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CHAPTER 10

Peaceful Transition  
to Socialism
The Prospect in Chile*

I

The victory of the Left Popular Front in Chile indicated a deep social 
crisis and radicalisation of the masses. Such a regime is almost always 
a precursor to revolution or counter-revolution. What is missing in 
Chile is a mass revolutionary socialist party capable of leading the 
masses into revolutionary action and resolving the crisis in their 
favour. The revolutionary Left consisting of the Left-wing of the 
socialist party, the Revolutionary Communist Party (pro-Peking) and 
the largest of the three, the Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria 
(MIR) taken together constitutes a small force yet. With the assump-
tion of office by Salvador Allende, the electoral path has reached its 
final culmination and, looking at the Allende government’s two-year 
record, a dead end. If Allende moves towards a more radical stance 
(which seems unlikely), there will be a definite shift to the violent 
path, including the danger of intervention by the military. If he moves 
further on the road to compromise with the bourgeoisie (which is 

* Lajpat Rai, ‘Peaceful Transition to Socialism: The Prospect in Chile’, 
Economic & Political Weekly 7, no. 46–47 (1972): 2293–2300.
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more likely), then it will have been proved once again that socialism 
cannot be won peacefully.

To mark time on one spot, to be contented with the first goal it 
happens to reach, is never possible in a revolution. And he who 
tries to apply the homemade wisdom derived from parliamentary 
battles between frogs and mice to the field of revolutionary tactics 
only shows thereby that the very psychology and laws of existence 
of revolution are alien to him and that all historical experience is to 
him a book sealed with seven seals. (Rosa Luxemburg1)

From its very first day of existence, the Government of Popular Unity 
(Unidad Popular—UP) has faced the united opposition of the Chilean 
right and American corporate circles. But Allende’s troubles do not 
end with this. They include such problems as a rapid decline in foreign 
reserves, skyrocketing prices, growing influence of the military in the 
government and lately, mounting criticism from the revolutionary Left. 
Allende’s contention is that these difficulties are the inevitable price 
that the country has to pay for taking the anti-imperialist and socialist 
road of economic and social development. He dismisses the criticism 
from the Left as the product of ultra-radical impatience, particularly 
of the younger sections of the Left.

No doubt, the victory of Allende and the installation of the 
Government of Popular Unity was an unwelcome development 
for Washington, yet the fear Allende is credited with instilling in 
American corporate circles, especially after their recent experience with 
the ‘revolutionary’ military junta of Peru, seems to be highly exagger-
ated. A clash with certain American corporations does not by itself 
provide much of a clue to the social character of the regime. Mexico 
under President Cardenas (also dubbed by US circles as ‘Marxist’ 
and ‘communist’) nationalised extensive American oil holdings in the 
1930s, Bolivia took over US tin mines in the 1950s, yet both today 
remain integrated parts of the US empire below the Rio Grande.

Praise from Moscow

Moscow and the Moscow-directed communist parties have been 
most laudatory in praising Allende and his UP government. They 
argue that Allende’s victory as the candidate of the united front of 
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socialist and ‘progressive’ bourgeois parties was a vindication of the 
perspective of the ‘peaceful, parliamentary road to socialism’. This 
perspective received a setback with the defeat of the ‘Frente Amplio’, 
the Broad Front in Uruguayan the November 1971 elections. This 
Front was modelled after the Chilean Unidad Popular and included 
in its ranks both the socialist and bourgeois parties. Also, Russia and 
the Russian-directed communists conveniently forgot the fate of the 
People’s Progressive Party (PPP) of Guyana during 1961–64. This 
experiment in the ‘peaceful road to socialism’ ended in a debacle 
for the PPP and left Guyana as underdeveloped and dependent on 
imperialism as before. Hailing the Allende government in extravagant 
terms, the American Communist Party’s theoretical journal, Political 
Affairs, editorially stated: ‘This was no ordinary electoral victory, no 
mere victory of socialist over Other candidates. Rather…it represents 
a transfer of power from the old ruling groups to the workers, to the 
peasantry and to the progressive sections of the city and the country’.2

Thus, for the Moscow-leaning American communists, the instal-
lation of UP government already meant the toppling of capitalism 
in Chile and the coming into being of a worker’s state. But Political 
Affairs in the same editorial also took up a different position reject-
ing the proposition that Allende had already carried out socialist 
measures or that he would do so in the near future. The editorial 
criticises the revolutionary Left of Chile, particularly the MIR ‘who 
see the revolutionary process in Latin America only as socialist, and 
deny the existence of an anti-imperialist stage’.3 Thus, the position 
of the American communists is, to say the least, highly ambiguous. 
The ‘worker’s state’ has come into being in Chile, without taking any 
socialist measures; nor should such measures, in their opinion, be taken 
in the initial period. And such an ‘anti-imperialist’ stage requires an 
alliance between the working-class parties and the ‘progressive’ sections 
of the national bourgeoisie on the basis of the preservation of capital-
ist property relations. Castro’s visit to Chile in November 1971 led to 
further confusion so far as the class composition of Allende’s coalition 
was concerned. In his numerous speeches, Castro avoided comment on 
local issues but, on several occasions, indicated his general agreement 
with the course being followed by the UP government. In his dialogue 
with the students of the University of Conception on November 18, he 
declared: ‘I would say, sincerely, that a revolutionary process is taking 
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place in Chile. A revolutionary process is not yet a revolution…. A 
process is a way; a process is a stage in its beginning.’4

