
offer limited opportunities for ad-
vancement.6 Hence, the entrance of
women into the workforce is not the
product of an ideological change in
the social formation; it is merely the
outcome of financial need. In addition,
women who work outside their homes
are still responsible for domestic work,
and expected to juggle multiple roles.
Even when a woman has the resources
to pay for help, she is still responsible
for the supervision of her helper (who

is usually a woman) (Inter-American
Development Bank, 1995).
The conjunction of marianismo and

machismo has other consequences for
the everyday life of Venezuelan
women. First, there is a significant in-
cidence of male infidelity and a socio-
cultural legitimization of this behavior.
That is, there is high tolerance for,
even acceptance of, male infidelity (Es-
teinou & Salles, 1996). On the other
hand, women’s infidelity is not socially
sanctioned. Second, domestic violence
is a widespread problem that tran-
scends class and age differences (Inter-
American Development Bank, 1995).
Third, abortion is illegal, unless the
mother’s life is in danger.
Another sociocultural area in which

machismo has an influence is in attitudes
towards sexual orientation. Machismo,
coupled with Catholicism, underpins
Venezuelans’ sweeping rejection of ho-
mosexuality. Gay men and women are
the butt of jokes and the laughing
stock of a popular culture that merci-
lessly stereotypes them as freaks – ef-
feminate men and masculine women.
In Venezuela, homosexuality is only
beginning to carve a social space.
An important element of the every-

day life of Venezuelan women is the
emphasis Venezuelans place on physi-
cal beauty. In a recent Roper poll,
Venezuelans topped a list of 30 coun-
tries as the people most preoccupied
with their physical appearance:

65% of women say they think about the
way they look all the time, as do 47% of
Venezuelan men. These figures are well
beyond the global average, which is 23%
of women and 16% of men who say they
think perpetually about the way they look.
(Goode, 1999, p. 4)

In a country where 80% of the popu-
lation lives below the poverty line,
spending a fifth of income on personal
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grooming and care is not uncommon
(Rohter, 2000). Looking good is given
tremendous importance. The broad-
cast of the Miss Venezuela beauty
pageant is similar to the Super Bowl,
with high ratings and expensive adver-
tisements. Even coffee table books fea-
turing the country’s stunning beaches,
mountains and jungles, now include
photos of the pageant and its contes-
tants, making Venezuelan women an
official part of the country’s landscape
(Gazsó, n.d.). In this environment,
women’s search for a better physical
appearance is one more unavoidable
duty and an important element in
women’s objectification.

These are some of the conditions
that define women’s (and men’s) every-
day life in Venezuela. Women’s lives
are centered on reproductive responsi-
bilities and taking care of others which
in turn, defines their moral worth.
Women endure infidelity and, in many
cases, violence. And their participation
in the workforce is framed by patri-
archy “in a context where no alterna-
tive ideological models exist”
(González de la Rocha, 1994, p. 290).

Feminism in Venezuela

According to longtime Venezuelan
feminist scholar Gioconda Espina, the
predominant meanings associated with
the term feminist in Venezuela are
man haters, public militants and lesbi-
ans (personal correspondence with
Gioconda Espina, 2001). In addition,
Venezuelan women have been under
great societal pressure to forego the
feminist label. For instance, in 1985,
the socialist party Movimiento al Social-
ismo [Movement toward Socialism]
(MAS), which had been at the fore-
front in its promotion of women’s ac-
tivism, insisted on a change of name

for its Frente Feminista [Feminist Front]
arguing that “the word feminist had
been largely discredited and that the
party would be more effective if it
appealed to women in their condition
as members of a household and as
workers rather than feminists” (Ellner,
1988, p. 187). To make matters worse,
the Feminist Front was moved to the
party’s area of unconventional social
movements (Friedman, 2000).

Another example of the Venezuelan
rejection of feminism can be seen in
the process that culminated with one
of the greatest achievements of the
women’s movement, the 1982 reform
of the civil code, which finally
matched women’s legal rights to those
of men and eliminated legal discrimi-
nation against children born out of
wedlock. To accomplish this, women
built coalitions between different
groups and used a family-oriented dis-
course that explicitly avoided any as-
sociation with feminism. The reform
was not promoted as a women’s rights
issue, but as a necessary improvement
for families that would benefit all
members of Venezuelan society.7

In sum, Venezuelan women have
often taken “great pains to deny that
they [are] feminists” (Friedman, 2000,
p. 280), since feminism has been gen-
erally associated with the subversion of
traditional gender roles, which are
considered one of the cornerstones of
Venezuelan society. This cultural re-
jection of the term feminism, and the
everyday conditions that define
women’s and men’s lives in
Venezuela, provide the context for this
study.

Methods

This study, part of a larger multi-
method cultural analysis of El Paı́s de
las Mujeres, uses the circuit of culture as
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a tool to examine how meanings asso-
ciated with the terms feminism and
feminist are negotiated. The representa-
tion of feminism, and the ensuing cre-
ation of a (feminist) identity in El Paı́s
were examined through textual analy-
sis of the telenovela. Individual inter-
views with the head writers and actors
allowed me to study the production of
meanings. These conversations also
provided insight into the moment of
regulation. Consumption was examined
through individual and group inter-
views with audience members.

