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Future of Hugo Chéavez

by Steve Ellner and Fred Rosen

On Monday, April 15, the day after his dramatic
return to power, Venezuelan President Hugo Chévez
called for a “national dialogue.” He acknowledged
the “large number of Venezuelans who were in dis-
agreement with the government, and who would
continue to demonstrate peacefully,” and he called
for a lowering of the levels of confrontation in
Venezuela. The current polarization, he said “is not
positive. There has to be communication among the
different sectors” of Venezuelan society.*

The day before, by contrast, in the full flush of vic-
tory over the insurgents who had tried to drive him
from office on April 11, he went to the city of
Maracay to deliver a fiery speech to a battalion of
paratroopers—his most militant and consistent sup-
porters throughout the previous days' events—rally-
ing the troops with a stirring attack on the
“oligarchs” who had attempted to bring down his
revolutionary government.? The two speeches, the
conciliatory reaching out to all Venezuelans and the
“us-against-them” defense of the revolution to his
stalwarts in the military, reflect a continuing tension
within Chavez himself and within the Chavista
movement.

Chévez assumed the presidency of Venezuela in
1998 at the head of what he called a “Bolivarian
Revolution.” The Revolution linked itself to the lega-
cy of the 19th century South American liberator
Simon Bolivar and promised to raise both material
living standards and the dignity of the Venezuelan
people. It was a nationalist response to the process of
neoliberal globalization that was widening the gap
between rich and poor within the country and North
and South globally. It was, also, a “dignified”

response to the corruption and inefficiency that had
come to characterize Venezuelas political class. The
Bolivarian vision, however, was wide-reaching and
left room for an array of positions and strategies. In
the months leading up to the April 11 coup attempt,
as Chavez's presidency came under attack from sever-
al fronts, these differences produced tensions and
confrontation within the governing party.

The Bolivarian project evoked the memory of
Bolivar the patriot, liberator, and soldier. It rode on a
wave of such popularity that it allowed Chévez, an
ex-military officer, to win the presidency in a land-
slide vote in 1998. Ironically, Chavez had once him-
self attempted to oust a sitting president by force, in
1992, for which he was jailed until 1994, when he
was pardoned. By 1997, he had formed his own
political party, the Fifth Republic Movement
(MVR), which brought him to power in 1998. In
1999, the Chavistas called a Constituent Assembly to
rewrite Venezuela’s Constitution, which was
approved by popular referendum in December 1999.
Under the new Constitution, which changed the
length of presidential terms from five to six years,
Chévez was reelected to a six-year term in December
2000.

The Bolivarian project, however, also drew the
wrath of all those savagely castigated by Chavez for
being members of the old politics. Chavez has chal-
lenged the privilege, corruption, and inefficiency of
the old regime—a regime that could no longer
“deliver the goods” to the Venezuelan people. From
the beginning, it was a polarizing affair, displaying, in
the words of Margarita Lopez Maya and Luis Lander,
two political analysts sympathetic to the process, “a
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level of belligerence unprecedented in
recent Venezuelan life.”

Significantly, since taking office, the
Chavistas have never had a unified ideol-
ogy or well-defined political program.
Chavez rose to power as free trade glob-
alization, privatization of state-owned
enterprises, and structural adjustment
policies were rendering governments
throughout Latin America relatively
ineffective—except, perhaps, as vehicles
to help greedy officials line their own
pockets. In that context, while Chavez
always considered himself a man of the
left, he came to office on a region-wide
tide of “anti-politics.” The bearer of his
anti-politics was the institution least sul-
lied by the compromises of day-to-day
politics—the Venezuelan military.

There has long been a tension between
military officers and civilians within the
MVR. Indeed, many of the group’s civil-
ian activists had once belonged to leftist
organizations that had faced the military
in the guerrilla struggles of the 1960s
and 1970s. In addition, the civilians
themselves have been split between leftist
and moderate wings, producing a three-
way tension among moderates, hard-line
leftists, and military officers. Holding
the three factions together has been a
deep distrust of Venezuela’s “old politics”
and a fierce sense of the country’s sover-
eignty and independence, particularly in
the face of U.S. power.

