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INTRODUCTION

We Are All Chile







FOR NEARLY TWENTY-FIVE YEARS, the We Are All Chile International Committee (Comité Internacional Chile Somos Todos) has brought together Chilean citizens abroad to promote and defend their rights. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has also used the same language, “Chile Somos Todos,” in varied forms to highlight its portfolio of work, from websites to magazines that draw attention to consular services abroad, as well as initiatives and meetings of note. At the beginning of his second presidential term in 2018, Sebastián Piñera (1949–2024) declaimed from the balcony of La Moneda Palace:




Chilenas y chilenos, queridos compatriotas: Chile somos todos, y por eso tenemos que soñarlo, dibujarlo y construirlo entre todos.… Queridos compatriotas: En las grandes tareas que tenemos por delante, les puedo asegurar que todos tendremos la oportunidad de aportar … no sólo todos tendremos un lugar para aportar, sino que también todos tendremos una justa participación en los beneficios que esta gran misión va a generar. Porque Chile somos todos, porque en Chile no sobra nadie, salvo el odio, la maldad, la intolerancia y la violencia. (Piñera)





By the end of the next year, however, the rhetoric of solidarity, collaboration, and benefit rang as hollow as the burned-out subway trains that stood as a testament to social unrest and dissatisfaction. While Piñera had presented a vision of a Chile again in transition, and in which each person had a role to play, the citizenry and residents en masse did not see or receive that promised fair distribution of capital.


One might take issue with “We Are All Chile,” given that it is the language of a small advocacy group, a slogan in a government ministry, and a key phrase associated with a President who ended his final term with historically low approval ratings.1 However, this shibboleth still communicates an ideal of community in which all people belong and flourish. When Gabriel Boric (b. 1986) officially announced Piñera’s death in February 2024, he recognized that, despite his own political opposition, Piñera “buscó genuinamente lo que él creía que era lo mejor para el país” (Boric) and highlighted the key phrase from Piñera’s second inaugural address as a sort of official epitaph: “Chile somos todos, y por eso tenemos que soñarlo, dibujarlo y construirlo entre todos.” Everyone is called to dream, draw, and construct a Chile in which everyone belongs, despite the mechanisms of exclusion that have and continue to operate in Chilean society.


Many communities, admittedly, have considered themselves to be uniquely important or exemplary. The ideology of exceptionalism—that a particular community or nation is superior to others—impregnates all political rhetoric.2 Chile does not deviate from this practice, as the myths of its unique democratic heritage in a region known for instability or its singular economic development show. Chile is and has been a model, inhabiting an affective place of privilege for non-Chileans across political, economic, and ideological spectrums. The idea of Chile—its history, cultures, and present—today embodies neoliberal reforms, which have their roots in the demise of the leftist project of the early 1970s. As a relatively small country, it occupies an outsized imaginary footprint. The politically motivated torture and killing that the military dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet (1973–1990) carried out dominates this footprint outside Chile’s borders. These abuses have also contributed to the way in which mainstream Chilean society has dealt with varying forms of diversity after the end of the dictatorship. In a country in which 87.2% of individuals self-identify as white or nonindigenous (Síntesis 16) and the pay gap between men and women is growing, attention to the representations of socially disadvantaged groups, such as those who do not identify as nonindigenous and women of all ethnicities, can illuminate ideologies of difference that undergird continued inequality and discrimination. This study aims to address the expanses and limits of the idea that “we are all Chile.” Normative chilenidad restricts belonging, though those borders shift periodically, and the distinction between the ideal community and reality bears noting. To that end, engaging with the representations of race, gender, and social class in historical fiction of the period after the return of democracy in 1990 allows us to understand the narratives that are woven throughout civic life and culture. Historical fiction reflects ideologies of the present even as it purports to tell a story of the past. I propose that history and geography, stories and maps, provide different frames for understanding such a world and that historical fiction, in particular, plays with the frameworks provided because it is a vehicle by which these categories of exclusion are constructed, changed, and challenged. Historical fiction written in the 1990s and 2000s in Chile uses previous Chilean history to reflect on the challenges of Chilean society during the democratic transition (1990–2010) in ways that differ from how these historical individuals and events were used prior to 1990. These differences illustrate hegemonic Chilean society’s attitudes toward disadvantaged communities, particularly women and indigenous groups, and call into question how legacies of the dictatorial authoritarian state effect possibilities for diversity and unity in contemporary Chile.




The Shape of Chilean History


Chilean history rarely becomes a subject of study for those outside its national borders, unless those outsiders are somehow involved in Chilean affairs—as, for example, the United States has been in many parts of Latin America. Given that missing knowledge, I offer this brief summary of the shape of events in the territory today known as Chile between the arrival of Spanish occupiers in the early sixteenth century and the present day. I concentrate on the periods before 1891 and after 1973, despite a number of historical fictions that deal with twentieth-century events (such as the 1907 massacre of Santa María de Iquique)3 because most Chilean historical novels written between 1990 and 2010 refer to the nineteenth-century and earlier.


