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Democracy 6: Sowing the Petroleum

Oil and Democracy in Venezuela

Norman Gall

Part 1: Why Chávez?

Venezuela stands as a warning to the rest of Latin 
America of the costs of the degradation and failure of 
public institutions. The story of Venezuela is one of the 
impact of surging oil revenues on weak institutions, 
compounded by dramatic demographic transformations. 
This impact preceded the rise to power in 1998 of 
President Hugo Chávez and his “Bolivarian Revolution” 
but which Chávez has brought to new levels of disorder. 
Venezuela inspires sadness, fear and indignation at what 
this disorder may bring.

Lt. Col. Hugo Chávez led a failed military revolt in 
1992. He was elected president in 1998 by mobilizing 
widespread resentment at the failure of the political 
system to deal with deterioration of the conditions of 
daily life since the early 1980s, especially affecting poor 
people: surging inflation, a fall in real wages, rising 

violence and criminality and decline of basic public 
services administered by a corrupt, inefficient and bloated 
state bureaucracy.

Other Latin American nations struggle with the same 
problems, but have adhered to the path of democratic 
continuity and reform, while Chávez seeks to revive 
archaic forms of populism and military dictatorship. In 
recent elections, the people of Chile, Peru, Colombia 
and Mexico have responded to the threat of deepening 
disorder by reaffirming their vocation for democratic 
stability as the basis for progress, refuting the contention 
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of many commentators that a wave of 
leftist populism is spreading in Latin 
America.

Chávez is an increasingly isolated 
figure in Latin America, despite his 
flair for publicity and his handouts of 
oil and money to potential allies in 
other countries. His endorsement of his 
favorite candidates in the recent elections 
in Peru and Mexico contributed to their 
defeat. With the news of Fidel Castro’s 
debilitating illness, Chávez seems likely 
to become even more isolated, if reports 
are true of strained relations with Raul 
Castro, Fidel’s brother, now provisional 
president. The Caracas newspaper El 
Nacional reported that Chávez had 
persuaded Castro to fly to Cordoba, 
Argentina for a summit meeting of 
Mercosur, the South American customs 
union, a week before 
the Cuban leader 
was hospitalized with 
bleeding intestines. 
Castro gave a three-
hour speech there and 
visited Che Guevara’s 
birthplace. Then 
Chávez personally 
drove him around 
Cordoba in an old 
presidential Cadillac 
once owned by the Argentine dictator, 
Juan Domingo Perón (1946-55).

The main theme of this essay, divided 
into two issues of Braudel Papers, is 
disorder in Venezuela and its relationship 
to oil and democracy. The first issue will 
examine the roots of disorder and the 
role of oil and democracy in Venezuela’s 
modernization. The second issue will 
analyze the institutional performance of 
the “Bolivarian Revolution,” embracing 
the rise of Hugo Chávez as an exotic and 
archaic leader and Venezuela’s prospects 
with and without Chávez.

1. Introduction and overview

Disorder continued to worsen during 
the eight years of Chávez’s “Bolivarian 
Revolution”, promoting a vaguely defined 
“socialism for the 21st Century.” The old 

oligarchy was displaced by a new set of 
servile favorites. Public administration 
and state finances are more chaotic now. 
Disorganization and lack of investment 
in the nationalized oil industry is leading 
to declines in production. Infrastructure 
is collapsing. Murders tripled over the 
past decade, so that Venezuela now has 
the highest rate of gunshot killings per 
100,000 population, surpassing Brazil, 
among 57 countries studied by UNESCO 
in 2005. The huge inflows of oil money 
bred more confusion in public finances 
under Chávez’s arbitrary control. The 
government neglects critical investments 
needed to sustain the operation of a 
complex society. Democratic processes 
have been eroded as public institutions 
the military, the National Assembly, the 
judiciary, government spending and 

election authorities 
all have come 
under Chávez’s 
personal control. 
Yet abstention of 
75% of all voters 
in the December 
2005 legislative 
elections undermined 
the legitimacy of 
Chávez’s rule as he 
seeks to renew his 

popular mandate in the December 2006 
presidential election.

The flood of oil revenues enabled 
Chávez to distribute money through 
social programs for the poor in recent 
years. He was advised by Cuban 
specialists, especially in the security 
apparatus and key ministries, in exchange 
for Venezuelan shipments of 98,000 
barrels daily (BD) of oil to Cuba. Cuban 
specialists are reorganizing Venezuela’s 
personal identification system. The 
growing Cuban influence has led 
some Venezuelans to talk of a future 
“Cubazuela.”

Yet Chávez’s hold on power is 
threatened by mounting disorder as his 
government fails to deliver basic public 
goods. Indeed, disorder may be Chávez’s 
lasting legacy, reflecting failures of 
previous governments as well as his own. 
This disorder is pulling Venezuela away 

Oil bred
the hope that

was invested in
democracy.
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from a Cuban model and toward 
behavioral patterns now seen in 
Nigeria, the world’s leading example 
of a failed petrostate.

Chávez’s appeal draws upon the 
resentments of marginality that run 
deep in Venezuelan history. The 
anthropologist Patricia Marquez 
observed that poor people backed 
Chávez because he was “one of them,” 
a dark-skinned army man from the 
village of Sabaneta de Barinas, where 
the southern foothills of the Andes 
slope into the vast savannahs that 
form the sprawling and often violent 
frontier with Colombia. Chávez’s 
zambo features are shaped by the 
Indian and Negro racial mixture 
common among Venezuelans. The 
son of rural schoolteachers who were 
activists in the Social Christian COPEI 
party, Chávez wins sympathy with his 
passion for baseball, his confident 
loquaciousness, his provocations 
and insults aimed at the rich and 
powerful, his geopolitical pretensions, 
his symbolic protestations and acts 
of solidarity with the poor and his 
hugely expensive subsidies and social 
programs. All these acts and qualities 
may have undone, for a time, the 
political impact of disorganization of 
an economy and society flooded with 
oil money that it cannot manage or 
rationally invest. But the underlying 
issue is the marginality that Chávez is 
seeking to mobilize for advancement 
of his political aims.

Both traditional privileges and 
basic freedoms are diminished. Even 
as Venezuelans enjoy a consumption 
boom funded by high oil prices, 
feelings of fear and impotence plague 
the political opposition. The sense of 
impotence grows from its failure to 
oust Chávez despite mass marches, a 
short-lived palace coup, a two-month 
general strike that crippled the oil 
industry and a recall referendum in 
August 2004, won by Chávez. “Anyone 
who wants a recall referendum to vote 
against Chávez,” he said menacingly 
on television, “will have to sign their 
names and leave their identity card 

numbers and fingerprints.” Yet 3.5 
million people signed petitions calling 
for the referendum, under a provision 
in Chávez’s own 1999 constitution. 
Their names went into a computer 
database, known as La Lista Maisanta, 
used for dismissing and blacklisting 
thousands of them from government 
jobs and contracts and for denying 
passports and even official documents 
such as tax receipts. Elderly men 
who had run gasoline stations for 30 
years received letters from Petróleos 
de Venezuela (PDVSA), the state oil 
company, cutting off their supplies.

Playing upon residual animosities, 
Chávez straddles the gap in the de 
facto social apartheid in Caracas. 
There is the city of poor squatter 
communities that stagnated over the 
past generation, and another city of 
the rich and the middle class, with 
new shopping centers and office 
towers of spectacular design and with 
mansions displaying an aggressive, 
pretentious vulgarity on the hills 
surrounding the city. Now the new 
luminaries and favorites of the 
“Bolivarian Revolution” are moving 
into mansions and penthouses of 
their own.

Chávez still talks of “sowing 
the petroleum” with strategic 
investments to guarantee future 
economic security. All Venezuelan 
presidents have promised to “sow 
the petroleum” since Arturo Uslar 
Pietri, a conservative writer and 
politician, coined the phrase in 1936. 
Despite its revolutionary rhetoric 
and its curtailment of democratic 
institutions, the “Bolivarian 
Revolution” seems merely to be 
continuing the history of colossal 
waste of oil revenues, disorganization 
and failed investments that have 
impoverished the Venezuelan people 
in recent decades.

Why this waste and 
impoverishment? Concentration of oil 
revenues in the state for distribution 
according to political criteria deprived 
Venezuela of the opportunity to create 
market mechanisms and institutions 

for guidance of economic activity 
from which trust, cooperation and 
competition are developed under 
a rule-based system. In a series of 
opinion surveys conducted between 
1989 and 2006 by Alfredo Keller 
& Associates, three-fourths of 
Venezuelans believe that Venezuela is 
one of the world’s richest countries, 
that the role of government is to 
distribute wealth fairly, that they 
have not benefited from that wealth. 
They blame belongs to previous 
governments and say “we will be rich 
again if corruption is ended.”

Oil seemed to give the state magical 
powers to transform the nation. “The 
state is a magnanimous sorcerer,” 
Jose Ignacio Cabrujas, a famed script 
writer for TV soap operas, told the 
Presidential Commission for State 
Reform in 1984, when Venezuela 
had plunged into its latest cycle of 
impoverishment and political crisis 
after the bonanza of the 1970s ended 
with the collapse of international 
oil prices. In The Magical State, the 
historian-anthropologist Fernando 
Coronil observed:

In public battles [of political 
actors] as much as in their private 
fantasies, the state became a site for the 
performance of illusions and the illusion 
of performance, a magical theater where 
the symbols of civilized life metropolitan 
history, commodities, institutions, 
steel mills, freeways, constitutions were 
transformed into potent tokens that 
could be purchased or copied. As a 
magical theater, the state became a place 
possessed with the alchemic power to 
transmute liquid wealth into civilized 
life. In this magical state, the leading 
performers were readily seduced by the 
spell of their own performance and 
came to incarnate the state’s powers as 
their own.

