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lga Ulianova’s article studies a quite peculiar event in Cold War history: an 
exchange of prisoners between Augusto Pinochet’s Chile and Leonid Brezhnev’s 
Soviet Union, probably the only international exchange of political prisoners 

between a capitalist and a socialist regime during the entire Cold War. On December 18, 
1976, the Chilean military authorities released the imprisoned secretary general of the 
Communist Party of Chile (PCCH), Luis Corvalán, and the Soviet authorities responded in 
kind by releasing the Soviet dissident Vladimir Bukovsky. The exchange was the result of 
two years of intermittent negotiations between diplomats from different countries —
Chile, the USSR, and the U.S. — and pressure from several movements —the 
international solidarity, human rights, and Soviet dissident movements. Ulianova’s article 
examines the agendas and purposes of the multiple state and non-state actors involved in 
this event. 
 
The idea of the exchange came from Chile in 1974. During the commemoration of the first 
anniversary of the coup that had ended President Salvador Allende’s democratic 
experiment with socialism, the military dictator Pinochet announced his willingness to 
release prisoners if the USSR and Cuba released dissidents imprisoned as well. According 
to Ulianova, this was a “clever public relations move” because it allowed the dictatorship 
to present itself as a global player in the Cold War and undermine the moral high ground 
of its enemies (320). Pinochet’s proposal caught the attention of the top Soviet leadership. 
Seemingly unaware of the damaging consequences of negotiating with a dictatorship 
notorious for human rights abuses, the Politburo of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union (CPSU) felt that it should seize the opportunity and try to free Corvalán. However, 
the Soviets left the final decision in the hands of the Chilean Communists, who thought 
that international pressure could twist Pinochet’s arm and obtain Corvalán’s release 
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without the Soviet Union having to negotiate with the ‘fascist’ dictatorship. This position 
was shared by several important actors in the International Communist Movement, from 
Cuba’s Fidel Castro to the Eurocommunists. The exchange, then, failed to materialize in 
1974. 
 
The idea of an exchange resurfaced again in 1976, when Pinochet’s dictatorship began to 
face even greater international pressure and Corvalán’s deteriorating health began to 
worry the PCCH and the CPSU. Although reticent at first, the PCCH decided to accept 
Pinochet’s proposal under the insistence of the Soviet leadership, which chose Bukovsky 
—a relatively minor figure in the Soviet dissident movement— as a counterpart for the 
exchange. Brezhnev’s emotional involvement with Corvalán’s fate played an important 
role in the decision to accept Pinochet’s proposal, a fact that Ulianova interprets as an 
instance in which “emotional factors” overwhelmed rational choice considerations (316). 
The United States, always interested in furthering its image as the world champion of 
freedom, played an important role in mediating between the two states and handling the 
exchange. This allowed Communists to avoid negotiating directly with Pinochet and to 
present the exchange as a bilateral arrangement between the U.S. and the USSR. The 
exchange finally took place in Geneva, Switzerland, where the American diplomats had to 
balance conflicting interests: while Chile tried to publicize the event to the best of its 
abilities, the USSR tried to avoid any unnecessary publicity. 
 
There is something odd but fascinating in the way the agendas of these state and non-
state actors intersected to make this curious exchange come about. For the analyst 
(Ulianova) and the great majority of the actors involved (Pinochet, the U.S., and the 
PCCH), the international implications of the exchange were clear from the start: by 
accepting Pinochet’s offer, “the USSR was placing itself at the same level as a dictatorship 
that incarcerated prisoners of conscience” (320). And yet, the Soviet leadership decided to 
accept the deal and pressure the PCCH to follow suit. After reviewing the available Soviet 
documentation, which is not as ample as she would have hoped, Ulianova concludes that 
the Soviet leadership seemed to have been unaware of “the inevitable comparison that the 
world would be likely to make between the two states,” which she believes can only be 
explained “by a virtuous blend of pragmatism and messianism” (325). Although one might 
disagree with Ulianova in the emphasis she puts on emotional factors, moral systems, and 
beliefs when explaining the Soviet leadership’s decision-making process, her reading of 
the sources is far from naïve. Ulianova stresses the Soviet interest in avoiding unnecessary 
publicity and pinpoints the euphemisms of the Soviet documentation, speculating that 
the Soviets might in fact have been aware of the international stakes of the exchange. 
Since she did not find hard documentary evidence suggesting that the Soviets assessed 
the damage that the comparison between both states implied, she asked one of the 
diplomats involved in the exchange about this issue directly: “It was not even discussed. It 
was not an important topic,” former diplomat Igor Rybalkin replied in 2012 (325). 
Interestingly, Rybalkin decided to frame the problem in terms more akin to rational-
choice theory than to psychological or ideological explanatory frameworks when cornered 
by Ulianova and asked to acknowledge the damage the comparison could inflict on the 
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USSR’s international prestige: “The most important thing was rescuing Corvalán. Was 
there any other way? No, there was not” (325). 
 
