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Abstract

This thesis is an ethnographic exploration of radical populist politics among working-
class residents of a Venezuelan barrio (shantytown). It draws on fieldwork conducted
over 19 months and focuses on the political ideals and practices of pro-government
chavista activists in the context of the “Bolivarian Revolution”. Specifically, it
analyses the utopian desires that underpin activists’ engagement with a number of
political organisations in their communities, uncovering how political activism is
embedded in broader projects that seek personal transformation, material betterment
and moral redemption. It also examines state-led efforts to establish participatory
democracy at the local level, tracing the experiences of grassroots activists as they
attempt to build new political institutions in their communities. My approach involves
a close attention to the relationship between political discourse, state policy and
everyday practice, exploring the complex interactions that unfold between state
agencies and community actors. Overall, the aim of this thesis is to understand the
appeal of a radical populist project by looking beyond claims that political efficacy
rests solely on the redistribution of resources. I suggest that the particular appeal of
chavismo lies in the fact that it also asks its adherents to usher in a new moral order
by transforming themselves, their communities and their democracy in profound
ways. I explore many of the complexities that are inherent to this process, analysing
how activists seeking radical change encounter disjunctures between an idealised

future and a compromised and contingent present.
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Figure 1: Portrait of Hugo Chavez, former President of Venezuela (Matt Wilde)

INTRODUCTION

It was towards the end of my stay with Rafael and Yulmi when they mounted the
portrait of their president, Hugo Chavez, on the wall of their front room. The couple,
who were committed supporters of Chavez — chavistas, as they are known in
Venezuela — had asked a friend who specialised in family portraits to make it for the
newly furnished room they had been gradually improving since my arrival in early
2009. As they explained at the time, the portrait was an expression of gratitude,

loyalty and pride from a working-class family who had come to see their own
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successes as intimately tied to the figure whose protective gaze now looked down
from the wall. In the decade since Chavez had taken office in 1999, Rafael and
Yulmi’s lives had changed dramatically thanks to a series of “pro-poor” government
initiatives and their own growing prominence as community leaders in the locality. As
a result of the Chavez government’s reforms, significant new opportunities for the
family had emerged in education, political participation and employment, and by the
time I left both were state employees carrying out important roles in what Chéavez
called the “Bolivarian revolution”. The naming of this political movement was
significant: Simon Bolivar was the Venezuelan general and statesman who liberated
much of Latin America from the Spanish in the nineteenth century, and Chavez quite
consciously reappropriated the nation’s founding father and transformed him into a
champion for Venezuela’s poor (Salas 2000). As Rafael explained, this symbolism
had a profound impact on many working-class Venezuelans, offering an accessible
political language that linked their own contemporary struggles to Bolivar’s against
the colonial power. “What Chévez gave us was a national identity that didn’t exist
before,” he told me. “Before, most people thought that politics was unimportant, or
that it was dirty. Our identity was really weak. We didn’t know about any of that
history, and politics wasn’t about social action.” In the 14 years he was in power,
Chavez became a ubiquitous and unavoidable presence in Venezuelan life. He spoke
most days on television, adorned the walls of every town and city and appeared in
everyday conversations up and down the country. For those who supported him, the
president was a constant reference point who reminded people that they were engaged
in a heroic moral struggle against imperialism and neoliberalism. The family’s
decision to erect a portrait of Chévez in their front room expressed the significance of
the symbolic and material changes that had taken place over the course of a decade.
Its presence attested to the totemic value Chavez came to play in their lives, indicating
how everyday life had become politicised to such an extent that it was now at the
heart of this family’s moral world.

This thesis is an ethnographic exploration of radical populist politics among
working-class residents of a Venezuelan barrio called El Camoruco, a self-built
community located in the industrial city of Valencia.' It draws on fieldwork

conducted over 19 months and focuses on the understandings, ideals and policies that

" The term barrio means “neighbourhood” but in Venezuela is generally used as a byword for low-
income, self-built shantytowns.
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structured political practice among chavista activists and supporters. Taking my
hosts’ portrait of the late President Chévez as its starting point, it asks how a political
project and its leader became significant enough to adorn domestic wall-space that is
ordinarily reserved for saints and gods. It examines the interaction between political
discourse, state policy and everyday practice and probes the moral sentiments and
imaginaries that anchor political lives. It also investigates efforts to establish
participatory democracy at the local level, evaluating grassroots activists’ efforts to
build new political and economic structures and the increasing role of the state in such
endeavours. Overall, the aim of this thesis is to understand the appeal of a radical
populist project by looking beyond its distribution of resources to previously excluded
sectors of the population. My contention is that the particular appeal of chavismo lies
in the fact that it also asks its adherents to usher in a new moral order by transforming

themselves, their communities and their democracy in profound ways.

PopPULISM, CHAVISMO AND DEMOCRACY

Populism is a peculiar analytical category that seems to generate almost as much
debate about its conceptual utility as it does about the social phenomena it seeks to
analyse. Commonly regarded as a pejorative term, it is often used as a byword for
fiery but ill-defined political rhetoric (Laclau 2005: 18-19), and as a point of analysis
has tended to reflect the shifting ideological and theoretical frameworks of the
academic milieu (de la Torre 2000: 2-3). Some scholars define populism as a phase in
capitalist development (Malloy 1977) and argue that it tends to involve the
manipulation of “backward masses” by demagogic and charismatic leaders (Germani
1978). Others point to the role of wealth redistribution, reliance on import substitution
as an economic model and the rhetorical defence of national sovereignty (Touraine
1989). Stein (1980) argues that although populist leaders tend to speak a language
aimed at the poor, their movements are generally multi-class coalitions that explicitly
reject class conflict as a political project. He highlights the centrality of an exalted
leader around which these coalitions orbit, and emphasises the importance of state
control as a means of maintaining a diverse social base through systems of patronage
(1980: 9-10). Personal loyalty between the leader and their followers is critical to

most definitions of populism, a point underlined in particular by Willner (1984), who
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argues that followers tend to “blindly follow their leader’s statements” (1984: 4).
Conniff (1999) makes a similar case, proposing that populist parties often operate
according to the “proxy control” of a central leader who responds to the
“psychological desires” of supporters (1999: 193). Such trends are commonly
associated with the weakening of liberal democracy, since populists are seen to
bypass or manipulate democratic institutions in favour of distributing resources
directly to their supporters.

Many commentators predicted that the consolidation of neoliberalism as a
political and economic package during the 1990s would signal the end of populism in
Latin America, the assumption being that without significant state resources at their
disposal, populist leaders would lack the redistributive powers to maintain their bases
of support. But the emergence of so-called “neopopulists” like Alberto Fujimori in
Peru, Abdala Bacaram in Ecuador and Carlos Menem in Argentina seemed to
disprove this theory. As Weyland (1996) observes, neopopulism and neoliberalism
found an “unexpected affinity” during the 1990s. Figures like Fujimori were able to
take advantage of economic crisis and position themselves in opposition to a
discredited elite, casting their politics as a necessary break with the corrupt
establishment. They also used targeted welfare programmes to aid the poorest in
society, thus gaining political capital by providing low-income supporters with a
degree of protection from the worst consequences of structural adjustment (Rousseau
2009).

While its leaders typically speak a language of crisis and rupture, Carlos de la
Torre (2000) disputes the claim that populism only arises in times of crisis. He
contends instead that its continuing salience rests more on the consistent failure of
Latin American societies to adequately incorporate the popular sectors into their
democracies. Populism appeals, he suggests, because it purports to resolve this
democratic deficit and places the poor at the heart of its political discourse. He draws
on Laclau’s definition of populist logic (1977; see also 2005), which rests on three
central factors: the formation of an internal antagonistic frontier separating “the
people” from power, an equivalent articulation of demands making the emergence of
“the people” possible, and the unification of these demands in a stable system of
signification (2005: 74). Building on this model, de la Torre argues that there are
certain core traits that make populism an identifiable political form: (1) a Manichean

discourse that presents a moral struggle between the people and an established elite;

16



(2) the social construction of a leader as the symbol of redemption; (3) the forging of
coalitions between an emergent elite and popular sectors; (4) an ambiguous
relationship with democracy, in which new groups are incorporated into democracy
but the political rights of opponents are undermined (2000: 140-141). This final point
is of particular note, since it highlights how populism can be viewed as “at once
inclusive and alienating” (Spanakos 2008a: 543). Precisely because it rests on the
division of society into mutually hostile social blocs and distributes resources
according to them, populism challenges the pluralist checks and balances that are
presumed to be central to liberal polities.

The emergence of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela was viewed by many scholars
as consistent with the kind of characteristics outlined above. When Chavez was
elected in 1998, he was already well known in the country as the radical army colonel
who had attempted a coup in 1992 and been jailed for two years when it failed.
Returning dramatically as a presidential candidate in 1998, Chavez rallied against the
corruption, elitism and inequality that had come to define Venezuelan politics. His
colloquial speech and charismatic presence struck a chord with a population that had
seen its quality of life fall after forty years of two-party dominance and a decade of
pernicious neoliberal reforms. Prior to his arrival, a political system known as
puntofijismo had ensured that two centrist parties, Accion Democratica (AD) and the
Christian Democrats (COPEI), monopolised political power. This system relied
heavily on state control of the country’s vast oil wealth (Venezuela is one of the
world’s largest producers of oil), which enabled a dense and expansive system of
clientelism that penetrated civil society at all levels and ensured the loyalty of the
Roman Catholic Church, the military, the business sector and the major trade unions
(Karl 1987; Coronil 1997; Buxton 1999; Ellner and Hellinger 2003; McCoy and
Myers 2004; Buxton 2008).

Although there is general agreement that Chavez’s arrival marked a popular
rejection of puntofijismo (Lopez Maya 2003; Castro 2007), there is far less accord
over how to determine the most important factors that lead to his rise. McCoy and
Myers (2004a) argue that puntofijismo declined due to structural pressures on
Venezuela’s lop-sided oil-dependent economy, internal contradictions in its political
institutions and the failure of its political elite to adapt to changing economic
conditions in the 1980s. Ellner and Hellinger (2003) place a heavier emphasis on the

role played by class conflict in this process, suggesting that Chavez represents the
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repositioning of class struggle to the centre of public and political life. For Ellner
(2008), Chavez bears strong similarities to the radical populists of the 1940s, who
explicitly positioned themselves against the established elite until being overthrown
by a military coup. He contends that an overemphasis on institutional factors leaves a
highly problematic implication in explaining the rise of chavismo: “that if only
decentralisation and state reform had proceeded apace, the crisis would have been
avoided and Chavez never would have reached power” (2008: 216).

Many of these debates are underpinned by a concern over democracy and
citizenship, which have been central themes since Chavez took office. Almost all
commentators agree that chavismo is a “hybrid” political formation that has expanded
democratic rights and participation for some citizens, but many also argue that it has
discriminated against others and impeded the checks and balances that should sustain
liberal democracies. One of Chéavez’s first major political moves was to call elections
for a Constituent Assembly, which was charged with drafting a new constitution.
Ratified via a referendum in late 1999, the new Bolivarian Constitution changed the
national parliament from a bicameral system to a unicameral one (the single house
now being called the National Assembly) and shifted from an emphasis on party
politics to one that privileged what Chavez called “participatory and protagonist”
democracy. Not even mentioning political parties in the new constitution, this shift
was explicitly opposed to representative democracy, instead seeking to establish a
basic legal framework for the democratisation of the Venezuelan state in new terms
(Alvarez 2003: 153). Citizens now had the right to revoke elected officials and judges
in the second half of their terms, as well as impose their will on local, regional and
national bodies through “citizen assemblies”. Although the structural mechanisms for
these policies would not come until several years later (see Part II of this thesis), the
discursive tone of the Bolivarian Constitution placed “constituent power” (the
democratic force of revolutionary innovation) over and above “constituted power”
(the fixed power of formal constitutions and centralised authority) (Negri 1999). In
doing so, it sought to open up channels for direct citizen participation in governance
and provided a framework for future reforms. As Alvarez notes, however, it also
strengthened the power of the national executive, not least by giving the president the
power to independently convoke a Constituent Assembly through presidential decrees

(2003: 155).
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Indeed, critics argue that the Bolivarian Constitution is in fact
“hyperpresidential” (Corrales & Penfold 2011: 17), highlighting its extension of the
presidential term from five to six years and new executive controls over military
promotions. Corrales and Penfold contend that Chavez manipulated the national
electoral monitor, the CNE (Consejo Nacional Electoral), pursued a policy of
“polarise and punish” against opponents and abused state resources in election
campaigns (Corrales & Penfold 2011: 17-37).> After 2009, when he successfully won
a referendum that removed the two-term limit on presidential terms, they argue that
Chavez intensified these strategies by using oil revenues to buttress his own power
through clientelism, cronyism, job discrimination and selective impunity towards
supporters (2011: 37-46). For reasons such as these, scholars have argued that
Venezuelan politics remain in a “grey zone” (McCoy and Myers 2004: 3) somewhere
between liberal democracy and autocracy. Others claim, however, that such
assessments underplay the importance of popular support enjoyed by Chavez. Roberts
(2006) suggests that chavismo bears many hallmarks of “classic” populism, but points
out that it has a far higher level of grassroots mobilisation than neopopulists such as
Fujimori. Spanakos (2008a), meanwhile, defines chavismo as a particular kind of “left
populism” and asserts that Chavez has successfully constructed a new form of
citizenship closely tied to Bolivarian ideals, institutions and policies. In doing so, he
argues that working-class Venezuelans have been granted greater access to
democratic participation, enhanced consumer spending power and vastly improved
public services, albeit in a “partisan environment where state/government/party
differentiation is often non-existent” (2008a: 543). A related viewpoint is put forward
by Hawkins (2010), who highlights Chavez’s decision to formally adopt “twenty-first
century socialism” as a distinctive feature of his populism. While formal adherence to
an “outside” political ideology is largely untypical of populist projects, Hawkins
argues that the Venezuelan case illustrates how a class-based ideology can co-exist
with a populist language and political style. Socialism (the ideology) remains
subordinate to Bolivarianism (the discourse), but the two have thus far proven to be

largely compatible (2010: 84-85).

* The authors argue that Chavez’s response to the oil industry walkout in 2003 was typical of this
“polarise and punish” policy. Having regained central control over the state oil company, PDVSA, he
sacked 60 percent of its employees (largely those in lower and middle management) and sent in the
army to restart the industry’s production (Corrales & Penfold 2011: 24).
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Although these debates are of undoubted importance to the understanding of
the political causes and consequences of the Chavez era, much of the literature cited
above seems premised on the assumption that a particular form of liberal democracy
is necessarily the most desirable system a society should strive for, or indeed that
every society will eventually arrive at this system with the right set of conditions and
reforms. Many commentators seem to lament the “demise” of Venezuela’s
representative democracy, despite simultaneously conceding that puntofijismo was a
fundamentally exclusionary system that institutionalised inequality and left huge
swathes of the population without adequate means to articulate political claims. As
Mitchell Dean (2001) points out, liberal democracy is itself entirely compatible with
authoritarian techniques of governance; indeed, it is often underpinned by them.’
Moreover, recent anthropological approaches to democracy (Gutmann 2002; Paley
2008) have highlighted how scholarly understandings of democracy often reflect a
normative ideal of Euro-American liberalism, glossing over different histories,
understandings and practices that provide a more complicated and diverse picture of
democratic possibilities and experiences. The model commonly held as an ideal is
therefore perhaps better regarded, as Nugent (2008) argues, as one particular
articulation of democracy among many possible formations. This is not to say, of
course, that Venezuelan democracy under Chavez does not require some close
examination. Rather, particularly given that the Bolivarian government seeks to
change the nature of democratic practice in the country, I suggest that our analytical
lens needs to shift focus in order to make a contextually appropriate evaluation.