Those unfamiliar with Chilean history should know that at the dawn of the sixteenth century, Chilean territory was inhabited by a variety of indigenous groups, and the Inka empire extended as far south as the Maule River.4 South of the territory loosely associated with the Inkas, many Mapuche groups maintained independence, while even further south different indigenous groups populated Patagonia. With the establishment of Spanish control over the center of the Inka empire, Spanish expeditions went south to lay claim to the territories past the Atacama Desert. Pedro de Valdivia (1497–1553) led the first successful mission to establish Spanish settlements, departing Peru in 1540 accompanied by Inés Suárez (1507–1580), the subject of the first chapter. The conflicts that the European expeditioners initiated with the indigenous groups whose territory they wished to claim for Spain constitute what is known as the War of Arauco, a struggle between the Mapuche and Spanish occupiers that continued until the late nineteenth century, the vestiges of which continue to influence Chilean policy today. This war serves as the backdrop for Chilean colonial history, a kind of buzz that at times remains low-level and at others threatens to drown out other concerns. Power struggles influence the comings and goings of governors and church officials, as particular events shift influence along a civil-ecclesiastical axis. These shifts are particularly notable during the early seventeenth century and, taken alongside military developments, frame many of the issues that Catalina de los Ríos y Lisperguer (ca. 1604–1665), the main subject of the second chapter, negotiates.


Lacking many of the economic enticements to be found in other possessions of the Spanish crown, Chile remained marginal to the empire throughout the colonial period. The eighteenth century saw fewer direct armed conflicts with the indigenous groups in the south and greater development of trade between Chile and other parts of the Hispanic world. Destruction routinely threatened settlement in the form of uprisings, pirate attacks, or natural phenomena such as earthquakes and tsunamis. In general, however, the elite accumulated increased wealth throughout the century. The work of Joaquín Toesca (1752–1799), one subject of the third chapter, to improve the architecture and building practices of Santiago reflects this increased affluence. Moreover, the circumstances of his marriage to a woman whose family fortune had steadily decreased emphasizes the growing importance of commerce. In the early nineteenth century, criollos5 reacted against Napoleon’s invasion of Spain disparately, with various groups vying for power in the name of the deposed Spanish King or in the name of complete independence. After a series of conflicts, whether between different factions in Chile or external groups, Chile became an independent state in 1818. Javiera Carrera (1781–1862) and Rosario Puga (1796–1858), members of two of these factions, are, with Toesca, the main characters of the third chapter. While this overview grossly simplifies a number of complex situations and glosses over many interesting stories over the course of three centuries of Spanish rule, the main features of Chile’s colonial history remain: its frontier situation remained dogged by armed conflict, its geographical isolation limited interaction with other areas until the eighteenth century, and internal power struggles shaped the outcomes of any number of conflicts.


Postindependence, Chile faced a series of internal and external challenges, illustrating Hilda Sabato’s observation that the constitution of new polities in Latin America were “long, contested, and often contradictory process[es]” (1294). Political conflict and negotiation between liberals and conservatives shaped practices of civic life. Political crises and armed conflict from 1818–1830 gave way to the Portalian state, characterized by a strong and authoritarian executive center. Conservatives and Liberals vied to control this center over the next sixty years, with the first half under the domination of the Conservatives and the latter portion, up to the Civil War of 1891, under the control of Liberal leadership. Chile fought with and against neighbors in a series of wars that shifted political boundaries, benefitted various economic actors, and formed a foundation on which to construct edifices of belonging. However, armed conflict was not limited to wars against other nation-state actors. It was also in evidence at the conclusion of the War of Arauco: the Occupation of Araucanía (at times referred to euphemistically as the Pacification) came in the wake of a series of regional uprisings in the 1850s that resulted in the restriction of the indigenous Mapuche peoples to the Chilean equivalent of reservations. On these reservations, attempts at cultural annihilation prepared the way for a whiter European immigration to newly “available” land in southern Chile. A peculiar character in this tragedy, a French adventurer named Orélie-Antoine de Tounens, took the side of the Mapuche and is the subject of the fourth chapter.


The close of the nineteenth century saw Chile at war again, but this time among its own elite. Elected in 1886, the polemical figure José Manuel Balmaceda (1840–1891) assumed the presidency and found himself in conflict with the congress. This conflict culminated in a budgetary impasse that triggered both the January 1891 revolt of the Navy fleet in support of congress and Balmaceda’s February 1891 closing of congress. The resulting civil war claimed four thousand lives—an unprecedented number for Chilean casualties against foreign powers—and the defeat of Balmaceda and his supporters. In defeat, Balmaceda sought refuge in the Argentine Embassy where he spent twenty days before committing suicide on 19 September 1891, the day after the conclusion of his official presidential period. The social class issues brought to bear by the war and Balmaceda’s suicide evoke images of the 1970–1973 Popular Unity government and another Chilean President’s suicide in 1973. As such, this armed conflict has provided authors with historical parallels to exploit for historiographical and artistic gain, several examples of which are the subject of the fifth chapter.


