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Ariel Dorfman
Interview

The Chilean writer and human rights activist exorcises the demons of his
exiled past in a new memoir, writes JOYCE MORGAN.

‘I am a person who doesn’t believe in violence,
and yet that violence and rage is inside me.’
Ariel Dorfman

F or a decade after he fled
Chile, Ariel Dorfman
refused to buy a new mat-
tress. He slept on beds

borrowed from friends or picked
up from second-hand stores. His
refusal wasn’t entirely symbolic –
a signal that he would not put
down roots elsewhere. And it
wasn’t that he couldn’t afford one,
although there were times when
he was so poor he jumped subway
turnstiles to avoid paying his fare.

Rather, his decision was the
prosaic price of exile.

The item was just too cumber-
some for a man shifting around
safe houses in Amsterdam, Paris
and elsewhere.

‘‘Those who have never suffered
the iniquities of exile cannot
possibly understand the signific-
ance, the gravitas, of a mattress,’’
he writes in his new memoir Feed-
ing on Dreams.

When he returned to Chile in
1990 – and bought a new mattress
– his long-anticipated home-
coming proved short-lived. It is
one of the many twists in the
memoir, which covers his life in
exile, after the elected Marxist
regime of Salvador Allende, to
whom he was cultural adviser,
was overthrown by the bloody
dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet.

‘‘When exile came, it wasn’t only
exile from country, it was exile
from a dream,’’ Dorfman says.
‘‘The dream we had created of
equality of justice, of prosperity,
that was a dream I continued to
inhabit in exile. But exile itself
taught me that it wasn’t that easy.’’

The book, which takes up where
his 1996 memoir, Heading South,
Looking North left off, centres on
his post-coup struggle to recon-
cile with himself and others.

‘‘The whole memoir is based on
the recognition of the contradic-
tions we live with,’’ he says. ‘‘It’s
not a heroic memoir. It’s a memoir
about someone who is trying to
make sense of his life.’’

Dorfman, 70, speaks from his
home in North Carolina, where he
has lived for nearly three decades.
Since 2006, he has been a US citi-
zen. His ambivalence towards the
country that has given him refuge –
but prompted his Russian-Jewish
parents to flee in the McCarthy era
– is just one of the issues he wrest-
les with in his memoir.

Interspersed are extracts from
his 1990 diary, when he returned
to Chile and when he began writ-
ing his best-known work, the play
and later a film, Death and the
Maiden. He reflects on the play’s
genesis when, in the weeks before
the coup, Dorfman attended a
Beethoven concert. He found
himself seated behind a detested
Pinochet adviser. Unable to take
any pleasure in the music, Dorf-

man fled in a rage. It was a simple
solution at the time, he concedes.
More recently he has considered
the much trickier question of how
to live with one’s enemies.

‘‘Given the satanic qualities of
those who were persecuting us
and torturing my friends and
executing them and lying and des-
troying a country and a dream, it
was easy for me and those around
me to feel we were absolute good
and they were absolute evil,’’
Dorfman says. ‘‘The question is,
how do you not imitate them?
How do you not become like
them? How do you struggle
against those adversaries and yet
not demonise them?’’

The writer and human rights
activist does not always portray
himself favourably. He betrays
the trust of close friends in Ams-
terdam, and has a bruising
encounter with the German

writer Gunter Grass. On a visit to
the German’s home, Grass effect-
ively evicts Dorfman for turning a
blind eye to the Soviet invasion of
(then)-Czechoslovakia.

These must have been difficult
experiences to write about.

‘‘Unless I told the truth about
this, it was better not to write the
book,’’ Dorfman says. ‘‘There’s a
tendency, especially among
revolutionaries, to only show the
good side of yourself and then
when you come to power, the bad
side comes out. If we’re unable to
really make public those contra-
dictions that are private, to take
people with you on that journey,
the end result, the lessons I learnt,
would not be real.’’

