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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

History, Memory, Postmemory, and Empathy







IN DECEMBER 2021, CHILE HELD a presidential runoff between two candidates from opposite ends of the political spectrum: on the far right, José Antonio Kast and on the far left, Gabriel Boric. Although Kast had a slight edge over Boric in the initial election in November, Boric went on to defeat Kast having won about 54 percent of the vote. These election results illustrate how in many ways Chilean citizens continue to be sharply divided in terms of politics and the future of Chile, as well as how they continue to be influenced by the past. In fact, many of the citizens whose comments were published in newspaper articles cited memories of the Pinochet dictatorship (whether positive or negative) as the reason to support one candidate or the other. Those who voted for Kast backed how he embraced Pinochet’s economic policies, while those supporting Boric recoiled from that embrace, fearing that Kast represented a threat to their freedom and a repudiation of any reform that would aid the poor.


To some degree, Chile’s recent election confirms the ideas put forth by Tomás Moulián who in Chile Actual posits the origins of contemporary Chilean society in the Pinochet dictatorship and, in particular, its neoliberal economic policies. According to Moulián, the military justified its use of cruelty by proposing and achieving the transformation of Chile from an outmoded society to a modernized country through neocapitalism. This economic philosophy continued after the dictatorship’s end in the democratic Concertación governments. For Moulián, the Concertación governments, built on a platform of consensus, assure “la arquitectura del dispositivo transformista.… Después de este siglo de enfrentamientos entre dos ideas de la modernidad, la capitalista y la socialista, la primera ha demostrado su viabilidad histórica. Según este razonamiento, bien ha comprobado su carácter de encarnación real de la razón” ([54] the architecture of the transformist mechanism.… After this century of confrontations between two ideas of modernity, the capitalist and the socialist, the former has demonstrated its historical viability. According to this reasoning, capitalism has proven itself to be right). In the recent election, Kast supporters clearly signaled their approbation of neoliberal economic policy, while Boric supporters talked about economic reforms to help the poor.


Juan Poblete takes the impact of neoliberalism in Chile one step further, illustrating how neoliberal economic policy contributed to a politics of forgetting past atrocities in Chile. According to Poblete,




[a]s a memory apparatus neoliberalism depended on a dual evacuation of historical time. Individuals in constant pursuit of personal satisfaction in a market society were pushed to shed the past so that the present could persist unchanged (the developed future being just a radical and massive extension through consumption of the trickling-down successes of the present as currently enjoyed by a few). But this historical social past was also recreated [sic] as simultaneously irrelevant and dangerous for such an extension. By definition, any idea stemming from the social past (especially the socialist past) was deemed irrelevant for the present and future at the same time it was conceived as threatening them (at best as a negative counterexample). A future-as-extended present that could so decisively dispose of the past was then affirmed precisely on such radical erasure, always dependent on its radical newness. (105)





Poblete’s comments refer both to the dictatorship and postdictatorship period in Chile and explain, to a degree, why some citizens remembered Pinochet positively during this most recent election.


Finally, neoliberalism also contributed to the discontent that led to the Chilean student movements of 2006 and 2011. According to Peter M. M. Cummings, although Chile’s economy had grown because of neoliberalism, which meant greater access to education, these increased capabilities led to higher expectations among students who were still suffering from high tuition rates, unequal wealth distribution, and school segregation based on income (61). Whereas in the 1990s, many were simply content with the return to democracy and were thus afraid to “rock the boat,” the students of the 2000s were known as “la generación sin miedo” (the generation without fear) and were more ready to protest. Cummings states that “the fearless generation” became a collective identity of the post-Pinochet era that united students and moved them to action (64). A second factor in the delaying of protests was related to the governments of the left-center coalition party La Concertación during the transition to democracy in the 1990s, which had “deliberately broken ties with social organizations and conducted an elite-centered form of politics focused on consensus-building and negotiation.… [K]ey leaders of the student movement of the 1980s [accordingly] found themselves boxed out of the new political scene” (59).


The election comments and results that coincided with the writing of this book reflect the ongoing importance of the topic of memory of the dictatorship in Chile. In this introduction, I explore four key intertwined concepts that ground the literary works I have chosen to study: history, memory, postmemory, and empathy. My fundamental proposition is that the majority of works written about the dictatorship, particularly those in the postdictatorship period, not only resurrect the emotions that people then experienced but also have done so in such striking ways that contemporary readers, stirred by empathy, have become new witnesses of past horrors and unimaginable suffering. After examining this hypothesis in numerous works, I demonstrate in the conclusion how the Chilean body of literary works on the Pinochet dictatorship, through its collective focus on emotions, is different from other national dictatorship literature that tends to seize on dictator profiles, collective psychology, and historical events.