At the start of the period in which the authors I study are publishing their works, 1990, Chile was shifting away from dictatorship toward democracy. General Augusto Pinochet Ugarte (1915–2006) had risen within the armed forces to a privileged position during the Popular Unity government led by Salvador Allende (1908–1973) and was one of the four military men who established themselves as political leaders after the violent coup d’état on 11 September 1973. The military government argued that its seizure of power was required by the policies of the democratically elected Allende and the Popular Unity coalition. Pinochet quickly emerged as the leader of the military junta, notorious for its abuse of the human rights of those opposed to his regime. Internally, Pinochet’s government enacted an economic program of neoliberalization while imposing conservative social programs and authoritarian governmental structures.6 A new constitution, still in force,7 was implemented in 1980 that required a plebiscite to be held on military rule in 1988. Pinochet lost the 1988 plebiscite, and in the following presidential elections, the right-wing candidate lost to Patricio Aylwin (1918–2016), the candidate from the prodemocracy coalition of parties known as the Concertación de Partidos por la Democracia, or Concertación. Aylwin was sworn in as president on 11 March 1990, becoming a public and political face for the formal political process of democratic transition. Although no longer president, Pinochet remained Commander-in-Chief of the Chilean armed forces until 1998, at which point he was sworn in as senator-for-life, a position that was abolished in 2005 as part of the limited constitutional reforms carried out during the presidency of Ricardo Lagos (b. 1938). Pinochet died at the end of 2006, and the Concertación lost the 2010 presidential elections, signaling the end of this transitional era. It is during this twenty-year period of attempted redefinition—of civil society, of relationships between different social actors, of recent history—that the authors I study here publish their historical fictions, which center on figures active during the Chilean colonial period and nineteenth century.


Democratic transition itself describes a political process, even though in the Chilean context it is not limited to political events and reforms; as an ideal, it signifies diversely in academic and popular culture. Although Chile enjoys a reputation as a nation with a long tradition of democratic governance, that notion is, in truth, a national myth. Research in history and the social sciences has also confirmed how misleading that reputation is by demonstrating the depth of authoritarian structures that have dominated Chilean political history and culture, even during democratic periods.8 Indeed, an interdisciplinary consensus exists that the Chilean democratic transition was limited or even failed, as authoritarian and exclusionary societal structures and practices from that interval have not only survived but also remained firmly in place.9 The shift from closed and censored public expression to rhetorical and societal spaces opened in democracy facilitated new manifestations of axes of difference—characteristics by which individuals are differentiated into groups and identities. Artistic texts have engaged extensively with these representations, and historical fiction in particular offers links between the present and various pasts.


Given the impact of the political trajectory of the Chilean state between the 1970s and 1990, the practices and ideologies of dictatorship have an outsized influence on the period immediately following the end of Pinochet’s rule. As such, many pieces examining the period between 1990 and 2010 in Chile use the term “postdictatorship” as a descriptive label, particularly when focusing on themes related to violence, exile, and absence.10 I have chosen instead to use “democratic transition,” which is the term political science commonly employs. I recognize that my use of democratic transition echoes the preference of economic and political actors in Chile during this phase and invokes what Nelly Richard calls “el peso normativizador de su formalismo político-institucional” (“Introducción” 9). Dependent on the functions of the state over this twenty-year span, democratic transition is a label that affirmatively defines the processes that occur,11 as opposed to “postdictatorship,” which defines the period preceding it and necessarily differs, though perhaps less than what triumphalist popular culture might imply. Reading 1990–2010 as postdictatorial “attempt[s] to read in every document of culture the barbarism that made [dictatorship] possible” (Avelar 97). For some, defining 1990–2010 by its relationship to the dictatorship intimately links those events to the subjects of the authors of historical fiction. While these traces are present in some texts, as a rule historical fiction more clearly reflects the era in which it was written—the democratic transition—even as it reveals patterns in time.







Memory, History, Nation, Difference


Discussions of memory have recently dominated considerations of the relationship of subjects with the past. Memory can be profoundly individual; when present in cultural production, however, memory often attempts to bridge the gap between individuals to create a shared intelligibility. Memory is representative; it is “a narrative rather than a replica of an experience that can be retrieved and relived” (Sturken 7). Iwona Irwin-Zarecka locates collective memory—that which exceeds the limits of the individual subject—in the shared resources of a group of individuals (qtd. in Gómez-Barris 7), a setting that Andreas Huyssen reads as definitive of lived memory (28). Memory is not neutral, but rather a place in which “se enfrentan una pluralidad de memorias que corresponden a la más amplia diversidad de grupos y actores sociales” (Waldman “Cultura” 18). Scholars offer different metaphors to conceptualize the functions of memory in cultural productions, such as Michael Lazzara’s lens of memory, Lauren Berlant’s national symbolic, and Macarena Gómez-Barris’s memory symbolic.12 These critics attempt to bridge the cognitive divide between a sense of difference and a collective process. Marita Sturken asks:




What does it mean for a culture to remember? The collective remembering of a specific culture can often appear similar to the memory of an individual—it provides cultural identity and gives a sense of the importance of the past. Yet the process of cultural memory is bound up in complex political stakes and meanings. It both defines a culture and is the means by which its divisions and conflicting agendas are revealed. To define a memory as cultural is, in effect, to enter into a debate about what that memory means. This process does not efface the individual but rather involves the interaction of individuals in the creation of cultural meaning. Cultural memory is a field of cultural negotiation through which different stories vie for a place in history. (1)





The processes of meaning-making also afford “a mechanism to interpret how differences are produced and rationalized in and through power” (Dhamoon 13); that historical fiction participates in these cultural negotiations by offering interpretations of shared memories for popular consumption appears self-obvious.