He explained the Chilean ‘revolutionary process’ in another speech 
at the State Technological University in Santiago. In an answer to the 
question, ‘What facts characterise the Chilean revolutionary process?’, 
he replied:

This revolutionary process took advantage of specific conditions, 
the concrete possibilities of Chile within the framework of legal 
and institutional circumstances, even within the bourgeois capi-
talist state and its institutions. It united forces and opened a gap 
and opened it through peaceful means. We believe that the duty 
of revolutionaries under these conditions is to struggle for that 
opening, for that door they have opened. And they must defend it 
through legal means, defend it with all means necessary.5

Thus, Castro implied that Allende’s election though not an actual sei-
zure of power was a revolutionary process aiming at the elimination of 
capitalism which might lead to a confrontation for which ‘legal’ and all 
‘necessary means’ will have to be employed. Castro was no doubt right 
in pointing out that it was not a seizure of power and also that, in the 
event of confrontation, all the means necessary, presumably including 
armed struggle, would have to be employed. But was he right when he 
said in all ‘sincerity’ that what was going on under Allende’s leadership 
was a ‘revolutionary process’? Looking at the record of close to two years 
of Allende’s government, it seems that the UP government is acting as 
a brake on the mass movement of workers and peasants. It is acting as 
a pacifier of the militant masses and is seeking, like the military regime 
in Peru, political collaboration with the forces of the status quo on the 
basis of a new mode of imperialist exploitation. The UP government is a 
class-collaborationist coalition in which not only such bourgeois parties 
and groupings as the Radical Party (which was once the largest bourgeois 
party in the country and has an unsavoury past), the United Action 
Movement (MAPU—a petty bourgeois splinter from the Christian 
democrats), the Social Democratic Party and the Independent Popular 
Action Group (both petty bourgeois groups), but also reformist com-
munist (pro-Moscow) and socialist parties, seek to dampen the militant 
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revolutionary urges of the aroused masses of Chile. And Castro’s clean 
chit to Allende’s government cannot alter the realities of the situation, 
cannot alter the government’s social composition, nor its potentialities 
and limitations. It was Castro who had pointed out in his Organization 
of Latin American Solidarity (OLAS) speech that the revolutionary 
process in Latin America was to be based ‘fundamentally’ on armed 
guerrilla struggles. And as to the legal and peaceful means, this is what 
Castro told the concluding session of the OLAS:

If we wish to express our way of thinking, that is of our party and 
our people, let no one harbour any illusions about seizing power 
by peaceful means in any country of this continent Let no one 
harbour any such illusions. Anyone who tries to sell such an idea 
to the masses will be deceiving them completely.6

Developing on the same theme further, Castro told the OLAS del-
egates: ‘There are those who believe that a peaceful transition is pos-
sible in some countries of this continent; we cannot understand what 
kind of peaceful transition they refer to unless it is a peaceful transition 
in agreement with imperialism.’7

In the same speech, Castro touched upon the situation in Chile and 
the hopes that the impending elections there were arousing in some 
‘naive’ people. Castro declared:

Those who believe that they are going to win against the imperial-
ists in elections are just naive, and those who believe that the day 
will come when they will take over through elections are even more 
naive…. That socialism can come to power without a struggle, that 
it can come to power peacefully through elections is a lie.8

Now, Castro believes that the ‘revolutionary process’ has begun in 
Chile with the election of President Allende based on a united front 
of reformist communist and socialist parties along with discredited 
bourgeois parties and petty bourgeois groupings! But let us examine the 
policies, results and achievements of the Allende government during 
its period in office and then arrive at conclusions, however tentative, 
about the government of Popular Unity and the perspectives that it 
opens for the revolutionary movement in Latin America.
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II

The Allende government has no doubt implemented an impressive 
series of reforms. In its first eleven months, it expropriated 1,305 big 
landholdings, totalling some 5.7 million acres. This compares favour-
ably with the achievement of President Frei’s Christian Democratic 
government which expropriated only 8.7 million acres during its tenure 
of six years—1965–70. It has nationalised some 65 per cent of the 
banks through the expedient of the government buying a controlling 
interest on the open stock market. It has nationalised US copper mines 
with a view to stopping ‘decapitalization of the economy’ and has 
agreed to give reasonable compensation. In the first six months of its 
tenure, it nationalised coal, iron and nitrate mines as well. According 
to James Petras:

The announcement of the expropriation of US-owned copper 
mines did not initially result in a direct confrontation with the US 
government. The style or form of expropriation has, at least tem-
porarily, disarmed US opponent. The arguments for nationalisa-
tion are couched in developmental and pragmatic language, not in 
ideological terms. The Chilean government represents the issue as 
one of integrating the mining sector into national industrial devel-
opment, not in terms of world-wide struggle against imperialism.9

