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CHAPTER 11

Responses to  
Chilean Coup*

There has been a worldwide reaction to the military coup in Chile. 
From Indira Gandhi to Fidel Castro, from traditional communists 
to the new Leftists, from heads of state to the man in the street, the 
reaction has been sharp and unmistakable. There has been a plethora 
of press statements, angry speeches, routine articles and some orderly 
street demonstrations, condemning the coup, the Chilean military 
junta, the American imperialists, the ITT and the ‘Chilean right 
reaction spearheaded by the fascist organisation, Patria y Libertad’. 
There has indeed been a remarkable unity in condemnation of the 
coup among the various tendencies of the left centre and the Left.

But when it comes to the question of the lessons of the Chilean 
coup, this fragile unity breaks down and the different categories fall 
apart. The various groups draw different lessons or evade the question, 
depending upon their ideological upbringing, their political training, 
the centre of inspiration they draw their strength (or weakness) from 
or the class or classes they represent or serve. From the bourgeois-
centrist leaders of the Third-World countries, there has been a 
pseudo-reaction to the Chilean tragedy—pep talk about the ‘rape of 

* Lajpat Rai, ‘Responses to Chilean Coup’, Economic & Political Weekly 8, 
no. 49 (1973), 2169–2171.
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democracy’ warning about US intervention through the dreaded CIA 
and the multinational corporations followed by craven invitations to 
these very financial giants to come and invest in their countries.

I

The traditional communists have reacted to the event in their time-
honoured way—their reactions being the last word in evasion and 
equivocation. The entire Soviet press and the Soviet-oriented press 
in India and elsewhere are full of such reactions. Writing in the 
Moscow weekly, New Times, V. Teitelboim, a member of the Central 
Committee of the Chilean Communist Party draws the following 
lesson from the Chilean experience:

The Chilean experience shows that the unity of the left is not only 
indispensable but that it must be closer and broader. It proves that 
our strategy is correct (sic), although it calls imperatively for certain 
changes in tactics. Above all it reminds us of the need to watch the 
enemy more closely.1

As self-righteous as ever, all that the Moscow-leaning communists 
can learn from the Chilean experience is that their strategy was cor-
rect and what was lacking in Chile was a closer and broader left unity 
and the ‘need to watch the enemy more closely’. By closer and broader 
Left unity, the communists mean the imperative necessity of uniting 
with all the parties of the national bourgeoisie including the dominant 
wing of the Christian democrats led by Eduardo Frei. This exercise in 
ambiguity and evasion fills the space in the New Times till it reaches 
its acme while answering the unavoidable question: Can there be a 
peaceful road to socialism? It states:

Before answering the question, it is important to define what is 
meant by the ‘peaceful road’. We hold that there is no absolutely 
peaceful way to socialism, for some sort of coercion is inevitable in 
the revolution process. But we put the question differently. We say 
that everything should be done to prevent revolutionary coercion 
from assuming the form of civil war and this clearly sets a limit to 
such coercion.2
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Thus, the Chilean communists are for a peaceful way, but not for an 
absolutely [peaceful] way. They are for limited revolutionary coercion 
but not for a civil war into which this coercion might degenerate. As 
to how the Chilean communists propose to fight against US subver-
sion in the light of the experience of the recent coup, here is another 
gem of revolutionary wisdom from V. Teitelboim: ‘And so, while 
standing formally for international detente and peace we are striving 
to limit the possibility of imperialist interference in the internal affairs 
of other nation’.3

Even in this dark hour when the Chilean people have been made 
to taste the first fruits of international detente, this communist-worthy 
does not forget the global interests of the Soviet bureaucracy. He 
pledges the word of his party to ‘mobilize the people’ in order to limit 
the possibility of imperialist interference in the affairs of other nations 
but not to eliminate this possibility lest it might injure the interests of 
‘international detente and peace’.

Yet another example of communist equivocation and refusal to 
learn from the Chilean coup is an article in the same journal written 
by J. Cobo in defence of the Unidad Popular government’s attitude to 
the Chilean military and President Allende’s handling of the military 
brass. Cobo writes: 

The social prestige of the Chilean military rose tangibly in the years 
of Popular Unity administration. Representatives of the armed 
forces were guests of honour ‘at all major ceremonies and recep-
tions. They were sent abroad both at the head of military missions 
and certain delegations…. Substantial changes also took place in 
the material position of the officers and men. Since January 1, 1971, 
the armed forces had ceased to experience the material hardship 
they suffered in the past. Their pay was increased by an average of 
40 per cent…’ President Allende, therefore, had every reason to 
speak of the army’s devotion to its duty under the constitution and 
this was corroborated by the army command.4