To a large extent, approaches to populism have analysed the discourses and
policies of leaders and the structural conditions in which they rise and fall. The
problem with this focus is that it largely obfuscates the meanings, motivations and
actions of the rank and file activists who make these movements possible. General
populations are of interest only insofar as they determine political successes or
failures by voting or not voting for certain leaders; their own political desires,

understandings and strategies are essentially rendered invisible. In the case of

? “Governing in the name of freedom,” writes Dean, “is a plural, pragmatic and heterogeneous task. It
concerns how to use the full range of governmental and sovereign technologies, from persuasion,
encouragement, seduction, enticement, obligation, petty humiliation, shame, discipline, training and
propaganda through to violence — in its different forms — and the symbolics and threat of violence, in a
manner which can be reconciled with the claim, always understood nominalistically, to govern
liberally, to govern in a free political culture, to govern in the name of freedom, to respect individual
liberty or to govern through freedom” (2001: 58).
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Venezuela, such approaches have arguably overlooked the presence of significant
social dynamics because they have paid scant attention to politics beyond “formal”
spheres. McCoy argues, for example, that under puntofijismo “political parties
mediated between state and society to such an extent that autonomous, nonpartisan
civil society organisations scarcely existed” (2004: 271). Yet recent ethnographic and
historical studies of grassroots barrio organisations (Fernandes 2010; Velasco 2011)
show that this is simply not the case. Grassroots organisations in barrios have played
a significant role in the country’s political life for the best part of half a century, and
were hugely important in both Chévez’s acquisition of power and the development of
the Bolivarian project as a whole. McCoy’s reading of Chéavez’s working-class
supporters has strong echoes of the view that populist movements are constituted by
those who “blindly” follow their leaders. Venezuela’s urban poor, she writes,
“flocked” to support Chavez’s candidacy in 1998 because they are “most susceptible
to mobilisation by a personalistic movement when their quality of life has declined
and they perceive themselves to be excluded or discriminated against in the policy-
making process of the existing political regime” (2004: 293). Such viewpoints leave
inadequate space to explore the grassroots political cultures that predated Chavez’s
arrival, the complex relationships that working-class chavistas have with the
movement’s political leadership, or the effects of government policies on interactions
with the state. They also provide no tools for analysing the deeper moral projects that
activists undertake as part of their political activism. This thesis, as I discuss in more
detail below, seeks to break this trend by focusing on the moral and imaginative
motivations of grassroots chavista actors.

In the small number of studies that analyse populism from the point of view of
the rank and file, two points come across. The first is that although populist
movements invariably offer some kind of material benefit to those who form its core
social base, these benefits do not by themselves offer ample explanation for their
political successes. Daniel James’s (1988) historical study of the relationship between
unions and Peronism in Argentina, for example, shows how the formation of
working-class traditions closely tied to Peronism produced a loyalty among workers
that transcended campaigns for higher wages or better working conditions. During the
1930s, Argentina’s working classes lived through a period of deep impoverishment
and suffered endemic social stigmatisation. As a result, Peron’s powerful discourse

offering dignity, equality and citizenship to workers had a profound impact in the
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1940s. Calling this discourse ‘“heretical”, James argues that the great success of
Peronism was its ability to align itself with the poor and portray itself as above and
beyond the pettiness and sectarianism of party politics. It offered, instead, “a sort of
protean, malleable common-place of working-class identification” (1988: 264) that
gave its supporters a critically important sense of pride and self-esteem.* The second
point, exemplified by Javier Auyero’s (2000) ethnography of Peronist problem-
solving in a Buenos Aires shantytown, is that loyalty to a given political movement
often stems from long-term, enduring and personalised links with party brokers.
Support for a party is the result of dense social networks involving clients and brokers
in which everyday economic problems are solved through what he calls “politically
mediated problem-solving” (2000: 214). These linkages are not reducible to simple
pragmatism, but rather “involve professed emotions, long-lasting ties, expressed
commitments [and] declared loyalties” (2000: 173). Political rallies, he contends, are
not merely instrumental exchanges of goods and services for political support, but
instead dramatisations “of the already existing informal networks and shared cultural
representations” (2000: 13, emphasis in original). According to Auyero, if we want to
understand how populist movements work, we need to pay far greater attention to the
everyday practices and understandings that cultivate and solidify political bases.

This brings me to the central aims of this thesis. My first aim is to move
beyond the limitations of many accounts of populism and analyse what I call the
political morality of grassroots chavista activists. I argue that chavismo has proven
successful because it has constructed a working-class identity that offers dignity and
pride to previously excluded Venezuelan citizens. For chavistas, this identity is
premised on a moral struggle to overcome both socio-political exclusion at the
structural level and perceived moral degradation at the subjective level. Both of these
problems are attributed to the contaminating legacies of puntofijismo, neoliberalism
and Venezuela’s long-standing relationship with oil. Although much attention has
focused on the socio-economic and political inequalities that chavismo rails against,
precious little has looked at how individuals and groups see their political
participation as a moral project that seeks to subjectively decontaminate individuals.

My focus is on how activists perceive this struggle to be one in which they must

* Such political successes, of course, are not immortal. Auyero argues that by the 1990s, the Peronist
identity was no longer coterminous with working-class identity in the way it had been in the 1970s
(2000: 191).

22



change not only the political and economic structures of their nation, but also the
moral foundations of themselves and their communities. Building on recent
anthropological work on morality (see below), I suggest that this political morality
gives radical populism a vital mobilising energy through everyday attempts to
transform selves, recuperate lost values and build new community structures.
Exploring the moral terrain of political subjectivity, Part I of this thesis explores the
workings of this political morality in different spheres of barrio life.

My second aim is to analyse the changing nature of neighbourhood
organisations in the Chavez era and evaluate the government’s attempt to stimulate
participatory democracy at the grassroots level. Since populism is often regarded as
an attack on liberal democracy, one of the major defences of chavismo, particularly
among the international left, has been the claim that it is building an alternative form
of democracy “desde abajo” (from below) (Motta 2010). This claim is important to
assess, since the drive to establish participatory democracy as both a present challenge
and future alternative to liberal, representative democracy is central to what is seen to
make chavismo “different”. In proposing this shift, Chavez drew explicitly on Negri’s
(1999) articulation of the conflict between constituent and constituted power. Part 11
of this thesis analyses this drive among barrio residents in El Camoruco, focusing in
particular on the complex and ambiguous relationships between grassroots activists
and state institutions. I argue that there are significant contradictions between the aim
of building participatory democracy desde abajo and the increasingly state-managed
framework in which this occurs.

In order to be clear, it is worth clarifying my use of different terms. Although
some scholars, particularly those who have adopted an ethnographic approach to
Chavez-era Venezuela (e.g. Fernandes 2007, 2010), have chosen not to use populism
as an organising concept, I retain it because my fieldwork experience threw up
characteristics that made the term impossible to avoid. While Fernandes focuses
predominantly on social movement organisations that largely pre-dated the arrival of
Chéavez and maintained independence from the chavista state, my research examines
ground-level involvement in state-initiated projects and institutions. Without
exception, the activists I worked with also displayed a genuine adoration for Chéavez,
and I suggest that this phenomenon requires anthropological attention. A critical
approach to many “surface-level” approaches to populism does not mean we should

reject the term entirely; rather, there is a need for ethnographic excavations of its

23



appeal. I call chavismo “radical populism” because I contend that as a political project
it has made significant changes to the social, political and economic alignment of
power in Venezuelan society. There are also critically important continuities from
previous eras, but as Ellner (2008: 215) notes, the “intense hostility” directed towards
Chavez from both internal elites and Washington shows that fundamental interests are
under threat from his project.

Throughout this thesis I will also discuss both chavismo and Bolivarianism,
and I regard these to be distinct, though closely related, categories. I understand
chavismo to encompass the movement’s key political actors, its infrastructures (both
state and non-state) and its policies. In turn, I define Bolivarianism as the discursive
and ideological thought that underpins these politics. If the former encompasses the
functioning of a political movement and its use of the state to achieve particular aims,
the latter describes the ever-evolving set of ideas that accompany this process. As I
explore in Part II of the thesis, there is a complex relationship between the structures
of the political movement and its diverse ideological underpinnings and, at times, this
relationship can be highly conflictual. Before turning to these themes, however, the
remainder of this introductory chapter will outline the concept of political morality
and provide a brief history of the Venezuelan state, chavismo and Chévez-era
policies. It then introduces my research setting and methodology, before opening with

an analysis of my respondents’ relationships with the late Hugo Chavez.

POLITICAL MORALITY AND CHAVISMO

In Chévez-era Venezuela, a pervasive discourse concerning the perceived immorality
of both puntofijismo and neoliberalism was at the heart of political aspirations for the
future and attempts to transform selves. As I have already suggested, my analysis of
chavismo will pay close ethnographic attention to the kinds of moral understandings
and subjective life-projects that underpin everyday political activism. The recent
anthropological turn towards morality (Howell 1997; Laidlaw 2002; Rydstrem 2003;
Robbins 2004; Zigon 2008; Heintz 2009) provides some useful insights that have yet
to be applied to investigations of political activism and organisation. Much of the
debate in this burgeoning literature centres on the extent to which an anthropology of

morality should move away from a Durkheimian framework. James Laidlaw (2002)
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argues that Durkheim (1915, 1953) treated morality as essentially coterminous with
the preservation of the collective good. In line with his broader concern with the
social reproduction of society, Durkheim viewed morality as a governing law that
held society together through the establishment of unconscious logics and values. For
Laidlaw, the problem with this presumption is that it “leaves no conceptual space”
(2002: 31) for either decision-based ethics or a Kantian notion of human freedom,
instead dissolving all moral beliefs and actions into the reproduction of social norms.
In this sense, “the moral means everything and nothing” (2002: 313). Traversing Kant
and Nietzsche, Laidlaw suggests that a more useful anthropological theory of ethics
can be found by drawing on Foucault. Foucault argued that morality operates in far
wider terms than simply “the following of socially sanctioned moral rules” (2002:
321). Instead, he understood ethics as grounded in processes of self-fashioning that
endowed individuals with the capacity to create certain kinds of selves through care
and attention to their bodies, their souls, their thoughts and their conduct — these are
the “techniques of the self” that anchor the History of Sexuality (Laidlaw 2002: 322;
Foucault 1986). Laidlaw contends that this focus on the subject rather than the
collective offers more fertile ground for an anthropology of morality, since it asks
how freedom becomes accessible to subjects when they step outside of their “taken-
for-granted cultural representations, or habitus, or ‘discourse’” (Laidlaw 2002: 234).
As Laidlaw reads it, freedom was understood by Foucault not to mean “the total
absence of constraint or relations of power” (Laidlaw 2002: 323), but rather the
capacity to make choices in a necessarily contingent and culturally conditioned
context. In the act of taking a “step back” from an acquired logic or moral code and
viewing such traits as objects, the subject makes a choice and asserts freedom.
Reflective consciousness, in this view, is at the heart of moral action.

Joel Robbins (2007) attempts to refine Laidlaw’s model by seeking a mid-
ground between Durkheimian social reproduction and Foucauldian ethical freedom.
Drawing on Dumont and Weber, he suggests that cultures can be understood as
organised according to a set of hierarchical “value-spheres” that have their own set of
distinct rules and rationalisations. While Dumont seemed to regard these spheres as
largely stable, Weber saw them as existing in constant conflict with each other (2007:
299). For Robbins, there are two forms in which morality appears: (1) the unreflective
social reproduction that occurs “within domains of culture in which value hierarchies

are stably organised and hence the relations between values are well worked out”
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(2007: 300); and (2), the instances in which there is conflict between values, when
people become aware of the fact that they must make a choice between different
spheres. As he puts it, “And it is because in such cases people become aware of
choosing between values that they come to see their decision making process as one
engaged with moral issues” (2007: 300). Robbins suggests, therefore, that an
anthropology of morality should make a distinction between “stable conflicts” that are
inherent to cultural systems, and those that come about as a result of cultural change —
those, that is, that involve some kind of competition between new and old value-
spheres. His argument, drawn from research on Christian conversion among the
Urapmin of Papua New Guinea, is that, “Over time, new stable structures may arise,
but during the course of the change conflict is likely to be the norm. This is why
people’s sense of the moral weight of their actions is strong during times of change”
(2007: 302). In such periods, people live with a sense of ‘“heightened moral
consciousness” (2007: 305) because stable value hierarchies have been upended,
thereby pushing the morality of choice and freedom to the forefront of social life
(2007: 311).

Although acknowledging Robbins’s contribution, Jarrett Zigon (2009)
contends that his competing value-spheres are not so different from Durkheim’s
morality-as-reproduction, replacing it with several spheres rather than only one. In his
view, the weakness of this model is that it still lacks sufficient space to examine
plurality, contradiction or contestation within value spheres. Morally-charged
thoughts and actions, he contends, should be understood not only as conflicts between
overarching value systems, but also as distinct subjective experiences in which
individuals question the frameworks they live by and attempt to work out how they
should act (2009: 254-256). Zigon instead proposes three separate ways in which
morality appears in social life: (1) in institutions, meaning the formal and informal
social organisations that provide normative models of morality; (2) in public
discourses, meaning the articulations of moral beliefs, conceptions and hopes that do
not come directly from institutions (though they may be closely related); (3) in
embodied dispositions, meaning a kind of habitus (Mauss 1973, Bourdieu 1990) of
moral orientations that individuals perform without reflection and without noticing
(2009: 258-60). The distinction between morality and ethics, as he sees it, is that
ethics take place when an individuals steps away from one of the above modalities of

morality and reflects on how they wish to act:
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In stepping-away in this ethical moment, a person becomes reflective and reflexive
about her moral world and moral personhood and what she must do, say or think in
order to appropriately return to her nonconscious moral mode of being. What must be
done is a process of working on the self, where the person must perform certain
practices on herself or with other persons in order to consciously be and act moral in
the social world. Ethics, then, is a conscious acting on oneself either in isolation or
with others so as to make oneself into a more morally appropriate and acceptable
social person not only in the eyes of others but also for oneself (2009: 261).

According to Zigon, the key difference between the two models is that while
Robbins’s notion of moral freedom only seems to occur during major disruptions that
are relatively rare, his articulation of ethics is far more commonplace. It is a “moral
breakdown” that takes place when “a range of possible moralities available do not
adequately ‘fit’ the context” (2009: 263). As he sees it, the subject is always seeking
to return to the unreflective state of moral dispositions, rather than being in a
perpetual state of moral torment produced by overlapping and conflicting value-
spheres.

In putting forward the notion of political morality, I am not seeking to
privilege either of these perspectives in particular, since in my view the
commonalities they share outweigh the differences. Political morality can build on the
theoretical groundwork provided by Laidlaw, Robbins and Zigon (among others) by
examining how political discourse, ideology and policy can shape the moral
imaginaries, subjectivities and practices of actors who are strongly influenced by
normative political projects. In periods of significant political change such as
Venezuela during the Chévez era, Robbins’s attention to conflicting value-spheres
may be of particular use, since such periods throw up attempts by both political
leaders and grassroots activists to fashion new moral cultures that correspond to their
political visions. In the ethnography that anchors this thesis, actors are constantly
making assessments about how they and others should act, often by viewing everyday
events in terms of overarching political visions. There is an important temporal
dimension to this practice that potentially gives political morality an important
distinguishing feature: invariably, normative political projects are premised on a
particular vision of how social life should be in a better future, meaning that
politically-motivated subjects are constantly striving towards this desired ideal,
assessing occurrences in the present according to what the future is supposed to look

like. This is where Zigon’s focus on moral breakdowns within particular systems is of
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use, albeit viewed from a slightly different angle. Political moralities are generally
aspirations for superior moral conduct premised on the belief that the morality of the
incumbent political culture is either inadequate or, indeed, immoral. As a result, they
are necessarily inchoate and “in process”, expressing attempts to fashion new moral
codes and practices that will lead to a brighter and more harmonious future. Because
they are not fully formed, moral breakdowns can occur when individuals find
themselves unsure of whether their actions fall in line with the desired ideal, leading
to constant questioning and self-examination as they attempt to amend their behaviour
according to what they think their political morality should be. Ethical choices emerge
in the temporal gaps between vision and reality, future and present, and it is in these
spaces that an ethnography of political morality must reside.