In the case of nationalisation of Chilean enterprises, only a very small 
number have been touched. The major steel company, Compania de 
Acero del Pacifico, has been nationalised and the government has 
formed mixed enterprises with a number of machine and metal-work-
ing firms. In the electrical, chemical and rubber industries, the govern-
ment has formed mixed enterprises with foreign capital. According to 
Petras, most of the top leaders of the UP concede that only a very small 
number of monopoly industrial enterprises have been nationalised 
and already complain about the fall in productivity in the nationalised 
units, particularly in the mines. From this, some over-enthusiastic 
Allende supporters (especially the Moscow-leaning communist paper 
El Siglo Commentario, June 7, 1971) assert the similarity between 
these reforms and the measures adopted by the Cuban Revolution 
in its initial stages. What they forget to mention is that the Castro 
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government came to power after smashing, through armed struggle, 
the old governmental apparatus of Batista’s regime. This smashing of 
the old capitalist state puts the Cuban reforms in an entirely different 
framework from those that exist at present in Chile. While not denying 
the progressive nature of the UP’s reforms, one can confidently say 
that none of the measures inaugurated by it, singly or together, con-
stitute what has been described as the ‘revolutionary process’ leading 
towards a worker’s state. At best, they are attempts in the hands of a 
‘progressive’ capitalist regime to modernize the economy and reduce 
social tensions through material concessions to the working-class and 
the peasantry. In another sense, the UP represents the continuation 
and deepening of the liberal reform programme of its predecessor, the 
Christian Democratic Frei regime, which was to become the favourite 
of the Russian leaders who gave it liberal economic aid and grants, a 
fact publicly resented by Fidel Castro.

In fact, the present Allende regime in Chile, Frei’s regime before 
the elections and Valeseo’s regime in Peru are all responses to a fast 
broadening and deepening radicalisation taking place among the 
people of Latin America. They are intelligent attempts at modernizing 
the economy and meeting half-way the most pressing demands of the 
workers and peasants. Under Frei, the attempts at reforms were strictly 
limited. Allende’s reforms rouse the ire of Wall Street, but so do the 
reforms of Alfredo Velasco, the leader of the military junta in Peru, 
as did in the past, the reforms inaugurated by President Cardenas of 
Mexico. One cannot but agree with the English Marxist historian 
E. J. Hobsbawm’s assessment who after a visit to Chile wrote: ‘So far 
what it (Allende’s UP government) had done is not qualitatively very 
different from what several other Latin American governments have 
done, are doing, or could well make up their minds to do.’10

Allende might well proclaim that he is a Marxist, a revolutionary; 
others might give him a certificate stating that he is a revolutionary 
champion of socialism. In fact, he is a reformist, a well-intentioned 
reformist, with all the class limitations that inhibit his understanding 
and his actions. The world has seen many neocolonial regimes that for 
a short or long time took their distance from imperialism—Indonesia, 
Ghana—without ever completing the break. Despite their proclaimed 



146 Indian Debates on the International Left

socialist intentions and limited acts in the direction of anti-imperial-
ism, they remained capitalist states (though they made declarations 
about their non-capitalist path) and at some point reverted back to 
domination by imperialism. The reason for imperialist opposition to 
such states, and to Allende in particular, is not so much because of the 
loss due to expropriation or because of the fear of an impending rout 
of capitalism and installation of a socialist worker’s state, but because 
of the expectations aroused in the masses by these reformist leaders’ 
radical rhetoric. In Peru, imperialism accepted the ‘thoroughgoing 
nationalisations’ and yet found a new mode of exploitation by realign-
ing its relations, on a new basis with the Peruvian ‘revolutionaries’. 
The programme of President Cardenas’ government in Mexico in the 
1930s was almost as radical (nationalising, land reform, etc.) as that 
of the Peruvian and Chilean governments of the present day. US oil 
was nationalized, land reforms were enacted and the ancient ejidos 
revitalised, socialist slogans were bandied about and the militancy 
of the people was roused. And yet Mexico quietly fell back on the 
old relationship through the agency of the Partido Revolucionario 
Institucional—the Party of Revolutionary Institution. Two aspects of 
Allende’s policy at home have received greatest oration and publicity 
from a section of the Left. They are the ‘nationalisations’ and the wage 
increases for the industrial workers. The government has imposed a 
50 per cent increase in the minimum wage and a 30 per cent increase 
for most other organised workers. This was hailed as the socialist act 
of a government led by a socialist.

These wage increases are in fact a chimera, a kind of a lollipop 
given to console the workers led by reformist trade union leaders. 
Modern capitalism is not a static, but a dynamic system, and creates 
enough mobility even in the underdeveloped world. By giving in 
to demands for better wages and better working conditions (which 
demands the capitalist recoup through higher prices, added efficiency, 
etc.), the capitalist can and often does reinforce the reformist aspect 
of the labour movement, thus corrupting the proletarian conscious-
ness of the workers.

In Chile, Allende claimed that inflation for 1971 was 20 per cent 
down from the 38 per cent under the previous administration. Other 
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sources put out the current figure at close to 30 per cent. Either way, 
two-thirds or more of the wage increases for most workers have 
already been wiped out by price rises. The entire propaganda of the 
government about raising the living standards of the Chilean workers 
is bound to come to naught. With the best of intentions, the Allende 
government cannot pay for serious improvements in the standard of 
living of the masses. This is because of the inability of the capitalist 
system in an underdeveloped country to revolutionize production.