Historical Overview


In 1970, the Socialist candidate Salvador Allende Gossens was democratically elected president of Chile. Allende advocated a peaceful and open road to socialism but met strong opposition from the Chilean upper classes, as well as from the United States, both fearing that Chile would become another Cuba as the Cold War dragged on. An economic blockade by the United States, the CIA-backed trucker strike, and other events led to severe product shortages in supermarkets and an eventual state of crisis by 1973. Allende, as Steve J. Stern argues, wanted the legislature to approve a state of emergency, but senators of the Center and Right feared that he could not control his party’s hard-liners, which would lead to economic ruin and ultimately a left-wing dictatorship (Battling 21). This breakdown eventually led members of the Center (Christian Democrats), such as future president Patricio Aylwin, to support the military coup led by army general Augusto Pinochet on September 11, 1973.


Most Center and Right citizens who backed the dictatorship thought that it would be a temporary measure that would ensure the restoration of democracy. However, what followed was what Stern terms a systematic “policide” of the Left, which he likens to a smaller scale Holocaust:




In the Chilean case, the scale of violent annihilation was far smaller than the extermination campaigns of Nazi Germany and Hutu Power Rwanda. In Chile, the main targets for systematic destruction were defined as political beings, not ethnically or racially.… If one moves away from a lawyerly discussion of historical taxonomy, however, one can see a family of similar historical phenomena. In Chile the project of policide—annihilating the Left and more broadly Center and Left cultural understandings of politics as a process of popular mobilization, via massive killing and abduction of real and alleged Left activists … —yielded issues of comprehensibility and representation similar to those in classic cases of genocide. (Reckoning 101–02)





In Battling for Hearts and Minds (2006), Stern cites the following credible estimates of the tortures, murders, and disappearances that the Pinochet government perpetrated: 3,500–4,500 deaths and disappearances; over 100,000 torture victims; 150,000–200,000 political arrests; and 400,000 political exiles (Battling xxi). These events were traumatic for the victims and their families, but both the government and Chilean citizens long denied they ever happened.


The Pinochet dictatorship endured until 1990. In 1988, a plebiscite was held in which the populace was to vote “yes” or “no” to his continuance as president. The anticipation of the plebiscite led to the formation of a strong Center-Left Coalition party known as La Concertación, which tirelessly worked toward the achievement of a “no” vote. Although Pinochet lost the plebiscite, and the Concertación candidate Patricio Aylwin won the 1990 presidential election, which restored democracy to Chile, Pinochet’s influence did not end there. Through the rewriting of the Constitution during his tenure and the passing of various laws, he managed to incorporate numerous protections for himself, such as the 1978 Amnesty Law that forbade prosecution of the members of his government and the army for human rights abuses. In the difficult negotiations to assure his exit as president, Pinochet was able to remain an army commander until 1998 and to continue as senator for life after that.


Memory and postmemory of traumatic events such as the Pinochet dictatorship have been the subject of studies in many disciplines. Elizabeth Jelin’s Los trabajos de la memoria (The Work of Memory) is a sociological reflection on the workings of memory in society that is highly applicable to Chilean history. She probes many aspects of memory and among them are how different social actors fight for different memories, how memory relates to gender, and how memories are transmitted to future generations. Of particular interest for this study are Jelin’s reflections on the relationship between history and memory. Hers is a postmodern view of history and, as such, history itself is not a “‘reconstrucción’ de lo que ‘realmente’ ocurrió” (a reconstruction of what really happened) but a complex task that incorporates the subjectivity of social agents, interpretive processes, and narrative strategies. History and memory are different but intertwined processes. Jelin suggests three possible relationships between the two:




En primer lugar, la memoria como recurso para la investigación, en el proceso de obtener y construir “datos” sobre el pasado; en segundo lugar, el papel que la investigación histórica puede tener para “corregir” memorias equivocadas o falsas; finalmente, la memoria como objeto de estudio o de investigación.… La construcción de memorias sobre el pasado se convierte, entonces, en un objeto de estudio de la propia historia, el estudio histórico de las memorias, que llama así a “historizar las memorias.” (96–102)


First, memory as a resource for research, in the process of obtaining and constructing “facts” about the past; second, the role that historical research may have in “correcting” mistaken or false memories; finally, memory as an object of study or investigation.… The construction of memories of the past is converted, then, into an object of study of history itself, the historical study of those memories, that thus calls for “historizing memories.”





Likewise, Stern’s trilogy (Remembering Pinochet’s Chile [2004], Reckoning with Pinochet [2010], and Battling for Hearts and Minds [2006]) on the Pinochet dictatorship also examines the history of Chile during the dictatorship and postdictatorship period through the lens of memory. He argues that interpreting Chile’s history as a battle between “memory” and “forgetting” oversimplifies the matter and that, instead, we must view its history as a set of competing memory narratives that he describes accordingly:




The metaphor I find useful … is that of a giant, collectively built memory box.… The memory chest is a precious box to which people are drawn, to which they add or rearrange pictures and scripts, and about which they quarrel and even scuffle. This trilogy asks how Chileans built and struggled over the “memory box of Pinochet’s Chile,” understood as the holder of truths about a traumatic turning point in their collective lives. (Battling xxxviii)