What has he learnt?
‘‘You can survive with anger but

you can’t live with it forever,’’ he
says. ‘‘I am a person who doesn’t
believe in violence, and yet that
violence and rage is inside me. So
the recognition of that violence is
the first step to some form of
understanding of our humanity,
but it’s a struggle.’’

That struggle has become more
urgent since September 11, 2001,
the second traumatic 9/11 Dorf-
man has experienced. Septem-
ber 11, 1973, was when Allende was
overthrown, a reign of terror
ensued as death squads and torture
obliterated dissenters, and Dorf-
man’s life was torn apart.

Nonetheless, he did not join
those dancing on the streets of San-
tiago when Pinochet died in 2006.
The dictator’s demise prompted in
him a complex response.

‘‘The major shock was he had
been the dark guiding light of my
life,’’ Dorfman says. ‘‘As long as he

was there, everything was so clear.
Once he’s gone, we enter the
ambiguous terrain of moral
relativity. Pinochet is an inner and
outer symbol. His death leaves a
void . . . and that’s to figure out
what you do in a world where he’s
no longer there to justify your not
looking at your own self.’’

An encounter in the aftermath
of Pinochet’s death is among the
book’s most surprising. Dorfman
meets a woman on the streets of
Santiago, the Chilean capital,
publicly mourning the dictator’s
demise. Dorfman is moved by the
woman’s misery and approaches
her gently but firmly.

‘‘I wasn’t giving her condol-
ences, but at the same time [I said]
I understand what you are going
through, now can you understand
what we went through? Can we
find a common territory, can we
share something?’’ Dorfman says.

‘‘I was suggesting that if I could
do this, why couldn’t she take a
step forward?’’

But there are limits to reconcili-
ation, he says. Without justice,
reconciliation is not possible. In
Chile – Dorfman’s prism through
which to scrutinise the world –
Pinochet’s death meant the pos-
sibility of justice was denied.

‘‘I would rather he lived
500 years and had to spend the
rest of his life looking in the faces
of the people whose lives he’d des-
troyed,’’ he says.

Similarly, he would have pre-
ferred Osama Bin Laden to have
faced justice rather than been
killed. In the wake of Septem-
ber 11, 2001, the US has squan-
dered a chance to build a more
peaceful world. The invasion of
Iraq, war in Afghanistan, the ero-
sion of civil liberties and the US’s
use of torture played into the
hands of its opponents.

‘‘When you think about the res-
ult of it, it succeeded beyond the
wildest dreams of Bin Laden,’’
Dorfman says. ‘‘He could not have
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Truth and revolution ... Dorfman believes there can be no reconciliation in the world without justice.

possibly thought he would turn
America into this monster. It’s dis-
appointing to feel that the result
of this terrorist attack, this crim-
inal act, could not allow America
to find its best voice and instead to
find its most demonic voice.’’

Writing his memoir has changed
him profoundly, he says. ‘‘It liber-
ated me from many of the demons
in my past so I could deal with
other demons as well,’’ he says.

‘‘It sounds very spiritual, but I
guess it is . . . I don’t believe in God,
but I believe in angels. A great part
of the book is about the dead and
how you deal with the dead and
how you keep faith with the dead.

‘‘I feel as if my dead have been
taking care not just of me but my
family. There are so many
moments when things could have
gone terribly wrong and they went
right. And there’s no explanation
for them. I can’t explain some of
the things that happened.’’

Since finishing the book, he has
been writing short stories and
working on an opera, based on an
episode from the Hindu spiritual
teachings the Upanishads, which
will open in Mumbai next year.

In more recent Indian history,
he has found in Mahatma Gandhi
a figure who on another Septem-
ber 11 – in 1906 – launched his

method of non-violent resistance,
Satyagraha. Finding a way to live
with one’s enemies is increasingly
pressing amid such challenges as
rising poverty, scarce water
resources, the threat of nuclear
war and global warming, he says.

‘‘We have an incredibly divided
humanity today,’’ Dorfman says.

‘‘If we don’t manage to get
together with those with whom
we disagree about those things,
we are not going to be able to save
our planet.’’

Feeding on Dreams is published
by Melbourne University Press,
$27.99.