Regarding the nationalisations, it must be said at the outset that 
piecemeal nationalization abstracted from the general dynamic of 
the unfolding social process does not fundamentally alter the status 
of dependency as long as the political and economic pillars of the 
bourgeois state remain intact. All capitalist countries have employed 
some degree of nationalisation to provide services (railways, posts 
and telegraphs) or to maintain branches of industry that had become 
unprofitable but remained necessary for the functioning of the econ-
omy, such as coal in Britain.

In the developing countries, this has taken a more widespread form 
because of the inability of private capital to provide the transport and 
processing infrastructure needed for the efficient operation of impe-
rialist concerns. The state thus assumes the duties of accumulating 
capital for the benefit of local and foreign corporations. The subordi-
nate character of the nationalised corporations is determined by their 
dependence on the world market (manipulated by the imperialists), the 
existence of a dominant private sector, dependence on imperialist aid, 
absence of a state monopoly of foreign trade and the penetration of the 
economy by direct imperialist investment to one degree or the other.

Despite the expropriations in Chile, the imperialist property, or at 
least the important sectors of it, remain untouched and no decisive 
inroads have been made into domestic capitalist property. The govern-
ment had announced its intention in June 1971 to nationalise some 
250 indigenous concerns but, up till now, only 42 domestic enterprises 
have been expropriated. Neither has a timetable been proposed to take 
over the remaining enterprises. Instead, the government has begun to 
harp on the harmony of interests between the ‘socialist’ regime and 
private enterprise. The 30,000 smaller capitalist enterprises have been 
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told that they will not be touched. Neither is there a state monopoly 
of foreign trade, an elementary protectionist measure to wrest the 
Chilean economy out of the clutches of the capitalist manipulated 
world market.

As in the case of the nationalization of the IPC in Peru, far too 
much has been made of the nationalization of the US-owned copper 
mines in Chile. But making a spectacular gesture does not constitute a 
break with imperialist influence in the economy. In the case of Chile, 
the process of nationalization of copper was started by the pro-American 
government of President Frei several years ago when it forced the 
Anaconda and Kennecott copper companies to sell 51 per cent interest 
in their mines to the Chilean government. It is, therefore, significant 
to note that Allende’s bill in parliament for outright nationalization of 
these two companies was passed unanimously, securing even the votes 
of the far Right-wing National Party of Jorge Alessandri, Allende’s 
principal US-supported opponent in the September 1970 elections. 
There are some other noteworthy features of the nationalisation 
of US-owned copper mines. The book value of the US companies’ 
share of the copper mines amounted to $550 million. The Chilean 
government agreed to pay this but after deducting the ‘excess profits’ 
taken out of the country in the past, which amounted to $774 million. 
Thus, the government wiped out any compensation for the American 
concerns. But soon after, Allende agreed to assume the debts of the 
companies which came to $200 million, i.e., more than the assessed 
value of the properties. Besides, the $550 million book value could have 
been paid off over a long period of time at low interest rates, while the 
companies’ debts are largely loans at high interest.

Thus, while Allende gathers the glory of nationalising US impe-
rialist firms ‘without compensation’, the Chilean people are saddled 
with a huge debt to US creditors. And this was done when Chile’s 
total foreign obligations came to more than $3 billion in principal and 
interest—half of the country’s GNP and when the country’s dollar 
reserves had plunged from $335 million in November 1970 to $100 
million in December 1971.

The nationalisation of copper does not end direct US investment 
in the Chilean economy. So far, oil and pharmaceuticals have not 
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been touched, nor have such firms as General Electric, General Tyre, 
Gillette and RCA. There was an outcry among the Chilean far-Left 
when while negotiating with International Telephone and Telegraph 
Company (US-owned) Allende proposed joint ownership with the 
Chilean government. This expedient has been widely used in many 
developing countries to mask imperialist penetration.

Apart from the course of nationalisation, Allende’s main campaign 
in the economic field has been appeals to workers in the nationalised 
and private industry to increase productivity. This means discipline in 
the factory and speed-up on the production line. But as the MIR pam-
phlet on Economic Reforms titled ‘Para Quien Mas Productividad?’ 
(For Whom Increased Productivity?) said:

It is one thing for a worker’s state to mobilise the working-class 
to sacrifice for the benefit of the society as a whole. It is quite a 
different matter for a ‘caretaker’ government to goad the workers 
to produce more when the state and economy is still in the hands 
of the bourgeoisie.11

Allende’s appeals have led to a steep fall in the number of strikes, espe-
cially in the nationalised sectors. But for how long his repeated promises 
of an improvement in the living standards of the masses are going to 
sustain the confidence of the workers in his government. His ‘socialist’ 
demagogy has raised high hopes and expectations. But as is well known, 
improvement in the living standards of the mass of the people in an 
underdeveloped country can be secured only through the institution of a 
genuine planned economy in all areas of productive life, which presumes 
full control, at the minimum, over investment priorities.