Stern posits four main memory “stories” that were created at different time periods (and often overlapped) from the inception of the dictatorship through the death of Pinochet in 2006: memory as salvation; as cruel rupture; as persecution and awakening; and as a box containing the dirty past that must be closed (forgetting). The “memory as salvation” narrative was based on false “evidence” that the dictatorship created to justify the imposition of military rule and a purge of the leftist subversives. It included Plan Z, a forged list of individuals the Left intended to murder and spurious photographs of weapons it would use to enforce its own dictatorship. Pinochet “saved” the country from an even worse fate: a violent Marxist takeover that would have resulted in the murder of prominent individuals and led to economic ruin. The subsequent “counter” memories of cruel rupture and persecution/awakening to Chile’s reality started to take hold around 1976–1977, reinforced by the creation of the Vicaría de la Solidaridad (The Vicariate of Solidarity) on January 1, 1976, by archbishop Raúl Henríquez Silva. The Vicaría housed the group known as the Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos-Desaparecidos (The Family Members of the Detained-Disappeared) who embodied the concept of memory as cruel rupture. Memory as persecution and awakening, while similar, emerged a little later, between 1979–1982, and involved what Stern calls the “self-reflection” of the Christian Democrats who initially supported the dictatorship but now realized their mistake with a growing awareness of the human rights abuses that were being committed (Battling xix–xxxi). In this regard, the discovery of cadavers in the town of Lonquen in 1979 was the first physical proof of crimes committed by the dictatorship and aided in the “awakening” of many Chilean citizens who had previously turned a blind eye to the actions of the dictatorship. Finally, the narrative of the need to forget the dirty past and move on by defining the traumatic events “as inevitable tragedies and excesses of war” became dominant by the early 1980s when Pinochet sought to institutionalize the dictatorship through a new Constitution in 1980 (Battling 167).


Stern examines what he terms “memory knots,” which are “strongly motivated human groups, symbolically powerful events and anniversary or commemoration dates, haunting remains and places … [that] galvanize struggles to shape and project into the public cultural domain ways of remembering that capture an essential truth” (Battling 4). As we shall see subsequently, Stern’s concept of “memory knots” constitutes the central axis of some of the novels dealing with dictatorship that I examine.


The memory question did not end when Pinochet eventually stepped down in 1990; it was, instead, only just beginning. Since Pinochet was still a threat to the budding democracy, the transition government had to walk a fine line between placating Pinochet and the Right and acknowledging and repairing the wrongs done to those who were tortured, disappeared, and murdered under him. Under the 1978 Amnesty Law, perpetrators could not be punished, but it was also the task of the new government to somehow provide recognition and repair to those who had been victimized and their families. In the end, the need for justice could not be permanently shelved. Stern calls the tensions of this moment a “memory impasse” (Battling xxviii). President Aylwin’s government relied on “Convivencia” (coexistence) and reconciliation as its primary values. To recognize the trauma suffered by citizens and their families under Pinochet, Aylwin constituted the Truth Commission (known as the Rettig Commission) to research and examine cases that resulted in death. Although the Commission was limited in scope (it did not deal with surviving torture victims) and in its ability to bring about justice (the cases could not be prosecuted), it was an important first step in acknowledging and repairing the harm done to many Chileans. When Aylwin presented the results of the Rettig Report to his country, he apologized to the victims and their families on behalf of the entire nation. In that presentation, Aylwin states:




When it was agents of the State who caused so much suffering and the pertinent organs of the State could not or knew not to avoid it and punish it and there also was not the necessary social response to stop it, the State and the whole society are responsible, whether by action or by omission. It is Chilean society that is in debt to the victims of violations of human rights.


That is why the suggestions for moral and material reparation that the Report formulates are shared by all sectors. [Voice turns emotional, eyes fill with tears]. That is why I venture, in my condition as President of the Republic, to assume representation of the entire nation in order, in its name, to apologize [pedir perdon] to the relatives of the victims.


It was Aylwin’s finest hour as president. (Reckoning 85)





The intertwining of history and emotion in Aylwin’s speech is significant because subsequent Concertación governments (such as Eduardo Frei’s, which followed Aylwin’s) were far less concerned with remembering the past and, according to Stern, felt that “prudence dictated indifference to emotion” (Reckoning 155). In other words, although emotion was inextricably linked to the historical past and the perpetrated atrocities, the Concertación governments tended to divorce remembering from the emotions felt by victims and their families. Nonetheless, these emotions were directly associated with what had happened and became as important as the events themselves.


Stern traces the eventual evolution of this “memory impasse” in the final chapters of Reckoning, the third volume of his trilogy. Although the memory situation slowly evolved over time, numerous events from 1998–2000 contributed to an important memory shift. These included Pinochet’s loss of influence over the military when he retired as army commander in 1998, his arrest in London that same year, and the funas or outings of former torturers that began to occur in Santiago. Despite the Frei government’s indifference to memory work, in 1999 the Defense Minister Edmundo Pérez Yoma announced the formation of a “Dialogue Table,” constituted by members from opposing memory sectors, to take up unfinished work on human rights abuses under Pinochet. The work of the Dialogue Table, however, was largely unsuccessful. Nonetheless, its participants “floated a new framework for collective memory—… as a shared tragedy” (Reckoning 264), a key concept to which I give additional attention.