This thesis seeks to provide such an ethnography by paying attention to what
Goodale (2009: 196) calls the “co-instantiation” of values and practices in everyday
barrio life.” Many chavistas understand Venezuela’s problems as stemming from the
corrupting influence of capitalist values, the cultural influence of North America and
the country’s reliance on oil wealth, all of which create a need for moral cleansing
and radical change. In 2005, when Chdvez announced that Venezuela was now
officially on the road to “twenty-first century socialism”, it was not only a statement
of political intent. The decision to adopt socialism provided a discursive foundation
for the articulation of a moral struggle against these past contaminating influences. As
West and Raman (2009) argue, socialist projects always envision a fundamental break
with the past, but in practice they invariably unfold as “assemblages drawn from a
repertoire of overlapping cultural and political practices, where the forms of the past
continued to shape the present” (2009: 5). Precisely because a “clean break™ is
impossible to achieve, moral discourses took on a heightened importance for my
informants. They sought to compensate for the gap between the normative and the
real, resulting in the “what is to be” saturating the “what is” (Coronil 2011a: 232).

My focus on political morality in the context of a socialist discourse provides
a useful counterpoint to the recent anthropological interest in governmentality.

Foucault’s (1979, 1991) major contribution was in showing how power forms the

* Goodale (2009), focusing on the operation of what he calls “moral imagination”, calls for an
anthropology of ethical practice. Writing about contemporary Bolivia, another country at the forefront
of the so-called “leftwards turn” in Latin America, he states: “[T]The moral imaginary has become the
primary lens through which the meanings of socio-political change are refracted. By moral imaginary I
mean those socio-cognitive spaces in which individuals within collectives construct their own visions
of life...” (2009: 194-195).
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very conditions of a subject’s existence, and how social regulation takes place through
diffuse webs of domination in social institutions and relationships. Yet Verdery
(1991: 304-305) and Anagnost (1997) point out that socialist states or movements
generally lack the consolidated systems of governance that produce the “less visible
forms of power... whereby subjects come to govern themselves” (Montoya 2007: 71).
Socialist projects, instead, seek to make up for this absence through the power of
words. They deploy signs on the surface level, and produce a panoptic that is “not
invisible but hypervisible” (Anagnost 1997: 166). My attention to socialist political
morality, then, explores the ways in which individuals in my fieldsite assessed the
actions of themselves and their neighbours as they interacted with a powerful

normative discourse that emanated largely from the central state and Chavez.

BOLIVARIAN VENEZUELA: HISTORY, POLICIES AND DISCOURSE

Recent anthropological approaches to the state have sought to challenge the
assumption that states are unitary or fixed entities that exist in isolation from
“society” (Sharma & Gupta 2006: 8; Fuller & Bénéi 2001), instead highlighting how
states are constructed through particular material, ideological and imaginative
processes. Some have argued that the state is essentially a reified fiction or mystifying
fantasy construction (Abrams 1988; Navaro-Yashin 2002). Others have highlighted
the porous and heterogeneous nature of state infrastructures (Hansen and Stepputat
2001; Das and Poole 2004), while still others have focused on ascertaining how “the
state” becomes the predominant power in a given locality (Joseph & Nugent 1994).
This thesis is broadly in line with these approaches, but places a specific emphasis on
the disjunctures that occur when a fantastical understanding of the state meets with its
mundane experience in everyday life.

In his seminal history of Venezuelan state formation, The Magical State,
Fernando Coronil (1997) showed how the discovery of oil in the early twentieth
century helped to produce a national imaginary suffused with the belief that, by
“sowing the oil”, the state would provide prosperity for all citizens and lead them to a
future of modernity and abundance. A weak and indebted agricultural nation
characterised by conflicts between a series of caudillos (strongmen) for much of the

nineteenth century, Coronil argued that Venezuela was transformed under the rule of
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the dictator Juan Vicente Gomez (1908-1935). After oil exports began in 1914,
Gomez used petroleum to centralise control of the state and treat the nation as his own
person fiefdom. Coronil explained how Venezuela was imagined as having two
bodies: “a natural body (the material source of its wealth) and a political body (its
citizenry), both of which were represented by the state” (1997: 116). By gaining
control of and unifying these two bodies, Gomez set in motion a political economy
that remains predominant to this day. Fundamentally, the legitimacy of all
Venezuelan political leaders has rested on their ability to turn petroleum rents into
“marvels of power” that engendered “collective fantasies of progress” (1995: 5). As
the point of unity between the natural and political bodies, the state has been regarded
“as a magical theatre... a place possessed with the alchemic power to transmute liquid
wealth into civilized life” (1997: 230). Successive political leaders have themselves
been “possessed” by this belief, seeking to portray themselves as “magnanimous
sorcerers” (Coronil 1997: 5) capable of harnessing the magic of e/ oro negro (the
black gold), their political fortunes rising and falling, very often, with the ebbs and
flows of world oil prices. According to Coronil, Venezuelan politics of the twentieth
century can thus be broadly understood as a class struggle over how this oil wealth is
used (1997: 223-4). The Chéavez era marks a significant shift in the balance of power
that has coalesced around the oil rents, albeit while maintaining the same reliance on

petroleum as the overwhelming source of national wealth and state power.

From Dictatorship to “Pacted” Democracy

After a brief flowering of democracy following Gomez’s death in 1935, Venezuela
returned to dictatorial rule following a coup against the elected government of
Romulo Gallegos in 1948. Several years of political infighting ensued, before Marcos
Pérez Jiménez, a military officer, took firm control in 1952. Like Gdémez, Pérez
Jiménez saw himself as a nation-builder, and used the rapid rise in oil revenues to
embark on a modernising plan that was buttressed by the brutal suppression of
dissent. Between 1945 and 1957, government income from oil increased eleven times,
and by 1957 it provided 70.7 percent of total state income (Aranda 177: 141, cited in
Coronil 1997: 201). But Pérez Jiménez accrued debts with the private sector and was

never popular with the country’s poor majority. In 1958 he was deposed from power
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through a combined military and civic uprising, and Venezuela’s Fourth Republic was
born.

The political system known as puntofijismo characterised the period from
1958 to 1998, and was named after a democratic pact agreed by AD and COPEI in the
city of Punto Fijo in 1958. The pact aimed to overcome the legacy of military
governments by committing the major political parties, the Roman Catholic Church,
the military, the business sector and the major trade unions to political restraint and
broad centrist policies (Karl 1987; Ellner and Hellinger 2003; Coronil 1997; Buxton
1999; Ellner and Hellinger 2003; McCoy and Myers 2004; Buxton 2008). In return
for agreeing the pact, all parties involved would receive subsidies, protectionism and
corporate benefits financed by the oil industry, as the continuing magic of
Venezuela’s subsoils was shifted in support of a new democratic system. This so-
called partidocracia (Mollina 2004), or “limited pluralist polyarchy” (McCoy and
Myers 2004: 3), functioned in both inclusionary and exclusionary terms. Whilst it
enhanced and deepened the power of AD and COPEI it excluded previously powerful
blocs such as the Communist Party, which had been a considerable opposition force
during the Pérez-Jiménez era. It also guarded against both military coups and left-
wing insurgencies (Hellinger 2003: 29) and centralised power in the hands of
Caracas-based AD and COPEI “oligarchs” (McCoy and Myers 2004: 3). Puntofijismo
was buttressed by high social spending in the 1960s and 70s, as rising oil revenues
and a fully nationalised state oil company (PDVSA) enabled the political elite to
contain class-based dissent in a era of debt-financed growth and rapid rural to urban
migration (Buxton 2008: 7-13).® Owing to its economic growth and political stability,
Venezuela was heralded as a Latin American “exception” in this period, yet
overreliance on oil rents eventually led to social, economic and political crisis by the
late 1980s. A debt crisis precipitated by falling oil prices engulfed the region in the
early 1980s, leading to the devaluation of the Venezuelan bolivar in 1983.” Social
spending and wages began to fall dramatically in this period, and in 1989 the country

adopted a structural adjustment programme recommended by the IMF, following the

® The state oil company, Petroleos de Venezuela, C.A (PDVSA), was fully nationalised in 1976 (Ellner
2008: 72-73).

" The bolivar (Bs.) was Venezuela’s national currency until 2007, when the Chévez government
launched a new currency, the bolivar fuerte (Bs.F). In an effort to combat inflation and simplify the
handling of money, the value of the bolivar fuerte was 1 Bs.F = 1,000 Bs.
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trend of “creative destruction” (Harvey 2006: 151) that had become the norm across
the continent.

In February 1989 a week of rioting and looting broke out in Caracas in
response to an economic austerity programme put in place by the recently elected
president, Carlos Andrés Pérez, who had won the election on an anti-IMF platform.
Known colloquially as el caracazo, the uprising began when petrol and food prices
rose by up to 100 percent as subsidies were removed and shops began to hoard
foodstuffs.® The events are remembered most keenly for the massacre of hundreds and
perhaps thousands of people by the army, who opened fire on looters and protestors in
Caracas and other cities after martial law had been declared (Coronil and Skurski
1991; Lopez Maya 2003). El caracazo represented growing discontent across the
country as social spending contracted and incomes fell. Both real industrial wages and
the minimum wage decreased to 40 percent of their 1980 levels in this period (ILO
1998: 43, cited in Roberts 2003: 59), and by 1995 the number of people living below
the poverty line had risen from 36 percent in 1984 to 66 percent. Those living in
extreme poverty also rose from 11 percent to 36 percent during the same period
(Republica de Venezuela 1995: 23; Organizacion Panamericana de Salud 1998: 5,
both cited in Roberts 2003: 59). The myth of Venezuela’s oil-funded all-class alliance
had largely unraveled by the late 1990s, as voters turned to a string of new parties and

personalities as the decade wore on (Molina 2004: 168-170).

The Three Stages of Chavismo

Hugo Chévez emerged in the midst of this socio-political crisis. After his failed coup
attempt in 1992, he was elected with 56.2 percent of the vote in 1998 after spending
much of the 1990s organising a broad leftist coalition, the Fifth Republic Movement
(MVR), against the backdrop of rising poverty and social inequality. According to
Wilpert (2007), Buxton (2008) and Ellner (2008), there have been three identifiable
phases to Chavez’s presidency, with a steady radicalisation of reforms appearing to
mirror Chavez’s own personal radicalisation in the face of unrelenting opposition
from both inside and outside the country. In the early phase of his presidency Chavez

focused principally on political reforms, with the agreement of the Bolivarian

¥ I describe these events in more detail in Chapter 1.
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constitution signalling a desire to make a major break with the Fourth Republic
(chavistas now refer to the current period as the Fifth Republic). He also introduced
progressive land reforms, halted the privatisation of the social security system, moved
to re-establish central control over PDVSA and sought to increase income from oil
revenues by strengthening the bargaining power of OPEC internationally (Ellner
2008: 112-13).

In the second phase of his presidency, dated from around 2003, a more explicit
move away from a neoliberal model was mounted, with social spending rising
significantly in areas such as health, social security and education as a state-led model
of economic development was privileged over the previous commitment to the free
market. Emblematic of this shift was the launch of the flagship misiones sociales
(social missions) that began providing free adult education, subsidised food and free
healthcare to millions of poor Venezuelans. The figures for these initiatives are
impressive. In 1998 there were 1,628 primary care physicians in the country, by 2007
there were over 19,000 (Weisbrot 2007: 1). 1.3 million adults who had not finished
school benefitted from the missions in literacy and primary education (Wilpert 2007:
127), and the number of students in school increased from around 270,000 in 1999 to
over 1 million in 2005 (ibid: 28). By 2006 the poverty rate had fallen from 55.1
percent in 2003 to 30.4 percent (ibid: 2).” In El Camoruco the results of such spending
were evident throughout the community: two free health clinics, an old person’s
centre, a subsidised Bolivarian bus service and discounted food stores had all arrived
in recent years, and many of my respondents testified to the improvements to their
lives that had come with such initiatives. Accompanying these shifts in domestic
policy were moves to provide alternatives to neoliberal trade agreements
internationally, with the launch of ALBA, the Bolivarian Alternative for the
Americas, explicitly setting itself against the US-backed Free Trade Agreement for
the Americas (FTAA) (Ellner 2008: 112). Again Venezuela’s oil wealth aided such
developments, helping to fund alternative trade agreements with other left-of-centre
Latin American governments such as Cuba, Brazil, Bolivia, Nicaragua, Ecuador and

Argentina (Buxton 2008: 35).

? Critics, however, claim that Chavez’s social spending was uneven and often highly partisan. In the
case of public health, for example, Uzcategui (2011: 156-158) argues that traditional public hospitals
have been underfunded due to their professional association with the political opposition.
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The third phase of chavismo came after a number of attempts to remove
Chavez from office by the political opposition. Having survived a brief military coup
(2002), a temporary lockdown of the country’s oil economy (2002-03), a recall
referendum (2004) and numerous local and national elections, in 2005 Chavez openly
stated for the first time that Venezuela would be moving towards “twenty-first
century socialism”. After winning the presidential elections in 2006 with 63 percent
of the vote, his administration launched a string of programmes that laid out a more
radical agenda for social change. At the heart of this agenda was the push to establish
participatory democracy as a cornerstone of political and community life. The
Communal Councils Law was passed in 2006, followed by the launch of the
communes in 2008 (see Chapters 5 and 6). On top of this, the government strove to
pursue a more radical economic policy by nationalising key sectors of the economy,
providing funding for workers’ cooperatives, promoting co-management,
expropriating companies deemed to be exploiting workers or consumers,
redistributing large tracts of privately owned land to peasants and enforcing a strict
taxation policy (Ellner 2008: 121-127). Finally, in 2007 Chavez moved to convert his
loose leftist coalition into a more coherent and centralised party called the United
Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV). The new party had over 5 million members by
the end of the year (Ellner 2008: 127).

My arrival in Venezuela in late 2008 thus coincided with what might now be
termed as the “late Chavez era”. By then the country had become highly politicised
and deeply polarised (see Chapter 1). The Bolivarian government was making
significant efforts to establish a new social, political and economic model, but the
precise shape of twenty-first century socialism remained highly unclear. As Ellner
(2008), Uzcategui (2010) and Coronil (2011a) all point out, Venezuela’s reliance on
its oil revenues had in fact deepened under Chéavez. In order to maximise the dollars it
received for oil exports, the government priced the bolivar fuerte artificially high,
leading to chronic problems with inflation. Moreover, in an effort to stop capital flight
after the oil lockdown of 2003, controls on dollars were implemented, resulting in a

parallel economy that made dollars and euros highly sought-after currencies.
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Simon Bolivar, Race and Class Struggle

Benedict Anderson’s (1983) seminal work on nationalism argued that its origins could
be found in the development of print capitalism and the workings of colonial
statecraft in Spanish America. In broad terms, he defined nationalism as a shared
fraternity built around a united polity, highlighting how a kinship idiom is used to
engender a sense of togetherness across time and space. Although this definition has
become an accepted touchstone in social theory, Lomnitz (2001) suggests that
Anderson’s emphasis on the ideal of fraternity glosses over a critical point: that
nationalism creates different categories of citizens and hierarchies between them. As
he writes, “[N]ationalism does not ideologically form a single fraternal community
because it systematically distinguishes full citizens from part citizens or strong
citizens from weak ones (e.g., children, women, Indians, the ignorant)... The fraternal
bond is critical, but so are what one might call the fraternal bonds of dependence that
form a part of any nationalism” (2001: 12). This observation is useful to bear in mind
when considering the discourse articulated by Chavez and adopted by my
respondents. The national identity that Bolivarianism offers is not one of all-class
fraternal unity, but rather one that regards the victory of the working-class over the
oligarchy as essential for national redemption. It is also one that speaks to a history of
racial exclusion often elided in official histories of the nation.