The Chilean bourgeoisie has gone on an ‘investment strike’. Local 
entrepreneurs are refusing to invest their profits in new ventures with 
the express intention of creating difficulties for the government, bring-
ing up an economic crisis leading to the fall of the government. They 
are waiting in the wings for the time when the workers get demoralized 
and disillusioned by the failure of the Allende government’s promises 
to materialize. This they expect will lead to a shift to the right in the 
congressional elections of 1973, leaving Allende to complete his term 
as a powerless figurehead without any real options.
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Oscar Lange correctly pointed out:

An economic system based on private enterprise and private prop-
erty in means of production can work only as long as the security of 
private property…is maintained. The very existence of a government 
bent on introducing socialism is a constant threat to this security. 
Therefore the capitalist economy cannot function under a socialist 
government unless the government is socialist in name only.12

Prophetic words indeed.

In the sphere of foreign policy, Allende has hewed to the same course 
of conciliation with the native and foreign reaction. He has established 
diplomatic relations with Cuba, China, North Korea and a number of 
other socialist countries. But many reactionary bourgeoisie governments 
have done the same. This step was supported in the Congress by the 
Christian Democrats. But all through these two years, Allende has 
refrained from public criticism of dictatorial regimes in Latin America. 
In his message to the Congress on May 21, 1971, he declared: ‘Our 
fundamental aim is to strengthen all the links which will increase our 
continued friendship with the Argentine Republic, eliminating the 
obstacles which stand in the way of realising its objective.’13

He did not say a word about the atrocities perpetrated by the 
Argentine generals on the trade union and revolutionary leaders. Nor 
has he so far mounted even a propaganda campaign against the brutal 
war of aggression in Vietnam.

III

It would now be worthwhile to examine briefly the theoretical postu-
lates of Allende on which he bases his political programme of transi-
tion from capitalism to socialism in Chile, in a postscript to Regis 
Debray’s book The Chilean Revolution—Conversation with Allende, 
the Socialist–Marxist leader writes:

The electoral triumph of the popular forces of my country has 
transformed into historical reality what up till now has been only 
stated as a theoretical possibility by classic Marxist thinkers. On 
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the crowning day in September 1970, Chile showed the world that 
the popular forces, when acting in a true spirit of struggle, admit 
no barriers and that under the right conditions, the people using 
the legal and institutional arms created by the bourgeoisie, can 
seize the reins of government by electoral means to undertake the 
construction of socialism.14

Firstly, who are those ‘classic Marxists thinkers’ Allende is referring 
to who spoke of the theoretical possibility of toppling the bourgeoisie 
state through elections and of the proletariat taking over for its own 
ends the existing bourgeoisie state with its apparatus intact? The 
classical Marxist thinkers on the contrary have emphasized three 
important criteria for a popular revolution; participation of the people 
in the revolutionary process to the end; arming of the people as they 
join the struggle and the complete smash-up of the machinery of the 
state. Marx and Engels saw this when they analysed the failure of 
Paris commune and Lenin stressed it in his ‘State and Revolution’. 
He wrote: ‘One thing was essentially proved by the commune, viz, 
that the working-class cannot simply lay hold of the readymade state 
machinery and wield it for its own purposes.’15

And again: ‘Working-class must break up, smash the readymade 
state machinery and not confine itself merely to laying hold of it.’16

In the same work, Lenin quoted Marx’s letter to Kugelmann in 
which Marx wrote:

If you look up the last chapter of my Eighteenth Brumaire you 
will find that the next attempt of the French Revolution will be no 
longer, as before, to transfer the bureaucratic-military machine from 
one hand to another, but to smash it and this is the precondition 
for every real people’s revolution.17

So much for Allende’s invoking of the ‘classic Marxist thinkers’. But 
perhaps he has the new breed of Russian, ‘classical thinkers’ in mind 
who have pinned up the three-tier theory of peaceful coexistence, 
peaceful competition and peaceful transition to socialism.

Allende in his innocence or stupidity studiously ignores the highly 
developed military and state bureaucracy in present-day Chile, where 
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the standing armed forces number more than 60,000 and whose 
officer class is more or less wholly trained in the United States. And 
this is not to mention the Carabineros or the national police, the old 
civil service bureaucracy whom Allende is pledged not to touch, the 
courts, the bourgeoisie majority in parliament, the continued private 
ownership of major industries and the capitalist control of the mass 
media like newspapers, radio, TV, etc. These bastions of bourgeoisie 
rule remain unmolested.

Furthermore, it is forgotten that the US imperialists are prepared 
in the last resort to intervene militarily against any mass revolutionary 
process that threatens to pass beyond the capitalist reform orbit, as they 
did in Santo Domingo. The real touchstone of the performance of the 
UP government in Chile is whether or not it has politically and organi-
sationally prepared the masses (as was done in Cuba) for the inevitable 
confrontation. It must never be forgotten that for capitalists what mat-
ters most is the preservation of the system itself. Within the system, all 
sorts of concessions can be made, if necessary, and the hope can always 
be entertained that later on when conditions change the concessions 
can be withdrawn. The one thing that has to be fought is the change of 
the system itself. Allende has won some concessions for the people but, 
within the system, he has not taken, nor does it appear that he has any 
intention of taking, any measures that might be construed as a challenge 
to the system itself.