In 2002–2006, “memory as unfinished work,” took hold, helped by President Ricardo Lagos’s (2000–2006) establishment of a second truth commission, the Valech Commission. According to Stern: “The Valech Commission’s mandate was to identify persons who suffered imprisonment and torture for political reasons under military rule and to make recommendations for social repair. Its broader mission was awareness: the truth of torture, irrefutably documented and recognized by the state” (Reckoning 286).


The ability to obtain justice for the tortured and disappeared in Chile evolved over time. Aiding that cause were provisions in the Amnesty Law that allowed for the prosecution under current law of open disappearances as kidnappings (Reckoning 217). Eventually, old judges who were loyal to Pinochet retired and replacing them were more open-minded judges who were willing to prosecute previously untouchable cases. Judge Juan Guzmán investigated murders committed in the Caravan of Death and other famous cases, ultimately declaring Pinochet fit to stand trial, though the former dictator died before he could ever be brought to justice.


I have chosen to focus extensively here on Stern’s trilogy on Chile because it is unique in the way Stern examines Chilean history through the lens of memory, which is the historical element most pertinent to the literary texts I study in this volume. Despite the eventual achievement of justice for the victims of Pinochet and their families, the question of how to remember and learn from the past looms large in Chile and to which the literary narratives about his dictatorship (its fiftieth anniversary in 2023) attest. Many of those who lived through the initial coup are now gone. However, subsequent generations have listened to stories about Pinochet and continue to be affected by him. They feel it is important to remember the dictatorship. The relationship of subsequent generations to the dictatorship brings us to the concept of postmemory and its relationship to memory.









Memory versus Postmemory


During the last decade, cultural criticism has focused extensively on the terms “memory” and “postmemory.” The latter term became popular in the wake of Marianne Hirsch’s The Generation of Postmemory (2012); in it, she discusses the effects of the Holocaust on the second generation who did not directly experience it but heard firsthand stories from their parents. Writes Hirsch, this second generation is the postmemory generation because even though its members do not have direct memories of the traumatic event, their experience of the Holocaust is almost as if their parents’ memories were their own and are thus also traumatic for them: “these experiences were transmitted to them so deeply and affectively as to seem to constitute memories in their own right. Postmemory’s connection to the past is thus actually moderated not by recall but by imaginative investment, projection and creation” (5). Ever since Hirsch’s seminal work, other critics have expanded the term “postmemory” to include not only the second generation but also all subsequent generations. For example, Stephen Frosh indicates in Those Who Came After (2019) that the concept of postmemory is “a field of study concerned mainly with the ‘transgenerational’ impact of personal and social trauma” (8). He broadens the concept to refer not only to children of trauma victims but also to members of future generations who are haunted by past traumas:1




How then do we deal with these shadowy “memories” passed on by those who have come before us, including unconscious sensations and echoes of a past that was not our own? What should we do with those memories, especially when they are disturbing or unsettling? The tendency to think that when we are haunted by ghostly figures and events from the past … [then that] is because the issues they raise—mostly of maltreatment, violence, untimeliness, and trauma, have not been resolved and continue to fester, becoming a kind of poison in the bloodstream of the present. (28)





Ron Eyerman’s Cultural Trauma (2002), in this vein, offers useful terminology for discussing the effects of trauma on subsequent generations. He defines three types of trauma: individual, cultural, and national. Individual trauma is self-explanatory: it refers to the physical or emotional trauma suffered by a particular person. Cultural trauma, in turn, refers to the “traumatic loss of identity and meaning, a tear in the social fabric, affecting a group of people” —as examples, Holocaust victims or enslaved African Americans. However, cultural trauma, which affects a specific group, can rise to the level of what he terms “national trauma” when it becomes part of the collective memory of an entire nation. To that end, Eyerman cites Arthur Neal’s definition of “national trauma” as an event with “enduring effects … which cannot be easily dismissed, which will be played over again and again in individual consciousness … [as it is] ingrained in collective memory.” The civil rights movement in the United States, by reopening “the wound of slavery,” translated a past cultural trauma into a national trauma (2).


As Stern’s analysis of Chile’s memory box illustrates, in time the human rights abuses perpetrated under the Pinochet dictatorship rose to the level of national trauma in Chile. The memory narrative that emerged from the Dialogue Table established by the Lagos administration, that of “shared national tragedy,” suggests that both the Right and the Left came to view the atrocities committed in this way, even though there are individuals who continue to see Pinochet in a positive light. Memorials such as the Museo de la Memoria Chilena, opened in 2010, and the Villa Grimaldi Peace Park, in 2014, suggest that what was once a left-wing cultural trauma, now constitutes a Chilean national trauma.