Long before Chavez came to public prominence, Bolivar was the binding
trope in his political philosophy. Inspired from a young age by Bolivar’s reputation as
philosopher-guerrero (warrior), Chavez studied Bolivar’s life and teachings avidly in
his youth and developed his own burgeoning radicalism out of a fascination with the
heroic deeds of Bolivar and Ezequiel Zamora.'® As several commentators have noted,
Bolivar was an ambiguous and conflicted figure. An undisputedly brilliant general
who dismantled the bulk of the Spanish empire in wars that lasted from 1811 until
1822, he was committed to independence for Latin America and, until his death in
1830, espoused a belief in the righteousness of liberty and equality (Lynch 2007: 284-
287). But as president of Gran Colombia, the Pan-American state covering much of
modern Colombia, Panama, Venezuela and Ecuador, he sought “strong government”
above all else. Faced with internal divisions and regional uprisings, he declared

himself dictator by decree in 1828, stating that it was a temporary measure in the

' Ezequiel Zamora was leader of the Federalists in the Federal War of 1859-1863.
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interests of reform and order (Lynch 2007: 287). By 1830, however, Gran Colombia
had collapsed and Bolivar was to die of tuberculosis as he tried to flee the continent
following an attempt on his life. In his sympathetic account of Bolivar’s life and
works, Lynch argues that he should be regarded as a reformer rather than a
revolutionary. Bolivar’s policies on land distribution, the abolition of slavery, racial
equality and pro-Indian decrees were founded, for Lynch, on his belief in liberty and
equality, but he resisted — and feared — a more radical and racialised politics (2007:
287-292)."

Having died in exile and isolation, Bolivar was reborn in mythic form twelve
years after his death. In 1842 his body was brought back to Caracas in a state
ceremony that saw a procession of the nation’s most important governmental, military
and religious figures follow his remains to the city cathedral. Taussig (1997: 101)
describes the event as a “second funeral”, and it is seen as the moment that marked
the birth of the cult of Bolivar. A new generation of journalists, historians, priests and
politicians took inspiration from Bolivar as a liberator, teacher, war hero and role
model (Lynch 2007: 299-301). As the perfect symbol for a postcolonial nation
seeking to imagine a new community (Anderson 1983), Lynch argues that what began
as a cult of the people soon became a cult for the people, as Venezuela’s leaders
strove to channel Bolivar’s heroic mystique into a magic that could sustain the state
itself. Under the rule of Venezuela’s post-independence caudillos, the cult of Bolivar
became synonymous with a cult of the state, as statues and plazas glorifying the myth
of the Liberator were erected in tandem with the often brutal consolidation of power
by the nation’s early rulers. Bolivar’s writings were elevated to the level of national
treasures and, in 1921, one hundred years after independence had been won, his
childhood house in Caracas was reopened as an archive, gallery and effective “shrine”
for the cult (Lynch 2007: 302).

Yolanda Salas (1987, 2000) argues that Bolivar should not be understood as a
fixed historical figure, but rather as a mythological signifier whose meaning is
contested in popular narratives. If the oligarchs of church and state have used Bolivar

as a tool of co-option, popular mythologies have countered by reappropriating him as

" As Krauze (2009: 10) notes, some of Bolivar’s contemporaries delivered less favourable verdicts,
most notably one Karl Marx, who in a letter to Engels in 1858 described the sarcastic account of
Bolivar’s life that he had written for the New American Cyclopedia: “[1]t is true that I departed
somewhat from the tone of a cyclopedia. To see the dastardly, most miserable and meanest of
blackguards described as Napoleon I was altogether too much. Bolivar is a veritable Soulouque” (Marx
1858).
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a symbol for the rebellion and resistance of Venezuela’s black and indigenous
populations (1987: 39). In Salas’s collection of oral histories from Afro-Venezuelan
communities, the Liberator’s ethnic and geographical origins are markedly different
to those in official accounts. Bolivar is remembered as the son of a black servant or
slave who was born in the rural pueblo of Cayapa, Miranda State, rather than the
colonial heart of Caracas. Some claim to have great-grandparents who knew his
family, and he is regarded as a mestizo (mixed race) liberator sent to free the slaves
from the oppression of the colonial establishment. This ethnic reinscription is, for
Salas, a process of redemption for those who have always been excluded from formal
spheres of the nation’s myth-making (1987: 25-50). Throughout Venezuelan history
an overarching ideology of mestizaje (racial mixing) was the predominant attitude
towards race. Foregrounding the notion of a single “tropical mestizo race” born from
the merging of African, indigenous and European peoples (Salas Herrera 2005: 77),
mestizaje sought to downplay the importance of racial difference in favour of creating
a singular national identity. Though it purports to be a discourse of equality, Salas
Herrera argues that at the heart of Venezuelan mestizaje is a reverence for whiteness,
modernity and the European “civilising” project, which effectively renders indigenous
and African peoples invisible through their dissolution into a single identity (Salas
Herrera 2005: 77-79). Similarly, Wright (1990) notes that whilst discrimination is
regarded “un-Venezuelan”, a desire to whiten the population has consistently been
present in Venezuelan mestizaje, albeit elided by this formal discourse of unity. This
attitude was typified by the term café con leche (coffee with milk), which was coined
by Accion Democratica’s poet-politician, Andrés Eloy Blanco, in 1935. Blanco
proposed a process of blanqueamiento (whitening) in order to solve Venezuela’s
“black problem”, arguing that “diluting” blackness was the way to achieve progress as
a people. Beneath the veneer of sameness, then, there exists a “chromatic scale that
linked dark skin and African characteristics with lower class status,” meaning that to
blanquear oneself became a synonym for climbing the racially configured social
ladder (1990: 5-6). Far from producing a colour-blind unity, twentieth century nation-
making in Venezuela thus produced a hyper-awareness of difference (see Wade
2004), as class delineations became married to racial ones in a political economy of
colour.

Chavez’s adoption of Bolivar spoke to this history and sought to reappropriate

the nation’s founding father. By drawing on these collective memories of exclusion
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and rebellion, he elevated a popular mythology to the level of political discourse,
creating a messianic populism in which he was the inheritor of Bolivar’s mission to
liberate Venezuela’s poor (Salas 2000: 215-217). Clearly this discourse reflected
Chéavez’s own fascination with mythology, but it also provided a self-conscious
identity for his movement built around class, race and a confrontation with the
establishment. As he openly stated, the need to develop a new national consciousness
was central to his obsession with communication: “[W]e have been able to plant the
Bolivarian concept into the soul of the people to such an extent that the oligarchy that
used to call itself Bolivarian no longer wants to be associated with Bolivar. They had
hijacked Bolivar and now he is back with the people” (Chavez 2005: 106). This
reclamation and re-imagination of Bolivar had a profound impact on the activists I

worked with. As Yulmi described to me on one occasion,

When I was young we learnt that Christopher Colombus had saved us, the Indians,
can you imagine! We learned that he’d rescued us from ignorance. We didn’t learn
that he was a conquistador, about all the blood he spilled, about how he committed
genocide. And there’s still many Venezuelans who don’t know about that. There’s
still a lot of the history of Bolivar that remains hidden. The oligarchy, the Spanish,
have hidden the real history from the people and it’s only now that we’re recovering
it.

Yulmi’s identification of herself as an “Indian” was particularly notable here,
illustrating how Chévez’s retelling of Venezuela’s national history allowed the urban
poor to identify with the struggles faced by Venezuela’s indigenous population. Such
statements highlighted how Chévez’s discourse sought to imbue everyday politics
with the weight of historical significance. As well as a political project, Bolivarianism
can thus be understood as a moral struggle over how Venezuela’s national mythology

is told.

A PERSONALITY CULT SEEN FROM BELOW

Having initially set out to find autonomous grassroots actors and organisations that
aligned themselves with chavismo, 1 was surprised by how dominant Chavez was in
my respondents’ political imaginaries and everyday conversations. The idea that no

social movements existed prior to Chavez has been proven to be hugely flawed, as has
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the argument that local-level actors were wholly dependent on the president before his
death. As Sujatha Fernandes puts it, “To see Chavez pontificating from above, or
popular movements as originating in autonomous spaces from below, would be to
deny the interdependencies between them that both constrain and make possible each
other’s field of action” (2010: 5). That said, my fieldwork experience was markedly
different from that of Fernandes. While she highlights the strong social movements
that pre-dated Chéavez’s arrival and the autonomous identities they maintain whilst
participating in el proceso (the revolutionary process), my focus turned out to be
much more on actors who readily identified as chavista and who often felt that this
was their first coherent political identity. Chavez was a central element in my
collaborators’ political subjectivity, and if the definition of a personality cult rests on
the elevation of an individual to a position of “sacrality” (Plamper 2011: xvi), then my
collaborators were unquestionably participants in such a cult.

The respect Chavez commanded among my respondents owed much to his
ability to weave himself into the quotidian rhythms of everyday life. In El Camoruco,
Sunday was the day that his voice could be heard with the most regularity. Until he
became unwell in 2011, Chavez would address the nation each Sunday via his
flagship television show, Alo Presidente. The show was perfectly timed to coincide
with the hot, lazy afternoons when people were often nursing hangovers, doing
washing and cleaning, or preparing sancochos (casserole-like soup) and barbeques for
the visits of friends and family. Usually their one free day of the week, Rafael and
Yulmi would often pass their Sunday afternoons in this way, with Yulmi pottering
around the kitchen and backyard and Rafael lying on his bed in front of the TV.
Chéavez was a regular backdrop to these afternoons, his distinctive, booming voice
competing with the eclectic mixture of music that could be heard from the road
outside.

Alo Presidente was like a kind of weekly cabinet meeting in which the whole
nation could participate vicariously. The show took place in a different part of the
country each week, usually in places where Chévez was unveiling a new community
project such as a clinic or school. One week he might have been overseeing a rural
cooperative in Bolivar State, the next an agro-industrial plant in Zulia. As particular
projects were unveiled, individuals from the host community would be invited to
speak to Chavez and the nation, giving their descriptions of what the community had

achieved and concluding almost invariably with, “Gracias mi comandante” (Thank
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you my commander). Usually sat behind a large wooden desk, Chavez would be
surrounded by an audience of red-clad devotees drawn from local political figures and
members of the host community. He would speak informally, even coarsely at times,
and addresses his live audience with affectionate colloquial terms commonly used by
most Venezuelans: “Vente aqui negrita” (Come here little black), “Hablanos mi rey”
(Talk to us my king)."?

During the show the president delivered news of the government’s latest
projects, discussed his meetings over the previous week and addressed core issues of
strategy and ideology relating to the revolution, keeping the nation directly informed
of the government’s progress. Much like a school teacher, he would explain how the
new oil extraction machinery in the Orinoco Belt would work, or what a “multipolar
world” would mean for the Caribbean Sea. Interspersed with these updates were often
folk songs, recollections from his childhood, selections of important readings (among
them Eduardo Galeano, Antonio Negri, Noam Chomsky, Jesus Christ and, of course,
Bolivar) and celebrations of Venezuelan art, poetry, music and food. There were
moral lessons and fables, and lectures on the meaning of socialism and participatory
democracy. He could shift, however, and become more aggressive and combative,
even macho, when the moment arose, looking directly into the camera as he issued
stern warnings to enemies of the revolution near and far. Heads of state, business
leaders and corrupt politicians alike were denounced in turn as frauds, liars and
murderers. On one occasion, which Chavez later admitted to regret, he fired a number
of state workers on air by calling out their names one by one and blowing a whistle as
each one was struck off (Chavez 2005: 152).

As Zuquete (2008: 111) argues, Alo Presidente could be understood as a
weekly national rite, even a “ritual of obedience” (Michelutti 2009: 20). It was
perfectly designed to combine the mythological drama of Chavez’s discourse with his
close personal relationship with el pueblo (the people). Together with his regular
appearances at international meetings, the show’s regular visits to popular districts all
over the country helped to create the impression that Chavez was a kind of earthy
superhuman, omnipresent and yet grounded, who was able to represent Venezuela’s

interests among the world’s leaders while still finding time to oversee the opening of

"2 Terms such as negrita and blanquito (literally “little black/white”) are common and generally
affectionate terms of address in Venezuela. They reference a person’s colouring but are not seen as
discriminatory.
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a socialist cachaperia in Cojedes."” This appearance of omnipresence first struck me
on a typical afternoon in the house of Sefiora Carla, who was watching television
pictures showing Chéavez opening a new Bolivarian school. Carla and I had been
discussing some of the problems with the local communal council (see Chapter 5) and
she was reflecting on this as Chavez appeared on screen. “He never rests,” she said
casting her eyes to the TV. “I wonder if he knows about the problems we have with
the communal councils here. I suppose he must do.” The idea that Chadvez knew what
was going on in El Camoruco typified the notion that he was accessible, that the
president himself was on hand to personally deal with the community’s problems.
Carla’s belief was shared by Rafael, who thought it inevitable that he would one day
meet Chavez. Each time Rafael travelled to Caracas for meetings or conferences he
would comment on the possibility of this encounter, even trying to convince me to
join him on one occasion by saying that I would have the chance to meet Chavez too.
In a sense this belief was entirely plausible. Almost every week Chavez did visit
communities like El Camoruco and did meet people like Carla and Rafael. His warm,
colloquial style, so distinctive of someone from Venezuela’s popular sectors, worked
to further enhance the belief in such possibilities because it made the connection seem
all the more tangible and direct, purposefully set against the detached, technocratic
style of most mainstream politicians. Oneidys, another local chavista activist

described what she called her “spiritual connection” with Chavez:

I swear I have some kind of connection with Chévez. Sometimes we’ll be talking
about something during the week and then come Ao Presidente on the weekend he’ll
be talking about it himself. Like on Sunday he was talking about the importance of
names and finding names that mean something, not just any old name. I was talking
about the same thing last week at the meeting! It’s like there’s a spiritual connection
with him, or maybe he’s recording everything we’re doing and knows about it! A lot
of people interpret things Chavez says badly, and that’s when we have problems.
He’s only a guide, he throws ideas out there and we have to grab hold of them and
make them work for ourselves — he can’t do it all for us.

Oneidys’s description highlights an ongoing dialogue, both real and imagined,
between activists and the president. From one end he would “throw” the ideas which
they had to make real, and at the other he seemed able to receive their everyday
thoughts and desires, reflecting their local struggles back at them in narrativised form.

In this way he was able cast himself as both a lightning rod for action and a receptor

" Cachaperias sell cachapas, which are sweet cornflour baps usually filled with ham, cheese or pork.

41



for the public mood.

Part of this sense of dialogue rested on Chéavez’s ubiquity in symbolic form,
with his regular addresses to the nation supplemented by a relentless propaganda
machine that churned out television adverts, t-shirts, caps and posters bearing the
image of the president and slogans in support of PSUV and the revolution. Perhaps
even more significantly, his image also appeared on the walls of every new clinic,
school and social mission launched by the government, his persona thus being

b

permanently linked to the “magnanimous sorcery” of state-led development. Such
trends were classic hallmarks of what Weber termed the “routinisation of charisma”
(1947: 367), which defined the means through which charismatic authority is drawn
from a given leader and funnelled into the institutions, discourses and practices of
their movement.