Oil bred the hope that was invested 
in democracy as the vehicle of 
transformation. The linkage between 
oil and democracy began with the 
populist pressures that burst forth at 
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the end of the long dictatorship of 
Juan Vicente Gómez (1908-1935), 
a traditional Andean caudillo who 
had granted generous concessions 
to the foreign oil companies when 
the industry began operations in 
Venezuela nearly a century ago. In 
what began as a failed student revolt 
against Gómez in 1928, a generation 
of leaders emerged who formed a 
new democracy in the mid-20`h 
Century. During the 1960s and 
1970s, Venezuela’s democracy became 
the envy of other Latin American 
republics, most of whom had fallen 
under military rule in those years. 
That new democracy, lasting four 
decades, was gradually undone by 
the disorganization and corruption 
engendered by the flood of money 
that entered Venezuela during the 
oil bonanza of the 1970s. The course 
of democracy in Venezuela can be 
divided into four phases:

(1) consolidation (1959-73) 
when the governments of Presidents 
Romulo Betancourt, Raul Leoni and 
Rafael Caldera overcame military 
rebellions and a Castroite guerrilla 
insurrection to begin implementation 
of social reforms; (2) the oil bonanza 
(1974-82) leading to extravagance 
and corruption; (3) the decline of 
the two-party system (1983-98) 
beginning with a major currency 
devaluation as oil prices collapsed and 
ending with Chávez’s election, and (4) 
the Chávez era, marked by one-man 
rule, militarization and curtailment of 
basic rights.

2. The marginal man

Venezuelan society historically has 
been impacted by the dispersed and 
volatile forces at its fringes. “The 
Bolivarian Revolution” is a revival of 
the social conflict that animated the 
Wars of Independence and the civil 
wars of the 19th Century. Laureano 
Vallenilla Lanz, the distinguished 
intellectual and diplomat of the 
Gómez dictatorship, argued: “All 

those movements were simply a 
continuation of the same struggle 
initiated in 1810, and even before!”, 
mobilizing “equalitarian impulses and 
confused economic claims.”

The historic marginality of most 
of Venezuela’s people — alien to 
stable forms of social organization 
— impeded making good use of 
the financial bonanzas it received in 
the eight decades since discovery of 
huge deposits of commercial oil in 
1922. The concept of marginality 
was a favorite of social scientists in 
the 1970s. It means, essentially, a 
category of human existence at the 
fringes of organized society with an 
unstable and marginal relationship to 
its core. Intense demographic growth 
since 1920 and urbanization of 
Venezuela’s people combined to bring 
the problem of marginality closer to 
the centers of power.

Many historians describe the Wars 
of Independence in Venezuela as a 
civil war, a social and racial conflict 
of great savagery. In those years, 
plantation societies throughout the 
Americas were shaken by the waves 
of fear issuing from the bloody slave 
revolt in Haiti, influenced by the 
French Revolution. Black, mulatto, 
zambo and Indian outcasts, resentful 
of the white elite, at first fought for 
the royalists. After the death in battle 

of their leader, the cruel Spanish-
born General José Tomás Boves, 
they switched to the independence 
cause under Simón Bolívar. In 1817 
the Spanish general Pablo Morillo 
described their guerrilla tactics and 
endurance on horseback in a letter to 
his king:

...their baggage does not burden them, 
for they are dressed in cowhides and do 
not worry about rations because they are 
healthy and robust eating meat [from 
the local herds]. Despite their efforts, our 
soldiers cannot evade their rapid and 
skillful movements. The llaneros plunge 
on horseback from the river bank, with 
saddles on their heads and lances in their 
teeth, crossing with 2, 000 or 3, 000 
horses in a quarter of an hour, without 
fear of drowning or losing their weapons 
and clothing, as if they were marching 
over a wide bridge. Our columns pursue 
them in painful marches, losing many 
soldiers who sicken in that swampy 
terrain. Considering these losses, and the 
weariness and uselessness of our horses 
who cannot rest, they come to attack us 
or wait in ambush.

Simón Bolívar, worshipped today 
by Venezuelans as the Liberator 
of South America, asked one of 
their leaders why he served in the 
royalist army. “Greed,” replied Negro 

Chávez and Lula: Meeting of minds, 2005 - Agência Estado.
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Primero. “I saw that everyone went 
to war without a shirt and came 
back in a beautiful uniform and with 
money in his pocket. So I wanted 
to go too and seek my fortune.” 
After much destruction, rape and 
slaughter of civilians by marauding 
armies, Bolívar wrote with irony 
and perplexity in 1815 that “by a 
singular event the same freedmen 
and slaves who contributed so much, 
although by force, to the triumph of 
the royalists [now] have switched to 
the independence party that has not 
offered them absolute freedom, as did 
the Spanish guerrillas. The present 
defenders of independence are 
the same followers of Boves, now 
united with the white creoles.” In 
1826 Bolívar wrote in a moment 
of despair at failure of his warlike 
project of uniting the present 
territories of Venezuela, Colombia 
and Ecuador into a single 
nation, Gran Colombia:

We are the vile offspring of the 
predatory Spaniards who came to 
America to bleed her white and to breed 
with their victims. Later the illegitimate 
offspring of these unions joined with 
the offspring of slaves transported from 
Africa. With such racial mixture and 
such a moral record, can we afford to 
place laws above leaders and principles 
above men?

Thriving alongside the formal cult of 
Bolívar in Venezuela is the pagan cult 
of Maria Lionza, a mixture of African 
and indigenous elements, glorified by 
a statue of the bare-breasted fertility 
goddess mounted on a giant tapir, 
holding aloft the bone of a female 
pelvis. The statue was erected by the 
dictator Marcos Pérez Jiménez in the 
1950s on the expressway threading 
the narrow valley of Caracas. The cult 
has grown since the economic crisis of 
the 1980s.

Lecturing at the Institute of Fine 
Arts in Caracas on the night of October 
11, 1911, Vallenilla Lanz described 
the primitive state of his country as “a 

r e p u b l i c 
w i t h o u t 

citizens.” In 
terms of family 

s t r u c t u r e , 
trade, land 
tenure and 
legitimacy of 

its governments, Venezuela was a de 
facto society for most of its history. It 
was a backwater of a Spanish empire 
more interested in the gold and silver 
of Mexico and Peru. Its fragile social 
structure of the colonial era was 
eroded, almost from the beginning, 
by slave revolts and escapes and by 
contraband trade that tore into the 
Spanish imperial monopoly. During 
the 18`i Century fugitive slave 
communities (cumbes) proliferated. 
The anthropologist Miguel Acosta 
Saignes found that “the cimarrones 
(escaped slaves) frequently served as 
intermediaries in the contraband. 
This was one of the ways in which they 
could sustain themselves in the villages 
they founded in inaccessible places.” 
Fugitive blacks and pardos (mulattoes 
or mestizos) also poured into the 
Venezuelan llanos, or southern plains, 
where they formed the roving bands 
of herders and horsemen that became 
the ferocious marauding cavalry of 
the Wars of Independence, first under 
the royalist banner of Boves and then 
in the Independence movement led 
by Bolívar. In this sense the Spanish 

Empire in America was wrecked by 
movements that developed at its 
fringes.

Although it reached spectacular 
proportions in recent decades, urban 
marginality in Venezuela is very old. 
Toward the end of the eighteenth 
century, at the height of the cacao 
boom that preceded the Wars of 
Independence, thousands of pardos 
and freed blacks converged on Caracas 
to build improvised dwellings at the 

outskirts of the city. The French 
chronicler François Depons 
observed that there were more 

manumitted slaves in Caracas than 
in any other part of the Caribbean. 
The population of Caracas grew 
fast, from 18,000 in 1772 to about 
40,000 in 1800, thanks to the influx 
of colored peoples with no clear status 
in colonial society. Again according to 
Acosta Saignes:

In the 18th Century we see the city 
grow for diverse reasons. The periphery 
is populated chiefly by pardos. But freed 
blacks, Indians and poor whites also 
settle there. The number of dwellings 
constantly grows. Many beggars appear. 
[The poor and widowed] constantly 
pressure the City Council to obtain 
house lots or tax exemptions. Large 
family groups were formed, with the 
masters, servants and hangers-on 
[agregados] in the center-city, and with 
more relatives and hangers-on in the 
periphery. Artisan crafts are no longer 
practiced only by poor whites, but also 
by slaves. The marketplace is filled 
with a motley population with very 
dissimilar rights in a society of castes. 
Taxes rise; rebellions of Indians, blacks 
and whites are organized. It is a century 
of extraordinary dynamism.

The trauma of the Wars of 
Independence, relived four decades 
later in the destructive Federal Wars 
between regional gangs and chieftains 
for control of the incipient state 
apparatus, branded upon the upper 
crust of Venezuelan society a sense 
of failure, fear, and war-weariness 

Maria Lionza
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that lasted well into the twentieth 
century. In 1876, a decade after the 
terrible Federal Wars, the president 
of Congress, Antonio Leocadio 
Guzmán, replied to the Message 
published by his son, the dictator 
Antonio Guzman Blanco: “I do not 
know, Sir, why you call yourself the 
Restorer. One restores something that 
previously had existed, but when has 
there truly existed the Republic of 
Venezuela?”