One of the many ways in which subsequent generations “remember” the Pinochet dictatorship is through the literature written by a traumatized generation, the postmemory generation, and beyond. According to Grínor Rojo, in Las novelas de la dictadura y la postdictadura chilena (2016), by 2016 Chilean authors had written 179 novels about the dictatorship. This number has undoubtedly grown given that every year new novels on the topic are published, several of which appear in this study. In this book, I argue that the majority of these novels, as a function of postmemory, capture the essence of the Pinochet dictatorship by seizing on the emotions of its victims. Although novelistic literature often depicts the emotions of characters and thereby seeks to evoke emotions in readers, the emphasis on emotions in these novels is unique for three reasons: first, the focus on feelings is unusual in the genre of dictatorship novels that typically feature other elements; second, emotions specifically fill a historical void in Chile’s so-called “memory box”; and third, the emphasis on character and reader emotion constitutes a form of “witnessing” trauma within the context of national trauma to create empathy and prosocial behavior in the reader. In the remainder of this introduction, I focus only on the historical void and the concept of witnessing.


One of the major criticisms of the Concertación governments (the administrations of Aylwin,2 Frei, Lagos, and Bachelet) was that they severed emotion from trauma—the kind Chilean citizens and their families had suffered—and reduced the question of memory to acknowledgment and reparations, that is, to the need for reconciliation and moving beyond the past. Stern notes that




[t]he perils of the Contreras affair and the Frei administration’s own priorities heightened desire, within Concertación sectors as well as the opposition, to close the memory box of Pinochet’s Chile.… Prudence dictated polite indifference to emotion.… Could conflict and unbridled expressiveness unhinge Chile’s transition? The culture of elite prudence, a kind of self-censorship within democracy, took especially sophisticated form in Concertación circles. (Reckoning 155)





The important cultural critic Nelly Richard in Eruptions similarly registers the lack of emotion that characterized the approach of La Concertación:




During the Transition, the political meanings of memory were once again rendered inoffensive through the use of words stripped of both emotion and fear. Even if the Transition’s discourse occasionally alluded to memory as conflict, it was not able to express its agony.…


The Transition-era administrations followed a consensus-oriented script that turned memory into a solemn yet almost painless citation. Their evocation of memory failed to mention all the material injury of the past: its psychic density, its experiential volume, its affective trace, and its scarred backgrounds, the pain of which is diminished neither by the merely compulsory method of the judicial process nor by official memory plaques. (3)





These citations underscore how the transition governments voided memory of its emotions. Yet, as Eva Hoffman, a second-generation postmemory writer, emphasizes in After Such Knowledge (2005), the trauma suffered by her parents during the Holocaust was communicated to her as pure emotion rather than coherent narrative:




But in our small apartment, it was a chaos of emotion that emerged from their words rather than any coherent narration. Or rather, the emotion, direct and tormented, was enacted through the words, the forms of their utterances.… In my home, as in so many others, the past broke through in the sounds of nightmares, the idiom of signs and illness, of tears and the acute aches that were the legacy of the damp attic and of the conditions my parents endured during their hiding. (8)





In a like manner, the Chilean novel of dictatorship seeks to reinscribe emotion into the memory of the atrocities committed under Pinochet.


Hirsch emphasizes the connection between postmemory and imaginative re-creation of events. Although she focuses primarily on photography and images, much of what she says is equally applicable to literary works: “As the images repeat the trauma of looking, they disable, in themselves, any restorative attempts. It is only when they are redeployed, in new texts and new contexts, that they regain a capacity to enable a postmemorial working through. The aesthetic strategies of postmemory are specifically about such attempted, and yet always postponed, repositioning and reintegration” (122).


The Chilean writer Nona Fernández, who is considered a second-generation writer because she was two years old at the time of the military coup, emphasizes the important connection between memory and emotion, as well as the significance of literature in communicating the past to the future. In Voyager (2020), Fernández writes:




La palabra recordar, como muy bien se sabe, viene del latín recordari, y está formada por el prefijo re, que señala una repetición, y por la palabra cordis, que quiere decir corazón. Recordar es entonces, etimológicamente hablando, volver a pasar por el corazón. Pero si cada vez que recordamos una constelación de neuronas se enciende en algún lugar de nuestro cerebro, habría que suponer entonces que el cerebro y el corazón, como dos peces amarrados de sus colas, están estrechamente vinculados. (81)


The word to remember [recordar], as it is well known, comes from the Latin word recordari, and is formed by the prefix re, which indicates repetition, and by the word cordis, which means heart. To remember is then, etymologically speaking, to go through the heart once again. But if each time that we remember a constellation of neurons lights up somewhere in our brain, one must then suppose that the brain and the heart, like two fish tethered by their tails, are closely connected.3





For Fernández, books are the principal vehicle for connecting the memory of the past to the future: “Un libro es una cápsula espacio temporal. Detiene el presente y lo lanza al mañana como un mensaje” ([152] A book is a time capsule. It freezes the present and launches it toward tomorrow like a message). The literary reworking of the emotions experienced by Chileans resulting from the dictatorship (whether during or after) can be critically judged, then, as a creative act that allows the reader to bear witness to trauma.