Allende, says Cobo, did all this to ‘win over the army’ and ‘to secure 
its support for pushing further the revolutionary legislation’. But the 
ungrateful army brass had its own plans and it struck against its own 
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benefactor. What a specimen of ‘Marxist’ analysis! The Communist 
analyst, however, does not mention that Allende not only inducted 
the military chiefs into his government but also provided the senior 
officers with lucrative and influential positions in the civil administra-
tion. Not only this but he also quietly removed or shifted over to less 
important posts Leftists officers and civilians who had failed to win 
the approval of the military chiefs.

Indeed the ‘Marxist’ coalition’s concern for the ‘non-political’ and 
‘neutral’ armed forces went so far as to permitting the continuation 
of the system of close collaboration between them and the Pentagon. 
Chilean army officers continued to be trained in Panama while US 
military aid continued to flow despite all the rhetoric about ‘US penetra-
tion, subversion and sabotage of the economy’. In October 1972, Latin 
America saw the unique spectacle of joint Chilean–US naval manoeu-
vres off the coast of Chile, and a ‘Marxist’ president sending a message 
of congratulations on the successful outcome of the joint manoeuvres.

According to J. Cobo, this policy of collaboration with the United 
States was supposed to ‘neutralise the diehards in Washington and in 
the Chilean armed forces’. And yet, at another place, the Communist-
worthy states, ‘The coup took place because the officers, who lived 
as an exclusive caste, were influenced by contacts with the Pentagon 
with which the Chilean “armed forces were bound by a number of 
agreements.”’5 It is really difficult to understand the logic of this breed 
of Communists. The coup took place because the Chilean military 
officers were influenced by contacts with Pentagon. But who permit-
ted these contacts to be maintained and further strengthened through 
training courses in Panama and joint naval manoeuvres? What efforts 
were made to block these contacts by the Unidad Popular government 
in which the Communist Party had a decisive say?

Writing in the Left-wing American monthly, Ramparts, Betty 
Petras and James Petras who had spent several weeks in Chile just 
before the September coup, make the following comments:

Purges in the ranks of the armed forces and the forcible resigna-
tion of the loyalist officers prepared the ground for the coup, and 
Allende accepted it all in the name of compromise, security and 
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reconciliation… Allende managed in the end to include all the noto-
rious anti-government military chiefs in his cabinet—in the hope of 
preventing the coup. He was attempting to conciliate the very people 
who were to put the gun to his head in a very few days.6

They also state that

Many enlisted soldiers as well as ‘a section of officers drawn from 
the popular masses were against the coup…. Yet the government 
worked instead with the top brass, men of the right, without 
making any efforts to link the workers with the ordinary soldiers…. 
Indeed, during the early part of 1973, the generals were still divided 
between loyalist (40 per cent for Allende) and putschists (about 60 
per cent) allied with the right. By the end of August, however, the 
putschists clearly gained the upper hand following the resignation 
of three loyalists (Prats, Pickering and Sepulveda) thus further 
homogenising the leadership of the Army General Staff in prepa-
ration for the coup….7

Another Latin American writer, Jose Yglesia, a personal friend of 
Allende, has written about the Chilean President’s ‘pitiable efforts’ to 
win over the Chilean military:

He really believed that everyone could be woo[ed] over. This was 
a deeply felt policy with him, not a political manoeuvre as it was 
with the Communists. An unhappy Socialist told me: ‘Allende 
never appears at a meeting without some general with him…. At 
the Gabriela Mistral Building I heard, while waiting for a friend, 
applause from a second-floor meeting room. I stepped in to have a 
look and there was Allende addressing a conference of mothers…. 
In his entourage sat a general, at polite attention as Allende talked 
about socialism and women’s rights. The general set his cap on his 
knees and kept his hands on either side of it while everyone else 
‘applauded the President’.8

That general was no other than Pinochet, the head of the fascist 
military junta which overthrew the Unidad Popular government and 
whose men killed the trusting old Salvador Allende in cold blood in 
the Presidential Palace.
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II