Rise of the State
The centralization 

of political power in 
Venezuela began in 1899 
with the Revolución Liberal 
Restauradora, when an 
improvised army led by 
caudillos from the relatively 
prosperous Andean coffee-
growing states seized the 
government in Caracas. 
The next four presidents 
came from the Andean state 
of Táchira. The Andean 
caudillos filled government 
jobs with young bachilleres 
(secondary school graduates) 
from Táchira. In Los Andinos 
en el Poder (1964), Domingo 
Alberto Rangel wrote that, 
until then, these “bachilleres 
without prospects” were 
frustrated “as members of an 
ambitious middle class that 
could not prosper further 
and could not pay for 
university studies.” Access to 
government jobs for these “bachilleres 
without prospects” began the ascent 
of the middle class in politics.

Until oil was discovered early in the 
20`i’ Century, Venezuelan society was 
backward and dispersed. Logistics were 
so poor that, to reach Caracas from 
the Andean state of Merida, 680 km. 
away by highway today, a traveler had 
to ride a train to the malarial shore of 
Lake Maracaibo to embark on a small 
boat to reach the city of Maracaibo. 
There he boarded a steamer to the 
Dutch island of Curacao, where he 

would take another steamer to the 
port of La Guaira, from which he 
would ascend a primitive mule trail 
to Caracas. Some of these logistical 
difficulties were overcome in 1928 
with completion of the Trans-Andean 
highway, connecting Caracas with the 
state of Táchira along the border with 
Colombia, which Gómez ordered 
built to expedite troop movements 
to crush provincial revolts. In 1928 
Venezuela had only two universities, 
with less than 2,000 students, and a 

handful of secondary schools. Out of 
the small nucleus of students at the 
Central University of Caracas would 
emerge the leaders of Venezuela’s 
modern political parties.

During the 20th Century there 
was an apparent consolidation of 
Venezuelan society. Its old political, 
demographic and economic 
dispersion came under central 
control, thanks to resources made 
available from oil production, which 
financed the belated consolidation of 
a national state.

Gómez became one of South 
America’s richest men and shared 
the wealth with his network of 
relatives and friends, handing out 
oil concessions to his favorites, who 
sold them at huge profit to foreign 
companies. In 1913 Shell bought 
two large concessions that H.W.A. 
Deterding, Shell’s patriarch, called 
“our most colossal deal.” In 1922, 
Shell drilled an exploratory well on the 
shore of Lake Maracaibo, Los Barrosos 
No. 2, a blowout spouting wildly at 

the rate of 100,000 barrels a 
day. Venezuela soon became 
the world’s leading oil 
exporter. Lawyers for three 
U.S. companies drafted a 
new petroleum code (1922), 
providing low taxes and 
royalties, exemptions from 
import duties, end of limits 
on the size of areas that 
one company could hold 
and less pressure to exploit 
concessions rapidly.

In the decade before 
Gómez’s death in 1935, the 
real value of oil revenues 
multiplied fivefold. Oil 
money strengthened 
Gómez’s hand in subduing 
local caudillos and 
centralizing power. He 
built a national army and 
a road system that began 
to integrate dispersed and 
sparsely populated regions. 
Gómez created a new 
state bureaucracy, with his 

friends at the helm, using patronage 
to neutralize potential rivals. His 
enemies suffered exile, prison or death. 
In Fernando Coronil’s words, “his 
regime achieved the nation’s political 
and administrative unification 
and its first political stability since 
independence in 1821.”

With oil, urbanization accelerated. 
Throughout the 20th Century, the 
rural population remained at about 
3 million. The entire demographic 
expansion was absorbed by towns 
and cities receiving the rural poor and 

Priestess, Maria Lionza cult, Yaracuy, 1969 - Norman Gall
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creating a new middle class dependent 
on the state. The population of Caracas 
more than doubled between 1920 
and 1936 and doubled again between 
1936 and 1950. Then it tripled 
between 1950 and 1971. The greatest 
surges of migration followed major 
political changes: the death of Gómez 
in 1935, the “October Revolution” 
military coup of 1945 that brought 
the populist Acción Democratica 
party (AD) to power for three years 
of sectarian conflict and social reform, 
and the 1958 overthrow of the Pérez 
Jiménez dictatorship. As in the rest 
of Latin America, the urbanization 
process reached its greatest intensity 
during the 1 940s. For the entire 
1941-1961 period the annual growth 
rate of Caracas averaged more than 
7%, greater than that of any other 
major city in Latin America.

After Gómez’s death, riots and 
looting erupted. Migrants populated 
the hills cradling the narrow valley 
of Caracas. But the critical addition 
was the aggressive middle class that 
came to dominate the political arena 
with demands for ever-increasing 
shares of the oil wealth distributed by 
the state, creating the framework for 
establishment of Venezuela’s peculiar 
democracy.

The seven decades since the end of 
the Gómez dictatorship apart from the 
decade of military rule (1948-1958) 
— not only were years of escalating 
political populism and economic 
nationalism. They also embraced a 
rush of rural people into the cities 
at one of the world’s highest rates of 
urbanization, which compounded 
the effects of the demographic 
explosion. Both enormously inflated 
the overhead costs of economic 
development and political stability, 
while the productivity of the non-
petroleum sector of the economy 
remains low. According to Ricardo 
Hausmann, a former planning 
minister now a Harvard economics 
professor, worker productivity in 
Venezuela fell by 36% from 1978 to 
2004, with 16% of the fall coming 

in the first six years of Chávez’s 
rule. In the same years, productivity 
rose in the United States by 51%, 
in Chile by 98%, in Thailand by 
179% and in China by 585%. Only 
Liberia, Congo, Nicaragua, Georgia 
and Ivory Coast, all having suffered 
civil wars, show poorer productivity 
performances than Venezuela. Most 
Venezuelans seem to be unaware of 
the historic linkage between freedom 
and productivity in the evolution of 
modern societies.

Poverty and disorganization
Venezuela’s historic problems of 

poverty and disorganization were 
defined in 1957 by the distinguished 
Brazilian economist Celso Furtado, 
who as a young man was serving in 
Caracas as representative of the United 
Nations Economic Commission on 
Latin America (CEPAL) just before 
the overthrow of Pérez Jiménez. 
Furtado gave this appraisal:

Venezuela has the highest per capita 
product of any underdeveloped economy 
in the world. Its gross national product 
per inhabitant in 1956 approached 
$800, a level similar to that of the 
average of the industrialized nations of 
Western Europe. Even measuring this 
product in terms of expenditures within 
the national boundaries-thus excluding 
surpluses in international trade-a 
per capita figure of $650 is reached, 
which is comparable with such highly 
developed countries as West Germany 
and double the Latin American 
average. Nevertheless, Venezuela 
presents all the structural characteristics 
of an underdeveloped economy. These 
characteristics of the Venezuelan 
economy are much more accentuated 
than in many other Latin American 
countries with much lower levels of 
per capita income. Such characteristics 
involve the structure of production and 
of occupation of the labor force; the 
great disparities in productivity between 
different economic sectors; the very 
unequal distribution of income between 
urban and rural areas and between 

social groups in the same zone; the low 
consumption patterns of the great mass 
of the population and the high rates of 
illiteracy, etc.

In 1900 Venezuela contained only 
2.4 million people, 85% of them 
peasants or plantation workers. A 
century later, population had grown 
more than tenfold, to 27 million, 
with 90% of Venezuelans living in 
towns and cities. Until recently, oil 
and democracy together cushioned 
the society from the effects of 
disorganization, but this cushion 
was torn away by intense population 
pressures and a decline in the 
economic strength of the oil industry. 
As long as oil revenues grew faster than 
population, the political system could 
manage and absorb this remarkable 
demographic transformation. Oil 
exports grew by 5.5% yearly between 
1930 and 1972, even as population 
grew by the extremely fast rate of 3%. 
During the bonanza of the 1970s, 
Venezuela’s oil exports more than 
doubled in constant value between 
1972 and 1980, only to fall back to 
their 1972 level by 1988, plunging 
the political system into crisis. Per 
capita income, measured in constant 
dollars, fell by 20% between 1957, 
the last year of the Pérez Jiménez 
dictatorship and 1989, the year of the 
Caracazo riots. Those riots marked 
the beginning of the end of the 40- 
year reign of Venezuela’s two major 
political parties, AD and COPEI, 
leading to the rise of Hugo Chávez.

A large-scale study of poverty 
by researchers at the Andrés Bello 
Catholic University blamed the 
deterioration of living conditions on 
the lack of economic growth: “By 
2002, nearly 70% of the population 
was living in poverty and 29% in 
critical poverty. In 1978 those in 
poverty were 17% and those in 
extreme poverty were only 6%. Of 
every 10 workers [in 2004], five were 
in the informal economy, two were 
unemployed, one was a public sector 
worker and two were in the private 
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sector.... Dealing with poverty, the 
problem is not the culture of the poor 
but the culture of the society that 
produces poverty.” We see this in the 
landslides that occur every year on the 
hills cradling Caracas.

Landslides are a sign of intense 
demographic pressure on the natural 
and economic resources of Caracas. 
As population densities multiplied in 
the narrow, crowded valley of Caracas, 
more sewage flowed down the roughly 
50 quebradas, or small ravines, that 
cut through steep hillsides covered 
with shacks. In the rainy season, from 
May to September, sudden rushes of 
muddy water sweep violently down 
the ravines, coming perilously close to 
the shacks massed along their banks. 
Small children stick their heads out 
of wooden and canvas windows and 
doorways. Sometimes they venture 
onto the primitive catwalks that cross 
the ravines to watch the swirling 
waters carry away old newspapers 
and tin cans and human excrement 
deposited in the quebradas to be swept 
away by the floods. The rains crash 
noisily on flat roofs of corrugated 
metal, weighted down with stones and 
tires and parts of discarded furniture 
to prevent the wind from blowing 
them away. Yet the waters work more 
subtly and destructively within the 
soil. Underground seepages weaken 
the foundations of some of the 
monumental construction projects 
of the decades of oil prosperity: 
speedways, tunnels, dams, stadiums 
and office towers, as well as the 
superbloques 23 de Enero, the 51 
pastel-colored towers forming the 
giant public housing project that still 
stands on the knolls of the workers’ 
district of Catia to dominate the 
skyline of western Caracas, like scarred 
and stained temple monuments 
overlooking the vast sprawl of rancho 
shacks.

