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It is hard to tell what the purpose or audience
is for this book. It is said that there are a thousand
books on the events leading up to and surround-
ing the September 11, 1973 coup in Chile, one for
every day that Salvador Allende was in office.
Kristian Gustafson, a former Canadian army offi-
cer and now a lecturer at Brunel University's Cen-
tre for Intelligence and Security Studies in Eng-
land, points to the best of this literature in a brief
historiographic overview at the beginning of the
book. Particularly notable are Peter Kornbluh's
The Pinochet File (2003), Jonathan Haslam's The
Nixon Administration and the Death of Allende's
Chile (2005), and John Dinges's The Condor Years
(2004). This book is a minor contribution to a
crowded and well-studied field.

Gustafson challenges interpretations that the
U.S. government played a key role in the over-
throw of Allende's leftist government. This is not
as innovative or heretical an argument as it may
appear to some on the surface. In what I call an
academic/activist divide, solidarity activists often
denounce the U.S. government's role while aca-
demics tend to look at more factors in explaining

the coup. In fact, only emphasizing U.S. govern-
ment actions tends to disempower Latin Ameri-
cans, ironically the reverse of what solidarity ac-
tivists purport to do. Even Chile's nationalistic of-
ficer corps, as Gustafson notes, find the emphasis
on the U.S. to be insulting to their own agency (p.
204). Instead, approaching the coup from the per-
spective of what was happening in Chile allows us
to understand deep class conflicts in that society.
Wealthy conservative Chilean elites would have
opposed Allende's socialist reforms whether the
United States existed or not. From this perspec-
tive, the U.S. government was not a hegemonic
force but rather one controlled by elites who
sought to build class alliances in other countries
to benefit their imperial agenda. Recognizing
these class conflicts in Chile leads to a more nu-
anced interpretation of the coup than simply
blaming U.S. imperialism.

But Gustafson is not interested in this line of
thought. His focus remains firmly planted on de-
bates within the U.S. security apparatus and not
on developments in Chile that led to a highly po-
larized situation. Instead, in a rather backhanded



way, Gustafson seems to argue that the U.S. gov-
ernment should have been more engaged in de-
termining the course of events in Chile. Studies
stretching back to the early 1970s reveal just how
little understanding the Nixon administration had
of events in Chile. Gustafson includes Kissinger's
famous quip that Chile was "a dagger pointed at
the heart of Antarctica" (quoted, p.100). In The
Pinochet File, Kornbluh cites internal documents
from state department officials that argue that po-
litical developments in Chile had little importance
for U.S. interests, and that intervention was un-
warranted. Gustafson, instead, argues that the U.S.
government made a mistake in continuing to sup-
port the centrist but leftward-drifting Christian
Democrats when the conservative but drifting to-
ward fascism National Party was closer to the
Nixon administration's ideology.

This leads me to a second and more funda-
mental problem with this book. Gustafson com-
plains that debates regarding U.S. government in-
volvement in the coup split into a Left/Right di-
vide over whether to place criminal blame on
Nixon and Kissinger. "Like so much else in this
world," Gustafson writes, "the truth is somewhere
in the middle of these perspectives” (p. 2). He then
proceeds to present his study as an objective cen-
trist perspective. In reality, nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth. In his mind, Allende was a
dangerous communist who needed to be removed
and he never considers the advances his govern-
ment made in social policy. Even as the vicious
and repressive nature of the Pinochet govern-
ment became apparent, the Nixon administration
continued to favor a fascist military dictatorship
rather than an elected, democratic, leftist govern-
ment. Gustafson dismisses opponents of this poli-
¢y (including Noam Chomsky) as conspiracy theo-
rists (pp. 91, 203). Even though his focus is on U.S.
policy, he fails to consider what it does to the
moral authority of a government to employ the
rhetoric of democracy but embrace dictatorial
policies. Gustafson does his readers a disservice
by presenting his argument as growing out of a
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neutral position, especially since his conservative
and pro-imperialist perspective is blatant
throughout the book.

And this leads me to my original question
concerning the purpose and audience of this
book. Those of us on the Left will not be con-
vinced by Gustafson's argument that the Nixon
administration should have taken even more ag-
gressive imperialist stances in Chile. Those on the
Right probably will find this book as preaching to
the choir. Those looking for a good overview of
events surrounding the Chilean coup would be
better served by reading the books Gustafson
points to in his historiographic overview. Those
who have read many of the thousand books on
the subject will find little new or of interest in this
book.
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