Present in each space of political activity, these signifiers were woven into the
everyday practice of community activists. During the course of fieldwork I attended
countless meetings — meetings of the communal councils (see Chapter 5), a proposed
commune (Chapter 6), grassroots neighbourhood organisations, local PSUV activists
and the local Alcaldia (municipality) — and in every single meeting, without
exception, Chavez was present. This presence went far beyond his visual
representation on posters or t-shirts, extending into the everyday dialogues of activists
as a repeated reference point during discussions. Many activists would deploy Chavez
in support of an argument they were making. “It’s like Chavez said on Sunday,”
Oneidys would say, or “As our comandante said last night,” Rafael would begin.
Sometimes these references would relate to specific questions of strategy or
legislation, such as the role that communal council spokespeople would have when
the impending amendment was passed, or what the new education law would mean
for schoolteachers. In these instances, Chavez was cast as a source of knowledge that
activists needed to keep up with. “When the president speaks about something, we
need to know about it. We need to research it for ourselves so that we understand it
and so that we’re enacting it ourselves,” said Rosa on one occasion. Equally common
was the deployment of Chavez as a source of inspiration when individuals seemed to
feel that morale was lagging or that a meeting needed reanimating. “I’m convinced,”
Rafael stated firmly on one occasion as he pointed to a poster of the president on the

wall, “that there’s no-one more revolutionary than that cosio e’ madre [motherfucker]
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over there. And we’ve got to echarle bola [work our balls off] in order to keep this
revolution going with him.” Like Chavez, activists would implore one another with
moral arguments, and like his performances on 4/ Presidente, they would alter the
transmission of their speech, shifting its delivery in moments of importance or high
emotion. Commonly this would involve standing to speak in order to emphasise a
point, with wild arm gesticulations and curses adding gravitas. Sometimes people
would stand suddenly in mid-speech, as if the importance of the statement itself had
lifted them up. These actions seemed to be efforts to add weight to their utterances,
imitations of Chavez’s style in the hope of summoning his charisma.'*

If Al6 Presidente functioned as a national ritual, a weekly cementing of the
bond between Chavez and el pueblo, then we might think of these political meetings
as localised manifestations of the same ritual, giving activists the opportunity to
maintain their connection with the broader revolutionary narrative. In the physical
absence of Chavez himself, the space could be filled imaginatively. So just as he is
said to have stared at an empty chair left for Bolivar in his early political meetings
(Krauze 2009: 3), local level activists would invoke him by repeating his words and
mimicking his style, thereby enhancing the meaning and significance of their speech
and linking their local concerns to the wider drama of the revolution. The summoning
of Chéavez and the adoption of his words thus illuminated a highly performative
dimension to political meetings. They provided a space in which people could learn
how to comport themselves physically and rhetorically in order to mark themselves
out as activists. In Yurchak’s (2006) account of the Komsomol branches of the Soviet
Union, state propaganda was reproduced at the micro-institutional level through
“generated principles” (2006: 60) of language that Komsomol officers learned by
mimicking the textual and rhetorical practices of higher ranking officers and the state
media. These performances constituted learned styles of speech that granted their
practitioners what Bourdieu (1991: 111) terms “delegated power”, as they became
“authorised spokespeople” through adoption of the stylistic traits associated with the
state. A similar process was observable for chavistas, but with the absence of an
authoritarian bureaucracy that could institutionally codify verbal and textual practices,

the importance of the president’s charisma was even greater. Political subjectivity was

' Lucia Michelutti (2009) has shown how local political leaders often try to mimic Chavez’s style with
varying degrees of success. I consider questions of ground-level charismatic leadership more closely in
Chapter 6.
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enacted through a relentless stream of words and fashioned through speech in both its
form and content.

Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1981: 342-355) discussion of the authoritative discourse is
enlightening here. “The ideological becoming of a human being,” he wrote, “is the
process of selectively assimilating the words of others” (1981: 341). Highlighting the
fact that any subject is constantly bombarded by the words of others, Bakhtin argued
that “alien” words and contexts are constantly challenging the existing discursive lens
through which an individual perceives the world. For Bakhtin, authoritative
discourses demand obedience; they have only a single meaning and are sealed off
from the rest of discourse, permitting no blurring or contextual reframing. They
cannot be altered or represented, only transmitted. By contrast, the internally
persuasive discourse is affirmed through assimilation, interwoven with “one’s own
word” and brought into existence through a constant interplay with other internally
persuasive discourses. It is always dialogically open to the influence of new contexts
(1981: 342-46). Bakhtin contends that in most cases, ideological becoming involves a
sharp gap between the authoritative word — from a political, religious or moral
authority — and what is internally persuasive to the individual. But in rare instances
there is a fusion between the two, when the authoritative voice is also internally
persuasive to the subject (1981: 342). Chéavez appeared to have achieved this rare
unity, possessing both internal persuasion and external authority in the eyes of
activists like Carla, Oneidys and Rafael, who were able to develop as political

subjects by harnessing his discourse.

CHAVEZ AS MORAL EXEMPLAR AND MASTER-SIGNIFIER

As well as providing grassroots activists with a blueprint of discursive energy and
style, Chavez played a critical role as Bolivarianism’s moral exemplar. Chavistas
often spoke about the sacrifices he had made for the revolution: he had given up his
marriage to “marry the nation”; he renounced wealth, living off only 5000 Bs.F
($1,162) a year; he only slept five hours a night; he never took days off. The
circulation of stories and rumours of this kind helped to build a picture of someone
who truly lived the values he espoused: Chavez was, for the chavistas 1 worked with,

a moral exemplar for others to follow.
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I came to this conclusion after several months of listening to chavistas in
conversation with one another, after which it became clear that it was almost
impossible to hear an activist criticise the president. Although the vast majority of my
informants acknowledged that there were countless problems with the revolution at
both the local and national level, it was virtually unheard of for any of these problems
to be attributed to Chavez. Late 2009 was a particularly difficult time for the
revolution at the national level, with the government being forced to introduce
electricity rationing (including regular blackouts) as a result of depleted water levels
in the Guri Dam, which supplies 73 percent of the country’s energy. Then in
November, Jesse Chacon, a long-time ally of Chavez and a cabinet minister, was
forced to resign after his brother was found to be involved in a banking scandal that
saw thousands of Venezuelans lose their savings. Meanwhile at the local level in
Miguel Pena, activists faced continuing problems with the water supply, traffic,
violent crime and a substandard public hospital, as well as having to deal with
ongoing accusations of corruption in local chavista institutions. Suspicions existed at
all levels of the political establishment, from concerns about relatively small-scale
pilfering by local leaders right up to allegations that Valencia’s mayor, Edgardo Parra,
was using public funds to award building projects to his family members in the
construction industry.

Yet amidst all of these accusations and negative self-portrayals, Chéavez
remained untouched and uncriticised. Even when some of his closest confidants were
found to be involved in corruption, he remained pure, the vices of those around him
only serving to magnify his own impeccable morals. It was common to hear
statements such this one made by Miguel: “Chavez works so hard for us but it’s the
people around him — the ministers and the mayors and the governors — they’re all
corrupt and in it for themselves. Too many people think that all they need is a red t-
shirt to be socialist; they don’t understand that it’s about so much more than that.” In
a certain sense, Chavez was immovable in the chavista cosmology precisely because
people acknowledged that his vision was incomplete, and because most people
seemed to fall short of the standards he embodied. As one woman put it during a
meeting, “At the moment it [the relationship between the state and the people] goes
Chavez — The State — El Pueblo. But it should go Chavez — El Pueblo — The State.”
Such utterances showed how Chavez’s position was critical to achieving the symbolic

unity between Coronil’s (1997: 67) natural and political bodies. Yet they
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simultaneously expressed his separation from the “profane” body politic of the
citizenry; in the very act of unifying state with people, he was necessarily detached
from the people and made sacred. Another activist summed up this relationship in
particularly profound terms, eerily pre-empting the president’s death before it came:
“Mira: Chavez ya no es Chavez. Es otra cosa... se sacrificio y convirtirse en un
simbolo — nuestro simbolo [Look: Chavez isn’t Chavez anymore. He’s something
else... he sacrificed himself and turned himself into a symbol — our symbol].”

The fact that Chavez could be described in such immortal terms before his
death serves to highlight the symbolic power he held in life. As such, we can perhaps
regard him as what ZiZek calls the “master-signifier” (1989: 93). Building on Laclau’s
notion of the “empty signifier” that lies at the core of populist imaginaries (2005: 104-
106), Zizek defines the master-signifier as the nodal point that “quilts” a multitude of
“floating signifiers” that exist in any ideological matrix. The master-signifier fixes
signs, ordering them within a structured network of meaning so they cease floating
and acquire a coherent identity built around a central core (1989: 87-89). Like
Bakhtin’s authoritative discourse, it is semiotically immovable. In a similar vein to
the role played by Lenin in the Soviet Union of the 1970s (Yurchak 2006: 86, 95),
Chéavez became untouchable for chavistas because he was — is — the unifying point
that fixed the varied signifiers that constituted Bolivarianism. Yet unlike Lenin, who
only came to serve this role after his death, Chavez did so while he was still living,
acting as both the “teacher” who threw revolutionary ideas to the people and the
unifying symbol around which those ideas coalesced.

I have highlighted my collaborators’ relationships with Chavez in some detail
from the outset because they were central to understandings and expressions of
political morality. His charisma was the source that activists turned to in order realise
personal moral projects, as well as the symbol that made engagement with state-
sponsored projects seem revolutionary. Since everyday material experiences of the
state were highly diverse, this was clearly of huge importance to grassroots activists,
but it also presented them with significant problems as they sought to realise their
own projects on the ground. In the final published essay before his death in 2011,
Coronil (2011a) argued that Chavez was attempting to create a “uniform society
through the monological voice of the state” (2011a: 254). He pointed to the inherent
contradiction between Chavez’s discourse and his form of leadership, in that he

championed grassroots political control while simultaneously fostering the belief that,

46



without him, it could never be realised. This disjuncture between the goal of
establishing participatory democracy and Chavez’s monopolisation of the imaginative
content of Bolivarianism provoked serious dilemmas and contradictions for grassroots
activists. By focusing on the relationship between political practice in terms of both

morality and structure, the core material of this thesis centres on these disjunctures.
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Figure 2: Map of Venezuela'

1% Source: http://geology.com/world/venezuela-satellite-image.shtml (accessed 1 April 2013)
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Figure 3: Map of Valencia'®

LIFE AND RESEARCH IN EL CAMORUCO

Founded in 1555 in Carabobo State, Valencia is Venezuela’s third largest city and its
industrial capital, generating around one quarter of the country’s manufacturing
output. Located in an expansive valley between the Lago de Valencia, a large
freshwater lake, and the Caribbean coast, the city was central to the colonial-era trade
in cacao, coffee and sugar (Caballero 1970: 18) and remains at the heart of an agro-
industrial belt that also includes the city of Maracay. One of the first colonial towns in
Spanish America to be built on the Hispanic grid system, Valencia played a
significant role in the nation’s political history. Just outside the city at the Battle of

Carabobo in 1821, Bolivar fought his final decisive battle against the Spanish to win

'® Souce: http://www.google.co.uk/webhp?sourceid=toolbar-
instant&hl=en&ion=1&qscrl=1&rlz=1T4SAVN_enGB527GB527#hl=en&qscrl=1&rlz=1T4SAVN en
GB527GB527&sclient=psy-

ab&qg=map%200f%20valencia%20venezuela%?20parroquias&oq=&gs 1=&pbx=1&fp=dd74a73afd5f0
la4&ion=1&bav=on.2.or.r qf.&bvm=bv.44697112.d.d2k&biw=1280&bih=822 (accessed 1 April
2013)
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independence. The city has also been Venezuela’s capital three times (1812, 1830 and
1858), and was again embroiled in violence just five years after independence, when
nationalists opposed to Bolivar’s Gran Colombia took up arms and called for
Venezuelan sovereignty — a struggle they eventually won in 1830.

Despite this historical and political significance, Valencia remained a
relatively small city until the mid-twentieth century. Between 1873 and 1920 the
population of Carabobo only rose from 113,715 to 125,514 (Martinez 2003: 124), and
in 1950 it contained just four percent of the national population in (ibid: 129).
However, changes began to occur with the discovery of oil, and during the 1930s a
group of wealthy businessmen introduced light industry to the city as Venezuela
embarked on the beginnings of industrialisation. This process was accelerated in the
1950s under the rule of Pérez Jiménez, as Valencia transformed itself into a major
industrial centre. Emboldened by the burgeoning oil economy, Pérez Jiménez courted
foreign capital through low tax rates, free currency conversion and profit remittances
(Coronil 1997: 180), and encouraged post-WWII immigration from Portugal, Spain,
Italy and Germany. Between 1951 and 1957, foreign investment in Venezuela more
than tripled, with the majority of new companies arriving from the United States
(ibid: 183). Many of these foreign enterprises chose to base themselves in Valencia, in
a new 43-hectare industrial zone established to the southeast of the city centre.
Between 1948 and 1958 the following companies mounted operations in the city:
Cementos Carabobo, Sherwin Williams, Firestone, Coca-Cola, Good Year, Owens
[linois, Celanese C.A., Pepsi-Cola, Inlaca, Dupont, Colgate-Palmolive and Container
Coro of America (Bello & Sevilla 1980: 100). The emergence of new work
opportunities drew in large numbers of rural migrants from surrounding states such as
Falcon, Cojedes, Guarico, Yaracuy and Aragua, leading to a rapid rise in the city’s
population. Numbering 91,678 in 1951, Valencia’s population rose to 173,600
residents by 1961, 373,922 by 1971, 640,481 by 1981, 903,621 by 1991 and
1,021,020 by 2001 (Martinez 2003: 135). This growth reflected a broader trend in the
nation at large, as Venezuela became an increasingly urbanised population. By 2012,
93.6 percent of Venezuelans lived in urban areas (CEPAL 2012), with around 2.2
million of them in Valencia and its surrounding metropolitan area.

In keeping with patterns across the country, the vast majority of those arriving
to Valencia erected makeshift ranchos (shacks) in squatter settlements known as

invasiones (land invasions). While these migrants settled largely in the south of the
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city and slowly turned their settlements into more established barrios, very different
forms of urbanisation occurred in the north. From the 1950s onwards, the outlying
areas beyond Valencia’s colonial centre were increasingly bought up by private
contractors, who erected urbanizaciones (private urban developments) of high-rise
apartments for the middle-classes and gated communities for the elite. During the oil-
boom era of the 1970s, new affluent districts such as El Trigal, El Vifiedo and Prebo
became some of the most sought after places to live outside of Caracas, as a
burgeoning business and professional class established itself. Throughout the 1970s
and 1980s, more and more of the middle-classes abandoned the centre of the city and
moved out to these new private developments, while chronic traffic problems and
underinvestment saw the colonial heart of the city largely fall into disrepair. By the
time I arrived in early 2009, Valencia had become a city whose stark social divides
were manifest in its geography: a wealthy north of tree-lined avenues and private
shopping malls, a poor south largely made up of self-built barrios, and a crumbling
colonial centre that acted as a de facto border between the two.

El Camoruco is a barrio with a population of around 4,000 people located in
Miguel Peiia, the largest urban parroquia (parish) in Valencia. Lying directly south of
the city centre and largely consisting of barrios, Miguel Pena’s population numbered
some 500,205 people in 2010, and is projected to rise to over 640,000 by 2020 (ITES
2010). At the time of the last major census that covered employment, the parroquia
had an unemployment rate of 8.29 percent (INE 2001). For those in work, 46 percent
were employed in the informal sector, 50 percent in services and only 1.8 percent in
industry (INE 2001). Like the south of the city in general, El Camoruco is regarded as
a “no-go” area by most people who live in the north. Often, middle-class people were
shocked to discover where I was living, needing several clarifications before
confirming that it was the same community. For most people in the north, venturing
into such barrios was considered unthinkable. Although El Camoruco did have its
problems with violence and crime, it was also one of the better-served barrios in
Miguel Pena, with two high schools, a number of social missions, relatively reliable
amenities and bus connections to the city centre. The area surrounding the community
was characterised by three different types of settlement. Together with other well-
established barrios like El Camoruco, there was also a large middle-class
urbanizacion called Los Mangos and a number of so-called invasiones, which had

been formed in an area of vacant wasteland just to the north of El Camoruco and its

50



neighbouring barrio, José Felix Ribas. This mixture of communities in the zone had
significant political ramifications, as I discuss in Part II of the thesis.