The ranchos besieged and forced 
their way into the asphalt city of 
public works and government budgets 
at every political opportunity. The 
stripping away of hillside vegetation 

to build ranchos made erosion much 
more rapid and violent, causing 
landslides onto superhighways and 
evacuation of hundreds of families 
from the superbloques. When it rains 
on these hills the soil becomes like a 
soaked and distended sponge filled 
with water. The danger comes when 
the subsoil begins to dry after three or 
four rainless days, when the ground 
water evacuates the sponge and large 
cracks appear on the hillsides. The 
cracks show that the hills and ranchos 
have become perilously unstable and 
may plunge into the ravine below. 
Each new cluster of ranchos was built 
on an ever more perilous incline along 
the coastal mountain range running 
north to the Caribbean.

3. Oil and democracy

General Gómez sired more than 90 
illegitimate children, ruled what was 
then a sprawling, primitive country 
with an iron hand, and died in bed at 
the age of 78. Although the next two 
presidents also were Andean generals, 
the following decade (1935-1945) 
saw a liberalizing trend in terms of 
both politics and social expenditure. 
This relatively peaceful evolution 
was interrupted by the “October 
Revolution” of 1945, in which a 
group of younger army officers joined 
with the populist Acción Democratica 
Party (AD) to overthrow the liberal 
regime of General Isaias Medina 
Angarita. The 1945 political turnover 
was a convulsive break with the past, 
installing a provisional AD regime that 
radicalized Venezuela’s nationalism 
in dealing with the oil companies- 
pioneering the “50-50” principle of 
equal sharing of the industry’s profits 
between the government and the 
foreign interests, and used the new oil 
revenues to finance social programs. 
Col. Marcos Pérez Jiménez executed 
another coup in 1948, ousting the 
AD government of President Romulo 
Gallegos, a revered novelist who 
had been elected only seven months 

before. Having operated from behind 
the scenes for four years, Pérez Jiménez 
assumed full dictatorial powers for 
the period roughly spanned by the 
fraudulent presidential elections of 
December 1952 and December 1957.

Although the 1948-1958 period 
of military rule brought no major 
initiatives either in social policy or in 
changing the character of Venezuela’s 
relations with the oil companies, 
the democratic era that began in 
1958 generated more nationalistic 
oil diplomacy and ambitious social 
programs in health, education, 
housing, land reform and other fields. 
These programs were financed by oil 
revenues and, in turn, engendered 
new pressures to extract more money 
from the oil industry

The critical event in the 
establishment of electoral democracy 
in Venezuela was the overthrow of the 
Pérez Jiménez dictatorship on January 
23, 1958. A prelude to democracy 
was the brief trienio (1945-48), led by 
AD and overthrown by Pérez Jiménez, 
accelerated the expansion of the state 
and government employment, granted 
universal suffrage and increased 
social spending. Outlays for health, 
education, water and sanitation, 
housing, recreation and labor 
relations grew from 5% of total public 
spending under Gómez to an average 
of 28% of much larger budgets under 
the democratic governments that 
ruled from 1958 to 1973. This social 
spending, and the jobs it provided 
under party patronage, softened the 
impact of urban marginality as long 
as oil revenues kept growing.

The clogging of Venezuela’s 
cities and the depopulation of her 
countryside was further stimulated by 
demagogic appeals by the Provisional 
Government headed by Admiral 
Wolfgang Larrazabal, a presidential 
candidate in the 1958 elections, who 
decreed an Emergency Plan by which 
peasants could move to the cities, 
build shacks, and collect attractive 
wages for work on real or fictitious 
public works projects. All restrictions 
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on urban land settlement were lifted, 
and the outskirts of most Venezuelan 
cities were soon crowded with new 
ranchos. Indeed, the Caracas upper 
class supported the Emergency Plan 
as a means of reducing social tensions 
generated by the mass migrations into 
Caracas during a period of political 
confusion. The rancho population 
of Caracas doubled between 1959 
and 1966. In a study of Venezuelan 
squatters. Talton F. Ray wrote of the 
post-1958 period that “the movement 
of campesinos toward the cities, 
which thus far had been substantial 
by any standards, suddenly grew 
to tremendous proportions. So 
concentrated was the trend that today 
more barrios trace their origin back to 
those first 24 months following the 
[1958] revolution than to any other 
period.”

“Sowing the Petroleum”
“Sowing the petroleum” originally 

signified an agricultural development 
program. But it has come to mean in 
the tumultuous decades of Venezuela’s 
fast urbanization — diversification 
away from total economic dependence 
on petroleum, the product that by 
itself generated nearly all of the money 
deposited in the Venezuelan Central 
Bank since large-scale oil production 
began in 1922. This attempted 
diversification has embraced large 
and widely publicized investments 
in three main areas: (1) building a 
modern infrastructure in the form 
of highways, bridges, aqueducts and 
dams for irrigation and generating 
electricity; (2) reviving the declining 
agricultural economy and creating new 
industries such as petrochemicals and 
steel as well as expanding traditional 
manufactures by importsubstitution; 
and (3) enlarging the capacities of 
the Venezuelan people through social 
programs such as agrarian reform and 
expansions of education and health 
facilities.

But the surge of oil revenues 
generated an overvalued currency, 
which discouraged production in 

areas competing with imports, today 
as when The Economist reported in 
1952:

In recent years production has 
declined in several branches of the 
economy. Thus, between 1947 and 
1951, output of butter, biscuits, 
cigarettes, tinned milk and soap fell off 
and textiles, although benefiting both by 
heavy protection and by a large share 
of state investment, felloffbyafull50%. 
These setbacks must be seen against 
the background of a general economic 
expansion which has greatly exceeded 
them in volume. Their importance 

1947 prices) in the volume of industrial 
production between 1945 and 1949, 
567 million represented beer.

“Sowing the petroleum” effectively 
began in the “great leap forward” 
of the Pérez Jiménez dictatorship. 
These were extraordinary years for 
the Venezuelan economy, perhaps 
unrivaled until then in modern 
economic history. Between 1950 
and 1958 the value of petroleum 
exports doubled, and personal 
consumption doubled between 1951 
and 1957-at a gross annual rate of 11 
per cent, or 7 per cent in per capita 

Panorama of Catia - Iatã Cannabrava.

should not be exaggerated. But they 
serve to show that the mere application 
of state aid, however generous, is not 
enough to ensure a swift and universal 
development of industry and agriculture 
in circumstances of this kind... On the 
one hand [Venezuelan industry] is 
geared to the present intensive activity 
in construction and transport, and to 
the consumption demands of a people 
whose standards of life are rising 
rapidly but from a very low base; on 
the other, it is acutely restricted by lack 
of raw materials, heavy equipment 
and trained men. The unbalance in its 
structure emerges clearly from the fact 
that of the increase of Bs.96 million (at 

terms. Between 1948 and 1957 the 
petroleum industry yielded $7 billion 
in government revenues, according 
to CEPAL, a sum “greater than the 
whole previous total of public revenue 
since the colonization of the country 
by Spain.” The prosperity not only 
attracted migrants from rural areas, 
but also Europeans, mainly from 
Italy, Portugal and Spain.

Private consumption and 
accumulation surged because 
government oil revenues went through 
a series of quantum jumps. However, 
Venezuela began to show symptoms 
of economic indigestion. The massive 
infusions of oil revenues began to be 
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siphoned off into speculative rather 
than productive investments, partly 
because of the scarcity of technical 
and administrative cadres to manage 
development programs, and partly 
also because of the sheer volume 
of new funds each year that placed 
personal enrichment within easy 
reach. As CEPAL observed in 1960, 
“revenue was wasted because tender 
prices for government contracts were 
often the higher for excessive profits 
and administrative irregularities; 
the techniques of construction were 
generally extravagant, and costs 
were at times further increased by 
rushing projects... Government 
development expenditure went 
mainly into superhighways, office 
buildings, hotels, apartment blocks 
and monuments. Nearly all this 
expenditure was poured into areas 
already most highly developed. The 
petroleum was `sown’ but the seed 
was not scattered either widely or 
prudently.”

With the huge increases in oil 
income, the government’s ambitious 
road construction program swung 
into high gear. Expenditures for 
construction of highways and bridges 
increased six-fold from 1948 to 
1949, setting in motion what was 
to be Venezuela’s most important 
and readily visible public works 
investment. The country’s all-weather 
road network expanded 13- fold 
from 1938 to 1970, with the length 
of paved highways doubling in the 
1960s alone. However, a World Bank 
mission observed in 1959 that “the 
cost of building roads in Venezuela 
is extremely high. In the mission’s 
view, administrative deficiencies 
contribute significantly to such 
inflated costs. The labor component 
in Venezuelan highway construction 
is very large despite the capital-
intensive techniques employed.” 
Unfortunately, as we shall see later in 
this essay, much of the infrastructure 
built in those boom years was wasted 
because of neglected maintenance.

Nearly half the nation’s private 

income was received in 1957 by 
inhabitants of Caracas, though only 
onesixth of Venezuela’s population 
lived there. Yet it was the population of 
Caracas, rich and poor, that suddenly 
and unexpectedly revolted against the 
Pérez Jiménez dictatorship, leading to 
the dictator’s predawn flight into exile 
on January 23, 1958.