In 2001, oil prices—the staple of
Venezuela's export earnings—precipi-
tously fell; living standards stagnated;
and with no credible plan for economic
recovery in sight, Chavez’s once impos-
ing popularity plummeted. Then, as the
Bush administration became vocal about
its dissatisfaction with Chavez' global
independence, Venezuela’s domestic
opposition became increasingly embold-
ened and aggressive.

Indeed, Washington, unhappy with
Chéavez’s foreign policy, seemed encour-
aged by his domestic difficulties. Hugo

Chévez’s friendship with (and discount-
ed oil sales to) Fidel Castro, his criticism
of the U.S. war on terror, his cordial rela-
tions with his Middle East OPEC part-
ners, his apparent sympathy for
Colombia’s FARC guerrillas, and his
denial of Venezuelan airspace for U.S.
drug war missions have all been sore
points with Bush administration offi-
cials. While the degree to which U.S.
agencies were involved in the attempted
coup of April 11 is still unclear, it is evi-
dent that official Washington dearly
wanted it to succeed and, at a minimum,
sent signals to that effect to the
Venezuelan opposition.

In the wake of September 11,
Washington began aggressively calling
Chavez's “democratic” commitment into
question. In late October 2001, during
the heaviest U.S. bombing operations in
Afghanistan, Chavez incensed
Washington with his comment that “ter-
ror should not be fought with terror.”
U.S. Ambassador to Venezuela Donna
Hrinak was temporarily recalled to
Washington “for consultation.” On her
return to Caracas she voiced strong dis-
pleasure with Chavez's remarks, called in
the foreign minister for an “explanation,”
and showed notable sympathy for
Venezuela’s opposition. When Hrinak
later commented that “the changes in
Venezuela should be democratic,”
Venezuelan publisher Teodoro Petkoff
quipped that when the U.S. embassy
calls for democratic changes, “the accent
is not on democracy but on the
changes.™

That “accent” was well understood by
the Venezuelan opposition. The parties
Chavez defeated in 1998, Democratic
Action (AD) and the Social Christian
Copei, along with the Catholic Church,
the national business chamber
Fedecamaras, most of the media, and the
AD-affiliated Confederation of
Venezuelan Workers (CTV) all went on
the anti-Chavez offensive. (The CTV has
become an arena of intense conflict
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between AD, which has long controlled
the union, and the Chavistas, who accuse
the CTV leadership of selling out the
working poor.) On December 10, 2001
Fedecamaras, joined by the CTV, called a
one-day general strike, and, after that,
demonstrations demanding Chavez's
removal became virtually a daily occur-
rence. To heighten the tension, several
military officers also began publicly call-
ing for Chavez to step down.

In early February, Washington seemed
to up the ante. In testimony before the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee on
February 5, Secretary of State Colin
Powell expressed concern “with some of
the actions of Venezuelan President
Chavez and his understanding of what a
democratic system is all about.” And, he
continued, “we have not been happy
with some of the comments he has made
with respect to the campaign against ter-
rorism. He hasn’t been as supportive as
he might have been. And he drops in
some of the strangest countries to
visit"—an apparent reference to Chavez's
trips to Irag, Libya, and Cuba. Powell’s
comments made front-page news in
Venezuela on February 6, sharing the
headlines and the talk-show news with
similar remarks made that same day by
CIA director George Tenet.®

The critical comments of Tenet,
Powell, and Hrinak were not perceived
in Venezuela as personal opinions; they
were perceived as coordinated signals.
The opposition felt it had the green light
to remove Chéavez from power, and the
eventual coup leaders were, in fact, read-
ing the signals well. A few days after the
coup attempt, a Department of Defense
official told the New York Times that the
Pentagon had neither encouraged nor
discouraged the opposition to overthrow
President Chavez. Rather, he said, “we
were sending informal, subtle signals that
we didn't like this guy.”®