In Literature in the Ashes of History (2013), Cathy Caruth suggests that imaginative transformations of traumatic events offer a way to simultaneously memorialize and move forward from such events. Caruth offers the example from Freud’s writings in which a child repeatedly makes a spool of thread appear (da, here) and disappear (fort, there):




Yet the game of the child playing FORT and DA, gone and here, with his spool seems to become not less, but more, enigmatic when it is understood in relation to traumatic repetition. If the child’s reenactment of his mother’s departure repeats, ultimately, her loss and her death, the game remains, nonetheless, an act of creation that, unlike the dream of the war veterans, does not simply compulsively repeat a history it doesn’t own but creates, in its repetition, something new. (7)





This concept is key to comprehending the Chilean dictatorship novel and its basis in emotive re-creation. Like the example from Freud in Caruth’s book, the literary reimagining of emotions creates something new, namely, Fernández’s “time capsule,” which aims to promote empathy in the reader/witness and hence the avoidance of the repetition of similar atrocities in the future. The emotions of despair, fear, and abandonment that pervade the dictatorship novels result in the reader’s identification and empathy with the characters. E. Ann Kaplan identifies three ways in which readers may respond empathically to images: empty empathy, vicarious trauma, and witnessing. Empty empathy occurs when empathy is “numbed” because the viewer is bombarded with numerous and successive catastrophes and vicarious trauma when the viewer identifies too strongly with the image and turns away because the empathic response is too painful to bear. Witnessing, on the other hand, refers to




a response that may change the viewer in a positive pro-social manner, and that, more than the first two types of response, involves ethics.… It involves feeling so shocked by suffering that one is moved to act. One may feel vaguely responsible, but in any case, one is motivated to see that justice is done. In witnessing, we understand empathy’s potential social impact, especially when it is deeply and enduringly felt. (256)





Kaplan’s categories are equally applicable to literary works. The Chilean dictatorship novels studied here cause the reader to bear witness to the past atrocities and advocate for future social justice through an empathetic response. The ways in which literary texts inspire empathy are numerous and complex, meriting a separate overview.







Empathy


Although an extensive body of work exists on readerly emotions and reader-response, that is beyond the scope of this book. It is well-established, nonetheless, that readers experience emotions when reading novels even though they know that they are reading about fictional worlds, not reality. I would like to mention one of the more recent contributions, Mariano Longo’s Emotions through Literature (2019). Longo subscribes to the idea that readers experience “quasi-emotions” in their reactions to fictitious worlds:




Quasi-emotions emerge as a response to fictional situations … which make the referential attitude no longer relevant. Quasi-emotions are elicited by actions, situations, or characters which, rather than being untrue, are true only in the circumscribed reality of fictional worlds.… This means that we are not actually emotionally involved by fictional events or characters, but we take part in a representative game.… By make-believing, we simulate the belief in the reality of an utterly different, separated world, that is the fictional world of narrative art.… If the world of fiction and the real world are neatly separated, one has to explain why we nonetheless are empathetically moved by fictional characters. The solution is quasi-emotions.… For Walton [author of “Fearing Fictions”], to interact in any way with a fictional character we must ‘enter’ a fictional world. (66–68)





The existence of “quasi-emotions,” however, does not actually explain the process whereby reader empathy is created. Theories from various disciplines (among them, psychology, philosophy, and neuroscience) attempt to explain this phenomenon. One of the principal psychological foundations of empathy is simulation theory. Amy Coplan bases her definition of empathy on it:




Empathy is a complex imaginative process in which an observer simulates another person’s situated psychological states while maintaining clear self-other differentiation. To say that empathy is ‘complex’ is to say that it is simultaneously a cognitive and affective process. To say that empathy is ‘imaginative’ is to say that it involves the representation of a target’s states [the target is the person or character experiencing an emotion] that are activated by, but not directly accessible through, the observer’s perception. And to say that empathy is a simulation is to say that the observer replicates or reconstructs the target’s experiences, while maintaining a clear sense of self-other differentiation. (5)





Simulation theory thus is one way of explaining how readers experience empathy for literary characters. A second major explanation of empathetic identification evolves from experiments conducted in neuroscience. Tania Singer and Claus Lamm cite Frédérique De Vignemont and Tania Singer’s definition of empathy, but also acknowledge that empathy has been defined in numerous other ways:




We “empathize” with others when we have (1) an affective state, (2) which is isomorphic to another person’s affective state, (3) which was elicited by observing or imagining another person’s affective state, and (4) when we know that the other person’s affective state is the source of our own affective state. (82)





Singer and Lamm also discuss neuroscientific experiments on empathy. They cite, among others, experiments conducted on the reactions of individuals observing pain in others:




One common finding of these investigations is that vicariously experiencing pain activates part of the neural network that is also activated when we are in pain ourselves.… The results suggest that parts of the so-called pain matrix which consists of the brain areas involved in the processing of pain, were activated when participants experienced pain themselves as well as when they saw a signal indicating that their loved one would experience pain. These areas—in particular, bilateral anterior insula [central lobe], the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, brain stem, and the cerebellum—are involved in the processing of the affective component of pain; in other words, they encode how unpleasant or aversive the subjectively felt pain is. Thus, both the firsthand experience of pain and the knowledge that a beloved partner is experiencing pain activates the same affective brain circuits—suggesting that our own neural response reflects our partner’s negative affect. (85)4