Textual Analysis

One of the epistemological assump-
tions of this study is that meaning is a
social production, and as such is em-
bedded in issues of power. Textual
analysis recognizes this postulate since
it considers the conditions of pro-
duction and consumption of the text.
Unlike content analysis, the text is not
the end in textual analysis. It is the
means by which we study a
signification process, a representation
of reality.
The text analyzed included all

episodes of El Paı́s de las Mujeres. Be-
cause the original text is in Spanish,
the analysis was conducted in Spanish.
The author translated the excerpts in
this article. Throughout the analysis,
the objective was to find how the
meanings of feminism/feminist are
produced through language and visual
images, and how these meanings cre-
ate an identity – the feminist.

Interviews

In-depth interviews with head writer
Leonardo Padrón and with actors
were conducted in Caracas,
Venezuela. These semi-structured

conversations took place at a time and
place chosen by each participant. Nine
El Paı́s actors were interviewed, plus
two longtime Venezuelan actors, and
one actor/producer/writer who did
not participate in this particular telenov-
ela, but who provided background in-
formation on the Venezuelan telenovela
industry. Actors were interviewed once
for one to two hours in May 2000.
Actor Orlando Urdaneta, who lives in
Miami, was interviewed on the phone
in August 2000. Padrón was inter-
viewed twice (May and December
2000). His interviews lasted for three
and two hours respectively. I prepared
different interview guides for the ac-
tors and for Padrón, given their differ-
ent roles in the production process.
Also, 39 audience members were

interviewed in May 2000, either indi-
vidually or in small groups. For in-
stance, one group consisted of a family
that usually watches the prime time
telenovela together. Another group con-
sisted of three women who work in the
same company. In addition, couples
who watch telenovelas together were in-
terviewed together. Participants were
recruited using the snowball sampling
technique (Brown, 1994; Press, 1991;
Rubin, 1986; Weiss; 1994). The group
of participants was heterogeneous: 32
women and 7 men participated; their
age range was 18–75; and they belong
to the five socioeconomic strata pre-
sent in Venezuela, A to E (Proyecto
Pobreza, 2002); six class A (the most
affluent), five class B, 10 class C, 10
class D, two class E, six don’t know/
don’t answer. Participants are also di-
verse in their education level
(elementary, incomplete high school,
high school, undergraduate, graduate),
and their marital status (single, mar-
ried, divorced, widowed); 11 are pro-
fessionals (architects, accountants,
engineers, medical doctors, psycholo-
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gists), two are teachers, seven are sec-
retaries or receptionists, three work as
maids, two are retired, three have
never worked outside their homes, and
11 are students.

The length of these interviews
ranged from one to two hours. Some
interviews took place at the partici-
pants’ homes (when there was a VCR
available), while others were conduc-
ted at a central location in Caracas set
up with a television and VCR. An
interview guide was prepared along
with a videotape with excerpts from El
Paı́s that were used as prompters for
the conversation. At the end of each
interview, participants were asked to
fill out a form with demographic data
and information regarding their gen-
eral television viewing habits.

All participants signed informed
consent forms prior to our conversa-
tions. Interviews were conducted in
Spanish, audiotaped, transcribed, and
translated by the author. Pseudonyms
were assigned for confidentiality.8 In
addition, extensive notes were taken at
the end of each meeting documenting
my impressions of the interview and its
participants.

Analysis

Women and “the Feminine”

Head writer Leonardo Padrón con-
ceptualized El Paı́s as a “telenovela with
a thesis,” in which he would showcase
Venezuela’s “most emblematic femi-
nine archetypes.” The main setting is
urban: Caracas, Venezuela’s capital of
five million. The storylines present
conflicts that are centered not around
the traditional telenovela theme of social
advancement, but on love, family, and
work. The main female characters (Ar-
cadia, her five nieces and her friend
Catalina) portray different facets or

sides of women: strength (Arcadia),
sensibility (Mariana), romanticism
(Julia), rebelliousness (Miranda), deter-
mination (Pamela), idealism (Chiqui)
and redemption (Catalina).

Throughout El Paı́s, women struggle
with and resist the dominant Venezue-
lan view that women are defined by
the men they are with. The telenovela
ridicules the objectification of women
and other negative representations,
such as women as wild animals in need
of domestication and women as ser-
vants, by depicting the (usually male)
characters that hold these views as car-
icatures, and by presenting clever
twists of the plot that underscore the
unfairness of these attitudes. For in-
stance, Arsenio leaves Arcadia and
their marriage of 25 years for a young
woman, a former prostitute who he
simply calls el hembrón, a demeaning
Venezuelan expression used by men to
describe a beautiful woman with a per-
fect body.

Arsenio: why did I leave you for another
woman? Because I was sick of you, Arcadia.
No, not sick, but bored, that is, bored!
Because your face bored me, because life
had become a yawn … always the same
comments, the same food and making love
the same way for 25 years, no! No! Too
long! And with an added bonus … that
you’re done, that you’re wrinkled, that you’re old!