The evidence indicates, however, that
Washington may well have gone beyond
the simple sending of signals to the

emboldened opposition. On several
occasions, under the apparent coordina-
tion of Assistant Secretary of State Otto
Reich—an anti-Castro Cuban American
and right-wing ideologue who served as
Ambassador to Venezuela during the
Reagan administration—U.S. officials in
Washington as well as embassy staff in
Caracas actively met with the opposition
figures who were to become coup lead-
ers.” And a former U.S. Navy intelli-
gence officer named Wayne Madsen told
London’s Guardian that Navy vessels
engaged in exercises off Venezuela’s
Caribbean coast provided strategic “com-
munications jamming” to the opposition
during the days of the coup.® It is worth
noting that Reich is no stranger to con-
spiracy; he was a key player in the infa-
mous Iran-Contra affair.

Even though Chavéz defied his oppo-
nents and returned to office, he remains
under enormous pressure. The Chavista
movement has made little effort up until
now to define long-term objectives. The
military faction, which stood shoulder-
to-shoulder with Chavista civilians dur-
ing the days and nights of April 11-14,
may at some point confront the leftist
hardliners over the party’s stance on
social and economic issues. At the same
time, members of the military wing of
the MVR have pushed legislation dealing
with public security that runs counter to
the spirit of open democracy and liberty
embodied in the new constitution.
Indeed, a hard line has been differently
drawn by different people. For the leftist
hardliners, it has meant unswerving
defense of Venezuela’s working poor—
especially informal-sector workers—in
the trade union movement, and a com-
mitment to safeguard state-run social
security. For the military hardliners it has
meant, and may continue to mean,
avoidance of negotiation with the politi-
cians of the old political class—over any-
thing.

Prior to mid-April, both the officers
and the hard-line “leftists” had claimed

for many months that a “conspiracy” was
afoot to topple the government. They
cited “secret documents” attesting to an
underground network that received mil-
lions of dollars in funds from abroad and
was linked to the Cuban community in
Miami as well as Colombian drug traf-
fickers. (Such documents have never
surfaced publicly.) They claimed that ex-
President Carlos Andrés Pérez, whom
Chavez tried to overthrow in 1992 and
now a resident of Miami, was playing a
key role in the anti-Chavez plots. In
January, Chavista labor leader Nicolas
Maduro revealed what he said were the
contents of a taped conversation between
Pérez and Carlos Ortega, president of the
Venezuelan Workers Federation, in
which Ortega reportedly tells Pérez: “We
need your help here. We are trying by
any means possible to gain control of the
National Assembly.” Pérez allegedly
responds by advising Ortega to work
closely with Fedecamaras.®
Notwithstanding the reality of the threat,
the moderates have called for “compre-
hension” and “understanding” on the
part of both sides. Before the coup
attempt, they argued that even if a con-
spiracy existed, it could best be confront-
ed by open discussion and compromise.
Now, in the wake of the failed coup,
Chavista moderates continue to call for
dialogue.

Hardliners, however, may have the
upper hand. The “Bolivarian
Revolution” has been a polarizing process
and Chavez has been a polarizing figure.
At first he successfully positioned himself
against the discredited traditional politi-
cal class, but now he is positioned against
a much broader spectrum of forces, and
the polarization has seeped into his own
political movement. In the aftermath of
the failed coup, dialogue as promoted by
the moderates within his MVR party
may lessen the polarization and permit
the emergence of a middle ground of
critical supporters and a “loyal opposi-
tion.” Reducing the polarization might
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also give the Chavistas some breathing
space to consolidate the Bolivarian
movement and effectively govern
Venezuela. The Bush administration’s
hard line against Chavez, however, may
be strenghtening the most intransigent
hardliners within his government.
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