Why? The chief source of new wealth 
for the upper classes and government 
insiders was land speculation and 
the construction industry. The value 
of construction activity doubled 
between 1951 and 1957. The bubble 
burst after the central government and 
its autonomous agencies had run up a 
public debt of nearly $1.5 billion in 
short-term paper, reflecting the close 
ties between government officials, the 

construction industry and building 
materials suppliers.

Although the Pérez Jiménez regime 
had received roughly $700 million 
(about $5 billion in 2006 dollars) 
from the oil companies in 1956-57 
for granting them new territorial 
concessions, it began to default 
mysteriously during 1957 on some 
short-term notes. This failure to pay 
has never been fully investigated or 
explained. It appears that so much 
money had been entering the treasury 
in those years and so many projects 
initiated and contracts signed, often 
by autonomous agencies, that the 
government simply lost track of its 
commitments, an experience repeated 
during the oil bonanza of the 1970s 
under President Carlos Andrés Pérez. 
This also seems to be happening in 

current oil boom of the “Bolivarian 
Revolution” under Hugo Chávez. In 
The Magical State, Coronil explained: 
“Pérez Jiménez treated his local allies 
not as partners in making policy but 
as subservient supporters. His policies 
required no discussion, negotiation or 
compromise. Pérez Jiménez attempted 
to rule alone,” a trait also exhibited by 
Chávez five decades later.

When the government stopped 
paying the balloon began to deflate. 
The anger and fright generated 
among wealthy Venezuelans was 
enough to start some of them 
conspiring against the dictator in late 
1957. The economic crisis became 
a full-fledged political conflict and 
insurrection following the dictator’s 
fraudulent “plebiscite” for re-election 
in December 1957. The Maracay Air 
Force Base revolted unsuccessfully 
on January 1, 1958. This sign of 
discontent in the military gave new 
impetus to street demonstrations in 
which the Venezuelan Communist 
Party played a key role under the 
banner of the Junta Patriotica, backed 
by business interests. Three weeks 
later the dictator fled in the face of 
a mass uprising spearheaded by a 
military rebellion and a general strike.

Under democracy as well as 
dictatorship, the longterm benefits 
of huge public investments have 
been very modest. While successive 
presidential messages and four-
year plans have been full of self-
congratulation about “sowing the 
petroleum,” the political and scholarly 
literature is full of accusations of waste 
and extravagance. In his sympathetic 
study of Petroleum in Venezuela, 
Edwin Lieuwen wrote in 1953: “On 
no point is the record so black as on 
the government’s investment of its 
huge petroleum revenues. Though 
tremendous tax wealth has come in, 
the program of ̀ sowing the petroleum’ 
has accomplished surprisingly little.” 
According to Juan Pablo Pérez Alfonzo, 
twice Minister of Mines and the 
leading architect both of OPEC and 
of Venezuela’s nationalist oil policies, 

“We are sinking
in the Devil’s
excrement.”
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“there exists a relatively fixed capacity 
to usefully employ new capital. When 
this capacity is exceeded, economic 
growth fails to correspond to the 
greater sums of capital employed.” In 
this context Pérez Alfonzo became an 
outspoken critic of the squandering 
(despilfarro) of Venezuela’s oil reserves 
and revenues by both Pérez Jiménez 
and the democratic governments of 
the past decades. Since the fall of Pérez 
Jiménez, annual public spending rose 
eight-fold in constant values in the 
next three decades. Toward the end 
of his life, denouncing the festival of 
waste and corruption bred by the oil 
bonanza of the 1970s, Pérez Alfonzo 
published a book entitled “We are 
sinking in the Devil’s excrement.” In 
his honor, an opposition blog, The 
Devil’s Excrement, appeared on the 
internet recently.

After the fall of the Pérez Jiménez 
dictatorship in 1958 the program of 
“sowing the petroleum” was expanded 
to carry out major social investments 
in the fields of education, health and 
agrarian reform. But the effective 
expansion of primary schooling has 
been marred by antiquated teaching 
methods and a high and wasteful 
dropout rate, while secondary and 
university education over the past 
decade repeatedly was paralyzed 
by political convulsions. A report 
published by the Education Ministry 
in 1968 noted that almost half of all 
entering school children disappear 
between the first and second grade 
“upon finding themselves in a class 
with 50 or more students, with 
teachers in many cases without 
experience and with a difficult student 
body.”

The porosity of these social 
development programs, and their 
perversion to conform to the 
preexisting social structure, can be 
illustrated by Venezuela’s investment 
of more than $2 billion ($14 billion 
in 2006 dollars) in agrarian reform 
in the 1960-1971 period. In an 
appraisal of the program in 1971, 
the former director of the Instituto 

Agrario Nacional (IAN) reported that 
of 162,000 land parcels purportedly 
given to peasant “beneficiaries” over 
the previous 12 years, only 95,320 
of these land reform sites were still 
occupied by working farmers. Of 
these remaining peasants, 80% had 
never received titles or were squatting 
illegally on lands previously ceded to 
other peasants.

In a penetrating series of articles in 
the Caracas newspaper El Nacional 
called “La Cosecha del Fracaso” (“The 
Harvest of Failure”), the veteran 
investigative reporter German Carias 
drew a detailed picture of how the 
agrarian reform had wasted huge 
public investments. The overall 
cost for the 95,000 peasant families 
still occupying land reform parcels 
averages more than $20,000 each 
for the 12-year period, yet the 
program fell short of its basic goals of 
improving the productivity and well-
being of Venezuela’s farm population 
and of slowing migration into the 
cities. Only about 20% of these 
farmers were receiving supervised 
credit and, according to Carias, many 
of the 1,500 settlements have been 
abandoned, “full of dead houses, with 
their parcels covered with weeds and 
their classic cemeteries of materials 
and machines.” At La Morita, the 
land reform settlement in the Valley 

of Aragua where Presidents John 
Kennedy and Romulo Betancourt 
handed the first titles to peasants in 
1961, most of the “beneficiaries” 
abandoned their parcels when it 
was discovered two years later that 
the soil was highly saline. One of 
the remaining peasants told Carias: 
“This is a crooked operation. 
What you see is business deals and 
commissions everywhere. There were 
even unexplained increases in the cost 
of building the land reform houses, 
which was originally calculated at 
Bs.5,500 and then rose to Bs.20,000 
per house. There were also shady deals 
in the construction of the church.”

The economic benefits of land 
reform shifted steadily away from 
farmers to large landowners and 
IAN officials. Landowners were paid 
extravagant indemnifications for 
expropriated haciendas, “thus enabling 
many owners of unproductive 
land and their lawyers to get rich 
through the agrarian reform,” Carías 
reported, adding that “barefaced 
sales commissions and bounties paid 
by agricultural supply firms to IAN 
technicians who sell machinery and 
fertilizers to the peasant cooperatives, 
with some public officials getting 
commissions of from 10 to 20 
percent.” Unfortunately, many of 
the infrastructure investments for 

Beside a ravine, Catia, 2005 - Norman Gall.

Continued on page 16



12 BRAUDEL PAPERS

of digging by firemen and 
soldiers, using bulldozers, to 
find the corpses of eight of 
the 12 persons who occupied 
the tworoom rancho made of 
hollow, salmon-colored bricks.

The bodies of two women 
and six children were found in 
the wreckage of the family’s 
television set, furniture and 

refrigerator, along with other 
buried artifacts such as dance 
records, a doll’s head, beer 
bottles, a child’s composition 
book, and assorted cosmetics. 
The two women were Isabel 
Soteldo, 28, mother of three 
of the dead children, who 
earned $22 for a seven-day 
week as a short-order cook 
in a restaurant, and Sofia 
Soteldo, 21, who worked 
as a cleaning woman in the 
Teachers’ Association building 
in downtown Caracas.

This is an old story. I tell it 
now because it moved me 
very much and because it 
illustrates the continuing 
marginality of the Venezuelan 
people.

At 3:20 a.m. on Sunday 
September 28, 1969, eight 
members of the Soteldo-
Sequera family, beneficiaries 
of the agrarian 
reform who had 
migrated to Caracas, 
were buried alive 
by a landslide in 
the barrio named 
after President Isaias 
Medina Angarita, the 
general overthrown 
in the 1945 coup 
led by Pérez 
Jiménez and Acción 
Democratica.