Rafael and Yulmi, my hosts, had lived in their house for almost twenty years
when [ arrived. Before the births of their three children — 21-year old Cristina, 16
year-old Eduardo and 9 year-old Yuleidi — they bought the plot of land on which it
stood for a small sum and built the house from what Rafael described as “really ugly”
foundations. “It was just four walls and a roof. We built everything else ourselves,” he
explained. One of ten siblings, Rafael began life in a rancho in what became Sector 1
of E1 Camoruco after his parents migrated to Valencia from the rural state of Yaracuy
in 1969. Like many, they had come in search of a better life, drawn to Valencia in
particular by the promise of employment in its expanding industrial sector. As a child,
Rafael’s father, Manuel, was in and out of work in the construction industry, and by
the age of 15 he had started working independently as a buhonero (street vendor)
selling newspapers locally and strawberries in the wealthy northern parts of the city.
Yulmi’s family, much smaller than Rafael’s, had settled in a neighbouring barrio, but
her parents separated when she was a teenager. She maintained regular contact with
her mother and sister, both of whom still lived locally, but spent much more time with
Rafael’s large extended family, a thriving and respected kinship group who were
known locally as Los Hernandez.

I carried out fieldwork in El Camoruco from February 2009 to May 2010, and
returned for a short visit in June 2012. My arrival in E1 Camoruco came via a contact
in Caracas, who put me in touch with Rafael. I had been trying to establish contacts
with barrio community leaders outside of the capital for some time, and was
incredibly fortunate to be offered a place to stay in Rafael’s house almost as soon as |
arrived. He had previously received visitors from Australia on various pro-
government solidarity tours of Venezuela, and immediately put me into this category
when we met. I was given chavista clothing to wear and asked to do a series of
interviews with local radio and television stations, where it was assumed I was there
to “tell the real story” of the revolution. Although this was in a sense true, I made it
clear that I had not arrived to write a propaganda piece for the Venezuelan
government, but rather to understand what political practice meant to ordinary people.
A few weeks into my stay, Rafael and I had a long discussion about my aims and
intentions in the community and agreed some ground rules, one of which was that I

would not wear chavista clothing. Assured that I was not a CIA agent, Rafael spent
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the next few weeks introducing me to local friends, family and political comrades as I
sought to establish a profile in the community. This involved teaching English to both
school children and adults in the local social mission, attending Rafael and Yulmi’s
family parties and gradually establishing a small base of friends in the community,
many of whom I would visit in the evenings. Winning the trust of chavista activists
was not as difficult as I had imagined before arriving, with most people seeming to
regard it as perfectly natural that someone was interested in their revolution. Although
on occasions I was forced to explain myself to new acquaintances, in general people
were happy to talk to me, and seemed to be proud that I was writing about their
community.

For the first six weeks of my stay I lived downstairs in Rafael and Yulmi’s
house, sharing a bunk-bed with Eduardo. When my partner arrived a few weeks later,
we moved into an upstairs annex. Most evenings we would eat downstairs with the
family and then sit in front of the house enjoying the cool breeze that rolled in from
the hills. This practice was central to life in EI Camoruco: residents would sit outside
their houses in small family groups watching the world go by and discussing the day’s
events. Friends, family members and local characters invariably passed by, bringing
gossip, news and jokes as they came and went. The jovial cry of “;Epa!” was a
common refrain that could be heard in the barrio at night, a colloquial greeting often
shouted across the street. The discussions I shared with my host family in the
evenings formed a constant backdrop to my research, a site in which I became
familiar with the “cultural intimacy” (Herzfeld 1997: 3) of my interlocutors and
gleaned numerous important details that inform my theoretical arguments. Usually I
would be jotting down notes from our evening conversations before I went to bed.

A major problem I encountered early on in fieldwork was the issue of safety.
Having lived in Caracas for four months before arriving in Valencia, I had already
been robbed three times, including at knifepoint and gunpoint. In part, these assaults
were a result of my own foolhardiness and refusal to let middle-class paranoia hinder
my desire to explore Venezuelan cities. But it was also true that a fair-haired gringo
was an obvious target for would-be assailants (see Chapter 2 for a more detailed
discussion of violence and crime), particularly in areas where someone of my
appearance was a less than common sight. About six weeks into my stay in El
Camoruco, my partner and I were robbed with a friend as we entered the barrio from

its neighbourhood community. After this incident, I became highly fearful of walking
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around on my own, and Rafael and Yulmi became increasingly protective of me. For
around a year, I did not venture far beyond my immediate block unless I was
accompanied by a friend or travelling outside the community in a car or bus. This
may sound extreme, but was in a sense merely an exaggerated version of how many
barrio residents live. Because of the threat of gang violence, few people venture far
from their homes after dark, and when they do it is invariably in cars, on motorbikes
or in large groups. Most residents of El Camoruco were happy walking around their
own community in the evening, but would not travel into neighbouring barrios unless
accompanied. My own limitations, then, were relative to my degree of embeddedness
in the community.

This concern for safety obviously had a major impact on my research. I had
hoped to carry out household surveys and trace the relationship between political
activism and social mobility, as well as to conduct research with members of the
political opposition. El Camoruco was a predominantly chavista barrio (see the
voting figures in Chapter 4), but there were opposition-supporting individuals and
households and I planned to establish contact with them. The restrictions on my
movement, however, meant that [ was heavily reliant on Rafael and Yulmi, and as a
result almost all of my local political contacts were chavista. Moreover, due to the
highly polarised nature of everyday life in contemporary Venezuela, the very fact that
I was living with Rafael and Yulmi — well-known and relatively high profile chavista
leaders — made it harder still to establish firm links with anyone from the opposition. I
did eventually have conversations with opposition supporters, but these were
invariably highly guarded on their part since everyone knew who I was living with.
Bitter political struggles had been fought in the community in recent years, and these
were not easily forgotten.

An equally significant outcome of the safety issue was that I was unable to
gather as much data from different households as I had hoped. Most of the details of
barrio life in this ethnography come from four or five households, the majority of
them part of the extended Herndndez family. My main focus, however, was on Rafael
and Yulmi’s household, meaning that becoming part of their family was a central part
of fieldwork. Much of my research for the first six months consisted of joining the
family in their everyday activities. I cooked arepas each morning, walked to school
with Yuleidi and Eduardo, accompanied Rafael and Yulmi on shopping trips and

sometimes looked after Yuleidi in the afternoons. Some days I would shadow Rafael
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in his work, while on the days that Yulmi was at home I would help her with domestic
chores.'” On the weekends I would often join Eduardo and his friends in games of
Sfutbolito (little football) in the street, and in the evenings there were usually family
parties to attend. These were often raucous affairs centred around salsa dancing and
large quantities of beer. They generally took place at Rafael’s parents’ house, and
gave me the opportunity to develop relationships with other members of the family.
These friendships later formed the basis for life history interviews, which helped me
stitch together the community’s history through the lives of individual residents.
Although this close focus on a single family was not the ethnography I planned to
write, the advantage of the safety restrictions was that the data I collected from the
Hernandez family was highly detailed. Despite covering a relatively small number of
people, the parts of this ethnography that focus on family life depict an intimate
portrayal of everyday life and politics, and show the myriad details and complexities
that shape people’s political moralities in subtle ways. Had I been able to move more
freely, I may not have gleaned such detailed ethnographic data with Los Hernandez,
who were one of the most important and influential families in the community.

As my time in Venezuela wore on, my ethnography became focused more
closely on neighbourhood organisations and participatory democracy. Increasingly, I
spent my days shadowing Rafael and other members of a wide network of grassroots
activists that spread well-beyond El Camoruco (see Chapter 4). This fieldwork
involved attending workshops given by experienced community leaders to those
hoping to form neighbourhood bodies, tracking the process of construction for such
organisations, observing meetings with state and party officials and long, open-ended
discussions with my closest informants about their political aspirations and
frustrations. Un-structured, semi-structured and in-depth interviews were conducted
with community leaders both within and beyond El Camoruco, and I collected life
histories from a number of key chavista activists who feature throughout the thesis.
For most of the interviews I conducted, I took formal notes and recorded the
exchanges. More informal conversations that featured throughout everyday life were
written down in my notepad and then typed up in the evening. I also carried out
interviews with a number of state employees, local academics and various individuals

who were neither chavista nor barrio residents. These included middle-class people,

"7 Yulmi began working full-time about six months into my stay. I describe her working patterns in
more detail in Chapter 3.
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supporters of the opposition from outside the community and various friends and
acquaintances who informed my overall understanding of Venezuelan life.

My days were generally divided between teaching at the mission (three days a
week), shadowing activists, attending meetings and conducting interviews. These
interviews varied from those with voceros (spokespeople) from my local communal
councils (see Chapter 5) to others with actors from outside the barrio. In many
instances, an initial interview would lead to an ongoing relationship, meaning that
such individuals would keep me up to date with how things were going in their
community. In the evenings I was invariably at a political meeting of one form or
another. These included meetings of the local communal councils, PSUV (around
election times), the local Alcaldia (municipality) and, perhaps most regularly,
meetings of a proposed commune that was an ongoing project throughout my
fieldwork period (see Chapter 6). I chose not to record meetings, instead writing down
important quotes verbatim and summarising key debates and discussions as they
occurred. I also paid attention to the form of meetings as well as the content, and
would stay behind after meetings to speak to individual activists. Attending as many
meetings as possible helped me keep track of the narratives underlying a particular
project, and I was able to trace the ebbs and flows of different activists’ participation
and enthusiasm. During meetings plans would be made, notes taken, responsibilities
assigned and, almost invariably, another meeting arranged for a fortnight or month in
the future. When they were over, particularly at weekends, the “meetings” would then
turn into impromptu parties, during which activists would drink, dance, talk about
disputes, occasionally argue and then reaffirm their commitments to one another.
Ethnographically, the meetings thus served as a point of entry into the wider world of
political activism and the social networks that underpinned it.

Participant observation was central to my research and informed all other
aspects of my fieldwork. I took note of family events, parties, everyday conversations,
consumption of media, shopping habits, common complaints, arguments, hopes and
fears. I did this in all areas of everyday life, usually noting particular points of interest
when I had a spare moment, or writing things down as soon as I returned home. The
discussions that form Chapters 1-3 in particular are informed by reflections on
Venezuelan attitudes to life in general, while those in Chapters 4-6 come more
directly from political meetings and conversations that took place within activist

circles. Gradually, I became less reliant on Rafael and Yulmi and more embedded
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with these activist circles. I was included in group text messages, informed
independently about meetings, offered lifts and invited to people’s houses. I made
sure to assist with the preparation for political events by delivering leaflets, sending
text messages, preparing food and helping to organise the meeting spaces. I also
allowed activists to use my camera and laptop, which became important tools over the
course of my stay. These were critical shifts, since coming to be seen as part of “the
team” enabled a broader and deeper picture of the “political lives” my respondents
were leading, as well as allowing me to explore ideas, influences and attitudes that
went well beyond the bounds of politics. As I sought to ground my research in the
history of the city and zone, I supplemented my fieldwork with archival research at
the Universidad de Carabobo.

Ethically, the most complicated part of my research was dealing with splits,
factions and disagreements between different groups of chavistas. It took some time
before I became aware of a significant power struggle between two chavista groups
(see Chapter 6), but when I did there was a delicate balancing act to be performed.
Fortunately, although I was known to be closely associated with one faction, leaders
from the other faction were willing to talk to me, and indeed were keen to provide
their side of the story. I never commented on different individuals in these exchanges,
instead basing my investigation of the dispute on a desire to understand the differing
points of view. Elements of this factionalism became quite fraught and antagonistic
on occasions, however, and particular individuals explicitly asked me not to use their
names. For this reason, I have chosen to use pseudonyms for all individuals and local
communities, although the parroquia and city remain unchanged. The only personal

names | have not changed are those of high-ranking political figures.

THESIS OUTLINE

In Chapter 1, I explore the construction of political subjectivities by analysing Rafael
and Yulmi’s accounts of how they came to identify as chavistas and socialists. |
examine enduring moral themes that figure commonly in Venezuelans’ opinions
about their country, and suggest that Chavez’s discourse offers a set of solutions to a
national disquiet about oil wealth and capitalism. As part of this, I outline my

respondents’ stories of political “conversion” and look at the mythological and
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religious overtones of Bolivarianism. I also explore how political activism and its
moral projects can be utilised as a “technology of the self” (Foucault 1986, 1988) in a
manner that both resembles and draws on religious doctrine. Since doubts and
uncertainties are integral to this process, I highlight how subjects seek to align
everyday ethical conduct with their adopted political ideals.

Chapter 2 builds on these observations by exploring the effects of everyday
violence on the residents of El Camoruco and their political aspirations. I argue that
family, as both a set of supportive relationships and a reified ideal, accrues a
heightened political and moral significance as a result of insecurity. Because barrio
residents live with the ongoing threat of violence, the strong kinship ties they hold
become exemplars of a moral ideal for a better society. I show how they wrestle with
deeply ingrained discrimination and cultivate political morality out of the struggles
this produces. Efforts to establish a new moral order are, I suggest, part of an attempt
to counter symbolic, structural and everyday violence.

This theme is further developed in Chapter 3, where I examine different
households in El Camoruco and their shifting aspirations in the Chavez era.
Chavismo, 1 argue, has deepened and accelerated the capacity of some families to
improve their lives materially, but this is not distributed evenly across the community.
I explore how strong households with extensive social resources have made
successful use of Bolivarian projects, and compare them to families who are less able
to do so. Being committed political activists can buttress careers in the chavista state,
meaning that loyalty to e/ proceso and a burgeoning career in Bolivarian institutions
go hand in hand. While working-class Venezuelans on the whole undoubtedly have
more options available to them now, serious inequalities within barrios still persist.
Gender is one domain in which contestation and struggle remain of critical
importance, as new options for women also bring new burdens and demands. This
chapter also explores the moral ambiguity of social mobility for self-identifying
socialists.

In Part II of the thesis I focus more closely on the attempt to establish
participatory democracy in and around El Camoruco, examining the efforts of both
grassroots organisations and the state to establish a new form of political practice.
Chapter 4 offers a theoretical basis for this analysis, detailing the hybrid political
formations that have historically characterised barrio organisations, their evolving

relationship with the state and the historical contingency of their political aspirations.
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I look in particular at the experiences of members of a grassroots network that was set
up with the aim of empowering local communities and developing political structures
from below. The chapter shows how new pressures and challenges have emerged for
local-level community leaders, and provides a critical analysis of the claim that
chavista participatory democracy is an alliance between constituent and constituted
power.

In Chapter 5 I carry out a case study of one of the government’s key initiatives
in participatory democracy, the communal councils (CCs). 1 examine how
participation in the CCs is highly gendered and show how a separation has emerged
between elected spokespeople and non-elected participants. I analyse changing
relationships between grassroots activists and the chavista state, and pinpoint the
tensions that emerge between elected representatives and local people. Everyday
practice in the CCs, I suggest, is characterised by a myriad of different attitudes
towards participatory democracy, with some residents willing to defer decision-
making to voceros and others suspicious of leaders’ motives.