Opportunist Policy

In regard to the army, particularly its corps of officers, the defenders of 
bourgeoisie privileges, Allende has refrained from public criticism of 
them. He has increased their pay and urged the workers to consider them 
as ‘defenders of democracy’ and ‘upholders of democratic institutions’, 
rather than create their own armed organisations. His attitude towards 
the army and police has been the most crassly opportunistic aspect of 
Allende’s policy. These are the armed bodies of men on which, in the 
last resort, all ruling classes depend for their survival. During a genuine 
revolutionary process (not like the one taking place in Chile), large sec-
tions of the ranks or the army can be won over to the masses, but this is 
rarely true of the police and has never been the case with regard to the 
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officer corps of either body. But Allende put his faith in these instru-
ments of suppression of the people when he proclaimed:

I have absolute faith in the loyalty of the armed forces. Our forces 
are professional forces at the service of the state, of the people.18

In his message to the congress, Allende’s naivety crossed all limits. He said,

The Chilean armed forces and the Carabineros, faithful to their 
duty and their tradition of non-intervention in the political process, 
would support a social organisation which corresponds to the will 
of the people as expressed in the established constitution.19

The defenders of the Constitution indeed!

In the same message, Allende gave an inkling of how he would deal 
with the threat of violence directed against his government and his 
‘Chilean road to socialism’.

The determined attitude of the Government and the revolutionary 
energy of the people, the democratic responses of the armed forces 
and the Carabineros will see that Chile advances along the road 
to emancipation.

This is indeed an example of ‘classical Marxist’ thinking, Chilean style. 
If the exploiting classes decide to seriously dispute Allende’s tenure, 
the army and the Carabineros would be counted on to act, but most 
certainly not on the side of ‘emancipation’.

Workers’ Efforts Thwarted

In contrast to the public trust he has placed in the military and the 
police—raised, trained and organised by the bourgeoisie—Allende 
has taken a different attitude towards workers’ efforts to prepare for 
self-defence. He accepted office on terms dictated by his political 
opponents, the Christian democrats. To win the votes of the Christian 
democrats in the context in the Congress that confirmed his election 
as the president, Allende agreed to a series of constitutional amend-
ments, severely restricting the powers of the presidency. These include 
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a prohibition of all ‘private’ armed groups. His political mentors, the 
Moscow-leaning communists, went a step further in ‘proving’ the politi-
cal wisdom of such a step. Luis Corvalan, the Secretary of the Chilean 
CP, went on record to state that it would be dangerous to arm the masses 
as that would be equivalent to showing distrust in the army.20

In their ‘Peaceful Transition to Socialism’ in Monthly Review, Paul 
Sweezy and Harry Magdoff expose this canard about the ‘democratic 
responses’ of the Chilean army with a wealth of data and argument. 
According to them, Chile has a professional army of 46,000 members 
and a police force (Carabineros) of 24,000. On this basis, Chile ranks 
second to Cuba among Latin American countries in terms of military 
personnel as a percentage of total population. This is when, unlike Cuba, 
Chile has not been seriously threatened by foreign invasion for many 
years. Chile ranks second only to Brazil in terms of military grants and 
delivery of surplus stocks from the United States. In per capita terms, 
Chile ranked first as a recipient of US military aid ($15.88) and Peru 
second ($11.17) with Argentina accounting for only $3.83. Chile has 
also appeared as one of the principal beneficiaries of US programmes of 
military training. Between 1960 and 1965, 2,064 Chilean soldiers were 
trained in the United States and 549 outside the United States. In con-
clusion, Sweezy and Magdoff make the following comment:

Summing up we can say that Chilean military has on several occa-
sions intervened decisively in the political life of the country…. In the 
most favourable case (from the bourgeoisie point of view) the mere 
existence of the military would act as a sufficient brake on the Left, 
but if worse should come to worst, it would always be possible for 
the military to intervene openly as it has done on previous occasions 
in Chilean history. There can thus be little doubt about the reality of 
threat of intervention by Chilean armed forces. So little doubt indeed, 
that the most relevant question may well be not whether it is likely 
to occur but rather why it hasn’t already occurred.21

Probably, Fidel Castro had this in mind when he told the Chilean 
students during his recent visit:

The reactionaries and oligarchs here [in Chile] are much better 
prepared than they were in Cuba. They are much better organ-
ised and better armed to resist changes. Washington today feels 
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confident enough in the strength of Chilean reaction and their 
confidence is based on the weakness of the very revolutionary 
process, on the weakness of the ideological battle, on the weakness 
of the mass struggle.22

As regards the old bureaucracy entrenched in the Chilean government 
machinery, Allende pledged to the Christian democrats (in exchange 
for their vote that brought him to the presidency) not to remove any 
of their appointees from the civil service apparatus. This means that 
one section of the government, supposedly under the UP government, 
is in reality in the hands of the reactionary bureaucrats determined to 
sabotage even the limited reforms that have been legislated.

