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Amidst the expanding social, economic and urban landscape of early twentieth-century Madrid, a growing demographic of predominantly single women began to work outside the home as factory workers, domestic servants, teachers, and shopkeepers. In her 1917 novel La rampa (The ramp), Spanish author Carmen de Burgos presents us with a type of bildungsroman of the brave and hard-working women who came to the Spanish capital hoping to establish an economically independent and modern lifestyle. [slide 2] Importantly, Burgos dedicated this novel to a very particular audience – women in urban Madrid: “To the multitude of defenseless, disoriented women who have come to me, asking me what path they should take, and who have caused me to lament their tragedies” (1). In light of this highly gendered and personal dedication, it follows that the novel lay bare the numerous challenges and concerns unique to the female sex in an urban environment. To briefly summarize La rampa, Burgos portrays the life experience of Isabel, a single, formerly middle-class woman struggling to support herself in Madrid. She works as a shopgirl in the centrally located Bazar, but when she discovers she is pregnant her life takes a dramatic turn. Due to the increasing physical limitations of her pregnancy, Isabel must give up her job at the Bazar. As a result of losing her only source of income, she seeks out Madrid’s charitable maternity hospital, la Casa de Maternidad. Given tonight’s theme of “Gender and the City,” the four chapters that unfold within this all-female, institutional setting are of particular relevance. It is within this unique setting that readers encounter varied female experiences that are conspicuously absent from canonical male-authored narratives dealing with life in Madrid at the height of modernity. In La rampa, Burgos presents maternity as it is experienced not merely by one individual protagonist, but also by an array of Spanish women living within the city limits. 
[slide 3] The precise geographic location of the Casa de Maternidad within Madrid is especially relevant to an analysis of gendered spaces within the capital. Along with the Hospital General, the open-air flea market El Rastro, and the Tobacco Factory, the Casa de Maternidad and the attached orphanage (the Inclusa) were strategically grouped together, just outside the bustling, increasingly modern city center. The peripheral location of the maternity ward thus obscured both the unpleasant aspects of pregnancy, as well as the consequences of what were considered immoral sexual relations. As the protagonist approaches the doors of the maternity ward, she fixes her gaze upon its looming presence: “It seemed that they had grouped everything together in this neighborhood in order to clean the golden city center of its miseries – the same way that they cast the dead far away, in the outskirts of the city, so that the view of the Cemetery and its putrid emanations do not trouble or contaminate the city’s inhabitants” (103). Michel Foucault’s notion of the heterotopia [slide 4] can elucidate the significance of this institution’s unique spatial position within Madrid. Unlike a utopia, which is a site with no “real place,” Foucault asserts that a heterotopia does indeed constitute a real, unique space that can take various forms, reflecting the historical, geographical, and cultural diversity within a given culture (24). Foucault further divides heterotopias into two categories [click]: the crisis heterotopia and the heterotopia of deviation (24). A heterotopia of crisis is a privileged or forbidden space reserved for individuals in a state of crisis (adolescents, pregnant women), while on of deviation [click]accommodates those whose behavior is deviant from the required norm (criminals, mental patients) (24-25). 

What is noteworthy about Burgos’s portrayal of the Casa de Maternidad is that it defies unilateral classification as either a heterotopia of crisis or of deviation –Instead, it uneasily exhibits characteristics of both. As a sacrosanct crisis heterotopia, admitted women are indeed in the “crisis” of pregnancy. Yet it is also a heterotopia of deviation due to the fact that the dominant culture defined single mothers as immoral and dishonorable (that is, as deviants). In his analysis, Foucault goes on to suggest that heterotopias of deviation have been progressively replacing crisis heterotopias, thus implying that modern society increasingly regulates and defines the limits of acceptable behavior (25). In La rampa Burgos makes clear that the “immoral” behavior of single, pregnant women was indeed considered a shameful deviation from the traditional norm of female pre-marital chastity. Moreover, it is clearly a gendered transgression, as no men occupy this institutional space, nor does a parallel space exist for sexually “immoral” males.  

By examining the Casa de Maternidad as a uniquely female space within the city, La rampa draws parallels between the difficulties of life within this institution and outside of it. That is, while Burgos provides an objective critique of the Casa de Maternidad and its purportedly benevolent nature, she also presents a symbolic critique of the broader social structures and ideologies that are meticulously reflected in this heterotopic institution. For example, criticism is directed towards the arrogance and contempt of the nuns, the disturbing lack of cleanliness, the abundance of physical and psychological pain, the existence of class and status divisions, and the trauma of death and/or separation of mothers and children – each of which undoubtedly existed outside the institution, amidst Madrid’s chaotic city streets. As a heterotopia, the highly organized structure of this institution reveals what is ignored within the city space that surrounds it, exposing the injustices and hypocrisy of a similarly divided modern social landscape. To be more specific in terms of women’s position within the city, Burgos’s novel suggests pregnancy has become negatively redefined as a debilitating state within both this institution and modern urban society. 
Many of the most disturbing, even shocking descriptions of the realities facing single or poor mothers come to light in the chapters detailing life in the maternity ward. Yet unlike earlier criticisms of supposedly benevolent institutions, Burgos does not merely expose a general social malady, but rather she focuses on the explicit victimization of pregnant women within this highly gendered space (Ugarte 100). Upon entering the ward, Isabel is confronted with a population that embodies “the misery of the female… they were like the miserable residue of capricious impulses, thrown away and disregarded: scraps of women” (109). While the principal demographic found in this institution was that of single, poor women, the Casa de Maternidad actually housed a much more heterogeneous group: poor married women; young, single women from wealthy families wishing to conceal their identities in order to protect their family’s honor; older women dealing with an unexpected pregnancy; even prostitutes. The narrator describes Isabel’s impressions of her new peer group: 

