











Following upon the December 2006 electoral victory in which he garnered close to 63 percent of
the vote, Chavez said that the previous eight years of his government had constituted merely a
“phase of transition.” Now, he insisted “we are entering a new era, the National Simon Bolivar
Project of 2007-2021, which aims to construct ‘Bolivarian socialism’ or ‘Socialism of the 21*
century.”” In that same speech, Chavez set forth “five motors” that were sure to advance the
revolution: (1) an “enabling law” that would allbw him for the first 18 months of his new six-
year-term to pass laws by decree in order to implement changes rapidly; (2) a constituent
assembly that will oversee constitutional reform and provide the legal framework for the planned
changes; (3) Bolivarian education system, to instill socialist values; (4) changes in Venezuela
geographical power-structure, designed to give more say to marginalized regions; and (5) a
dismantling of the “bourgeois state” with it being replaced by an explosion “of communal

councils.” (Munckton, 2007)

Chavez has been careful to deny that his envisioned new Venezuela will be communist in nature.
In a speech broadcast given on December 3, 2006, he insisted that his brand of socialism is not
really anything new, invented, or imported, but rather is “Indo-Venezuelan, homegrown,
Christian, and Bolivarian.” In a speech a month later, on January 8, 2007, Chavez was a bit more
explicit: his government’s aim is “social ownership over the strategic sectors of the means of

production” (Riddell 2007)

Given these rather vague explanations and the concrete policies the Chavez government has
pursued in the past eight years, is Venezuela really heading towards something that could be
called a socialist, communist, or at least post-capitalist order? It cannot be denied, on the one
hand, that the government has expanded non-private forms of ownership via cooperative, social-
production enterprises (Empresas de Produccion Social); public-private joint ventures, co-

management (greater worker participation in the administration of private enterprises), and the
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expansion of companies either managed or owned by the state. Notable among the several new
state-owned enterprises Chavez has created are those in the areas of telecommunications, air
travel, and petrochemicals. Such state-redistribution mechanisms do of course go against the
basic principles of capitalism, but given the broader context within which they are working —
most exchange in Venezuela still occurs in a free market context, the most important media
outlets are still in private hands, the economy has been growing in the past two years (2005 and
2006) at rates above 9 percent (Severo 2006), its private sector now accounts “for more of the
economy, 62.5 percent of GDP, than when Chavez was elected in 1998, when it stood at 59.3
percent” (Rendall 2007:4), and the Bolivarian trade-union movement is in disarray, wracked by
factional divisions — the situation in Venezuela seems to fit better, at least at the present moment,

within the social-democratic than the socialist camp.

On the other hand, it is important to highlight that Chavez has kept his hold on power through his
deft avoidance of what Weber calls the “routinization of charisma.” Chavez has continually
restocked his cabinet, has had a total of four vice-presidents, and has kept all political parties at
bay by claiming that they merely create artificial divisions and put their interests above those of
the people. Although two-thirds of the votes he gamered in December 2006 came to him under
the aegis of his old party, the MVR (the rest were widely scattered) he explained shortly after his
victory: “Let’s not fall into lies. Those votes were not for any party. . . They were votes for
Chavez, for the pec;plc . . . The revolution requires a united party, not an alphabet soup.” He
declared that the MVR’s “work is completed, it must past into history,” and that the United
Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV) will be his new party. It will differ from its forebears
because it will “be built from the base by the popular committees that fought and won the
election.” Those moved by those words doubtless did not include the old hands at the MVR and

other parties that have contributed in bringing Chavez this far, for the man whom they had
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worked so tirelessly for now made it clear that “You will not see me with the same old faces, the

same party leaderships — no, that would be a deception” (Riddell 2007).

Many of this study’s interviewees shared with me their belief that the Chavez years have created
a new elite that has become rapidly “bourgeoisified,” due to its recently-acquired wealth and
political power, and that many of its members that are now being sidelined or shuffled to lesser
positions in the government might join the opposition or work against new policies from within,
simply because they consider that Chavez’s revolution is now taking a direction that can affect
negatively their own interests. That is, these interviewees believed that the undoing of the
Bolivarian Revolution will come from within, that it will be deformed by the particular interests

of the people whom Chavez has chosen to surround himself with.

Be that as it may or may not be in the future, for the time being there can be no doubt that
Chavez’s strategy to maintain himself in power, based on redistributing wealth and reducing
poverty, has completely transformed Venezuelan politics. His chief adversary in the last election,
Manuel Rosales, a free-market advocate and governor of the state of Zulia, adopted many of
Chavez’s populist policies, in an attempt to cut into his base. He promised that every Venezuelan
would receive a monthly stipend, funded by oil revenues, of at least 250 dollars per month, more
than the current minimum wage. He also promised to pay students’ tuitions even at the private
universities and raise considerably the wages of civil servants, but the most effective prong of his

attack pointed to the nation’s high level of crime, undeniably a major problem.