Masses Not Mobilized

It is this naive faith in the army and dependence on the old, corrupt 
bureaucracy that colours the UP government’s attitude towards the 
question of mobilising the masses and preparing them politically for 
the coming struggle for power. Thus far, we have touched upon the 
economics and legislative aspect of Allende’s programme and practice. 
These do not fundamentally challenge capitalist property relations. 
But does Allende have a non-parliamentary side to his programme of 
action for the ‘construction of a socialist society in Chile’? Are he and 
the coalition of the UP parties mobilising the masses and preparing 
them politically for the coming struggle for power?

The UP leaders attack the so-called Chilean ‘extreme Left’, particu-
larly the MIR, for their ‘ultra-radical’ stance in order to justify their 
course of ‘no confrontation’ and even of class collaboration. The MIR 
has rightly accused the UP leaders of ‘dissipating the combativity of 
the masses in purely electoral schemes’.23 It has accused Allende of 
‘blocking the road of mobilising and arming the working-class and the 
oppressed in defence of their interest’.24 The line of the UP leadership 
has been to discourage independent mobilisation of the masses at every 
turn so as not to antagonise ‘public opinion’. The idea of mobilis-
ing the masses is to bring them to the mass meetings (a la CPM in 
Calcutta) and listen to ‘pronunciamientos revolucionarios’ of Allende 
and UP leaders. The local committees of the UP formed during the 
election period, instead of being developed as organs of workers’ and 
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peasants’ power have been discouraged from taking any independent 
initiative and they are in the process of decay and dissolution. The 
attitude of the Allende government is typical of a reformist government 
so far as independent actions of the people are concerned. The best 
example of this is the case of the Mapuche people of the South. The 
Mapuche peasant committees for land, organized on local initiative, 
occupied over 300 landed estates and started partitioning them. Rather 
than encouraging independent peasant mobilisation and using it to 
raise the consciousness of the oppressed Mapuche people, the Allende 
government sent in the hated Carabineros to forcibly evict the peasant 
squatters. Allende accused the MIR for this ‘illegal’ action and in a 
message to the Congress stated:

The occupation of land by squatters, the indiscriminate occupa-
tion of agricultural terrains are unnecessary and harmful. Belief in 
the government is warranted by what we have done and by other 
attitudes, For this reason, the plans made by the government and 
the time fixed for their execution must be respected.25

How much belief may be put in the government’s promises can be seen 
from the fact that since Allende’s message to the Congress a moratorium 
has been declared on official land expropriation for a year on the excuse 
that it is necessary to restore production on the lands already taken over 
in due process of law after paying compensation to the latifundists.

The government has also indulged in open violence against the 
aroused peasants. One peasant leader, Senor Moises Huentelaf, was 
murdered by armed latifunclists in a clash in Chesque ranch near 
Valdivia on October 19, 1971. According to a write-up in El Rebelde, the 
pro-MIR paper, ‘The police and landlords fully co-operated with each 
other in order to violently suppress the peasants of Chesque ranch and in 
the clash their leader and our Gipanero Moises Huentelaf was killed.’26

Useful Camouflage

Among the industrial proletariat, the performance of the UP is no 
better. According to James Petras, an American Leftist scholar, the 
factory committees organized under UP patronage exist only at a 



Peaceful Transition to Socialism  157

few places. The purpose of the committees that have been set up 
is not workers’ control over production and planning, but merely 
participation with the management in plant administration.27 Thus, 
the emphasis of the government is on legislative measures and not on 
political action through mass mobilisation. The masses are expected 
to participate in the political process, not as actors, but only as voters. 
It seems to be forgotten that the Chilean bourgeoisie with its foreign 
backers and its long-nurtured (by USA mainly) machine is still power-
ful and is not going to give up its power, wealth and privileges without 
a desperate struggle. It is also being overlooked that there can be no 
socialism in Chile until the bourgeoisie has been decisively crushed, 
and for this a militant mass mobilisation is the only guarantee, a step 
which the reformist leadership is too afraid to take.

It would also be worthwhile to examine, albeit briefly, the nature 
and composition of the ‘progressive’ and ‘socialist’ coalition headed 
by Allende. As has been stated before, the UP is not a coalition of 
working-class parties. Apart from the reformist socialist and com-
munist parties, it has within it the bourgeoisie radical party, the 
MPU, the PSD and the API, the last three being splinter groups of 
bourgeois parties of the traditional Right and centre in Chile. The 
bourgeois partners in the coalition did not and will not endorse any 
genuine socialist measures, committed as they are officially not to 
socialism but to a vague formula of a ‘transformation of the tradi-
tional structures of dependent capitalism in favour of characteristics 
and forms which the Chilean people wish to impose’, whatever this 
may mean. And as far as the reformist socialist and communist par-
ties are concerned, they provide a useful Left cover to the rule of the 
bourgeoisie in Chile.