A significant reaction to the Chilean coup has come from Fidel Castro. 
In his speech on September 28, 1973, which is not bereft of ambigui-
ties and equivocations, Castro draws the right lesson from the military 
coup, namely that ‘there is no “alternative other than revolutionary 
armed struggle.”’ After paying his tribute to Allende, Castro goes on to 
analyse the events leading up to the ‘fascist coup’ of September 1973. 
This ‘analysis’, however, does not contain a single word of criticism of 
the Popular Unity government or of the traditional communists—the 
votaries of peaceful transition—or of the Socialist Party which headed 
the coalition. It rather seeks to justify the Allende government’s 
actions, motives and plans, and contains strong words of condemnation 
for ‘American imperialism’ and the ‘Chilean Armed Forces’. About the 
Chilean military, Castro makes the following observations:

The Armed Forces completely exposed themselves. The nature 
of their ‘apolitical-ism’ and their ‘institutionalism’ became clear. 
Their positions were maintained as long as the interests of the 
ruling classes were not threatened. But when their interests were 
threatened they dropped their alleged ‘apoliticalism’ and ‘insti-
tutionalism’ and lined up with the reactionaries and exploiters 
against the people.9

But this is exactly what government-led ‘Marxists’ should have 
expected and anticipated. And who were the people who put the 
stamp of apoliticalism or institutionalism on the Chilean army? Who 
were those who ‘raised the social prestige’ of the Chilean military and 
who spoke of the ‘Army’s devotion to its duty under the constitution?’ 
Castro’s analysis does not contain a single word of criticism of those 
who sowed dangerous illusions about the role of the military, who 
appointed fascist generals to positions of governmental power, who 
fooled the masses by repeatedly ‘asserting that the “might of the Chilean 
Armed Forces was behind the people”, who proclaimed that Chile 
could build socialism by taking the peaceful parliamentary road within 
the framework of its bourgeois constitution and institutions’. Instead, 
Castro uttered the following banality: ‘The fascist coup has sealed the 
fate of the Chilean Armed Forces…. A deep and insurmountable gap 
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divides the best of Chilean people from the Chilean Armed Forces. 
That gap is made by the sea of blood of workers, farmers, students….’10 
But the ‘deep and insurmountable’ gap had always divided the people 
of Chile from the American trained

and equipped army of a bourgeois state structure; the coup only 
demonstrated that gap in a cruel way to those political charlatans 
who talked of the Armed Forces’ ‘neutrality’ and ‘sense of duty’ 
or those who wanted to ‘win over’ the military through political 
manoeuvres.

But despite this verbiage, Castro did not refrain from drawing the 
correct lesson from the Chilean coup when he stated: ‘We were right 
in our premonition in giving the President that rifle…. And if every 
worker and every farmer had a rifle like that in his hands, there would 
not have been any fascist croup…’11 At another point in his speech, 
Castro affirmed: ‘The Chilean example teaches us the lesson that it 
is impossible to make the revolution with the people alone: arms are 
also necessary…. The Chilean revolutionists know that there is no 
alternative other than revolutionary armed struggle.’12

Castro, however, did not make clear as to who these ‘Chilean 
revolutionists’ were. Judging from their reactions to the coup, surely 
the revolutionists are not his friends, the Moscow-lining Communists, 
who are still speaking of ‘la via pacifica’ or ‘la via constitutional’ ‘and 
will continue to do so so long as there is no change in the Soviet 
leaders’ line of peaceful transition. Here, it is significant to note that 
Castro had no word of criticism for these detractors from the armed 
struggle strategy for Latin America, nor was he as sharp and clear as 
he used to be before 1968.

Speaking at the Cultural Congress in Havana in January 1968, 
Castro said:

If we wish to express our way of thinking, that of our party and of 
our people, let no one harbour any illusion that seizing power by 
peaceful means in any country in Latin America is possible. Anyone 
who tries to sell such an idea to the masses will be deceiving them 
completely.13
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And yet when Chile’s Socialists and Communists sold this very 
idea to the Chilean people, Castro kept discreetly quiet, even going 
to the extent of describing the situation in Chile under Allende’s 
administration as a ‘great revolutionary process’. But despite these 
lacunae in his September 28 speech, Castro’s return to his former 
political positions adopted at the OLAS Conference and his public 
rejection of the ‘peaceful way’ will be welcomed by revolutionaries all 
over Latin America.