Where memory evokes “subjective processes anchored in experiences and in symbolic and material markers” (Jelin xv), history has often been presented in popular culture as unchanging, objective, and consequently divorced from the personal. The lines between memory and history are therefore constituted by power and can be likened to the way in which difference can, per Dhamoon, be understood as meaning-making around the function and exercise of power. When Anthony Giddens argues that “‘history’ can be identified as a progressive appropriation of rational foundations of knowledge … [that] is expressed in the notion of ‘overcoming’: the formation of new understandings serves to identify what is of value, and what is not, in the cumulative stock of knowledge,” he alludes to a dynamism in the construction of historical discourse that can be read as indicative of meaning itself (47). Emphasizing the conflation of the construction of a narrative of the past with objectivity, Keith Jenkins defines history as “a way of looking at the past in terms that assigned to contingent events and situations an objective significance by identifying their place and function within a general schema of historical development” (8). In simple terms, “history means both the facts of the matter and a narrative of those facts” (Trouillot 2). It is at the intersection of the facts and creative invention in fictional prose that historical fiction distinguishes itself. “Representations prove to be productive and nuanced sites for encountering individual, family, community and social responses that resist incorporation into hegemonic projects of memory and forgetting,” that is, into the narrative that requires Jenkins’s objective significance (Gómez-Barris 157).


Considering memory in collective terms prompts inquiry into how we define the group within which cultural and collective memories operate. Political philosopher Seyla Benhabib identifies collective identity as one of the components of the social practice of citizenship that distinguishes analytically between citizenship and national identity because “political communities are not composed of nationally and ethnically homogeneous groups” (162). However, this difference between being a citizen—a member of a political group—and a national subject—a member of a “particular linguistic, ethnic, religious, and cultural group” (162)—challenges traditional group definitions that revolve around the concept of a nation, provisionally defined by Benedict Anderson as “an imagined political community—and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (6). Anderson’s definition recognizes the artificial nature of this grouping while also emphasizing the importance of community as a component of the nation because, “regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship” (7).13 The nation is often aspirational and inclusive in theory while perpetuating systemic disparities in practice; though we often speak in terms of a nation-state, what concerns me in this project is the idea of a nation identified as Chilean that may or may not correspond to the geopolitical boundaries of the political state and its constituent citizens.


The idea of the nation as a discrete unit for understanding group interactions has been challenged by the rise of globalization and cosmopolitanism in cultural understandings of the self. If nation functions as a synonym for society, Néstor García Canclini discards any conflation of an entire society as “one homogenous culture, with a corresponding single distinct and coherent identity. The transnationalization of the economy and symbols has eroded the verisimilitude of this mode of legitimizing identities” (138). However, in some arenas, a collective vocabulary of national identity remains that may or may not represent a culture that one can trace through diverse cultural productions such as school textbooks, television dramas, and popular novels. While globalization standardizes many aspects of cultural consumption, local productions nevertheless reflect specificities of the ideal group to which citizens aspire to belong. There has been a trend in recent literary studies in Spanish to argue that narrative is now postnational; while some works may still be read this way, they are but a slice of the cultural production of an entire region. As Gustavo Guerrero argues in a dossier of the Revista de estudios hispánicos entitled “Más allá de la nación en la literatura latinoamericana del siglo XXI”




El horizonte nacional aún está lejos de desaparecer del todo—y parece bastante improbable que esto suceda ni a mediano ni a corto plazo. De hecho, ese horizonte sigue siendo un espacio de resistencia cultural para comunidades sometidas a Estados ajenos y que aspiran a constituir sus propios Estados, tanto en Europa como en las Américas. Sin embargo, lo que sí parece innegable es que ha disminuido su fuerza de coerción, y su monopolio emotivo sobre las consciencias, abriendo la posibilidad de que se le vea como un espacio de mediaciones identitarias. (80)





This notion of the nation as a space of mediation emphasizes its discursive construction; the flexibility of this discursivity allows for individuals who desire a sense of belonging to this collectivity to mold both themselves and the nation itself within this unified group identity. Although some cultural products seek to transcend concepts of nationality,14 a large body of work remains grounded in the identity of a nation.


Cosmopolitanism—a concept that invokes the end or critical irrelevance of nationalism—and nationalism both aspire to a utopian sense of the universal. In the purported postnational world of the twenty-first century, the individual moves easily within an assumed shared culture unmoored from place or location. The invented homogeneity of this postnational culture papers over difference and excludes those who cannot or will not access multinational cultural markers.15 This culture presents itself as value-neutral, invisibilized as normative global citizenship. Sociologist Craig Calhoun observes that




Imagining a world without nationalism, a world in which ethnicity is simply a consumer taste, a world in which each individual simply and directly inhabits the whole, is like imagining the melting pot in which all immigrant ethnicities vanish into the formation of a new kind of individual. In each case this produces an ideology especially attractive to some. It neglects the reasons why many others need and reproduce ethnic or national distinctions. And, perhaps most importantly, it obscures the issues of inequality that make ethnically unmarked national identities accessible mainly to elites and make being a comfortable citizen of the world contingent on having the right passports, credit cards, and cultural credentials. (286)





To be concerned with difference is to be concerned with inequality; to discard the structuring concepts through which inequality is effected and experienced is to minimize the lived experiences of those who do not belong to the elite. Bear in mind that “nations … structure subjects’ ability to belong. In this light, the nation is a project that is always made, challenged, and remade through exclusionary practices as much as through inclusionary structures of meaning” (Gómez-Barris 14). Privilege allows the nation to matter no more because it implies the power to choose whether to belong and have that choice recognized as valid.