This view is common in Venezuelan
popular culture. Older women are the
butt of jokes that contrast them with
their younger counterparts, stressing
that, because of their age, they cannot
compete for men’s affections anymore.
The dominant view is that as women
age they become ugly, boring, and
worthless. This conceptualization of
older women is linked to Venezuelan
standards of physical beauty. Female
characters in El Paı́s are acutely aware
of this, and repeatedly voice their
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opinions regarding the injustice of a
society in which men do not age, but
women do. In an empowering twist of
the plot, Arcadia, disdained by her
former husband because of her age,
marries Daniel, a man 15 years
younger than herself, while Arsenio
finds death at the hands of his lover.
Furthermore, Arcadia and Daniel’s
love story includes lovemaking scenes
as sexy and tender as those of the
younger couples. In this way, Arca-
dia’s story validates middle-aged
women in a society that seems to have
no use for them.
The telenovela, however, is not devoid

of criticism towards women. Female
characters are not merely good or evil.
They have a realistic mix of traits,
including determination, passion, and
honesty, but also excessive ambition,
lack of scruples, and insecurity. In ad-
dition, El Paı́s sharply criticizes the
national overuse of plastic surgery by
mocking the dominant Venezuelan
idea that perfect physical beauty is a
key ingredient in the search for happi-
ness.
Audience members declared in in-

terviews that El Paı́s has a clear mess-
age: to emphasize the qualities, rights
and struggles of Venezuelan women.
According to participants, the telenovela
delivers this message through realistic
portrayals, which make for a balanced,
authentic representation of women:

It presents how Venezuelan women really
are: venturers […] Women are no longer
the protected ones. Women show that
they can be, and [in the telenovela] it is
evident that these women are all capable,
each one in their own area (MILAGROS,
38).

For some participants, this telenovela
was important for its representation of
the daily struggles faced by women. As
NORA (47) explained, “they present

how Venezuelan women really live,”
denying stereotypical views of women
as “la quinta hornilla de la cocina [the fifth
burner in the stove].”
One of the most important female

characters is Miranda, who Padrón
defines as “lucid, proactive and assert-
ive.” Miranda is an engineer who
works at the Venezuelan oil rigs,
where she is the victim of sexual har-
assment by a male engineer obsessed
with her. As a teenager, Miranda was
molested by her aunt’s husband, Arse-
nio. These experiences have turned
her against men. Most of the time
Miranda dresses in black. Leather is a
regular part of her wardrobe, which
contrasts with those of the other fe-
male characters as being poco femenino
[not very feminine]. Actor Carolina
Perpetuo, who played Miranda, ex-
plained that she carefully and purpose-
fully chose the character’s clothes,
exercised, and cut and colored her
hair to make Miranda’s physical ap-
pearance that of a striking, intense –
though unconventional – woman. Mi-
randa is a strong character who speaks
her mind and is determined to be her
own person. When she is fired from
the oil company, she decides to work
as a bartender, and falls in love with
the restaurant’s chef, Diego. By
Venezuelan standards, Miranda and
Diego are not a traditional couple.
They live together without being mar-
ried. And, in a reversal of traditional
roles, he cooks for a living while she
mixes drinks in a bar. When Diego
gets a flat tire, it is Miranda who
knows how to fix it. Her relationship
with Diego, in addition to her looks
and forthright attitude, reinforces Mi-
randa’s transgression of traditional
gender roles and of the Venezuelan
feminine.
In his assessment of the telenovela,

CESAR, an audience member, repeat-
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edly defined Miranda as a “resentful
woman” who is “extremely crude and
sour, nothing about her is positive.”
He sees her as a useless character who
neither reflects Venezuelan women,
nor contributes to the quality of the
telenovela. Many of the participants dis-
agreed with CESAR, describing
Miranda as strong, courageous and
outspoken. Her relationship with
Diego is assessed as one of the best in
the telenovela. However, Miranda’s ap-
peal is not uniformly distributed
among the group interviewed. It is
stronger among those participants in
the 25–45 age range. The other age
groups find her “a bit extreme and
strange.” This difference suggests that
Miranda’s acceptance among these
participants is linked to the latter’s
understanding of how women should
look and behave.
Miranda’s transgression of the femi-

nine and of traditional gender roles
gave Padrón and actor Perpetuo prob-
lems. According to the writer, when
the telenovela was broadcast, people
started commenting that Miranda was
a lesbian:

From their moral codes, people de-
cided … and since Miranda hadn’t fallen
in love with any man in the telenovela, and
she had an assertive manner, independent,
autonomous, working in an oil rig in Lake
Maracaibo … people decided that she was
gay, which is a really simplistic and
Manichean way of looking at the different
shades of being a female.

Both Perpetuo and Padrón thought
that this was a dangerous reading that
could jeopardize the telenovela’s success,
given Venezuelans’ traditional homo-
phobia. (It should be mentioned that
once the telenovela had established itself
as an unqualified success, Padrón –
who believes that “it is imperative to
carve space for homosexuality in

Venezuelan society” – criticized ho-
mophobia through a storyline that in-
cluded a stable homosexual couple.
However, the author was not willing to
risk the telenovela’s ratings before they
were firmly established). Padrón de-
cided to correct the audience’s reading
through Miranda herself. He wrote
some dialogues in which a minor
character asks Diego, who is already in
love with Miranda, if he has not con-
sidered the possibility that Miranda
might be gay. In reaction to this com-
ment, Diego asks Miranda if she is a
homosexual, to which she replies:

Gay! Why? Because I’m not flirting with
men? Because I don’t like doing that?
Because I think that the majority of men
are like animals in heat all the time? Or
because I think that men are too elemen-
tal, too predictable and too machos for my
taste? […] It really doesn’t offend me that
you ask me that because I respect people’s
sexual orientation. You know what of-
fends, assaults, and irritates me? That peo-
ple are reaching conclusions about me,
especially when nobody knows the things
that I’ve lived, and nobody knows the
damage that men have inflicted on me.