Ulianova argues that the Corvalán-Bukovsky exchange was “of great importance for 
international discussions on the universality of human rights” (316). It laid bare the cross-
cutting nature of human rights and forced a comparison between two regimes that 
considered each other to be their ideological nemeses. In the end, Ulianova concludes, 
“none of the participants obtained long term dividends” from the exchange (335). While 
Pinochet could boast at home of a victory in an imaginary war against the USSR, the 
Chilean military dictatorship failed to enhance its international image. The assassination 
of Orlando Letelier in Washington that same year had far greater resonance and solidified 
the Chilean military’s notorious international reputation. Similarly, while Brezhnev could 
present Corvalán’s liberation as a triumph of solidarity, the exchange itself stressed the 
dissident problem in the Soviet Union on the eve of the human rights campaign led by 
the Carter administration. In addition, the exchange deepened the crisis within the 
International Communist Movement. The Cubans, for example, were furious about the 
exchange because they feared an increase in international pressure to free their own 
prisoners. 
 
Ulianova’s emphasis on the problematic universality of human rights is highly pertinent. 
In the context of the rise of the international human rights agenda, “no country wanted to 
focus public opinion on the existence of its own prisoners of conscience, nor be compared 
with others in this field” (335). Therein lies the uniqueness of this event and the main 
reason why no other exchanges of the same sort followed this pioneering initiative. 
However, Ulianova’s contention about the importance of the Corvalán-Bukovsky case in 
international discussions about the universality of human rights is less convincing. The 
explicit references to this international discussion are sparse. To prove her point beyond 
doubt, Ulianova should have analyzed the specific way in which this case affected the 
human rights movement or the way in which it related to contemporary debates about 
political prisoners. In a sense, the problem lies in the way Ulianova approaches the 
human rights movement. The human rights movement provides context for the drama, 
but it never truly becomes an actor in the play. The Red Cross appears only in passing, 
and no mention is made of Amnesty International or of the many human rights 
organizations that flourished in Chile during these years. 
 
Ulianova’s reconstruction of the different motives of the state and non-state actors 
involved in the exchange is based on an impressive variety of primary sources from 
different countries. She succeeded in evaluating the interests of the U.S. and the USSR 
through diplomatic sources. For the case of the U.S., she also consulted recently 
declassified CIA documents. And, to fill some of the gaps of the Soviet documentation, 
she interviewed functionaries of the CPSU and the KGB. Equally important is the 
perspective she gained by reading the documentation held in the archives of the 
Communist Party of Italy and the PCCH. The insights from these documents should 
compel other historians to take political parties and non-state actors into proper account 

3 | P a g e  



H-Diplo Article Review 

when studying international relations. Ulianova chose not to pay the same amount of 
attention to the institutions pushing for the inclusion of human rights in the 
international agenda or to public opinion —with a couple of noteworthy exceptions from 
the Soviet dissident movement. That is why the article does not say much about the 
significance of the event in the public discussion on human rights. This is only a minor 
quibble in what is otherwise a first-rate article. 
 
All in all, Ulianova’s article provides a superb reconstruction of the agendas, purposes, 
and consequences of several state and non-state actors in one of the most peculiar events 
in Cold War history. It brings to the fore the cross-cutting nature of human rights in a 
bipolar world, opening up new questions about the way in which two competing versions 
of modernity —capitalism and socialism— coped with the growing universality of human 
rights in the 1970s. 
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titled ‘The Party Family: The Private Life of Communists in Twentieth-Century Chile.’ He 
is interested in Latin American political and cultural history, and has published several 
articles and book chapters. 
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