…that group, formed of about fifty withered, haggard women who appeared tired of supporting their dropsical abdomens… Some of them were married women who, lacking proper medical care, found themselves there; but the majority were single women, the deceived, the abandoned. There were old women, repeat offenders who had already left several children there, who only saw their maternity as an unpleasant physical accident, purely mechanical, from which it was necessary to escape as if it were typhus or pneumonia, without any sort of sentimentality.” 
The consistent use of vocabulary evoking pain, suffering, and illness is a crucial component of Burgos’s rendition of the maternal experience in this space. Moreover, she relies heavily on a very impersonal, clinical language which had infiltrated and progressively come to dominate modern discourses on maternity since the late seventeenth century (Versluysen 20-32). In La rampa, women in this urban institution are not happily awaiting the birth of a beautiful new baby, but rather suffering from an illness provoked by the “polyp, fetus, garbage, illness, stain, or tumor stirring within their wombs” (123-27). The words child, son, daughter or baby (hijo/a, niño/a, bebé) are virtually absent from the chapters dedicated to the Casa de Maternidad, effectively dehumanizing and devaluing the maternal experience within the walls of this institution. 

In keeping with the overall didactic nature of the novel, La rampa illuminates the enormous physical and psychological tolls of pregnancy, particularly within the urban environment. Described as an “illness,” pregnancy is shown to disable and attack the female body. The description of Isabel’s corporeal transformation – much like that of the ward’s inhabitants earlier – exhibits a grotesque tone. Before entering the Casa de Maternidad, she catches a glimpse of herself in a shop window, initially failing to recognize her own self in the distorted “other” reflecting back at her: 
Was she really that flaccid woman, with swollen features even despite her emaciation; with a tired face, fallen; cheeks covered by a yellowish tinge that seemed to cover her eyes, giving her that peculiar expression of pregnant woman; that opaque look that appears to convert their pupils into the crystals of glasses through which they wish to see other eyes? (104)

[slide 5] Here, Julia Kristeva’s concept of the abject is particularly useful in analyzing Isabel’s concept of self, both before and after the birth of her child. For Kristeva, the unpleasant sensation of abjection results when one’s identity is challenged by an uncannily familiar “other”; “any ‘other’ that disturbs identity, system, and order; an ‘other’ that does not respect borders, positions, or rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite” (1-2). If we view Isabel as a Kristevean subject, we see that she experienced both her pregnant body and the child growing within her womb as abject entities: separate and loathsome to some degree, and yet simultaneously familiar “others” within the self. By detailing these paradoxical sentiments in her novel, Burgos makes clear the way in which the pregnant body and fetus both (re)define and destabilize a woman’s concept of self as they actively remap her corporal and psychological boundaries. Moreover, for a working-class woman like Isabel in urban Madrid, the experience of pregnancy (re)assigns her position within the city’s spaces. Overall, in the four chapters that unfold within the maternity ward, Burgos presents pregnancy, maternity and even motherhood as abject entities that challenge, threaten, and redefine the female self: first within the ward, and again in the broader urban landscape reflected in this heterotopic institution. In this environment, pregnancy and maternity become unsettling, as they make visible patriarchal hypocrisy and destabilize the legitimacy of patriarchal discourses. As one example, the arbitrary distinctions between what Spanish culture considered a natural, desirable female condition for the upper or middle class angel of the home, and a repugnant inconvenience for the single, working-class woman, become palpable in the enclosed urban space of the ward. 
In the end, having lost her job at the Bazar and suffered through pregnancy, childbirth, motherhood, the death of her child, and finally a failed relationship, Isabel finds herself abandoned and alone. She finally enters yet another institution for women, the Colegio de Criadas (School of Maids), described as “a concealed prison, a purgatory” (205). Isabel observes that here she will “lose herself forever, even more so than in the Casa de Maternidad” (205). The narrator further describes her fate: “She would enter the gray house to be a gray maid, a wise maid, an indeterminate woman, lost in foreign kitchens, behind long tunnels of hallways that separate the maids from others who live in luxury/comfort (a la luz) (206). The novel closes with a final reference to the book’s  metaphorical title: “She had arrived at the end of the ramp. She did not feel the violence of falling. She was at the end, at the extreme, at the moment of being able to sit down; although permanently defeated” (207).  [slide 6] While Burgos’s failed protagonist creates a learning opportunity for young female readers who may naively aspire to lead an independent life in Madrid’s bustling city center….. perhaps more importantly, the novel’s attention to the realities facing women in lesser-known urban spaces reveals the ways in which city life could restrict and abuse women of all ages and social classes. 
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** All English translations of La rampa are my own
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