In this way, the writer rectifies the
audience’s appraisal of Miranda.
Moreover, Padrón scolds the public
for their simplistic views of the femi-
nine, and the homophobia that under-
pins many of their attitudes.
Only one participant admitted she

had believed that Miranda was gay
(ANDREA). One possible explanation
is that the interviews took place after
the telenovela had ended. Therefore,
participants had already been repri-
manded by Padrón. Under these cir-
cumstances, it is understandable that
only one viewer was willing to ac-
knowledge being mistaken.
The portrayal of Miranda also pro-

duces another unintended and unde-
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sirable response. The emphasis placed
on Miranda’s traumatic past backfires,
producing the undesired effect of
equating outspoken, assertive women
with traumatized women. In conse-
quence, Miranda’s assertiveness is wa-
tered down, and rendered as the
exception, not the norm, reinforcing
traditional conceptualizations of the
feminine as docile and quiet.

Men, Machismo, and Women

Padrón also presented a set of
archetypical male characters who rep-
resented machismo (Lucas, Rodolfo, Ar-
senio), corruption (Rodolfo, Arsenio),
and honesty (Camilo, Jacobo, Diego).
The author was determined to fight
“the stereotypical view that all
Venezuelan men are worthless and at
fault when a relationship collapses.”
He accomplishes this through the
character of Jacobo, el hombre ideal [the
ideal man]. This character is the ex-
ample that counters the generalization
that all men are bad. Jacobo is mar-
ried to Chiqui. They have a daughter
of nine. Their marriage is marred by
constant arguing that showcases typi-
cal marital disagreements and high-
lights their personality differences (for
example she is vegetarian whereas he
loves meat). Even though Jacobo and
Chiqui reconcile several times, they
end up getting a divorce. Throughout
their rocky relationship, Chiqui’s ex-
plosive character contrasts with Ja-
cobo’s even temperament. And, even
though their story is an insightful ex-
ploration of married life, it is easy,
perhaps too easy, to side with Jacobo
who continuously displays consider-
ation toward women and an excep-
tional understanding of their plight.
He also contrasts with other male
characters like Lucas, Arsenio, and

Rodolfo who are archetypical machos,
treating women as either a trophy to
be owned or as food to be consumed.9

According to Padrón, Jacobo is his
alter ego, the character through which
he delivers his vision of man/woman
relationships, and of the country. The
actor chosen, Orlando Urdaneta, is
Padrón’s longtime friend and a
beloved figure in Venezuela. Urdaneta
and Padrón share critical positions to-
wards Venezuelan society. In particu-
lar, Urdaneta’s criticism of the
country’s corruption is well known. Ja-
cobo personifies Padrón and Urdan-
eta’s shared attitudes towards
Venezuela, and Padrón’s assessment of
the state of Venezuelan couples. Ja-
cobo’s perfection, however, became an
issue among Padrón’s team of (female)
writers. These women argued that Ja-
cobo was muy perfecto [too perfect] and
that there are no men like Jacobo in
Venezuela. This view was echoed by
actor Lourdes Valera who played Ja-
cobo’s wife, Chiqui: “Someone like Ja-
cobo doesn’t exist.”
Audience members loved Jacobo.

Many participants declared that he
was their favorite character, and
wished that there were more Jacobos
in Venezuela. In addition, audience
members interviewed unanimously ex-
pressed that the majority of the male
characters personify machismo, “with
the exception of Jacobo, the rest were
all great machistas” (HILDA, 63), unsa-
vory characters who “injure women”
(GRACIA, 65). Furthermore, partici-
pants believed that the telenovela’s male
portrayals were accurate and realistic.
One woman even ventured: “In this
novela they show men as they are. Ac-
tually, there are lots of men like that.
Some would say: well, no, maybe this
is not true … I say they fell short of
reality!” (LAURA, 44). Some partici-
pants felt that, despite Jacobo’s pres-
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ence in El Paı́s, the emphasis on
machismo provides a darker, more
negative depiction of men than of
women. They still insisted, however,
that it was realistic: “It’s Venezuelan
reality, that is, we find machistas every
day” (CLARA, 43).
In addition to the inclusion of

machista male characters, El Paı́s’s criti-
cism of machismo involved stories that
displayed women’s daily struggles and
triumphs by underscoring the double
standards between men and women
that dominate Venezuelan society. As
actor Carolina Perpetuo (Miranda)
said:

Latin American societies are very severe
with women, placing great expectations
on them. […] Culturally, women suffer a
programming of sorts towards abnegation,
sacrifice and pain. […] Even in the mar-
riage one has to tolerate that the husband
has a lover, because that is normal and
one has to save the marriage. […] It’s like
a Calvary.

This telenovela attempts to break this
“programming towards abnegation”
by exploring topics such as abortion,
working mothers, marriage, divorce,
and, especially, machismo and domestic
violence. The latter is presented
through the marriage of Lucas and
Catalina; he is continuously unfaithful
to her and puts her down at every
opportunity. At the same time, he ex-
pects her to produce perfect meals,
ironed shirts, a clean house, and to
have no thoughts or opinions of her
own. Lucas’s violence towards
Catalina is mostly psychological, al-
though he does hit her once. Catalina
leaves Lucas and thoroughly changes
her life: she stops the vicious cycle of
self-deprecation in which Lucas has
placed her, learns about the new
Venezuelan laws that protect women
from domestic abuse, finds a job, earns

a college degree, and remarries. This
is Padrón’s homage to women, to
show “women’s redemption and, in
some way, use a flashlight to light the
way [to redemption] for those who still
don’t know how to redeem them-
selves.”
The public’s reading of Catalina is

consistent with Padrón’s intentions.
Domestic violence, which the writer
considers “the country’s worst social
problem” and the extreme form of
“Venezuela’s cultural pattern of subor-
dinating women,” is welcomed by the
audience as a topic in need of analysis.
The empowering message of the
woman who decides to change her life
and become her own person is, for
many of this study’s participants, the
most important lesson in El Paı́s:

Yes, Catalina changes her life and her
mentality, and says, “I can be another
woman that is not her husband’s subordi-
nate.” Women can regenerate their lives
and take a different route without having
to tolerate what she had to. (MARTA, 50)

It’s well presented because it shows
women who have suffered through this
type of thing, that there is a way out. (AN-
DREA, 32)

Actor Elba Escobar, who played
Catalina, became a symbol of the
plight of abused women. She was in-
vited to panels and fora that discussed
the issue, and in the streets women
stopped her to thank her. At the same
time, the Consejo Nacional de la Mujer
[Women’s National Council] publicly
congratulated Padrón for directing the
spotlight towards domestic violence,
and offered him further information
on the problem and its legal
ramifications, which he included in
Catalina’s storyline. In this way, the
writer accomplished his goal of show-
ing women a way out of domestic
violence.
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This goal, however, is laden with
contradictions. Through his telenovela,
Padrón offers Venezuelan women im-
portant information about domestic vi-
olence and women’s legal rights. He
also offers a credible character who
overcomes this widespread problem.
At the same time, however, there is an
element of victim blaming in Padrón’s
intention to show women how to re-
deem themselves. This element is
linked to Padrón’s understanding of
feminism, which is analyzed in the
following section.

Feminism

Even though this telenovela’s storyli-
nes and characters criticize women’s
oppression as they attempt to inform
and empower women, El Paı́s – para-
doxically – does not represent femi-
nism in a positive light. None of the
characters identifies him or herself as a
feminist. On the contrary, all charac-
ters express negative views of femi-
nism. Feminists are referred to as
“irrational”, “wild” and “cuaimas
[poisonous serpents].”10 Well-known
misconceptions about feminists – su-
perwoman, mujer pública, man haters,
aggressive – are present in El Paı́s. For
instance, when Rodolfo (a machista
plastic surgeon) and his fiancée Mari-
ana argue about her determination to
keep on working and studying once
they are married, he tells her:

If what you want is to be on the streets,
being wonder woman, journalist of the
year 2000! Then, it’s fine, but I’ll tell you
something: go find a man who tolerates it,
because I, Rodolfo Matamoros, am not
going to stomach your feminist manifesto!

Every time a female character refers
to, or complains about, the multiple
roles women juggle on a daily basis,

the machista male characters dismiss
this as a discurso feminista [feminist dis-
course], diminishing both feminism
and the burden that women carry with
their multiple responsibilities.

It is not only unsavory male charac-
ters like Rodolfo, Lucas, and Arsenio
who voice negative opinions of femi-
nism. Even the ideal man Jacobo ex-
presses negative views of feminism.
Moreover, feminism is defined as an
extreme, emotional discourse by the
female characters, who often apologize
for their emotional outbursts against
men by saying, “I acted like a femin-
ist.” In a conversation in which the
five cousins are pondering whether all
men are the same, Miranda expresses
her views of men as “selfish beings
interested in only one thing from us
women, and it happens that I have the
bad habit of considering myself as a
whole, complete human being.” To
this, her sister Pamela replies,
“Miranda, please! There is nothing
more fatuous than being a feminist.”

Even though Padrón sets out to
honor Venezuelan women by present-
ing them as protagonists of their own
stories, he stated:

I didn’t want to do a feminist telenovela […]
as I understand the term, that is, as we
understand it, as the fury of the feminist
discourse of the 60s, 70s, […] as a rejec-
tion of men, the condemnation of men.

These are the dominant meanings
present in El Paı́s’s representation of
feminism: an extreme discourse that
repudiates and convicts men. In ad-
dition, Padrón firmly believes that a
feminist label would have hurt the tele-
novela’s ratings. He argues that he
needed to distance El Paı́s from this
tag, which the media were beginning
to impose on it, since the telenovela’s
title seemed to imply that women own
the country.
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In sum, in El Paı́s no character
wants to be a feminist since it is de-
picted as an aggressive, trite discourse
present in the actions taken by women
when they attempt to break with tra-
ditional gender roles. This is paradoxi-
cal, since the telenovela never gives
feminism any credit for denouncing
what El Paı́s attempts to criticize: a
male dominated society in which gen-
der roles are socially constructed. In
this way, the production and represen-
tations of feminism in El Paı́s are
deeply articulated and influenced by
the commercial requirements of the
telenovela genre. Feminism, then, is dis-
connected from the empowering mess-
age that Padrón attempts to deliver
through El Paı́s, reflecting the separ-
ation of these two ideological con-
structs in the writer’s mind.
This separation is also present in the

audience’s impressions of the telenovela.
While most of the participants declare
their understanding of El Paı́s’s em-
powering message of women’s re-
demption, its social critique, and its
emphasis on the detrimental conse-
quences of machismo, these men and
women do not believe that the telenovela

is feminist. In fact, most participants
were either confused about the term,
or had a negative opinion about it. “I
find that nobody is sure about what it
means” (BETTY, 30). “I don’t know
what it is. It sounds ugly, it’s not some-
thing that I use” (AMANDA, 42). “It’s
not something used in my environ-
ment, I don’t know what it means”
(HILDA, 63). Some even confused the
terms feminine and feminist:

If someone tells me, “you’re so feminist,” I
feel that they’re telling me that I dress too
much like a woman. That is, instead of
using pants, because I’m a woman I have
to use skirts and high heels.” (MARIA, 18)

In contrast, some participants felt that

feminist and feminine are opposites. In
this sense, they feel that feminism
threatens the feminine, which they see
as “the essence of being a woman”
(ANTONIA, 19; CESAR, 41; CON-
SUELO, 18). For these participants,
feminism is the masculinization of
women. In short, they believe that “a
woman has to be feminine, not femin-
ist” (ANTONIA, 19).
A few of the audience members in-

terviewed declared that feminism is a
positive concept related to women’s
achievements and to their “struggle to
be better” (ANA, 59) and
“independent” (MILAGROS, 38).
NELLY (19) believes that feminism
provides ways for women “to defend
themselves” from injustice. These posi-
tive associations, however, gave only
partial understandings of feminism.
Only two participants, MANUEL (30)
and ANDREA (32) offered compre-
hensive definitions of feminism/femin-
ist:

For me, feminism is the concretization of
women’s opportunity to use all their possi-
bilities as complete human beings, without
having to ask permission to others, simply
asking themselves for permission.
(MANUEL, 30)

I believe that a feminist is a person with a
tendency to defend women’s rights and
women’s position in society, since around
the world women have been relegated. A
feminist studies women’s essence and un-
derstands that men and women have
equal rights. (ANDREA, 32)

However, ANDREA clarified that this
is not the country’s general under-
standing of feminism:

In Venezuela, a feminist is a lesbian. A
woman who doesn’t like men … and who
attacks men. An obsessed woman. In
Venezuela it’s not a positive concept, not
even among women.
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The rest of the participants agreed
with this assessment. Many of them
expressed views about feminism simi-
lar to the ones mentioned by AN-
DREA: man haters (CESAR, 41;
JOSE, 18; NORA, 47), cuaimas
(NELLY, 19), and, when the di-
chotomy feminine/feminist is carried
to the extreme, lesbians (CESAR, 41).
There were some other negative

meanings associated with feminism.
For instance, PATRICIA (43) sees Ally
McBeal as an example of a “classical
feminist who is overqualified, sees men
as inferior … and is mistaken about
many things. She thinks she is wonder
woman.’ This connotation of mistaken
or extreme self-sufficiency was shared
by other participants (ANTONIA, 19;
CONSUELO, 18; CORINA, 18;
JOSEFINA, 26; NINA, 20). In par-
ticular, NINA believes that feminists
are not only overbearing, but also
selfish:

It’s a woman who doesn’t allow herself to
be pushed, and who does things because
she wants, and not because she ought to.
It’s not good to be a feminist. It’s not good
that you think at all times only about
yourself, and don’t consider others.

Another selfish facet of feminism was
described by MARIA (18), who sug-
gested that feminists subordinate men
by imposing behavior rules on them.
“Feminists believe that men have to
behave when they are with women,
not because they want to, but because
feminists expect them to.”
All these meanings point to an

understanding of feminism as an in-
verted form of machismo. “To me, fem-
inism and machismo are the same in
feminine and masculine,” declared
CLARA (43). MANUEL (30) ex-
plained that there is a predominant
belief that “if machismo is the behavior
of men who believe they are the bosses

and women are there to serve them,
feminism is the same but for women.
They feel men exist to serve them.”
This conceptualization of feminism
makes it undesirable for both men and
women. This was illustrated by
NORA (47), a psychologist who has
worked extensively with battered
women. Even though she was the par-
ticipant with the highest level of
awareness about machismo, domestic vi-
olence, deaths from illegal abortions,
sexual harassment, and homophobia,
she forcefully distanced herself from
feminism:

NORA: You know that my friends and
workmates say that I’m a feminist. But I
tell them: “I’m not a feminist, I only de-
fend women as human beings.”
Interviewer: Why do you say that you are
not a feminist?
NORA: Because they understand feminist
as machista, OK? And that is not my pos-
ition. I believe that men and women are
equal human beings. The only thing that
differentiates us is the biological. So, why
the hell are they going to discriminate
against me? And that doesn’t mean I’m a
feminist, that I don’t like males, OK?

In sum, the production, representa-
tion, and consumption of feminism in
El Paı́s are fraught with ambiguities
and contradictions that are inextrica-
bly linked to the meanings associated
with gender roles that circulate in the
Venezuelan social formation.

Conclusion

The gradual but consistent way in
which the word feminism has been
substituted by the term estudios de género
[gender studies] suggests the strength
of Venezuela’s rejection of the words
feminism and feminist (personal corre-
spondence with Gioconda Espina,
2001). Feminism is sensed as a threat



287

CSMC ACOSTA-ALZURU

to the established social order. This
perception is at the root of resistance
to the term. It is the end result of the
fear that feminism implies a radical
transformation of the Venezuelan so-
cial formation. In turn, this fear of
change is the result of hegemony: the
process of creating, preserving, and re-
producing a dominant, authoritative
set of meanings and practices – an
ideology. Through negotiation and
consent, a group of rules of conduct,
signifying practices, and meanings are
naturalized, becoming common sense,
which Hall (1988, p. 45) defines as “a
structure of popular ideology, a spon-
taneous conception of the world,
reflecting the traces of previous sys-
tems of thought that have sedimented
into everyday reasoning.” Venezuelan
common sense includes machismo and
marianismo, and a strong men/pub-
lic:women/private dichotomy that im-
pinges on the definition of the
feminine. Anything different is per-
ceived as deviant and as a threat.