Power similarly drives my understanding of identity and difference in that questions of power organize identity/difference (Dhamoon 9) within an understanding of identity as a contested process. Within this project, however, this contested process is read in fiction rather than fact, in stories and relationships rather than lived experience, and in the connection between the past and its narration. Rita Dhamoon argues that “an identity is … a symbol of difference rather than a synonym for a person” (11); the focus on difference as symbol as opposed to an essentialized inherent characteristic emphasizes the importance of considering the representations of difference. Here, representations are taken to be engaged representation: “relational, local, and historically contingent” (Greenblatt 12). Representations of difference are representations that reflect the continual process of identity construction and, through that mimesis, reveal not only the mechanisms of power but also the inclusion and exclusion that operate in those mechanisms.







Fictionalizing the Past: Historical Fiction in Chile


Despite protestations to the contrary,16 Chile has produced a quantity of historical fiction during the years after the Pinochet dictatorship that mirrors the themes and practices of contemporary historical fiction throughout the region, though the vast majority of literary production attends to local Chilean history, rather than moments in the past that are geographically centered as “away.” Historical fiction participates in what Nelly Richard has described as




An open process of reinterpretation that unties and reties its knots so that events and understandings can again be undertaken. Memory stirs up the static fact of the past with new unclosed meanings that put its recollections to work, causing both beginnings and endings to rewrite new hypotheses and conjectures and thereby dismantle the explanatory closures of totalities that are too sure of themselves. (Cultural 17)





In cultural productions such as written fiction, the creativity of the author participates in this stirring-up, contributing to the dynamic nature of this definition of memory. Despite this role in cultural meaning-making, the historical novel in Chile has not attracted the same level of critical interest as have other narrative forms during the democratic transition. Part of the difficulty of dealing with the historical novel in the Chilean context might also be attributed to the habit of study of narrative literary production according to “generations.” Rodrigo Cánovas continues this critical tradition in his 1997 study of the nueva narrativa chilena, which admittedly treats a first moment of the postdictatorship narrative production in Chile. However, the volume of historical novels published during the period under study remains outside the categorizations Cánovas identifies as the main currents of the “new” narrative: “la reiteración de un género menor (la serie negra), los pronunciamientos de la mujer (las voces alternas), y el surgimiento de un nuevo héroe, señalado por un actuar paradójico” (10). In a longer enumeration of trends Cánovas observes in Chilean narrative of the 1990s, historical fiction does not appear alongside “folletín … serie negra, aventuras, melodrama, logo, vanguardia, parodia, grotesco; espionaje, ciencia-ficción, testimonio rosa, fotograma, pastiche, simulación, mascarada, retro, rito, manierismo, pop, popular” (66). Guillermo García-Corales also omits historical fiction from his inventory of trends in literary practice, even as he overlaps with several of Cánovas’s identifications: “la experimentación neovanguardista, el melodrama, la novela neopolicial, el relato de aventuras y ciencia ficción, el reportaje mediático, el simulacro de la epopeya social y la crónica urbana” (6). Within the recent historical novel in Chile, the reader can observe these characteristics, though they remain outside the general study of the literature published between 1990 and 2010. On a regional level, however, considerations of the meanings and uses of historical fiction as part of contemporary literary production are more widespread.


Historians recover and methodically narrate past events with varying levels of awareness of the systems of narration implicit within their own work. By challenging the idea of scientific historiography inherited from the nineteenth century that affirmed the role of history as a singular truth, late twentieth-century philosophers of history such as Hayden White and Paul Ricoeur have allowed for a more explicit coming together of the work of historians in historiography and the work of writers in fictional narrative production. White examines historiography of the nineteenth century to conclude that the different schools of thought proposed by particular historical individuals are stylistic choices that can reveal certain perspectives about history.17 White’s work is perhaps the most widely cited with regard to narrative and history. Because of this, when considering fictional writing, the reader should recall that White’s interest follows how literary discourse affects historiography rather than the other way around. The ambiguity of the distinction between literary and historiographical discourse remains a theme throughout the philosophy of history, with the emphasis and conclusions always returning to what Paul Ricoeur states most clearly, that “the relation between history and fiction is certainly more complex than we can ever say” (Reality 34). This fuzziness has been partially resolved in literary studies by considering the condition of the historical novel as a hybridized genre (LaCapra and Perkowska) or an oxymoron (Jitrik) and exploring the spaces of tension that the lack of definitional clarity creates.


While a unifying theory has yet to emerge about the ways in which history and fiction interact, a growing corpus of critical work scrutinizing the question now exists, particularly in the context of the historical novel in Latin America. That said, the existing definitions of “historical novel” and varying other terms that critics use to refer to the intersection of history and novelistic fiction remain unclear; some, such as María Cristina Pons, prefer it that way to allow for more flexibility in the study of these works.18 Indeed, this move toward elasticity in our considerations of evidence of the past can be linked to some of Ricoeur’s writings on memory. In one, he describes memory as the only “resource … concerning our reference to the past,” which leads, in turn, to his understanding of a historian’s sources as limited to a set of documents recognized and used as an archive (Memory 21). Ricoeur’s explicit valuation of memory as a source of historiographical knowledge about the past can be correlated with the positions of critics such as Pons and Juan José Barrientos who advocate that the label “historical” should have application to recent events.