The site of Barrio 
Medina Angarita 
had been a dumping 
ground, first for garbage and 
then for earth excavated 
during construction of the 
superbloques 23 de Enero. 
The rancho where most of 
the SetoldoSequera family 
was buried under several tons 
of earth was at the edge of 
Barrio Medina Angarita, where 
recent migrants from the 
countryside planted conucos 
(small subsistence plots) 
of corn and beans on the 
hillsides near their ranchos. 
It took three days and nights 

One of the three survivors 
of the landslide was Flor Maria 
Soteldo, 52, a demure, gray-
haired peasant woman of 
mestizo complexion, mother 
of three of the victims and 
grandmother of the other 
five. Until the night of the 
landslide, the story of the 
Soteldo-Sequera family was 

not untypical of 
the country people 
migrating to Caracas. 
The family was 
among the 160,000 
peasant families who 
were “beneficiaries” 
of the Venezuelan 
agrarian reform, 
three-fifths of whom 
abandoned their 
parcels owing to 
inadequate financial 
and technical 
support and because 
of the lure of the 

cities. This is Flor Soteldo’s 
story as she told it to me:

“After Sequera, my first 
husband, died I went to live 
with Julián Sanchez, who 
ten years ago brought us 
from Yaracuy to Portuguesa 
State in the llanos because 
he heard the agrarian reform 
was giving out land there. 
We planted rice and corn in 
Portuguesa, but our crops 
were drowned in the floods. 
We ended up owing nearly 
$1,000 to the Banco Agricola 

Avalanche: A glimpse of the past

Barrio Medina Angarita, Caracas, 1969 - Norman Gall
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all night, and I stayed awake 
until very late. Israel, my 
15-year-old son, had gone to 
a wrestling match and hadn’t 
returned yet. Israel finally 
arrived at 12:30A. M.Then I 
went outside to the public 
faucet beside the cement 
stairway that ran between 
the ranchos, and filled our 
gasoline cans with water for 
the next day. I went back to 
the house and undressed 
for bed. Soon after, when 
my daughters had turned 
off the light, I heard the pig 
screaming again, this time 
desperately, as if he wanted 
to escape from the corral, 
while we heard a noise on the 
hillside. ‘Something strange 
is happening, Sofia,’ I told 
my daughter. Sofia turned 
on the light and went to the 
window. ‘Mama, for God’s 
sake, the hillside is coming 
down on our heads!’, she 
shouted. We ran out the door, 
trying to escape. Then Isabel 
screamed: ‘We must save the 
children!’ Sofia handed me 
Ana Irene, her daughter, and 
went back into the rancho to 
get the other children. Jose, 
my 13-year-old son, followed 
me to the door. Then I felt 
the hill was coming down 
all at once, and I began to 
run, half-naked and without 
shoes and with the little girl 
in my arms. I fell, twisting a 
leg, so now I can hardly walk, 
I continued on, carrying the 
little girl, knowing that my 
son Jose was escaping at 

for crop loans and so we 
abandoned our plot of land. 
By then both my daughters 
had gone to Caracas to work 
as housemaids. Sofia went to 
live with a taxi driver named 
Gilberto Acosta and had two 
children by him. But two years 
ago Gilberto was shot dead by 
a traffic cop who was trying to 
rob a passenger of his. After 
Gilberto’s death, Sofia went 
to work as a cleaning woman 
and sent for me to come to 
Caracas to take care of the 
children. Isabel, my other 
daughter, had gone to live 
with a man with whom she 
had three kids. When this man 
abandoned her, she and her 
children came to live with us, 
too. Both my daughters had 
learned to read since they 
came to Caracas by going to 
night school. When they died, 
Sofia was in the fourth grade 
and Isabel was in the third.

“We had been living in 
that rancho for three years. 
My husband, Julián Sanchez, 
was not at home that night. 
He had found work as a 
guachimán [watchman] and 
was on the job that night, 
so there were only 11 of us 
in the rancho. We noticed at 
nightfall that the pig we kept 
in the yard was very restless. 
When went to the window 
to see what was wrong I 
saw the grass moving. I told 
my daughters. and Sofia 
answered: ‘We must take care. 
It may be thieves chasing the 
pig.’ The pig kept screaming 

my side. I didn’t fully realize 
what had happened until 
several minutes later, when I 
sat on the stairway between 
the other ranchos, burying 
my head in my nightgown, 
while people all around me 
screamed.”

At the spot where the 
Soteldo-Sequera family was 
buried alive in the Barrio 
Medina Angarita, a cross 
stood for two years Then 
early in I 972 the cross was 
removed and a rancho was 
built in its place. The rancho 
was built on a 45-degree 
slope, and its walls were made 
of scrap wood and rusted 
corrugated tin with holes 
plugged by wads of paper. 
Inside there was a boxwood 
table and a broken plastic 
armchair on the earthen floor. 
Electricity and piped water 
were installed six months 
earlier.

“We are from the Oriente, 
from Cantaura in Anzoátegui 
State, where we planted corn 
on our own conuco,” said the 
young woman who was living 
where the cross had stood. 
“There’s nothing out there 
in Anzoátegui anymore: no 
work; no nothing. We came 
to Caracas nine months ago 
and lived two weeks with a 
cousin. We built our rancho 
here because we got tired 
of looking for a place. We 
know it’s dangerous here and 
people have died, so maybe 
the government will give us a 
good house.”
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the agrarian reform have also been 
wasted. Carias writes of the big 
land reform center of Las Majaguas 
in Portuguesa State, where $100 
million “was spent to build a dam 
and irrigation canalsgovernment 
posters called it `the largest irrigation 
system in Latin America’ — as well as 
for infrastructure on the settlement 
itself. Today most of the canals are 
clogged, the peasants are losing their 
crops and, paradoxically, cattle are 
dying in the summer drought for lack 
of water. The immense dam is cared 
for by dozens of IAN functionaries, 
yet its only use now is by sportsmen 
on Sunday outings from Caracas or 
Valencia who use the dam to practice 
water-skiing.”

Bonanza and collapse of political 
parties

The collapse of infrastructure 
and the resurgence of marginality 
are the most visible effects of the 
waste, negligence and corruption 
that flourished in recent decades, 
undermining visions of unending 
prosperity and progress, of a “Saudi 
Venezuela” supported by high oil 
prices. Indeed, the first administration 
of President Carlos Andrés Pérez 
(1974-78) received more revenues 
than the combined total for all 
previous governments since 1917. 
As explained by Terry Lynn Karl 
of Stanford University: “The boom 
expanded the state’s jurisdiction and 
weakened its already fragile authority; 
at the same time that the boom loaded 
new roles and responsibilities onto the 
state, it undermined any efficacy it 
had been achieved previously as well 
as the legitimacy of pacted democracy. 
Though not understood at the time, 
the response to the 1973 boom set 
in motion the gradual destabilization 
of the polity, which exploded with 
disastrous consequences almost two 
decades later, in 1992,” with Chávez’s 
attempted coup against the second 
Pérez administration (1989-93) 
that hastened the dissolution of the 
political party system.

When the Presidential Commission 
for the Reform of the State (COPRE) 
reported to President Jaime Lusinchi 
in 1986, following the collapse 
of world oil prices and a currency 
devaluation that shocked the country, 
COPRE identified partidocracia as 
one of Venezuela’s main problems. 
Partidocracia meant extremely 
centralized control of party decisions 
that prevented open, rule-based 
competition for legislative candidacies 
and government appointments. 
Parties also presented their own 
slates of candidates as they vied for 
control professional, civic and class 
organizations such as associations 
of engineers, lawyers, physicians, 
accountants, teachers, public 
employees and student governments, 
from universities down to the junior 
high school level, as well as in peasant 
and labor unions, or even in beauty 
contests. “Parties in Venezuela have 
a preoccupation with controlling 
social organizations that borders on 
obsession,” Michael Coppedge, a 
political scientist, observed.

In AD, which ruled Venezuela 
for most of the recent democratic 
period until the impeachment of 
Pérez in 1993, a National Executive 
Committee (CEN) of 20 to 30 
members chose all candidates for 
Congress and most municipal 
councils, mainly from menu lists 
presented by local organizations, 
making them dependent on the favor 
of the CEN. The names of candidates 
did not appear on the ballot, leaving 
voters with a choice of party tickets 
with no individual identities. Ties 
between individual legislators and 
voters were very weak. The president 
appointed all state governors until 
reforms provided for direct election of 
governors in 1993, along with single-
member districts choosing half of 
the Chamber of Deputies. But these 
reforms came too late to save the 
political system.

The intense inner life of the 
partidocracia and the private groups 
that grew under its shadow separated 

the political class from the rest of the 
population. Mosés Naim, a former 
Venezuelan cabinet minister who 
now edits Foreign Policy magazine in 
Washington, wrote of “a predatory 
structure of groups linked to the state 
that over time has greatly constrained 
its capacity for the autonomous 
formulation and implementation 
of policies.” Karl described the 
widespread discontent in 1973 on the 
eve of the oil price surge that followed 
the Yom Kippur War in the Middle 
East:

Parties were over-centralized and out 
of reach; representation was inadequate; 
and accountability was non-existent 
except during election periods. The 
state was inefficient and riddled with 
favoritism. The economy was severely 
unbalanced and skewed toward wealthy 
consumers, highly concentrated, and 
characterized by the highest import 
coefficient, lowest productivity and 
lowest utilization of industrial capacity 
on the continent. Equity statistics were 
dismal. A quarter of the population 
was unemployed or underemployed, 
while half lacked sewage systems and 
running water. The average income 
of the poorest 20% was lower than 
in Colombia, Argentina, Mexico or 
Brazil. In comparison with 55 other 
middle-income countries ranked by 
the World Bank, although Venezuela 
ranked fifth in per capita GDP, it was 
17th in life-expectancy, 22nd in infant 
mortality and 40th in levels of caloric 
intake. Uneasiness about the future was 
pervasive.

In this climate, President Carlos 
Andrés Pérez raised great hopes when 
he took office in 1974, on the crest of 
a massive electoral majority, just as the 
oil bonanza began. He promised to use 
the money to create a Gran Venezuela, 
nationalizing the oil industry and 
investing in two new steel mills to 
expand capacity seven-fold while 
quadrupling hydroelectric capacity 
with an expansion of the huge Guri 
Dam. Other ambitious investments 
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were made in petrochemicals, nickel, 
cement, pulp and paper, assembly of 
small aircraft and, exploiting a newly 
discovered large bauxite deposit, 
producing aluminum.

