WRITING AS AN ACT OF HOPE
By Isabelle Allende
In every interview during the last few years I encountered two questions that forced me to define myself as a writer and as
a human being: why do I write? And who do I write for? Tonight I will try to answer those questions. In 1981, in
Caracas, I put a sheet of paper in my typewriter and wrote the first sentence of The House of the Spirits: "Barabbas came
to us by sea. " At that moment I didn't know why I was doing it, or for whom.
In fact, I assumed that no one would ever read it except my mother, who reads everything I write. I was not even
conscious that I was writing a novel. I thought I was writing a letter — a spiritual letter to my grandfather, a formidable
old patriarch1, whom I loved dearly. He had reached almost one hundred years of age and decided that he was too tired to
go on living, so he sat in his armchair and refused to drink or eat, calling for Death, who was kind enough to take him
very soon.
I wanted to bid him farewell, but I couldn't go back to Chile, and I knew that calling him on the telephone was useless, so
I began this letter. I wanted to tell him that he could go in peace because all his memories were with me. I had forgotten
nothing. I had all his anecdotes, all the characters of the family, and to prove it I began writing the story of Rose, the
fiancée my grandfather had had, who is called Rose the Beautiful in the book. She really existed; she's not a copy from
Garcia Marquez, as some people have said.
For a year I wrote every night with no hesitation or plan. Words came out like a violent torrent. I had thousands of untold
words stuck in my chest, threatening to choke me. The long silence of exile was turning me to stone; I needed to open a
valve and let the river of secret words find a way out. At the end of that year there were five hundred pages on my table; it
didn't look like a letter anymore. On the other hand, my grandfather had died long before, so the spiritual message had
already reached him. So I thought, "Well, maybe in this way I can tell some other people about him, and about my
country, and about my family and myself." So I just organized it a little bit, tied the manuscript with a pink ribbon for
luck, and took it to some publishers.
The spirit of my grandmother was protecting the book from the very beginning, so it was refused everywhere in
Venezuela. Nobody wanted it — it was too long; I was a woman; nobody knew me. So I sent it by mail to Spain, and the
book was published there. It had reviews, and it was translated and distributed in other countries.
In the process of writing the anecdotes of the past, and recalling the emotions and pains of my fate, and telling part of the
history of my country, I found that life became more comprehensible and the world more tolerable. I felt that my roots had
been recovered and that during that patient exercise of daily writing I had also recovered my own soul. I felt at that time
that writing was unavoidable — that I couldn't keep away from it. Writing is such a pleasure; it is always a private orgy,
creating and recreating the world according to my own laws, fulfilling in those pages all my dreams and exorcising some
of my demons.
But that is a rather simple explanation. There are other reasons for writing.
Six years and three books have passed since The House of the Spirits. Many things have changed for me in that time. I can
no longer pretend to be naive, or elude questions, or find refuge in irony. Now I am constantly confronted by my readers,
and they can be very tough. It's not enough to write in a state of trance, overwhelmed by the desire to tell a story. One has
to be responsible for each word, each idea. Be very careful: the written word cannot be erased. . . .
Maybe the most important reason for writing is to prevent the erosion of time, so that memories will not be blown away
by the wind. Write to register history, and name each thing. Write what should not be forgotten. But then, why write
novels? Probably because I come from Latin America, a land of crazy, illuminated people, of geological and political
cataclysms — a land so large and profound, so beautiful and frightening, that only novels can describe its fascinating
complexity. A novel is like a window, open to an infinite landscape. In a novel we can put all the interrogations, we can
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patriarch: a respected old man, especially one who is head of a family, clan, or tribe.

register the most extravagant, evil, obscene, incredible or magnificent facts — which, in Latin America, are not hyperbole,
because that is the dimension of our reality. In a novel we can give an illusory order to chaos. We can find the key to the
labyrinth of history. We can make excursions into the past, to try to understand the present and dream the future. In a
novel we can use everything: testimony, chronicle, essay, fantasy, legend, poetry and other devices that might help us to
decode the mysteries of our world and discover our true identity.
For a writer who nourishes himself or herself on images and passions, to be born in a fabulous continent is a privilege. In
Latin America we don't have to stretch our imaginations. Critics in Europe and the United States often stare in disbelief at
Latin American books, asking how the authors dare to invent those incredible lies of young women who fly to heaven
wrapped in linen sheets; of black emperors who build fortresses with cement and the blood of emasculated bulls; of
outlaws who die of hunger in the Amazon with bags full of emeralds on their backs; of ancient tyrants who order their
mothers to be flogged naked in front of the troops and modern tyrants who order children to be tortured in front of their
parents; of hurricanes and earthquakes that turn the world upside down; of revolutions made with machetes, bullets,
poems and kisses; of hallucinating landscapes where reason is lost.
It is very hard to explain to critics that these things are not a product of our pathological2 imaginations. They are written in
our history; we can find them every day in our newspapers. We hear them in the streets; we suffer them frequently in our
own lives. It is impossible to speak of Latin America without mentioning violence. We inhabit a land of terrible contrasts
and we have to survive in times of great violence. Contrast and violence, two excellent ingredients for literature, although
for us, citizens of that reality, life is always suspended from a very fragile thread.
The first, the most naked and visible form of violence, is the extreme poverty of the majority, in contrast with the extreme
wealth of the very few. In my continent two opposite realities coexist. One is a legal face, more or less comprehensible
and with a certain pretension to dignity and civilization. The other is a dark and tragic face, which we do not like to show
but which is always threatening us. There is an apparent world and a real world — nice neighborhoods where blond
children play on their bicycles and servants walk elegant dogs, and other neighborhoods, of slums and garbage, where
dark children play naked with hungry mutts. There are offices of marble and steel where young executives discuss the
stock market, and forgotten villages where people still live and die as they did in the Middle Ages. There is a world of
fiction created by the official discourse, and another world of blood and pain and love, where we have struggled for
centuries.
In Latin America we all survive on the borderline of those two realities. Our fragile democracies exist as long as they
don't interfere with imperialist interests. Most of our republics are dependent on submissiveness. Our institutions and laws
are inefficient. Our armed forces often act as mercenaries 3 for a privileged social group that pays tribute to transnational
enterprises. We are living in the worst economic, political and social crisis since the conquest of America by the
Spaniards. There are hardly two or three leaders in the whole continent. Social inequality is greater every day, and to
avoid an outburst of public rancor, repression also rises day by day. Crime, drugs, misery and ignorance are present in
every Latin American country, and the military is an immediate threat to society and civil governments. We try to keep
straight faces while our feet are stuck in a swamp of violence, exploitation, corruption, the terror of the state and the
terrorism of those who take arms against the status quo. Our Latin America is also a land of hope and friendship and love.
Writers navigate in these agitated waters. They don't live in ivory towers; they cannot remove themselves from this brutal
reality. In such circumstances there is no time and no wish for narcissistic3 literature. Very few of our writers contemplate
their navel in self-centered monologue. The majority want desperately to communicate.
I feel that writing is an act of hope, a sort of communion with our fellow men. The writer of good will carries a lamp to
illuminate the dark corners. Only that, nothing more — a tiny beam of light to show some hidden aspect of reality, to help
decipher and understand it and thus to initiate, if possible, a change in the conscience of some readers. This kind of writer
is not seduced by the mermaid's voice of celebrity or tempted by exclusive literary circles. He has both feet planted firmly
on the ground and walks hand in hand with the people in the streets. He knows that the lamp is very small and the
shadows are immense. This makes him humble.
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pathological: adj. diseased; unhealthy
narcissistic: adj. pathologically self-centered; compulsively self-obsessed

