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Some notable passages from Sor Juana’s Reply to the Illustrious Sor Philotea de la Cruz (Translated
into English by Margaret Sayers Peden)

1:

My most illustrious seriora, dear lady. It has not been my will, my poor health, or my justifiable
apprehension that for so many days delayed my response. How could I write, considering that at my
very first step my clumsy pen encountered two obstructions in its path? The first (and, for me, the most
uncompromising) is to know how to reply to your most learned, most prudent, most holy, and most
loving letter.

2:

But one truth I shall not deny (first, because it is well-known to all, and second, because although it has
not worked in my favor, God has granted me the mercy of loving truth above all else) . . . . the Lord God
knows why, and for what purpose. And He knows that I have prayed that He dim the light of my reason,
leaving only that which is needed to keep His Law, for there are those who would say that all else is
unwanted in a woman, and there are even those who would hold that such a knowledge does injury.

3:

I began to study Latin grammar—in all, I believe, I had no more than twenty lessons—and so intense
was my concern that though among women (especially a woman in the flower of her youth) the natural
adornment of one’s hair is held in such high esteem, I cut off mine to the breadth of four or six fingers,
measuring the place it had reached, and imposing upon myself the condition that if by the time it had
again grown to that length and I had not learned such and such a thing I had set for myself to learn while
my hair was growing, I would again cut it off as punishment for being so slow-witted. And it did happen
that my hair grew out and still I had not learned what I had set for myself—because my hair grew
quickly and I learned slowly—and in fact I did cut it in punishment for such stupidity: for there seemed
to me no cause for a head to be adorned with hair and naked of learning—which was the more desired
embellishment.

4:

And so I entered the religious order, knowing that life there entailed certain conditions (I refer to
superficial, and not fundamental, regards) most repugnant to my nature; but given the total antipathy |
felt for marriage, I deemed convent life the least unsuitable and the most honorable I could elect if
were to insure my salvation.

5:

I turned again (which is badly put, for I never ceased), I continued, then, in my studious endeavour
(which for me was respite during those moments not occupied by my duties) of reading and more
reading, of study and more study, with no teachers but my books. Thus I learned how difficult it is to
study those soulless letters, lacking a human voice or the explication of a teacher. But I suffered this
labor happily for my love of learning.
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6:

And what shall I tell you, lady, of the natural secrets I have discovered while cooking? I see that an egg
holds together and fries in butter or in oil, but, on the contrary, in syrup shrivels into shreds ... .Ido
not wish to weary you with such inconsequential matters, and make mention of them only to give you
full notice of my nature, for I believe they will be occasion for laughter. But, lady, as women, what
wisdom may be ours if not the philosophies of the kitchen?. .. . And I often say, when observing this
trivial details: had Aristotle prepared victuals, he would have written more.

5:

Oh, how much injury might have been avoided in our land if our aged women had been learned . . . and
had they known how to instruct as directed by Saint Paul and by my Father, Saint Jerome. And failing
this, and because of the considerable idleness to which our poor women have been relegated, if a father
desires to provide his daughters with more than ordinary learning, he is forced by necessity, and by the
absence of wise elder women, to bring men to teach the skills of reading, writing, counting, . .. , and
other accomplishments, from which no little harm results, as is experienced every day in doleful
examples of perilous association . . . . For which reason many prefer to leave their daughters unpolished
and uncultured rather than to expose them to such notorious peril as that of familiarity with men, which
quandary could be prevented if there were learned elder women . . . .

6:

For what objection can there be that an older woman, learned in letters and in sacred conversation and
customs, have in her charge the education of young girls? This would prevent these girls being lost
either for lack of instruction or for hesitating to offer instruction through such dangerous means as male
teachers, for even when there is no greater risk of indecency than to seat beside a modest woman (who
still may blush when her own father looks directly at her) a strange man who treats her as if he were a
member of the household and with the authority of an intimate, the modesty demanded in interchange
with men and in conversation with them is sufficient reason that such an arrangement not be permitted .

Source
Sayers Peden, Margaret, trans. Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz: Poems, Protest, and a Dream.
New York. Penguin Books, 1997.

“Margaret Sayers Peden is Professor Emerita of Spanish at the University of Missouri, Columbia. She
is a recipient of Rockefeller, National Endowment for the Arts, and National Endowment for the
Humanities fellowships, co-recipient of the PEN Gregory Kolovakos Award, and an honorary life
member of the American Literary Translators Association. Among her translations are works by Isabel
Allende, Carlos Fuentes, Pablo Neruda, Octavio Paz, and Juan Rulfo.”
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