As Chávez did three decades 
later, Pérez expanded his powers 
to concentrate virtually all major 
decisions in his hands, ruling by 
decree during his first year in office, 
with a total lack of debate on his 
development strategy, ignoring the 
threat of inflation and the lack of 
skilled manpower to carry out all 
those projects at the same time at 
breakneck speed. Both Chávez and 
Pérez emasculated the supervisory 
powers of the Central Bank and 
Finance Ministry over spending, 
generating chaos in public finance, 
as fear of inflation became a major 
public concern, as it is becoming 
today under Chávez as a new wave of 
oil money floods the financial system. 
As Pérez did before him, Chávez 
shifted off-budget oil revenues into a 
special development fund under his 
personal control. Both Chávez and 
Pérez sponsored major expansions of 
state enterprises. Both Chávez and 
Pérez decreed big increases in public 
employment and wages throughout 
the economy. Pérez doubled the 
number of white-collar jobs in the 
national government and tripled 
personnel spending in the budget. 
Then as now, corruption became a 
major issue in politics.

Vice President Jose Vicente Rangel, 
Chávez’s chief political operator, 
spokesman for the communist 
guerrilla movement of the 1960s 
and leftist presidential candidate in 
the 1970s, was a vociferous fighter 
against corruption. Himself now a 
target of corruption charges, Rangel 
told me late in 2005 that “corruption 
continues despite changes in 
government. The old corruption is 
reproduced in the new corruption. 
Corruption is our worst enemy, apart 
from Bush.”

In 1978, as scandals escalated 
with the approach of new elections, 

the president of Acción Democratica, 
Gonzalo Barrios, wryly observed: 
“In Venezuela, public officials steal 
because they have no reason not to 
steal.”

“Where has the money gone?” 
[“Dónde están los reales?”] was the 
opposition cry in the 1978 elections, 
in which AD lost both the presidency 
and its majority in Congress. Then 
came the crash. Between 1981 and 
1986, Venezuela’s oil revenues fell 
by roughly 60%. In 1983 a major 
currency devaluation, known as 
Black Friday, sent the country into 
panic. By then Venezuela’s banking 
system was headed for collapse. The 
troubles gained momentum over the 
next decade, until 58 failed financial 
institutions had to be taken over by 
the government, as well as hundreds 
of non-financial companies linked 
to those institutions. By 1995 
the accumulated cost of bailouts 
rose to 11% of GDP, mainly in 
recapitalization of failed banks.

Ruth de Krivoy, Central Bank 
president at the time, wrote later that 
the banks collapsed in the early 1990s 
“like a house of cards” built by fraud 
and theft, a product of a business 
culture that became part of the 
political culture, a kind of financial-
political oligarchy. The banking 
business was highly concentrated, 
with 63% of deposits entrusted 
to seven banks. Bailouts became 
endemic in the Venezuelan financial 
system. In 1961-63, as oil prices fell, 
the government spent sums equal to 
28% of GDP to support the banks, 
only for bailouts to be repeated in 
1978, as Venezuela incredibly spent 
its way into a huge current account 
deficit (10% of GDP) at the height of 
the oil bonanza, and again in 1981-
83 and again in 1985. “The banks 
profited by receiving government 
deposits, paying low or no interest, 
and then lending the money back to 
the government and its enterprises, 
autonomous agencies, suppliers and 
contractors,” Krivoy wrote. “For its 
part, the government depended on 

the banks for quick loans and had 
no incentive for toughening bank 
regulations.” When the Banco de 
Comercio failed in 1985, with large 
sums deposited by 36 state agencies, 
auditors found that 70% of its 
outstanding loans were made to 
some 300 companies controlled by 
the bank’s owners. Public employees 
placing government funds with 
favored banks were bribed with from 
2% to 5% of the sums deposited.

The fragility of Venezuela’s 
partidocracia became clear after the 
Caracazo, the uprising against the 
austerity plan imposed by President 
Carlos Andrés Pérez shortly after 
taking office for the second time in 
February 1989. Heavy government 
borrowing began during the oil boom 
of the 1970s, an extravagance being 
repeated today by the “Bolivarian 
Revolution,” even as Chávez hands 
out oil and money to potential allies. 
Borrowing continued even as oil 
exports lost nearly two-thirds of their 
real value between 1980 and 1986. 
In the two decades since 1977, the 
dollar value of public spending plus 
debt service exceeded oil revenues. As 
Venezuela sucked in more and more 
imports, chaos prevailed in ports, 
airports and the internal transport 
system, while huge projects such as the 
Zulia coal and steel plants, expansion 
of the Guri dam and construction of 
the Caracas metro were paralyzed. 
Between 1978 and 1988, foreign 
debts grew fourfold to $33 billion. 
Public finances were so confused that 
the government did not know how 
much it owed and to whom.

After his party lost the 1978 
elections, the AD ethics committee 
accused Pérez of corruption, trying 
to expel him from the party, only 
for him to regain control of AD 
in the late 1980s. When Pérez was 
sworn in as president for his second 
term in 1989, after promising a 
return to good times in his election 
campaign, he found that the 
economy was collapsing. Inflation 
had burst through price controls to 
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breed a black market, shortages and 
rationing. The World Bank estimated 
that by 1987 Venezuela’s capital 
flight exceeded its foreign debt by 
40%. After that, Venezuelans sent 
even more money abroad. Real wages 
fell so far that incomes collapsed to 
their 1973 levels as the number of 
households living in poverty grew 
tenfold since 1981. Then Pérez 
suddenly announced El Gran Viraje 
(The Great Turnaround) with a 
package of austerity and market-
oriented measures soon called the 
paquetazo: negotiations with the 
International Monetary Fund, 
ending most price controls and 
protection against imports, raising 
interest and utility rates, abolishing 
preferential exchange rates as well 
as the corruption-ridden foreign 
exchange agency and, most sensitive 
of all, doubling subsidized gasoline 
prices, which were the world’s lowest.

Paquetazo and Caracazo
The paquetazo quickly provoked 

the Caracazo of February 27-28, 
1989. The doubling of gasoline 
prices led owners of buses and 
vans to double their own prices, 
violating price controls and further 
impoverishing millions of people 
dependent on public transport. 
Spontaneous protests erupted 
around the country, leading to 
mass riots and looting, spreading 
from neighborhood grocery stores 
to luxurious shopping centers, 
with over a thousand stores burned 
and looted in Caracas alone. The 
government regained control only 
after suspending constitutional 
guarantees, imposing a state of 
siege and arresting several thousand 
people. Troops occupied the streets, 
killing at least 400. A mass grave 
was discovered where 68 people 
were buried secretly in black plastic 
garbage bags, leading to suspicions 
that many more than 400 had died. 
Lasting five days, it was the largest 
and most violently repressed revolt 
against austerity measures in Latin 

America’s history. The Caracazo set 
the stage for the failed military revolt 
of February 1992 that brought fame 
to Lt. Col. Hugo Chávez.

Throughout the 1990s, Venezuela 
lunged from crisis to crisis. In August 
1992, more stabilization measures 
were decreed: firing large numbers 
of public employees, freezing salaries 
of others, privatizing state enterprises 
and imposing new taxes on incomes, 
sales and capital assets. Three months 
later, on November 27, 1992, 
another military revolt tried to oust 
Pérez, this time involving members 
of the high command, many more 
troops and many more casualties, 
amid renewed charges of corruption 
against Pérez and his mistress. Six 
months after that, in May 1993, the 

Supreme Court indicted Pérez for 
allegedly embezzling $17 million, 
using presidential secret funds to pay 
for security for Violeta Chamorro, 
widow of a slain newspaper editor, 
in her presidential election campaign 
against the Sandinistas of Nicaragua. 
The Senate convicted him of the 
charges, removing him from office. In 
1994 the banking crisis, many years in 
gestation, reached its climax with the 
failure of the Banco Latino, owned by 
Pedro Tinoco, a friend of Pérez and 
other presidents. Tinoco had been 
finance minister and president of 
the Central Bank. By then, the two-
party system that governed Venezuela 
since 1958 was in dissolution. In 
1993 Rafael Caldera, the vain and 
all-knowing former president (1969-
74), dumped the Social Christian 
COPEI party, which he founded 

a half-century earlier, to run for 
president again at age 78, attacking 
Pérez’s stabilization efforts and 
narrowly defeating Andrés Velazquez 
of the Causa R, an offshoot of the 
Communist Party. Months later, in 
the interests of “pacification,” Caldera 
freed Chávez from his imprisonment 
since the February 1992 revolt, 
enabling him to pursue his political 
career. In 1996, as inflation rose 
to 103%, Caldera decreed his own 
IMF stabilization plan. After initially 
urging mass abstention, Chávez won 
the presidency in December 1998 
with 56% of the votes as candidate 
of a leftist coalition called the Polo 
Patriotico, promising a battle against 
corruption and convocation of a 
Constituent Assembly to “refound 
the republic.” Seven elections and 
plebiscites were held within three 
years, with high levels of abstention 
that reached 76% of the voters in 
December 2000. Amid widespread 
indifference of a weary electorate, 
Venezuela gained a “Bolivarian 
Constitution.” Chávez cleverly 
maneuvered the process to concentrate 
nearly all the levers of power in his 
hands. Then Venezuela’s petroleum 
economy began to crumble, even as 
world oil prices surged to new highs.