The dominance and pervasiveness
of this Venezuelan common sense is
illustrated in tensions between the
commercial demands of the telenovela
genre (high ratings) and the creative/
ideological requirements of the author.
Padrón is ever mindful of the fine line
he walks between delivering his mess-
age (women are strong, independent,
and they belong in every aspect of
Venezuelan life; machismo and abuse
are wrong) and the cultural patterns
that define his Venezuelan audience;
hence, his efforts to distance Miranda
from the gay label, and his seemingly
paradoxical refusal to “do a feminist
telenovela.”

A closer look at the intricate work-
ings of hegemony shows that it is “at
its most adept when shifting ground to
accommodate and deal with a threat
to its order” (Brooker, 1998, p. 66). In

other words, hegemony deploys
efficient strategies that maintain the
dominant (patriarchal) ideology as
common sense. For instance, Padrón’s
and some of the participants’ under-
standing of feminists as man haters is
an example of labeling (Foucault,
1990) that disqualifies feminism and
turns it into a threat. Another instance
of labeling is the notion that feminists
are selfish. This further disqualifies
feminism since selfishness goes against
the essence of marianismo, women’s ab-
negation and selflessness. In addition,
the widespread understanding of femi-
nism as an inverse form of machismo
also contributes to its neutralization.
Men feel threatened by it, since femi-
nism is about their subordination, and
women reject it as an ideological con-
struct that will make them behave like
men do. Likewise, the conceptualiza-
tion of feminism as the opposite of
feminine places feminism on the devi-
ant side of a binary opposition (Der-
rida, 1972), perpetuating the idea that
feminists are not feminine, hence they
are not acceptable or even normal. In
the extreme form of this opposition,
feminism is perceived as the masculin-
ization of women. This, coupled with
Venezuela’s widespread homophobia,
provides the ideological work necess-
ary to move individuals towards label-
ing feminists as lesbians. Feminism,
then, is squarely placed in the deviant
category.

However, as Brooker (1998, p. 67)
notes, hegemony can also “accept the
threat into the mainstream, making it
acceptable, domestic, trivial.” El Paı́s
de las Mujeres criticizes and mocks
Venezuelan machismo and female sub-
ordination, providing women with
characters/role models that illustrate
how women can be legitimate protag-
onists of their own lives and interlocu-
tors of reality. But, at the same time,
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El Paı́s ridicules feminism as a man
hating, aggressive, emotional, out-of-
place discourse. These representations
reflect the writer’s own conceptualiza-
tion of feminism and further encour-
age the public’s rejection of the term.
Participants believe that El Paı́s is a
realistic and empowering rendition of
the daily struggles of women in
Venezuelan society. Most of those in-
terviewed read (and appreciate)
Padrón’s message of justice for
women. However, they do not under-
stand these themes as feminist – a term
they reject. In other words, in the pro-
duction and consumption of this telen-
ovela, feminism is divorced from
messages that seek to empower women
and improve their living conditions. In
this way, feminist ideas – not acknowl-
edged as feminist – are co-opted by
the text. As the audience is seduced by
El Paı́s’s stories and characters, the
same elements that successfully deliver
the telenovela’s message (casting, plot,
and dialogue) also work successfully to
discredit feminism. In the end, femi-
nism is defused, robbed of its message,
and labeled as deviant.
In Venezuela, telenovelas are an im-

portant product that contributes to
“the very material of … daily life”
(Willis, quoted in Turner, 1996, p. 2).
This study suggests, yet again (Gure-
vitch & Scannell, 2003; Hall, 1982;
Johnson, 1986/87), that the communi-
cation process is never neutral. Writ-
ers, actors, media executives, texts and
audiences are caught in a ritual pro-
cess of establishing shared meanings,
which is embedded in culture and
power differentials.
The results of this study of the me-

dia production, representation, con-
sumption and regulation of feminism
both mirror and further the paradox
faced by feminism worldwide. As a
social movement, feminism has been
central to the improvement of
women’s legal, social, political, econ-
omic, and cultural conditions around
the world. Nevertheless, feminism has
been widely stigmatized in all arenas,
and its struggle for acceptance does
not seem to abate. Therefore, even
though Venezuelan women suffer sub-
ordinating conditions that are particu-
lar to their country, Venezuelan
feminism faces challenges that are uni-
versal.

Notes

1Omar Calabrese calls this telenovelas neo-baroque (quoted in Steimberg, 1997). Oscar Steimberg
defines them as stylistically postmodern. It is important to underscore the difference between telenovelas
de ruptura and the entertainment-education telenovelas conceived by Miguel Sabido that were popular
in the 1980s in Mexico and India (Nariman, 1993; Sherry, 1997; Singhal & Rogers, 1999).
Entertainment-education is defined as “a performance or spectacle that captures the interest or
attention of individuals giving them pleasure and/or amusement [while simultaneously] delivering a
program of instruction and training that has the potential to develop an individual’s skill to achieve
a particular end by boosting his or her mental, moral or physical powers” (Singhal & Rogers, 1999,
p. 10). In contrast, telenovelas de ruptura do not intend to educate, but attempt to chronicle and critique
social reality.