III

Yet another significant response to the Chilean coup has come from 
the leadership of Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria (MIR), the 
so-called extreme Left of Chile. An ‘Appeal to the Chilean People’ by 
the General Secretary of MIR, Miguel Enriquez, has been smuggled 
out of Chile and published in several papers. According to MIR, ‘a 
battle has been lost, not the war.’ Fascism has imposed itself in Chile 
with the support of US imperialism and its sub-imperialism in Brazil. 
A regime which draws its inspiration from Nazi Germany rules Chile 
today. The Appeal clearly states:

It was neither socialism, nor the proletarian revolution, nor the 
workers which failed in Chile. In Chile what collapsed so tragically 
was a reformist project based on the illusion that one can achieve 
socialism by counting the possibility of the ruling class working 
within the framework laid down by the bourgeoisie.14

MIR had warned before the coup too against putting too much faith 
in the ‘reformist project’. In a document published in 1972 under the 
title ‘The Masses Rise above the Weaknesses and Errors of the Left’, 
it had pointed out that with the election of Allende, ‘a government 
supported by powerful workers’ parties had managed to control a 
part—a fraction—of the state apparatus of the bourgeoisie; the execu-
tive branch’. The document also warned that the working class could 
not maintain the existing balance of power with the bourgeoisie, nor 
could it wait until the latter went on the offensive in order to recover 
the fraction of power it had lost. The working classes must increase 
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their own strength through an active and militant mobilisation of the 
masses. They must keep

hitting away at the bourgeoisie, weakening its bases of economic 
power and destroying its state apparatus. In other words, the 
elevation of popular unity to governmental status historically 
obliges the working class and their political parties to plan on a 
conquest of revolutionary power by workers and peasants within 
a short space of time.15

It called upon the Popular Unity coalition not to put faith entirely 
in ‘reforms and measures through bureaucratic and administrative 
channels’ but to seek strength in the mobilization and active partici-
pation of the masses. Warning the government against ‘yielding to 
the bourgeoisie pressures’ or ‘showing respect to bourgeoisie legality’ 
or ‘curbing the militancy of the masses’, the MIR document said: 
‘Such concessions to pressures from the right have not appeased the 
bourgeoisie. They will only encourage the ruling classes to be even 
more aggressive in their offensive to recover the fragment of power 
they have lost.’16

MIR stated that the class struggle in Chile was exceeding the limits 
of legalistic and bureaucratic policy which was reflected in the seizures 
of lands by the peasants and of factories by the workers. It criticised 
the Popular Unity government for its ‘defensive policy and the legal-
istic and bureaucratic constraints it was imposing on the people’. The 
MIR document also warned the government against ‘hobnobbing with 
the military’ and ‘pandering to its demands’ which were only a ‘cover 
to corner the Popular Unity government’ and make it yield before 
the bourgeoisie pressures. The document ended with the following 
prophetic statement: 

What the Unidad Popular has failed to do in its one and half 
years in government is precisely to mobilise the masses and deal 
blows to the institutions and the apparatus of the state, a failure 
that could be fatal, since the dynamic of the class struggle means 
only two outcomes of the Chilean political process: fascism or 
socialism.17
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Since socialism could not be built via the peaceful constitutional road, 
since people were hoodwinked into accepting that a new era could be 
ushered in within the existing bourgeois framework without a bitter 
class struggle, since the leadership of the Unidad Popular continued 
to display its pitiable faith in the ‘neutrality’ and ‘institutionalism’ of 
the US-trained and equipped Chilean army, what the people got was 
naked fascism instead of the premised socialism. In this sense, the 
communist–socialist leadership led the people of Chile backwards 
instead of forwards. Groaning under the jackboots of the fascist 
military junta and suffering persecution and executions on a mass 
scale, the people of Chile find little consolation in the fact that some 
leaders and heads of state have issued statements or made speeches 
condemning the Chilean coup-makers and the US imperialists.

Such a typical statement was that made by Fidel Castro in his 
September 28 speech:

Imperialism tried to corrupt the Chilean people. The monopolies 
tried to corrupt the workers—Imperialism was always plotting 
against the Popular Unity government. The CIA was active 
throughout the years of the Popular Unity regime… While 
preventing Chile from obtaining any loan in the economic field 
the Pentagon maintained magnificent relations with the Chilean 
armed forces…

But one may ask Fidel Castro and others: What did you expect 
from US imperialism? What did you expect from the Pentagon and 
the CIA? Was it the first time that US imperialism had intervened 
to subvert a democratically elected government in Latin America? 
How did the Pentagon maintain ‘magnificent relations’ with the 
Chilean armed forces when a ‘Marxist’ government was in power 
and a ‘Marxist’ president was the commander-in-chief of the armed 
forces. Paraphrasing Che Guevara, one might end up by saying: The 
crimes of US imperialism are enormous and cover the whole world. 
We already know all that. But the guilt also applies to those who with 
their mistaken revisionist policies led the people of Chile into a trap 
laid by their enemies, thereby putting the clock back for that vibrant 
and emerging people.
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