Hugo Chávez became an 
exceptionally powerful president in 
the political vacuum created by mass 
impoverishment and by the decline 
and disgrace of Venezuela’s major 
parties. He may be an archaic and 
exotic figure, but so far those who 
underestimated him have lost. Many 
have tried to analyze the complexities 
of Chávez’s brazen, gregarious, 
seductive, workaholic personality, 
not paying enough attention to his 
shrewdness and tenacity. Elizabeth 
Burgos called him a “genuine 
artifact of the Caribbean baroque,” 
hearkening back to dictators of the 
past, camouflaged in ideological 
clichés, dissimulated by his “mediatic 
theatrality that sows alarm among his 
opposition and forces them to act on 
terrain of his own choosing, impeding 

“The banks 
collapsed like a 
house of cards, 
built on fraud”
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them from forging their own strategy.”
“Chávez’s rise to power marked 

the removal of the political elite 
that governed Venezuela for half a 
century,” said Teodoro Petkoff, a 
former communist guerrilla leader 
in the 1960s who became planning 
minister in the 1990s and now is the 
chief strategist for the main opposition 
candidate in the presidential election 
scheduled for December 3, Manuel 
Rosales, governor of Zulia, the main 
oil-producing state. “With Chávez we 
entered a new phase of our history, 
although I think that he was not up 
to the challenge he faced. He filled a 
vacuum created in Venezuela. Perhaps 
his main achievement is having 
placed Venezuela’s social disaster at 
center-stage. Paradoxically, it also is 
his greatest failure because he knew 
no way of overcoming this disaster. 
His rhetoric enabled him to maintain 
a bond with the poor, to whom he 
gave a sense of belonging and identity, 
which keeps this bond alive. The real 
election issues are: the horrible spread 
of crime, the failure of housing policy, 
the failure of the struggle against 
poverty, as well as the autocratic 
character of this government.”

Along with other astute observers 
of Venezuelan politics, Petkoff warns 
against underestimating Chávez. He 
provokes and polarizes with his words 
and actions, but he also is capable of 
tactical retreats, as in his surrender 
in the failed 1992 military uprising 
as well as in the April 2002 popular 
revolt, which removed him from 
office for two days after the army 
chiefs rejected his order to fire on 
demonstrators. “Chávez is no Che 
Guevara or Salvador Allende,” Petkoff 
observed. “He is no man to immolate 
himself in the name of history. He 
would say that where there is life there’s 
hope. He was right in surrendering in 
1992, but his comrades called him a 
coward and blamed him for the defeat. 
Today all power is in Chávez’s hands. 
He is distrustful and doesn’t consult 
with many people. He appoints and 
dismisses cabinet ministers on his 

weekly TV program. He has no time 
for the mediocre leaders of the party 
he created, the Movement of the Fifth 
Republic (MVR). Fear and adulation 
surround ‘I the Supremo.’ The virtual 
inexistence of any institutional 
control over his power allows for 
the maximum incompetence in the 
exercise of public functions, from 
uncontrolled corruption to rampant 
arbitrariness in public management.”

So far, Chávez has been careful 
to observe democratic formalities. 
Venezuelans ranked highest among 
Latin American republics in their 
support for democracy in surveys 

conducted over the past decade by 
Latinobarómetro, a Chilean polling 
agency. He used salami tactics, one 
slice at a time, to reduce the power of 
his enemies. The professional classes, 
forming the core of opposition to 
Chávez, lack a program and contact 
with the poor people forming 
Chávez’s political base. Opposition 
activists communicate among 
themselves mainly by reading and 
writing chain letters and blogs on the 
internet, some hysterical and some 
sophisticated. Against the threat of 
another wave of mass abstentions in 
the presidential election scheduled 
for December 3, Chávez warned that 

he would convoke a plebiscite that 
would enable him to remain in the 
presidency until 2031.

4. Chávez and Bolívar

What is this `Bolivarian 
Revolution”? Is it a revolution or a 
reenacting of the past? And what about 
Bolívar? Simón Bolívar (17831830) 
was a Caracas-born aristocrat who 
read and traveled widely as a young 
man at the time of the French and 
Napoleonic revolutions. Imbued with 
Enlightenment ideals of freedom and 
social justice, he carried the treatises 
of Rousseau and Montesquieu with 
him as he led rag-tag armies to free 
today’s Andean republics from 
Spanish colonial rule. He was a 
brilliant leader, a shrewd and tough 
tactician, eloquent in his speeches 
and writings, with enormous 
stamina and persistence as he drove 
his armies over forbidding terrain 
from the Caribbean coast to win the 
independence of what are now the 
republics of Venezuela, Colombia, 
Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia, only to 
be defeated ultimately by local elites. 
One of Chávez’s favorite books is 
Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s The General 
in his Labyrinth, telling the story of 
Bolívar’s slow, melancholy journey 
down the valley of the Magdalena 
River in 1830, following his political 
defeat, to die of tuberculosis in Santa 
Marta, on Colombia’s Atlantic Coast. 
Garcia Marquez cites the Liberator’s 
famous last words: “America is 
ungovernable, for us. Those who 
serve a revolution plow the sea....This 
country will fall inevitably into the 
hands of unbridled masses and then 
pass almost imperceptibly into the 
hands of petty tyrants, of all colors 
and races.” These days Chávez and 
many of his followers are trying hard 
to prove Bolívar right.

In a classic study, El Culto a Bolívar 
(1969) the historian German Carrera 
Damas called the worship of Bolívar 
“a second religion” for Venezuelans, 

Reuters.
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“a magic formula to explain all: 
the failure of the `liberators’ to 
construct the promised new society; 
freedom that is stifled when not 
purely and simply exchanged for a 
poorly disguised dictatorship; the 
vices, stupidity, inefficacy, blindness 
and other attributes of this or that 
government....Thus was forged an 
effective lever to activate the popular 
ideology in line with purposes 
and interests at most times anti-
popular: the cult of Bolívar serving 
the dominant forces in Venezuelan 
society.”

The cult of Bolívar reaches into 
many aspects of Venezuelan life. 
Nearly every town has its Plaza 
Bolívar. Chávez changed the name 
of the country to be called the 
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, 
with its Bolivarian Constitution 
created by the Bolivarian Revolution. 
The Bolívar is the unit of currency, 
quoted officially at $1 =Bs. 2,150. As 

the money supply and government 
spending surge out of control, the 
government is preparing a currency 
reform, removing three zeros and 
renaming it the Bolivariano. China is 
building a communications satellite 
for Venezuela that, of course, will be 
named for Bolívar. “One of the main 
tasks of Venezuelan ambassadors 
abroad is to dedicate statues of 
Bolívar in other countries,” a veteran 
diplomat said.

Stories circulated that Chávez 
was so devoted to Bolívar that he 
would leave an empty chair at some 
meetings, saying that the Liberator’s 
spirit would sit there to guide the 
deliberations.

Chávez sees himself as leader of 
the cult of Bolívar, invoking the 
Liberator’s resurrection, promising 
to end corruption and democratize 
the use of petroleum resources, 
promoting the dream of a country 
without poor people. His dedication 

produced some exotic gestures, such 
as presenting a replica of Bolívar’s 
sword as a ceremonial gift to Robert 
Mugabe, dictator of Zimbabwe, on 
a state visit to Caracas. To promote 
the international prestige of the 
Liberator, Chávez ordered PDVSA to 
spend roughly $450,000 to pay for a 
prizewinning carnival procession in 
Rio de Janeiro that carried a 12 meter-
high effigy of Bolívar on a huge float. 
The Venezuelan press reported that 
500 of Chávez’s followers traveled to 
Rio, at government expense, to view 
the Rio carnival. The newspaper  O 
Estado de S. Paulo observed editorially:

Those in the box bought by the 
Venezuelan government and the 
Venezuelan people could not fail to be 
impressed on seeing the immense Simón 
Bolívar doll, 12 meters high, carrying a 
heart with red lights flashing in its right 
hand. Venezuelan flags were raised in 
euphoria by thousands of “militants” of 

Statue of Bolívar at the 2006 Rio de Janeiro Carnaval - Agência Estado
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Unidos de Vila Isabel, many of them, 
interviewed on TV, showed that they 
lacked the slightest idea of the language, 
the country or the identity of the giant 
doll in military dress that was carried in 
one of the allegorical floats of the samba 
school. They only knew that Col. Chávez 
had given lots of money for the school 
to mount a beautiful parade, after 18 
years of frustrated efforts.

Previous dictators of Venezuela 
— Antonio Guzman Blanco in the 
1870s and 1880s, Gómez and Pérez 
Jiménez believed themselves to be 
the embodiment of Bolívar’s spirit. 
Chávez did not go so far as to claim 
to be a reincarnation of Bolívar, 
but asserted a certain resemblance, 
claiming that they both were zambos. 
“Bolívar was not white,” Chávez 
announced after Vila Isabel’s triumph 
in the Rio carnival. “Bolívar was born 

among the blacks, was more black 
than white. He did not have green 
eyes. Bolívar was a zambo.”

Unlike Chávez, Bolívar was an 
admirer of the United States, but in 
other respects their geopolitical aims 
are roughly the same. At the end of 
his excellent biography of Bolívar, 
John Lynch observes:

The traditional cult of Bolívar has 
been used as a convenient ideology 
by military dictators, culminating in 
the regimes of Juan Vicente Gómez 
and Eleazar López Contreras; these 
had more or less respected the basic 
thought of the Liberator, even when 
they misrepresented its meaning. But 
the new heresy, far from maintaining 
continuity with the constitutional ideas 
of Bolívar, as was claimed, invented 
a new attribute, the populist Bolívar, 
and in the case of Cuba gave him a 

new identity, the socialist Bolívar. By 
exploiting the authoritarian tendency, 
which certainly existed in the thought 
and action of Bolívar, regimes in Cuba 
and Venezuela claim the Liberator as a 
patron for their policies, distorting his 
ideas in the process. Thus the Bolívar of 
liberty and equality is appropriated by 
a Marxist regime, which does not hold 
liberty and equality in high esteem but 
needs a substitute for the failed Soviet 
model. And in Venezuela a populist 
regime of the 21S` Century, looking for 
political legitimacy, is drawn to Bolívar 
as to a magnet, another victim of the 
spell. Who is to say that it will be the 
last?

Poor Bolívar!
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