These themes are developed further in Chapter 6, where I look at the attempt
to build an inter-community commune in Miguel Pefia. At the crux of this process
was a power struggle between competing factions of chavistas. One faction was
drawn from a pre-existing grassroots organisation, the other from a group of CC
spokespeople who coalesced around a new state-managed organ brought in to
supervise the project. I show how the dream of the “communal state” encounters
significant difficulties when debates over leadership structures, decision-making,
inclusivity and the influence of state ministries generate profound disagreements
between activists. I also investigate the role of grassroots charismatic authority in this
process, showing how community leaders find themselves effectively competing with
Chavez. This chapter argues that there are a series of what I call “utopian
disjunctures” that occur in the margins between state management and grassroots

autonomy.
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Figure 4: Moral y Luces (Morals and Enlightenment) on the wall of a local social mission (Matt
Wilde)
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CHAPTER 1

BOLIVARIANISM AND POLITICAL FORMACION IN EL CAMORUCO

Filling an empty bottle with water, Miguel gestures to the bottle in his hand as he
addresses those assembled. “This is what you can have, your life full of goodness.
And if you fill yourselves with goodness and love, what comes out? Goodness and
love. And you give that to others.” He pauses, empties the bottle and holds it, now
empty, in front of him again. “Now, here’s the other bottle. If you leave yourself open
to the world without the right formacion, what will fill up inside of you? All the vices,
the badness, the negativity from the world outside. And what will come out, what will
you give to others? That same badness, that dirty water.”

— Fieldnotes, September 19" 2009

INTRODUCTION

The words of Miguel, a chavista activist and Evangelical, provide an appropriate
starting point for a thesis that seeks to understand the appeal of a radical populist
movement to working-class barrio residents. A dedicated and socially concerned
activist, in his voluntary work for a grassroots Escuela de Formacion (School of
Formation), Miguel could often be found addressing groups of people with messages
such as these, in which he would implore his listeners to consider their political
participation as a commitment to remaking themselves morally and spiritually.'® Like
most of my respondents, Miguel supported Hugo Chavez’s government and was keen
to promote Bolivarian projects and goals, but his predominant concern was with the
process quoted above. For the activists I worked with, the moral, intellectual and
political formation of persons — what they called formacion — was regarded as the
most important task for revolutionaries. Chavez’s vision of a new Venezuela was one
they shared, but they believed that it could only be realised if the protagonists of
twenty-first century socialism filled themselves, their families and their communities
with the right moral substance, the right formacion. This ethnography is, in many
ways, an account of a group of activists’ struggle to define and produce this

substance, and to cultivate it in the people and institutions around them.

'8 The Escuela will be described in more detail in Chapters 4-6.
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The aim of this chapter is to present themes that will underpin the rest of the
thesis. It focuses principally on the circulation of a political morality that was present
in all elements of my research, allowing the chapters that follow to explore this
morality in different practical settings (Chapters 2-3 focusing on family life,
aspiration and economic strategising, Chapters 4-6 on community organisations,
participatory democracy and the state). I begin showing how my informants created
themselves as political subjects through their practical dialogue with the Bolivarian
discourse. Adopting their notion of formacion as an organising concept, I aim to show
how ideology interpellates individuals, to borrow Althusser’s (2008 [1971]) term, and
how activists use it as a tool for imaginative and moral endeavours.

I explore four key themes in this process. Firstly, I recount the social and
intellectual history of Bolivarianism through Rafael and Yulmi’s narratives of how
they became chavistas. Through these accounts, I argue that a major achievement of
Bolivarianism has been the expansion of a political ideology into what Charles Taylor
(2004) calls a “social imaginary”: a set of ideas that reach beyond social theory by
being “carried in images, stories and legends” (2004: 23). Rafael and Yulmi’s story, I
suggest, shows how this imaginary appeals to the poor in particular because it makes
them the principal protagonists in a new national mythology. Secondly, I explore the
content of this mythology by examining its origins in a national disquiet surrounding
oil wealth and moral decay. Bolivarianism’s appeal, I suggest, lies not only in the
adversarial weight of Chavez’s social and political demands, but also in its invitation
for the Venezuelan people to transform themselves, so that the struggle to forge a new
nation goes in hand with the struggle to make new moral persons. Thirdly, drawing on
a number of activist testimonies, | suggest that the decision to “become” chavista, or
to rekindle a previous interest in socialism, can be likened to religious conversions.
Activists dialogue with Bolivarianism and strive for personal rupture, and in doing so
understand their political engagement as an ongoing process of redemption. Finally,
taking Che Guevara’s articulation of the “New Man” [sic] as a desired archetype, I
ask how my respondents deal with uncertainties about themselves and their comrades,
exploring the role played by doubt in the making of socialist subjectivities. This
chapter proposes that the notion of formacion shows how a political ideology has
become hegemonic, extending beyond the bounds of politics and into “a lived system
of meanings and values — constitutive and constituting — which as they are

experienced as practices appear as reciprocally confirming” (Williams 1977: 110).
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LIVING MYTHOLOGY: THE MAKING OF A BOLIVARIAN COUPLE

The question of how and why people choose to adopt certain political ideologies has
long preoccupied social theorists, particularly when individuals and groups decide to
become activists and make a given cause the centerpiece of their lives. In this section
I present the narratives of my hosts and principal respondents, Rafael and Yulmi, in
order to shed some light on how working-class Venezuelans have adopted
Bolivarianism and what their political lives look like. Althusser (2008 [1971])
developed the notion of interpellation in an effort to understand ideology from the
point of view of the subject, seeking to isolate the point at which an individual
chooses to identify with a particular cause (2008 [1971]: 48). Using the authority of
the state as his example, he argues that when a person realises a police officer calling
“Hey, you there!” is addressing them, they are created as a subject through mutual
recognition: by answering the “hail”, the individual accepts the state’s authority and
therefore their own role as a subject of that authority (2008 [1971]: 55). For
Althusser, ideological subject formation rests on an analogous process of self-
identification that takes place through the hail of an interpellating authority. It is an
act of submission through which a subject willingly agrees to interpret the world in
particular terms as “it recognises itself in the calling up of the ideological cause”
(Zizek 1989: 3). I follow Zizek’s take on interpellation by regarding ideology not as a
delusion or mystification, but as “a fantasy-construction which supports our reality
itself... the function of ideology is not to offer a point of escape from reality but to
offer us the social reality itself as an escape from some traumatic, real kernel” (Zizek
1989: 44-45). In the accounts that follow, I present my respondents’ narratives of
political formation as “fantasy constructions” of this kind, tracing their interpellation
as Bolivarians and socialists through shared national episodes and personal
experiences that were pivotal in turning Bolivarianism into a living mythology. The
subsections below are organised into three key periods that Rafael and Yulmi

identified as critical to their development as political people.

The 1980s: Liberation Theology and Youth Radicalism

A strong link between politics and religion played a significant role in Rafael and

Yulmi’s lives from an early age. Both came from families with strong Catholic
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mothers at the heart of the household, and described how the values they were taught
at home played a central role in their formacion as political people. As teenagers, the
couple met one another through the Juventud Obrera Catolica (Young Catholic
Workers), known locally as La Joc, who ran outreach programmes for young people
in many of the poorest parts of Latin America during the 1970s and ‘80s. Seeking to
offer alternatives to the growing problems with delinquency, La Joc’s origins were in
liberation theology, and the group’s radical interpretation of Christianity had a
profound impact on Rafael and Yulmi. In line with the core tenets of the movement,
they preached the Gospel as a call to end poverty, fight social injustice and
democratise religious leadership. They emphasised the importance of social action as
a Christian practice, and replaced traditional Catholic notions of the meek and noble
poor with more radical visions that saw them as the architects of alternative futures
(see Gutiérrez 1974; Lancaster 1988; Levine 1992; Montoya 1995; Burdick 1996).19
Rafael described how the pastor from the group had inspired him with his earthy

spirituality and closeness to the poor.

He was very close to God and to us, the poor. He was religious, and it was like he
transmitted a message from God, but it was a message for the people. He was
different to other Fathers. He was warm, and all his work was about muchachos
[young people]. He was like us — he played football, he went to the cinema and he
said rude things like cofio e madre [a common Venezuelan curse]. He was involved
in lots of things in the community like the Asociaciones de Vecinos [Neighbours’
Association] and El Teatro del Barrio [Neighbourhood Theatre]. He had a
philosophy: it was a philosophy for life, a philosophy for the people.

La Joc’s efforts to develop class consciousness and empower young people
radicalised Rafael and Yulmi, and the group’s focus on popular participation, social
action and community-mindedness cultivated values and techniques of community
leadership that the couple were still using when I carried out fieldwork. As Yulmi
recalled, “What we learned in La Joc were certain values. It was about solidarity,
about finding to solutions to problems and working together.” The experience also
exposed them to radical critiques of established orthodoxies, leaving a political and

intellectual legacy that would later chime with Chavez’s attacks on the oligarchy.

' As several studies of the movement show, the adoption of liberation theology has varied widely in
different parts of Latin America. In places such as Brazil it became popular with large segments of the
Catholic establishment (Burdick 1996: 2-5), while in Nicaragua the ecclesiastical hierarchy resisted its
growth, with a base community movement emerging predominantly from below (Lancaster 1988: 55-
56).
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Yulmi’s view on the Catholic Church, for example, stemmed from the radical
discussions that had taken place with La Joc: “The Catholic Church has always been
on the side of the right, of the fascists,” she explained. “For 500 years there’s been a
system of domination, and it was the Church that dominated our minds, dominated up
here [gesturing to her head].”

Having struck up a friendship through La Joc, Rafael and Yulmi began their
relationship while they were still involved with the organisation and went on to
become youth workers themselves, continuing its work as they became young parents
and established their own home. Their early years as a family were hard, however, as
the economic crisis of the 1980s passed into the neoliberal period of plummeting
public spending and soaring unemployment. Poverty had always been a part of their
lives, but the late 1980s and early 1990s were particularly difficult. Rafael tried
working on the assembly line of a car factory for a brief period, but disliked the
restrictive lifestyle and low wages that came with factory work, and was eventually
sacked after becoming a union organiser. Yulmi recalled the sexual harassment,
which she described as routine, for young women looking for work without
qualifications or training. “If as a young woman you wanted to find work it was like,
‘So what skills do you have? What qualifications do you have? Oh, nothing? Well
then you’ll have to... [making a sexual intercourse gesture with her hands].” That’s
how it was, you basically had to prostitute yourself to get work.”

The couple struggled by, relying largely on the so-called informal sector (cf.
Hart 1973) to support themselves. They sold homemade food and cheap clothes in the
street, worked in bakeries and, in Rafael’s case, found seasonal work in construction.
Politics formed a backdrop to their lives in this period and became increasingly
important as the country’s economic stagnation led to rising social tensions. As a
result of their time with La Joc, they identified with radical leftist politics and voted
for La Causa R (The Radical Cause, LCR) during the party’s brief period of electoral
success between 1988 and 1993 (Lopez-Maya 1997; Buxton 1999). Rafael
remembered the hardships of the time, and recounted how some people were so poor
“they were eating dogs — literally, eating dogs from the street.” During the period, the
sentiments of radical folk songs captured a sense of growing anger and yearning for
change among working-class Venezuelans. The lines of one song in particular, he

recalled, always stayed with him:
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Que la tortilla, se vuelva, Let the tortilla, turn upside down,

Que los pobres coman pan, Let the poor eat bread,
Y los ricos... And the rich...
Mierda, mierda Shit, shit

The burgeoning class anger that such lines expressed had long been present in
Venezuela, but few predicted the events of February 27" 1989, when the poor took to

the streets and the “tortilla” was turned upside down in dramatic fashion.

1989-1992: El Caracazo and Chavez'’s Attempted Coup

The popular disturbances of 1989 can be understood as the moment that the illusion
of multi-class, colour-blind unity finally died in Venezuela, opening socio-political
and imaginative spaces that Chavez has since endeavoured to fill. The riots, known
colloquially as el caracazo, began on February 27" following an IMF-backed
austerity programme put in place by the recently elected Carlos Andrés Pérez. Pérez
had been president during the oil-boom of the 1970s, and ran on a nationalist, anti-
IMF platform that promised to restore the prosperity of the boom years. Directly
contradicting his pre-election promises with the austerity programme, in the week
following the introduction of the measures petrol and food prices rose by up to 100
percent, as state subsidies were removed on staple goods and shops began to hoard
foodstuffs. The events began as a series of protests against the rising bus fares and
escalated into widespread rioting and looting, spreading from Caracas to other major
cities between February 27™ and March 3™ (Coronil and Skurski 1991; Lopez Maya
2003). El caracazo is remembered most keenly for the massacre of hundreds and
perhaps thousands of people by the army, who opened fire on looters and protestors in
Caracas after martial law had been declared. Official records cite 277 deaths, but
unofficial estimates — and what is held in popular memory — range into the thousands
(Coronil and Skurski 1991: 311). As a state-orchestrated massacre unravelled, the
government and media blamed the violence on thugs and delinquents from the
barrios. While the bodies of the poor piled up in the streets, it was a “barbarous mass”
of dark-skinned, slum-dwelling hordes that was depicted as the source of the violence,
and indeed as a threat to the civilised body politic of the nation (1991: 324-329).
Coronil and Skurski regard el caracazo as both a point of rupture and of return, in

which the colonial encounter was re-enacted in the semi-militarised spaces of the
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neoliberal city: “[W]hile people inscribed with their bodies their presence upon the
state, the state inscribed its power over their bodies” (1991: 332).

When Rafael and Yulmi recalled the events, they argued that el venezuelazo
would be a more appropriate name, given that the disturbances and killings occurred
all over the country. In Valencia, many people claimed to have witnessed the Guardia
Nacional (National Guard) carrying out shootings in the streets (see Figures 1-4), but
no records have ever been released. Rafael remembered the days leading up to the
events, when rumours that something was about to happen had been circulating

among local people in El Camoruco.

We were waiting, and listening to the radio. We’d heard there were problems in
Caracas. Then it [the looting] was totally spontaneous. In the barrio there was this
bodega nearby. My friend wanted to rob it but I told her not to because it was in the
barrio. When 1 tried to stop her, she slashed me with a bottle... it was horrible...
there were gunshots everywhere in the streets.

In the south of Valencia, many looters targeted foreign-owned stores as the Guardia
Nacional pursued them through the streets. Close to EI Camoruco people remembered
shoot-outs taking place between Chinese shop-owners and looters. In the hours that
followed, many people were rounded up in places such as Plaza de Toros in Miguel
Pefia, as the photos below depict. When Rafael told his story, he would show a scar
on his arm that he sustained when he tried to prevent a friend from looting the local
bodega (convenience store), demonstrating his somatic link to the traumas of the
nation and emphasising the permanence of the memory.