Neuroscience studies on empathy are principally based on the concept of mirror neurons. The book that best explains how they function is Marco Iacoboni’s Mirroring People (2008) in which he remarks,




[w]e achieve our very subtle understanding of other people thanks to certain collections of special cells in the brain called mirror neurons.… They bind us with each other mentally and emotionally.… Why do we give ourselves over to emotion during the … heart-rending scenes in certain movies? Because mirror neurons in our brains re-create for us the distress we see on the screen. We have empathy for the fictional characters—we know how they’re feeling—because we literally experience the same feeling ourselves.… When we see someone else suffering or in pain, mirror neurons help us to read her or his facial expression and actually make us feel the suffering or the pain of the other person. These moments, I will argue, are the foundation of empathy and possibly morality, a morality that is deeply rooted in our biology. (4)





The existence of mirror neurons raises an interesting question regarding the impact of mental imagery, particularly in the act of reading. According to Nigel Thomas, images can be “constructed inventively or retrieved from memory” (6). Terri Pullen Guezzar, drawing on Rudolf Arnheim’s work, states:




Arnheim … emphasized the visual aspect of readers’ responses, associating imagery with literary texts because description and metaphor preserve the initial perceptual impact of the visual sense: “Words gain their meaning only through the past experience of the reader. There are those who visualize the person and places of a novel with photographic exactness.” (51)





Many other critics, such as Wolfgang Iser and Louise Rosenblatt,5 also agree that literary reading inspires the construction of mental imagery (Guezzar 49).


When reading acquires a visual aspect through mental imagery, it is akin to watching a film, only this “film” unreels inside the reader’s head. We can thus argue that mental images have the same effects on mirror neurons as when one views or looks at something external or beyond the self. Iacoboni conducted experiments on volunteers who viewed and/or imitated expressions of images of faces that represented emotions such as fear, anger, sadness, and disgust. fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging) technology showed the simultaneous activation of three areas of the volunteers’ brains (mirror neurons, limbic system, and insula). According to Iacoboni,




[r]esults confirmed my two predictions. Indeed, mirror neuron areas, the insula, and emotional brain areas in the limbic system … were activated while subjects were observing the faces, and the activity increased in those subjects who were also imitating what they saw. These results clearly supported the idea that mirror neuron areas help us understand the emotions of other people by some form of inner imitation. According to this mirror neuron hypothesis of empathy, our mirror neurons fire when we see others expressing their emotions, as if we were making those facial expressions ourselves. By means of this firing, the neurons also send signals to emotional brain centers in the limbic system to make us feel what other people feel.… This simulation process is not an effortful, deliberate pretense of being in somebody else’s shoes. It is an effortless, automatic, and unconscious inner mirroring. (128)





Numerous other theories exist of how empathy is created and that can be applied to literary texts. The ones I detail, however, are the most convincing. The fact that novels aim to create reader empathy is particularly important because of the posited connections between empathy and prosocial behavior, which Iacobini also establishes above between empathy and morality.6 Singer and Lamm, likewise, view empathy as a prerequisite to prosocial behavior:




Folk psychological accounts usually relate the occurrence of empathy to prosocial and altruistic, other-oriented motivations.… In general … empathy is conceived to be a first necessary step in a chain that begins with affect sharing, followed by understanding the other person’s feelings which then motivates other-related concern and finally engagement in helping behavior. Empathy and prosocial behavior are thus closely linked on a conceptual level. (84)





I posit that the novels written about the Pinochet dictatorship, particularly by postmemory writers and writers of all generations subsequent to the dictatorship, focus on conveying the feelings and emotions suffered by victims, precisely to inspire readers to action, even if this action means avoiding such actions that result in dictatorship and atrocities. This goal melds with the desire to fill in the memory gap of emotion that defined the government’s position from 1990–2010 with its emphasis on “Convivencia.” It is important to emphasize, as I show in my conclusion, that this focus differs from that expressed in the most typical dictatorship novels, which despite generally representing victims’ emotions, especially that of fear, rarely present those emotions as the “purpose” or main message of the novels. Instead, these novels concentrate on humanization or criticism of the dictator, representation of the social psychology of a nation, or US imperialism, topics that contribute to the construction of different central messages.







Overview of the Book


Chapter 2 explores the manifestation of feelings of loss and abandonment suffered by children who were separated from their fathers during the dictatorship through an analysis of three important postmemory novels. Using Sabine Schlickers concept of “perturbatory narration,” the chapter explores the roles of narrative indeterminacy (through intertextuality in Nona Fernández’s Mapocho, the blurring of boundaries between reality and fiction in her Fuenzalida, and narrative ambiguity in Álvaro Bisama’s El brujo [The Wizard]). This indeterminacy mimics the indeterminacy regarding what happened to the disappeared and is employed to help create the human environment of wrenching loss that resulted from the dictatorship. In addition to the emotional loss of family, these novels also contain feelings of loss articulated through the theme of spatial injustice (as defined by Edward Soja in Seeking Spatial Justice [2010]). The neoliberal reconfiguration of the city of Santiago initiated under the Pinochet dictatorship led to the loss of common spaces and the alteration of both the physical and natural environments. In turn, this resulted in feelings of loss of the landscape and the familiar architectural structures of Santiago. Spatial injustice is an important theme in both Mapocho and Fuenzalida, whereas the need for the total abandonment of Santiago, because of its association with torture and death, is a significant aspect of El brujo. Finally, I examine the role of images and photography in both Fuenzalida and El brujo in which these devices play an important role in articulating the feelings of the characters.