Literary historians agree that the historical novel can be traced to the work of Sir Walter Scott in the early nineteenth century; while the Scott-inspired view of the historical novel is rooted in literary romanticism, one may investigate historical novels written within virtually all major nineteenth-century literary movements.19 The Hungarian critic György Lukács distinguishes differences in the historical novels before and after the establishment of bourgeois society in Europe;20 he proposes that what underlies the historical novel does not differ from what underpins the novel in more general terms (241). The characteristics that a historical novel in Scott’s mode may display include historical information, local color, exoticism; collective and representative emotion; and a fictional plot (Maigron qtd. in Alonso 55). Amado Alonso notes that “la novela histórica no puede ser histórica; la novela histórica lleva, congénito, el inevitable fracaso, porque no puede cumplir los fines que se propone … la novela histórica no vale como historia” (98). In an environment in which professors of history argue in favor of the usefulness of novels in teaching history to undergraduate students21 and philosophers of history discuss the literary tropes used in the construction of historiographical narratives, current debates centered on the devaluation of the historical novel as history vis-à-vis the work of historians and historiography do not so simply resolve the limits between the two but focus, instead, on their shared techniques and differing motivations.22


In Spanish America, various critics have suggested different nexuses for the relative explosion in historical fiction beginning in the late 1970s, ranging from the 500th anniversary of Columbus’s arrival in the Caribbean to a cynical view of the role of publishing houses in their production. Although no consensus exists as to the specific causal relationships between proposed theories and increased publication, the reader is faced with an ever-growing corpus of historical fiction written in Spanish about the past of the continent, which is distinguished from prior historical fiction both in quantity and quality. Seymour Menton’s 1992 study of what he terms the New Historical novel has served as a benchmark within and against which scholars have worked while studying historical fiction written in Spanish America. The rigid lines of inclusion and exclusion that Menton demarcates allow him to make formal claims about the way in which the novels he identifies as New Historical are written. Fernando Aínsa, who, with Menton, is one of the most cited critics of the New Historical novel, proposes that many of the disquisitions on the past found in the historical novels of the most recent decades can be attributed to the utilization of the past as a way to understand the present, particularly in the cases of novels that look to the past for the possibility of reconciliation with a recently violent and oppressive political present. He also considers the theoretical truth-telling function of historiography with relationship to fiction. “Al releer ‘críticamente’ la historia, la literatura es capaz de plantear con franqueza y sentido crítico lo que no quiere o no puede hacer la historia que se pretende científica” (Aínsa 115). However, Aínsa’s view of historiography appears to be based on the nineteenth-century ideal of objective and reasoned scientific history as opposed to more recent work in the philosophy of history that problematizes how we construct historical narrative. In contrast, Linda Hutcheon’s historiographic metafiction “acknowledges the paradox of the reality of the past by its textualized accessibility to us today” in ways that function as a destabilizing force working on the spectrum of historiography and fiction (114).


The “past” is an ever-evolving term that refers to events centuries earlier or merely a few decades distant; indeed this moving line between current events and history is fraught with debates and exclusions. Seymour Menton and Enrique Anderson Imbert omit relatively recent events from their concept of historical fiction; however, other critics argue for their inclusion, claiming that “lo histórico se relaciona menos con el pasado que con la memoria y que por eso hay hechos en el presente que nos parecen históricos, es decir, dignos de recordarse” (Barrientos 22). The shifting borders for the historical part of historical fiction are also replicated in the fiction part of the term. To what extent does a text follow the conventions of a novel, a biography, or narrative nonfiction? These distinctions matter insofar as they influence the assumptions related to truth and interpretation that the text supports, as well as the expectations the reader has because of such assumptions. The definitional blurriness of the term “historical fiction” frustrates the human desire for clarity; its effect allows for historical fiction to mirror and connect more closely the historical narratives, fictional or not, with the other cultural concerns of the community they target.


Historical fiction written in Chile, and aimed toward a Chilean reading public, became more common and wide-ranging in the period after the return of democracy to the country in 1990. This pattern crosses generational lines, joining together many disparate writers who, when read together, allow for a nuanced vision of a literary reconciliation with knowledge of the past.


Although this study reads the Chilean case, a number of recent monographs have focused on a variety of regional manifestations. While some scholars, including Elisabeth Guerrero, define a corpus of historical fiction based on national divisions, others study Latin American historical fiction narrowed along thematic axes, as in the case of studies of the novel of the conquest, modeled in, for instance, Kimberle López’s work. Guerrero herself defines historical fiction as “a work of fiction in which a substantial portion of the narrative takes place in the past in a historically identifiable moment or period” (5). She uses the image of the two angels of history, the angelus novus as described in Walter Benjamin’s work and the Mexican Angel of Independence, as an entry point to understand historical fiction as an allegory for the present. This function of historical fiction silently undergirds many of the formulations that attempt to define it.