Popular frontism or, for that matter, United Frontism, is nothing 
new in Chile. A popular front government was elected to office in 
1938 with the Radical Party leader, Pedro Aguirre Cerda, as president. 
Allende himself served as the health minister in this government. The 
Moscow-leaning communists were also admitted, though without a 
seat in the cabinet. The character of this coalition can be judged from 
the fact that it was endorsed by the leader of Chilean Nazi party, 
Gonzales von Marees.28
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The Aguirre government was followed by a series of UP type gov-
ernments with socialist or communist participation that moved further 
and further to the Right. In the 1942 elections, both the communist 
and the socialist parties supported the ‘more progressive’ and anti-
communist candidate of the Radical Party, Senor Juan Antonio Rios. 
Soon after, Rios attacked the communists and invited the socialists 
to join the cabinet in order to help him out of the situation caused 
by the post-war strike wave. In 1946, the communist party joined a 
coalition government under another ‘progressive’, Gonzales Videla, of 
the Radical Party, which included the far Right-wing Liberal Party. 
This representative of the ‘progressive bourgeoisie’ promptly outlawed 
the communist party and threw hundreds of its leaders into prison. 
At the same time, he invited the Socialist Party leaders to join his 
cabinet. The socialists, in violation of the most elementary principles 
of class solidarity, accepted the offer. As was expected, these betrayals 
by the traditional working-class leaderships resulted in demoralisa-
tion and confusion among the people which led to a sharp electoral 
shift to the right in the 1952 elections. The net product of the class-
collaborationist policies of the traditional Left was the disruption of 
the trade union and peasant movements as well as a decline in the 
strength of CP and SP. It took nearly 20 years for these reformist 
communist and socialist parties to build up enough strength to try the 
whole thing all over again.

Erroneous Understanding

The tragedy of the Chilean Left, as well as of the Left in Latin 
America, springs from its erroneous understanding of the economic 
and social processes under way in Latin America and its insupportable 
strategy based on a differentiation between the so-called monopoly 
bourgeoisie and the ‘progressive’ bourgeoisie, an understanding so 
contemptuously ridiculed by Che Guevara. It is not for the first time 
that the reformist traditional Left of Chile has come to governmental 
power via united fronts. But it has ruled to maintain the bourgeoisie 
state and the capitalist system, only providing it a Leftist cover. The 
present UP is, of course, different in some respects to the previous 
ones, but it is essentially the same reformist, class collaborationist 
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coalition blocking the road to revolution in Chile. The pro-Moscow 
CP has long tried to palm off this policy of class collaboration as the 
application of Lenin’s united front’s tactics.

Nothing could be farther from the truth. Lenin’s idea of a united 
front consisted in bringing together in common action all of the 
working-class parties in opposition to the bourgeoisie and not a section 
of it. It was to be organised around specific issues and all the con-
stituents were to maintain their organisational independence and the 
right to criticise other tendencies involved. It specifically rejected any 
coalition with bourgeois parties to administer state power. Stalin’s idea 
of the united front, however, was quite different. It was proclaimed 
at the 7th World Congress of the Communist International in 1935, 
along with the doctrine of collective security. The communist parties 
were instructed to proclaim their political support for any wing of the 
ruling class willing to do business with Stalin. In the mid-thirties, this 
led to the extolling of the virtues of French and British democracy by 
the CPs. After the Hitler–Stalin Pact, it meant the abandonment of 
struggle against fascism around the world. In the end, none of Stalin’s 
allies, ‘democratic’ or fascist, proved of any use in preventing war or, 
later, defending the Soviet Union which had to bear the main brunt 
of the war with Nazi Germany. After Hitler’s attack on the Soviet 
Union in 1941, United Frontism was revived once again. Since then, 
its main interest for the Russian leadership had been to secure amiable 
diplomatic and trading partners in the capitalist world. This has led 
to an unmitigated disaster for the working class. The CPI’s United 
Frontism with the Congress of the ‘progressive bourgeoisie’ is one 
case in point.

The victory of the ‘Left’ Popular Front in the Chilean elections 
without doubt indicates a deep social crisis and radicalization of the 
masses. Such a regime is almost always a precursor to revolution or 
counter-revolution. The bourgeoisie is afraid that radicalised people, 
taking the demagogic promises of the United Front as good coin, 
might take things into their own hands and begin to implement social-
ist expropriations on their own, as the Mapuche peasants of the South 
did. It never, therefore, trusts its ‘proletarian allies’ and from the begin-
ning of such a collaborationist regime prepares its reserves—whether it 
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means a military coup, a fascist movement or simply a sabotage of the 
United Front regime. The lessons of the overthrow of the ‘progressive’ 
Goulart regime in Brazil by a military coup seem to have been forgot-
ten. The election of the UP government in Chile has been marked by 
the opening of such a crisis in Chile and it is the duty of the genuine 
Leftist forces to meet the crisis if it is not to end in a terrible defeat 
for the Chilean masses, like in Brazil.

The situation in Chile is, therefore, full of question marks. What 
is missing is a mass revolutionary socialist party capable of leading the 
masses into revolutionary action and resolving the crisis in their favour. 
The revolutionary Left consisting of the Left-wing of the socialist 
party, the Revolutionary Communist Party (pro-Peking) and the larg-
est of the three MIR taken together constitutes a small force yet. With 
the assumption of office by Allende, the electoral path has reached its 
final culmination, and looking at its two years’ record, a dead end. If 
Allende moves towards a more radical stance (which seems unlikely), 
there will be a definite shift to the violent path including the danger 
of intervention by the military. If he moves further on the road to 
compromise with the bourgeoisie (which is more likely), then it will 
have been proved once again that socialism cannot be won peacefully.
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