Chapter 3 examines how four important novels (José Donoso’s La desesperanza [Curfew]; Carlos Franz’s Santiago Cero [Santiago Zero]; Germán Marίn’s El palacio de las risa [The Palace of Laughter]; and Álvaro Bisama’s Estrellas muertas [Dead Stars]) explore the despair Chileans felt under the dictatorship and, as a result of the politics of forgetting, how they prepared for moving beyond and living in the postdictatorship years. The chapter examines the concept of narrative tone, using Sianne Ngai’s definition in Ugly Feelings (2007) to illustrate how these four novels convey the sense of hopelessness Chilean citizens experienced during these oppressive times. The chapter analyzes how these novels employ two major techniques to create a tone of despair. Instead of the traditional use of heroic plots (see Patrick Colm Hogan, Affective Narratology [2011]) typical of the dictatorship novels, these novels employ tragic romance plots to communicate the despair felt by Chilean citizens. In addition, I illustrate how landscape and architecture in these novels aid in the creation of the atmosphere of despair by focusing on those elements that Jacky Bowring defines as melancholic elements of landscape, such as ruins, fragments, silence, patina, weathering, and voids in Melancholy and the Landscape (2018).


Chapter 4 studies what Enzo Traverso calls “left-wing melancholia,” which was one of the consequences of the end of socialist utopian projects after the fall of the Berlin Wall. It focuses on two allegorical novels (Dorfman’s La última canción de Manuel Sendero [The Last Song of Manuel Sendero] and Eltit’s Jamás el fuego nunca [Never Did the Fire]), which use allegory to express feelings of melancholia associated with the end of the Allende years. (Dorfman was Allende’s Minister of Culture and went into exile, while Eltit remained in Chile during the dictatorship and was forced to use allegory to avoid censorship.) I show how Dorfman’s novel, which focuses on the dictatorship era, constitutes what Gary Johnson terms a “strong allegory” in The Vitality of Allegory (2012) because most of its references are relatively clear, while Eltit’s novel, which centers on the postdictatorship aftermath, constitutes a “weak allegory” because of its frequent indeterminacies. Narrative tone, myth, and symbols reconstruct the melancholia of the left-wing in both of these works.


Chapter 5 explores how Chilean citizens, as depicted in Carlos Franz’s El desierto (The Absent Sea) and Almuerzo de vampiros (Vampire Lunch); and Arturo Fontaine’s La vida doble (The Double Life), were made to feel abject through torture and that, to survive, often led them to betray their compatriots. Some of these citizens became collaborators with the government after their imprisonment and torture. I explore these feelings of abjection using Julia Kristeva’s concept of the same in Powers of Horror (1980) and Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the grotesque in Rabelais and his World (1965). All of the works in this chapter contain (to varying degrees) “gray-zone” characters (a term coined by Primo Levi in Drowned and the Saved [1988]), which are an important reflection of the human environment under dictatorship.


Chapter 6 examines how affect is stimulated and translated into emotions of shock, surprise, and fear in three important postdictatorship novels: Carne de perra (Dog Meat), La resta (The Remainder), and La dimensión desconocida (The Twilight Zone). The chapter will show how each novel employs a different technique to create a startle reaction in the readers: fetishistic sexual torture in Carne; children’s violent games in La resta, and parallels with episodes of the famous television series The Twilight Zone in La dimensión. The chapter employs psychologist Silvan Tomkins’s theory of affects that distinguishes affect from emotion by focusing in particular on how the startle affect helps to create reader identification and empathy in La dimensión. I also apply Stefano Ercolino’s concept of “negative empathy” to La resta to show how despite exhibiting characteristics that may seem undesirable to the reader, the characters in the novel manage to inspire audience empathy. Finally, I use Tomkins’s work on the affect of disgust/dissmell,7 as well as William Ian Miller’s work on disgust (Anatomy of Disgust [1997]), to explain how the creation of disgust in Carne is mirrored in the reader who is thus led to empathize with the main character María Rosa. These novels all re-create torture victims’ experiences to inspire empathic identification in readers.


Chapter 7 compares the central topics and messages of the Chilean dictatorship novel to this genre in other countries to underscore how the Chilean focus on emotions differs from other novels of dictatorship. I examine four Argentine novels of the dictatorship/postdictatorship period because the history of Argentina most closely resembles that of Chile. Argentina suffered a military coup in 1976 that lasted until 1983; accompanying it was a purge of the left known as “the dirty war.” The value in this comparative approach, despite the generic and thematic similarities I point to in Argentinian and Chilean novels, is that it highlights how the focus on emotion in the Chilean dictatorship novel is uniquely tailored to the country’s historical circumstances.
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