Why, then, is it so difficult to theorize the historical novel? José de Piérola posits that it is not a genre (much as Lukács does) but rather a mode of literary production that depends on a reaction and recognition of content from the reader to produce the destabilization of the boundaries between history and fiction. While he recognizes the useful work done by earlier critics, he prefers to leave lists of postmodern narrative techniques and definitions of the sufficiently “historical” behind in favor of featuring the reader’s construction of the historical novel. His proposal privileges the concept of historical competence, defined as “the minimal knowledge necessary to identify history in the historical novel” (155). He continues:




In this context, ‘history’ is not the unproblematic record of the past, but rather what is most commonly accepted during the reader’s time—the agreed-upon historical record. This ‘historical competence’ will allow a reader to understand the historical references in a historical novel—although not without some hesitation—and, at the same time, ‘historical competence’ will make the reader aware that he is reading a historical novel. (155)





Historical competence shares much with the idea of intertextuality; in fact, one might consider it to be a reader-response oriented intertextuality grounded in an archive that can include the historiographical record alongside memories, commemorations, and fictions. This concept allows for a more flexible idea of what constitutes historical fiction. To extend this notion, the reader will also recognize when a text resists or undermines the agreed-upon historical record. In a similar vein, Joseph Turner’s methodological essay on historical fiction, though not specific to the case of Spanish America, stresses a method of thinking about historical fiction that is not bound by technical considerations, but rather influenced by reader-response criticism and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s classes of historical consciousness. These categorizations, adapted by Fernando Moreno (Novelar) for use in writing on Chilean narrative, allow for a broad definition of historical fiction that avoids the limitations often criticized in older work on historical fiction in Spanish America. As has been noted, “all we can say in general about the genre [historical fiction] is that it resists generalization” (Turner 335).


In the context of Chilean historical fiction, Fernando Moreno adopts and adapts Turner’s systematization by constructing groupings that impose limits on historical fiction produced in the past decades. He shares Turner’s conception of the varying relationships between fictional text and historiographical referent, elaborating further on the relationship between the two with three categories: the archeological novel, in which a long temporal distance exists between the referent and the moment of writing; the cathartic novel, in which the focus is on the reactions to a temporally recent event; and a functional or systematic novel, in which the text highlights a particular piece of historiographical documentation from an ethical or political point of view. Moreno considers three different modes of writing in the subgenre: (1) the reconstruction of a historical era or process; (2) a novelized biography; and (3) metahistory (De la Historia 148). To this scheme, Moreno emphasizes the reading experience of these texts, identifying several different “intentionalities.”23 These different characterizations can be useful in terms of arriving at a systematization of a large body of work, as is evident in Antonia Viu’s monograph on the recent Chilean historical novel.24 Her study is one of very few that have been done on the genre in the Chilean context. Several notable exceptions to the general critical neglect of historical fiction are studies and essays by Moreno, Viu, and Eddie Morales Piña, as well as several essays on individual works of historical fiction. Those who write on Chilean historical fiction of the democratic transition participate in the same questioning work that Viu identifies as the shared interest of the novels in her study: “plantear el descentramiento, la crisis de la imagen armónica o totalizadora, favoreciendo en cambio la denuncia de la fractura, la contradicción, la mirada unívoca del discurso historiográfico y de los relatos integradores sobre la historia y la identidad nacional” (238).








We Are All Chile



The five chapters of this project attend to separate moments in Chilean history: the conquest in the sixteenth century; the viceregal period in the seventeenth century; independence from Spain in texts set during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; armed conflict in the second half of the nineteenth century; and the Civil War of 1891. Within this chronological structure, each chapter pairs a representative figure or event represented in fiction with relevant historiography so as to understand how narrative choices in both fiction and historiography portray difference and exclusion that nuance the claim that “We Are All Chile” in novels written since the end of the dictatorship. These novels are a diverse corpus, including selected relevant novels published prior to and after 1990 that reflect contrasting styles within the historical novel. The primary texts of this study range from bestsellers, such as those by Isabel Allende, to the lesser known —those by Juanita Gallardo, Virginia Vidal, and Gustavo Frías, among them. Others are best known for works outside of the genre, such as Jorge Edwards and Isidora Aguirre. The historical referent of the text determines its selection, which allows this project to look at the representation of difference in historical novels. All of these novels, however, utilize selected characteristics of the New Historical novel, particularly related to the ways in which Menton’s descriptions overlap with Linda Hutcheon’s concept of historiographical metafiction. The creation of these narratives are explored explicitly within the texts themselves, a shared practice that helps to make legible the relationships between the novels, the historiography on which they are often based, and how they reflect, reify, and undermine ideologies of inclusion and exclusion through their representations of difference.


The first chapter, “The Conquest of Chile,” centers on the period of the Spanish conquest and the figure of the Spanish conquistador. Fictional narratives of the conquest follow the relationship between Pedro de Valdivia and Inés Suarez, telling the story of the conquest as a love story.25 Suárez’s role is commonly told in this mode in fiction, echoing the gender ideologies of the time in which each text is written. A number of texts have been published on Suárez since 1990, all of which engage in metafictional musings on narrative and history, particularly around women and, to a lesser extent, indigenous peoples. Isabel Allende’s Inés del alma mía is a historical novel composed and published prior to her first significant break from the genre;26 as a novelist who has sold over seventy-seven million copies of her works worldwide in many languages, one may safely affirm that her novel has been more widely read than any other piece of historical fiction on Inés Suárez, even as it mirrors the trends of the democratic transition historical narrative. Reading Allende’s version of Suárez through postcolonial and feminist evaluations of the symbolic use of women’s figures in revolutionary movements, I argue that Allende fashions a project to recuperate Inés Suárez as a foundational symbolic figure and, by her doing so, expands symbolic citizenship to majority-culture women.