Opposition leaders are in disarray not only because of the failure of their actions, but even more
because of the nature of their tactics. That Chavez has the opposition on the run is shown in their
widespread defeatism, which tries to pass itself off as a principled policy of resistance. I'm

thinking here of the opposition unwillingness to play the democratic game, as seen during the
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April 2002 media coup, the December 2002 oil industry shutdown, and the December 2005 mid-
term elections boycott, which ended up packing the 167 seats of the National Assembly with
Chavistas. Thus Chavez, who started as a fairly moderate politician back in 1998, has had plenty
of political capital handed to him with each subsequent defeat of the opposition, capital he has

used to become increasingly more radical.

Good as things now must look to Chavez, however, four factors remain the most likely obstacles
blocking the long-term realization of his dream of a Bolivarian and socialist Venezuela. First,
there is the media-fueled, charismatic leadership style that has gotten Chavez this far, which has
resulted in an extreme dependency on his figure, eschewing such key strategic aspects of nation-
building as the definition of a coherent political program and the consolidation of effective
political organizations. Second, there is mounting evidence that new forms of patronage and
discrimination are taking place, including officials in the government preventing anti-Chavistas
from acquiring government jobs and certain services -- the most notorious case in this regard
being that ot.' the “Tascon List,” which lists all Venezuelans who signed the 2004 petition asking
for a recall referendum on Chavez. Such practices ultimately undercut efforts to create a society
which embraces all people, regardless of their political outlooks. Third, there above-mentioned
interests of the Chavista elites might slow or even derail the revolutionary process as it has been
envisioned by Chavez. And fourth, Chavez’s militaristic education has reinforced in him, and in
those now running Venezuela, to adopt a top-down approach to problem solving that tends to
make a mockery of Chavez’s continual invocations of the opposite spirit, based on equality and

participatory democracy, at the grass-roots-level of community building.

Those interviewees sympathetic to Chavez expressed that problems of the type described above
are “minor” in the sense of their being the sadly inevitable byproducts of an otherwise genuinely

progressive regime. What cannot be denied, however, and what the interviews opened my own
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eyes to, is the way that the national mood of “us” versus “them” has ended up infecting even
Venezuela's leading intellectuals, scholars, and journalists who once had, and have now missed,
their chance (from 2001 to 2004 just before the referendum, when the media war was still in a
state that can be called a “standoff™) to rise above the fray and chart a middle course. Time and
again I heard my interviewees, on both sides of the political spectrum, agree that Venezuela is
passing through an “extraordinary time” and that the fundamental principles of journalism can be
violated because the time is ripe to be “militant and loyal” while assuming that impartiality and
objectivity will be able to reassert themselves at some hypothetical later date. The widespread
prevalence of such an attitude can only be cause for dismay. For although a time like the one
Venezuela is now undergoing heightens everyone’s sociopolitical consciousness, in fact what we
are seeing is not the consolidation of a public sphere based on fair and equal dialogue, as
Habermas (1991) would like it, but rather, as Luisa Azaje has put it, “‘a spiral of verbal violence”

(Azaje 2002: 12) that is sucking both sides into its maelstrom.

When one looks at the private-media side of this war, the first fact one comes upon is that those
media have been able to bring together the disparate elements of the opposition, but unable to
present coherent proposals or alternatives beyond demanding the removal of Chavez, either by
resignation or by the holding of immediate elections. Such a strictly negative agenda can’t help
but lose steam over time. Further, the private media’s aggressively anti-Chavez stance has
produced a growing public perception that they lack both rationality and a culture of tolerance,
and do so because they are defending strictly private interests. One might assert that the private
media have taken on the role of a political party, one that is unnatural, given that they continually

reveal themselves against precisely that distanced objectivity at the root of true journalism.

And yet there are no simple solutions here, such as urging the private media outlets to forsake

their scramble for center stage and instead go back to their role of mediators and bridge-builders.
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For the fact is that again and again, in their long bout with Chavez, these companies have taken
many solid hits and are now either fighting hard for their own survival — RCTV, now
broadcasting through cable and satellite, and Globovision -- or have reached an agreement of
coexistence with the government, as is the case with Venevision and Televen. Nor can anyone
doubt that Chavez’s obsession with media control, and his need for continuous coverage to fuel
his ongoing cult of personality, have eammed him more and more ground in the slow war of

attrition he is waging against his media enemies.

The case for Hugo Chavez would have to begin by noting that when he assumed the presidency in
1999 he was well aware that the old social contract between people and government had lost
whatever degree of substantiality it had once possessed — hence his desire to reconstruct it based
upon his charisma as purveyed by televisual means. Over these past eight years that he has been
in power, Chavez and his movement have instituted a progressive constitution and have
redirected much of Venezuela's oil wealth toward social programs; the most important of the
latter being the Misiones, Of course, whether any of that actually fulfills Chavez’s self-imposed
mandate of creating a socialistic alternative to neo-liberal economic development, and of working
toward what he calls a "multi-polar world," must be left to every Venezuelan, and interested
party, to decide. What is certain, according to all of my interviewees, is that Venezuela’s public
life remains riddled with clientelism, patronage, and corruption, and within this context the
promulgation of Chavez’s cult of personality has left space for few alternatives to be followed
upon, even by those who are ready to support the generally progressive causes espoused by

Chavez every Sunday morning on Al Presidente.
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