2In addition, TV Azteca (Mexico) has bought the rights to El Paı́s de las Mujeres to do a remake
adapted to Mexican culture.

3The men/public:women/private dichotomy has been widely analyzed by feminist scholars as an
important ideological element of patriarchy (Okin, 1979; Pateman, 1988; Phillips, 1994). Even though
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the line between public and private has blurred, as Friedman (2000, p. 34) notes, “the gender relations
based on it continue to inform contemporary political discourse.”

4From 6.5 to 3.9 children per woman (Friedman, 2000).
5From 18% to 28% of the total workforce (Friedman, 2000).
6Of Venezuelan working women, 4% labor in the agricultural sector, 17%work in the industrial sector

and 79% are employed in the service sector (Inter-American Development Bank, 1995).
7Unfortunately, this proved to be the correct strategy since opposition to the reform, attempting to

halt it, claimed that the reform was “not a desire felt or shared by the majority of the Venezuelan people.
At the most, it is shared by a small noisy group of divorced and feminist radicals” (paid ad quoted in
Friedman, 2000, p. 183). In addition, in the Congress, Deputy Douglas Dagger asserted that “many of
the articles of this proposal are conceived under completely feminist criteria according to which all vestige
of authority in the heart of the family ought to be abolished” (quoted in Friedman, 2000, p. 183).

8Typing conventions will help to distinguish participants, characters, and production interviewees.
Participants’ names are capitalized and presented alongside their age, for example, NORA (47). The
characters’ names use the traditional combination of capitalizing the first letter, followed by lowercase
letters, for example, Miranda. Emphasized words are italicized in the text.

9For instance, the character Almendra, whose name literally means almond, is referred to by the
machistamale characters as mi frutica [my fruit], and other delicious foods to be consumed. “Yo me la querı́a
comer con mantequillita, como una cotufita [I wanted to eat her with butter, like popcorn].”

10In Spanish the word serpent (and all its variations) is feminine: la serpiente, la culebra. Cuaima is a type
of Venezuelan poisonous serpent. Referring to women as cuaimas is widespread among the country’s male
population. When El Paı́s was broadcast in Venezuela, many people referred to it as El Paı́s de las Cuaimas.
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(Eds.), Telenovela: Ficción popular y mutaciones culturales (pp. 169–178). Barcelona: Editorial Gedisa.

Bousquet, J.P. (1983). Las locas de Plaza de Mayo. Buenos Aires: El Cid.

Bouvard, M. (1994). Revolutionizing motherhood: The mothers of the Plaza de Mayo. Wilmington, DE: Scholarly
Resources, Inc.

Brooker, W. (1998). Cultural studies. London: Hodder & Stoughton.

Brown, M.E. (1994). Soap opera and women’s talk. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Brundson, C. (2000). The feminist, the housewife, and the soap opera. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



290

FEMINISM IN A TELENOVELA SEPTEMBER 2003

Bustos-Romero, O.L. (1993). Gender and mass media in Mexico: The receptors of soap operas. In
A. Fadul (Ed.), Serial fiction in TV: the Latin American telenovelas (pp. 123–132). São Paulo: Universidad
de São Paulo.

Cicerchia, R. (1997). The charm of family patterns: Historical and contemporary changes in Latin
America. In E. Dore (Ed.), Gender politics in Latin America (pp. 118–133). New York: Monthly Review
Press.

Clark, D. (1990). Cagney & Lacey: Feminist strategies of detection. In M.E. Brown (Ed.), Television and
women’s culture: The politics of the popular (pp. 116–133). Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina
Press.

Coccato, M. (1979). Apuntes para una historia de la telenovela venezolana. Video Forum, 2—3, 2–10.

Colomina de Rivera, M. (1974). El huesped alienante: un estudio sobre audiencia y efectos de las radio telenovelas
en Venezuela. Maracaibo: Universidad del Zulia.

D’Acci, J. (1994). Defining women: Television and the case of Cagney & Lacey. Chapel Hill, NC: University
of North Carolina Press.

Danner, L., & Walsh, S. (1999). “Radical” feminists and “bickering” women: Backlash in U.S. media
coverage of the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women. Critical Studies in Mass
Communication, 16, 63–84.

Dellinger-Pate, C., & Aden, R.C. (1999). “More power!”: Negotiating masculinity and femininity in
Home Improvement. In M. Meyers (Ed.), Mediated women: Representations in popular culture (pp. 153–164).
Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press.

Derrida, J. (1972). Positions. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Dore, E. (1997). Introduction: Controversies in gender politics. In E. Dore (Ed.), Gender politics in Latin
America (pp. 9–18). New York: Monthly Review Press.

Dow, B.J. (1990). Hegemony, feminist criticism and The Mary Tyler Moore Show. Critical Studies in Mass
Communication, 7, 261–274.

Dow, B.J. (1996). Prime time feminism: Television, media culture, and the women’s movement since 1970.
Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.

du Gay, P., Hall, S. Janes, L., Mackay, H., & Negus, K. (1997). Doing cultural studies: The story of the
Sony Walkman. London: Sage.

Ellner, S. (1988). Venezuela’s Movimiento al Socialismo: From guerrilla defeat to innovative politics. Durham, NC:
Duke University Press.

Esteinou, R., & Salles, V. (1996). Caminos sinuosos y rutas novedosas. Comisión de trabajo: género,
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