The second chapter, “The Viceregal Period,” focuses on the figure of Catalina de los Ríos y Lisperguer, alias Quintrala, and how her recent portrayals reflect and challenge her nineteenth-century myth that dominates Chilean popular culture. The embodied experiences of this mestiza continue to participate in a shared symbolic language while challenging some of the overtly negative characterizations as represented in fictional works by three authors in the democratic transition: Mercedes Valdivieso’s Maldita yo entre las mujeres (1991), Virginia Vidal’s Oro veneno puñal (2002), and the first two volumes of Gustavo Frías’s Tres nombres para Catalina (2001, 2003). The stories about Catalina de los Ríos address women’s agency, racial mixing, property rights, and church-civil conflicts in the center of the Kingdom of Chile. A counterpoint to this narrative of the relative center can be found in Isidora Aguirre’s posthumous Guerreros del sur (2011), which focuses on the Jesuit-educated Mapuche leader Lientur and set during the same period at the southern flashpoints of the Mapuche struggle against continued Spanish colonization. Read together, Catalina de los Ríos and Lientur draw particular attention to power differentials around gender and race in seventeenth-century Chile, emphasize the nuances in contemporary understanding of historical identity formations, and trouble the notion of a singular representation of the period.


“Independence,” the third chapter, examines a series of texts that reflect stories about the build-up to the independence movement in the late eighteenth century and the nineteenth-century conflict with Spain itself. Although a number of texts about the independence movement appeared around the bicentennial celebrations in 2010, stories about Chilean independence have been and continue to be popular. This chapter studies a series of novels that play with traditional ideas of the nation and its symbols, as well as how that play opens space for greater inclusion; it examines Jorge Edwards’s El sueño de la historia (2000), Virginia Vidal’s Javiera Carrera, madre de la patria (2000), and Juanita Gallardo’s Déjame que te cuente (1997). Through readings of these three novels, we can observe an adjustment in the construction of symbolic structures related to national inclusion and exclusion that aligns with the political processes of the twenty-year democratic transition. Postmodern narrative practices create literary space for inclusion that, while exploring the limits of difference in Chile, also run up against the limits of authoritarian societal structures.


The failure of the narrative imagination concerning indigenous inclusion permeates the fourth chapter, “Occupation of Araucanía.” The Occupation is a less popular topic for historical fiction than the simultaneous War of the Pacific. Just as there are some who prefer a David McCullough book to The 1619 Project, so too the orientations of the stories of the Occupation and the War of the Pacific serve different purposes. The novels, biographies, and other texts about the history of southern Chile and the ongoing conflict in the nineteenth century between Chilean forces and indigenous residents reveal explicit and implicit racial attitudes. The eccentric character of Orélie-Antoine de Tounens receives the lion’s share of fictional narrative attention, but confounds the reader who is left to figure out why a European man figures as the central character in a genocidal war against indigenous peoples. This chapter shows how this orientation makes the Occupation legible to a majority culture uncomfortable with an association with the villains of the story. Pedro Staiger’s La corona de Araucanía (1998) emphasizes this dissonance by drawing connections between the failed efforts of Tounens to change the actions of the Chilean state and the structures of the democratic transition during which the novel was written.


The final chapter, “Civil War,” examines texts written about the 1891 Chilean Civil War in light of their textual representation of internecine conflict—a war between brothers—as an attempt to understand the notion of who is included in the Chilean family and, by extension, the connection between this framing of conflict and Chilean social class. Historiographical reflections within the novels also prompt the reader to consider the ways these stories come to terms with the end of utopian dreams, as well as how the links between the events of 1891 and 1973 play in understanding the politics of inclusion in democratic Chile. Works such as Dario Oses’s El viaducto (1994) and Isidora Aguirre’s Balmaceda: diálogos de amor y muerte (2008) integrate multiple voices and perspectives into their narratives. The contrast between the way multiple voices and intertextuality work within each illustrates different coping mechanisms for mourning the tragedy of the Civil War. Reading sympathetic portrayals of Balmaceda’s projects alongside a historiographic view that remonstrates against the political questions that led to the Civil War itself emphasizes the gifts and dangers of multiple narratives sharing space, if not how such sharing creates provocative juxtapositions that invite reimagining the Chilean social class system and the inclusion of difference in democratic Chile.


















CHAPTER ONE

The Conquest of Chile







STREETS, PLAZAS, STATUES, STATIONS, and regions bear the names of the traditional protagonists of Chilean history. Those who conform to the triumphal narrative of conquest receive a special place of prominence. However, signs of challenge to that version of history can bubble up into public consciousness, as the world sometimes demonstrates: from the removal of statues of Cecil Rhodes in Zimbabwe to innumerable street renaming projects in Spain and throughout North America. In the massive protests in Chile at the end of 2019, crowds inhabited public space to repudiate those triumphal narratives in a gesture to make real the promise that Chile somos todos. While much of the story of those protests focused on events in the capital, the actions reclaiming a shared historical narrative occurred throughout the country and abroad. In one provincial city on 14 November 2019, a group of protesters pulled down a prominent statue of Pedro de Valdivia. Located in southern Chile, Concepción was founded by Valdivia in 1550 in a place densely populated by indigenous communities that resisted Spanish colonialism, fully destroying the settlement three times in its first decade of its existence (“Concepción colonial—Memoria Chilena”). A year after agents of the state murdered Mapuche activist Camilo Catrillanca (1994–2018), visible signs of the conquering narrative fell, literally.1 Power continues to shape those who can tell their own story and those stories that are remembered, valued, and transmitted to new generations.
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		Figure 1. A visualization of Catalina de los Ríos y Lisperguer’s family tree. Courtesy of Katherine Karr-Cornejo.
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