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 Akiko Tsuchiya’s Marginal Subjects: Gender and Deviance in Fin-de-siècle Spain is an 
impeccably researched and illuminating study of representations of gender deviance in late nine-
teenth-century Spanish literature and culture. In the most comprehensive analysis on this topic to 
date, Tsuchiya argues that cultural anxieties regarding the breakdown of traditional gender roles 
led to attempts to reassert normative behavior through various types of scientific and sociologi-
cal inquiry as well as through representations of gender deviance in literature and the visual arts. 
Paradoxically, however, attempts to control nonconformity through scientific study and espe-
cially through artistic representation actually revealed the instability of normative categories and 
blurred the boundaries between deviance and normalcy. The inability to clearly demarcate the 
norm from the pathological and to regulate the latter problematized attempts to contain disorder 
and ultimately served to open up new spaces of subjectivity. Tsuchiya also shows how fears 
about gender identity were intricately related to the larger question of social organization, which 
involved issues such as one’s position within the social hierarchy in the emerging consumer 
society. 
 Marginal Subjects concerns itself primarily with literary texts and with the figure of the 
female deviant. While Tsuchiya explores gender representation in the fields of science, medicine, 
anthropology, and criminology, the majority of chapters use this as background information to 
inform analyses of literary works, mostly canonical texts, but also works by the radical naturalist 
Eduardo López Bago, and the lesser-known female writer Matilde Cherner. Tsuchiya explains 
her primary interest in the literary text in terms of its ability to best reveal “the ambiguities and 
contradictions at the root of cultural anxieties about deviance” (4). Furthermore, most chapters 
focus primarily on female characters such as adulteresses, prostitutes, or seduced women. The 
number of examples of such women is not surprising considering that “sexual deviance itself 
became gendered as feminine” despite empirical evidence of more cases amongst men (15). 
Nevertheless questions of male gender identity come into play in many of the analyses and 
Tsuchiya dedicates an entire chapter, chapter four, to the question of the crisis of masculinity.
 Tsuchiya’s study bases its analyses on the theoretical works of prominent cultural critics 
such as Michel Foucault, Michel De Certeau, and Judith Butler, amongst others. She also builds 
both on the more theoretically-based literary and cultural analyses of Hispanists from the U.S. 
academy, and the more historically-oriented studies of Spanish scholars. Moreover, she engages 
with works that study similar questions in other European countries of the time, acknowledging 
that while these studies help illuminate circumstances in Spain, Spain was indeed unique due to 
the stronger influence of the Catholic Church, the failure of liberalism, and the lack of widespread 
industrialization.
 Chapters one and two explore the question of female deviancy in two novels by Benito 
Pérez Galdós, La desheredada and Fortunata y Jacinta. In La desheredada, the protagonist, 
Isidora Rufete, attempts to improve her social standing by refashioning herself through con-
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sumerism and by exploiting the sexual desires her body excites. Turning her own body into an 
object of consumption, refusing marriage, and moving about in public spaces are all ways that 
she effectively resists class and gender norms despite the forces within the novel that attempt to 
regulate her behavior. In Fortunata y Jacinta the Micaelas convent functions as an institution of 
surveillance and control charged with duty of reforming two deviant female characters: Fortunata 
and Mauricia la Dura. Whereas Fortunata, unlike Mauricia, initially emerges from the convent 
a reformed woman, her ultimate rejection of the institutions of marriage and family is a form of 
resistance to the disciplinary system that seeks to control her.
 Chapter three looks at representations of the figure of the female reader. Along with the rise 
in female literacy in the second half of the nineteenth century, an abundance of discourses arose 
that related reading in women to sexual transgression and unrestrained consumerism. Artistic 
images of the female reader published in illustrated magazines in Spain portray their subject as 
totally absorbed in her reading, oblivious to the gaze of the artist, and often in a state of sexual 
arousal. In short, the concern in both artistic and literary texts is with reading’s ability to awaken 
uncontrollable desires in women.  In Emilia Pardo Bazán’s La Tribuna, the working-class pro-
tagonist’s reading of sentimental novels is not only linked to sexual deviance and consumption, 
but also to the breakdown of the traditional class system, and even to revolution. 
 Chapter four turns its attention to the question of alternative masculinities in Leopoldo 
Alas’s Su único hijo and Emilia Pardo Bazán’s Memorias de un solterón, where the figure of the 
male aesthete challenges conventional conceptions of gender by serving as an example of male 
effeminacy. In Alas’s novel, despite the narrator’s attempts to assert a conventional masculin-
ity for his protagonist, Bonifacio’s masculinity is undermined by his wife’s sexual deviance. 
In Pardo Bazán’s Memorias de un solterón, on the other hand, the marital union between the 
protagonists, a dandy and an emancipated woman, lead to a successful reconfiguration of gender 
roles for both men and women. The difference in message can be read in light of the contrasting 
views on gender embraced by the two authors.
 Chapter five looks at race and nationality in relation to gender in Emilia Pardo Bazán’s 
Insolación. The upper-class female protagonist from northern Spain, Asís, comes to actively 
desire Pacheco, an Andalusian Don Juan type who attempts to seduce her. Despite the narrative 
ambivalence vis-à-vis Asís’s attraction for the southerner, the female protagonist’s desire for, and 
ultimate sexual union with, the Orientalized racial other, suggests a transgression of sexual and 
racial norms and the possibility for alternative gender and racial subjectivities. 
 Chapters six and seven examine literary representations of the female prostitute in La 
Prostituta series by the radical naturalist Eduardo López Bago’s and the novel María Magdalena 
by Matilde Cherner. In La Prostituta series, the narrator attempts to use scientific knowledge to 
contain the disorder generated by the prostitute. Nevertheless, his own investment in the fantasies 
she excites undermines the power of scientific discourse to control her deviancy. In the female-
authored novel María Magdalena, the prostitute tells her own story in a first person narration that 
serves as a denouncement of prostitution. Although the novel gives voice to the prostitute, her 
presentation of herself as victim and her use of the conventional structure of a love story, which is 
framed and authorized by two male voices, deprive the protagonist of true agency; she ultimately 
remains the object of masculine desire and knowledge.
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 Marginal Subjects is an outstanding piece of scholarship and required reading for special-
ists in nineteenth-century Peninsular literature and culture, particularly those concerned with 
questions of gender. The book is thoroughly researched and dialogs with critics and scholars on 
both sides of the Atlantic. The individual literary analyses have a strong theoretical foundation, 
are well contextualized, and bring fresh insights to the works they study. Each chapter stands on 
its own as a significant contribution to the field while at the same time the chapters, taken togeth-
er, form a comprehensive and unified study of the topic at hand. The depth of the analyses and 
the clear writing style also make Marginal Subjects an engaging read. After finishing the book, 
one is left with the impression that few stones have been left unturned. Yet, as the book resists 
facile conclusions to a complex and multi-faceted topic, it perhaps poses more questions than 
answers in the end.  Without a doubt Akiko Tsuchiya’s Marginal Subjects: Gender and Deviance 
in Fin-de-siècle Spain will occupy a place alongside Jo Labanyi’s Gender and Modernization  
in the Spanish Realist Novel as one the foremost studies on gender identity in nineteenth-century 
Spain.
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