For the nation at large, e/ caracazo signified the beginning of the end
for puntofijismo, marking a “rupture of the moral bond between state and pueblo”
(Coronil and Skurski 1991: 315) that would have far-reaching political consequences.
For Rafael, Yulmi and their neighbours in El Camoruco, it was a key moment that
highlighted the willingness of the political establishment to use violence against its
own citizens and the need to find alternative political vehicles. Indeed, many
remembered the events as part of a much longer process of socio-political unravelling,
in which growing civil disobedience was met with arbitrary repression from the state.
During one demonstration a few years after the disturbances, William, an old friend of
the couple, was arrested and detained for 20 days without charge. “I was beaten by the
guards and the other inmates,” he recalled. “They put us in joint cells with all the

other criminals without any reason.” This ongoing antagonism led to a steady build up
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of resentment and political tension, generating a demand for change and a belief that

it had to come from outside the existing establishment.
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Figure 6: The Guardia Nacional in Barrio Ruiz Pineda (Nelson Maya)
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Figure 7: Protestors confront police in the centre of Valencia (Nelson Maya)
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Figure 9: The Guardia in Sector Santa Rosa (Nelson Maya)
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Chavez’s attempted coup in 1992 can be understand as an attempt to meet this
demand and, in Althusserian terms, “hail” the people with a new political identity.
When his forces seized control of several large cities including Maracaibo, Valencia
and Maracay, Chavez is said to have looked out at the hillside barrios of Caracas with
his binoculars as he waited for e/ pueblo to appear in support. But a series of
defections and errors led to his capture, and the popular uprising never materialised.
Echoing Gramsci’s articulation of the “national-popular collective will” (1971: 130),
he later described the moment as a “failed sense of the collective” (Chavez 2005:
106). Yet although it may have failed in Gramscian terms, the coup attempt did seem
to play a significant role in the interpellation of individuals such as Rafael and Yulmi.
Yulmi recalled being pleased when news of the coup attempt broke: “I was happy. I
thought, ‘At last a man who’s going to fight against this shit society.” I’d never
worked in anything electoral or political before, but when he arrived I went to help
and I worked for free [without pay] in the streets.” As part of his agreement to
surrender, Chavez requested the opportunity to make a televised address to the nation.
Prophetically, he declared that his forces had failed to achieve their objectives “por
ahora” (for now), before being taken away to prison. Oneidys, a chavista activist who
worked with Rafael and Yulmi, remembered the impact of his alluding words: “It was
like, wow, finally someone who’s taking responsibility for things, trying to do
something!” In granting Chavez his request for a televised address, President Peréz
was unwittingly creating a piece of popular folklore that would come to feature

prominently in Bolivarian mythology.

2002-2004: The Coup, “El Paro” and the Recall Election

Chéavez was released from prison in 1994 and elected in late 1998, but soon faced a
series of challenges to his position as the opposition attempted to remove him from
office and chavistas mobilised in support. The first of these came in 2002, when a 36-
hour military coup forced Chavez from Miraflores before he was dramatically
reinstalled after a popular uprising and military rebellion. A critical moment in
Bolivarian history, the coup is now regarded as the moment when the battle lines in
Venezuela’s polarised struggle over the state were formally staked out. If e/ caracazo
marked the point at which the country’s divergent class interests were symbolically

cut loose from a hegemonic ideal of all-class unity, then the coup attempt can be
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understood as the moment that these class interests came to face one another as two
coherent political blocs for the first time.

In Valencia, as news of Chavez’s removal filtered through a media blackout,
Rafael and Yulmi spent the day driving around nearby communities, relaying the
news and calling for people to join them in a protest outside the army barracks in
Naguanagua, a few kilometres north of the city centre. They spent most of the day and
night there, chanting at the barracks and passing messages from friends in other areas.
Yulmi remembered how close friendships had been formed during the experience,
and how angry she was with people who refused to join them. “We were trying to
organise a group to go to the Guardia Nacional because we were saying, ‘Our state is
being attacked by a military coup.” But a lot of these people who wore the red hats
and t-shirts [chavista activists], suddenly they had a headache or a stomach ache and
couldn’t come. There were a lot of headaches and stomach aches that day, I remember
it.” When Chavez dramatically returned to Caracas in a helicopter and was reinstated
as president, many chavistas likened it to the Second Coming — like Christ, he had
returned after three days in exile. Rafael made this allusion himself during a night of
heavy drinking, when he recounted his memories of the event. Grabbing my pen and
notepad, he drew an image depicting man and heaven. Chavez sat between the two,
with a line showing how he had come to link heaven and earth at the dawn of a new
millennium: “Just as God had to send a man to sacrifice himself all the way over
there,” he said, “so he also sent someone to us...”

Shortly after the coup attempt, Rafael was arrested following an allegation that
he had thrown a rock at rival demonstrators on an opposition march. The arrest took
place during a gathering of family, friends and comrades at Rafael and Yulmi’s house,
when armed police stormed into the front porch and dragged him away. His friends
had tried to prevent the arrest, holding him back as the police pulled at him, but the
police pointed their guns at the head of his son Eduardo, who at the time was only
eight years old. In the end, a case never materialised because the mysterious witness
behind the claims failed to come forward, and he was released after a day in the cells.
But the event was a traumatic one for Rafael’s family and friends and served as a
lesson, in their eyes, of the workings of /a derecha (the right) at the local level. Given
that the arrest was made during a highly public gathering of chavistas, Rafael, Yulmi
and their friends read it as a warning from the local oligarchy in Valencia. It

underlined the power of the forces they were up against and, in doing so, helped to
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demarcate and solidify the boundaries of their identities as chavistas and
revolutionaries.

These identities were further strengthened during the oil paro (shutdown) that
began in December 2002 and ran until February 2003, when the opposition attempted
to strangle PDVSA through the combination of a management lockout and an
administrative and professional workers’ strike (Wilpert 2007: 25). The shutdown,
which was regarded by chavistas as political and economic sabotage, led to food and
fuel shortages throughout the country, and was only resolved when Chavez used the
army, retired workers and foreign contractors to regain control of the company (ibid).
In El Camourco, the paro was remembered by residents as la navidad que nunca era
(the Christmas that never was). With low quantities of food, families and friends
shared the traditional hallacas with one another, and modest celebrations took place
in the streets rather than in people’s houses.*® “In some ways, that was one of the best
Christmases we’ve had because there was real unity between people,” Yulmi
commented. Far from destroying the Bolivarian movement, the events served to foster
solidarity among the president’s supporters and further entrenched a growing
polarisation in the nation at large.

The recall election of 2004 was the final episode that my respondents
identified as shaping their formation as chavistas. Utilising a constitutional clause that
permitted a national referendum against the president if 20 percent of the population
signed in favour, the opposition was confident of victory after 3.4 million people
supported the proposal. But using the recently formed Electoral Battle Units
(Unidades de Batallas Electorales, UBEs) and Bolivarian Circles (Circulos
Bolivarianos, CBs), Chavez was able to mobilise 120,000 community-level “electoral
patrols” who went out to organise voters, distribute pro-government propaganda and
count votes on the day of the election (Hawkins 2010: 1-3, 23).*! Yulmi and her close
friend, Rosa, had been members of these patrols, describing how they had gone three
nights without sleep as they campaigned by day and vote-counted by night. Hostility

between pro-government and opposition supporters reached fever pitch in the days

* Hallacas, the traditional Christmas food in Venezuela, are cornflour rolls filled with meats and
raisins and boiled in banana leaves.

*! The Bolivarian Circles were the earliest incarnations of neighbourhood-level chavista organising
bodies. They were principally political in character, acting as mobilising units during elections, and
have since been superseded by a multitude of more issue-specific entities such as the missions,
communal councils and PSUV patrullas (political patrols). A more detailed discussion of
neighbourhood bodies in and around El Camoruco can be found in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.
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leading up to the vote. Yulmi witnessed a chavista activist being shot dead by an
opposition supporter near the polling centre, and then described her shock as the same
man calmly entered the building and began collecting votes. As she remembered it,
the man had been threatening chavistas in the area for several days before the incident
occurred. Terrified, she chose to confront him and show that she was not intimidated:
“I said to him, ‘Seriously, I'm from here [El Camoruco] and you don’t want to
threaten me because if you do you won’t make it to the end of the road, believe me.’
Of course I was bluffing but you have to make yourself look strong in these
situations, otherwise they’ll take advantage of you.” Such experiences grounded
political subjectivity in traumatic personal memories, so that the opposition became
understood as a threat not only to the activists’ political movement, but also to their

very survival.

Organising Moments in Mythology

These critical episodes of political formation can be understood as what Olivia Harris
(1995) called “organising moments”. She identified the importance of periodisation in
the making of mythologies, and described how such moments come to mark moments
of rupture and transformation in mytho-historical imaginings, setting new temporal
periods in motion. Harris argued that an organising moment is “a transcendental event
upon whose axis history is created, a rupture from which fundamental categories of
periodisation and identity are derived” (1995: 20). The episodes described here
illustrate how interpellation occurred incrementally through such moments as Rafael
and Yulmi’s lives became intertwined with their president and his movement. Some
of the most important experiences in their personal lives ran in tandem with the
evolution of a political movement and ideology, so that a series of ‘“hails” had
occurred over the course of more than a decade as they established themselves as
political subjects. Such organising moments were nodal points that allowed personal
memories and mytho-historical narratives to be stitched together, offering the scope to
unify the experiences of the president with those of barrio activists. During these
periods of heightened political tension, the ideological became something material,
creating the content of subject formation through the materiality of lived experience.
Within this contextual background, Rafael’s allusions to Chavez’s divinity can be

understood not as the deification of a charismatic leader who exists elevated above his
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followers, but rather as the creation of a living mythology that ties the president to
local memories of the everyday /ucha (struggle).

By the end of 2004, individuals such as Rafael and Yulmi understood their
nation’s future as a battle between two social classes and two social imaginaries
(Taylor 2004; Spanakos 2008). On one side were the private media, the business
community, the upper echelons of the Catholic Church, the majority of the middle-
classes and elite, and the United States — a Machiavellian presence known as E/
Imperio (The Empire) that lurked behind these domestic foes. As Chédvez radicalised
his discourse with each victory, chavistas developed a series of names to refer to this
opposition bloc: the oligarchy, the opposition, la derecha (the right), los capitalistas
(the capitalists) and, most commonly among my informants, los escudlidos (the
squalid ones).” Pitted against this bloc were the president and his pueblo: los pobres
(the poor), the chavistas, the socialists, the revolutionaries, the Bolivarians. If there
were undeniable truths about Venezuela’s social divisions contained in this binary,
there was also what Spanakos terms a “strategic essentialism” (2008b: 4) that helped
to foster the sense of a Manichean battle between good and evil (Hawkins 2010: 55).
From the 2002 coup onwards, the struggles my informants faced were understood in
terms of these opposing blocs, encapsulated in the revolutionary slogan that Chavez
borrowed and adapted from Cuba: Patria, Socialismo o Muerte: |Venceremos!
(Homeland, Socialism or Death: We Shall Overcome!). The slogan’s emphasis on
sacrifice and a refusal to compromise is clear, and can be regarded as a defiant marker
that followed the intense struggles of the period between 2002 and 2004. By the time
I arrived in El Camoruco, the phrase had entered the everyday vernaculars of my
hosts, often being shouted at the conclusion of meetings or public events, when
Rafael, Yulmi and their comrades would place themselves, fists clenched, as actors in

a historic and mythological story.

** The term escudlido means “squalid” but has a number of connotations. My respondents argued that it
referred to both the “squalidness” of the opposition’s campaigns against Chavez and to the physical
appearance of those presumed to be his opponents — thin, scrawny and gym-obsessed narcissists who
aspired to North American ideals of physical beauty and fitness. It contrasted implicitly with the jovial,
round and warm self-image of working-class chavistas.
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PARADISE LOST: OIL, MYTH AND NATIONAL IDENTITY

As the previous section demonstrates, Bolivarianism is a political discourse drenched
in mythological and religious metaphors and imperatives. As a set of political and
economic demands, it appeals to those who were effectively excluded from political
representation in the Punto Fijo pact, and to those who were impoverished during the
sharpest period of neoliberal restructuring. But it is the presentation of these demands
in a mythological and religious language that gives them, I propose, an added
hegemonic weight. Social and economic inequalities inevitably produce particular
political demands and groupings; myth and religion work to hook them into a much
broader set of ideals that allows ideology to shape imaginaries and subjectivities more
comprehensively. I draw attention to the presence of myth in Bolivarianism in line
with the work of Walter Benjamin (1970), Georges Sorel (1976) and Roger Lancaster
(1988), who all point to its efficacious use in radical movements, as well as to the
commonalities between religious and revolutionary thought. Sorel argued that
orthodox Marxism’s disavowal of mythological thinking in favour of a rationalist
emphasis on the “revolutionary apprenticeship” (1976: 206) of workers had inhibited
the imagination of socialists and hindered insurrectionary actions (in his case, the
general strike). The point of using myth, he claimed, is that it animates action by
stimulating the imagination and rejecting rationalist interrogation. It works to
galvanise and inspire on the grounds of belief rather than science: “A myth cannot be
refuted,” he wrote, “since fundamentally it is identical to the convictions of a group,
an expression of these convictions in the language of movement. Consequently, it
cannot be broken down into parts which can be applied on the level of historical
descriptions” (1976: 206). Sorel noted the similarity between religious and
revolutionary thought, pointing out that both share convictions that are protected from
criticism. He called for the fusion of Marxist rationalism with more visionary
mythological imaginaries, placing “as a goal the apprenticeship, the preparation and
even the reconstruction of the individual with a view toward a gigantic work™ (1976:
207).

The wurge for individuals to undertake imaginative and subjective
transformations of an ambitious nature has struck a chord in Venezuela, where a
recurrent theme that one encounters in everyday conversations is the belief that, as a

people and a nation, the country is somehow lacking in moral substance. It is common
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to hear Venezuelans say that they lack “culture” and social conscience, that corruption
is ingrained in the national psyche, and that they are wasting their country’s abundant
natural resources because of poor education and faltering values. Among many of the
middle-classes and elites, such conversations often take the form of racist and classist
slurs against the residents of barrios, who are cast as indolent, backward and violent.
Wealthy Venezuelans will often bring up Chévez in conversations with foreign
visitors, making sure they distance themselves from the president and emphasising
that they regard him as crude, ignorant and authoritarian — in short, as someone who
does not represent their Venezuela. But working-class Venezuelans too will talk
about themselves in deprecating terms, asserting a belief that the country’s problems
can be traced fundamentally to a moral and spiritual malaise among its people. While
they are fiercely proud of the traits the country is most known for — beaches,
hospitality, a laid-back and jovial attitude, natural landscapes and beautiful women —
people repeatedly state that these blessings are squandered by a population whose
collective essence is somehow faulty and destitute. Santiago, a young man who lived

two doors down from Rafael and Yulmi, typified this view:

Yeah I like my country. You know, it’s a beautiful place, there are lots of beautiful
women... But it’s jodido [screwed/fucked] too, you know? You’ve always got to be
aware here, you can’t trust people because there’s so much corruption, so much
corruption. There are so many people who will screw you over. This country’s been
jodido for so long now and it just seems to be what we’re like.

In a similar vein, Franklin, a chavista activist who lived in a squatter settlement not
far from El Camoruco, had a damning take on his friends and neighbours: “We’re
thieves in this country! You could have someone living in a rancho who’s got a
lovely fridge worth 3000 Bs.F [$700], but when you look inside it, what’s there? Just
a bottle of water. That’s the mentality in this country.” The statements of Santiago
and Franklin, which were indicative of countless more of a similar nature, identified
two core problems with the national character. The first was the belief that
Venezuelans always wanted something for nothing, that they would rather exploit or
steal from another person than put in a hard day’s work. The second expressed a more
specific concern with consumption. Venezuelans, according to Franklin, would rather
spend their money on expensive consumer items than good food to feed their families.
His statement focused on the perceived inability of his neighbours to identify the

correct priorities in life, and suggested an unhealthy relationship with consumerism.
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The expensive fridge, despite appearing to signify success and comfort from the
outside, revealed an emptiness and lack of forethought on the inside.

The ubiquity of these moralist misgivings in everyday discourse reflects, I
contend, an attempt to explain why a country with the world’s sixth largest oil
reserves is characterised by chronic inequalities in wealth, a weak and unreliable
infrastructure and some of the highest levels of violent crime in the world (see
Chapter 2). Venezuelans of different social classes are divided on many issues, but the
one theme they consistently agree on is the transformative power of oil. From the
poorest rancho to the most luxurious gated compound, the same belief in black gold
will be uttered: “With our oil, Venezuela is a rich country. We shouldn’t have poverty
here,” barrio residents and Country Club denizens alike will say.*® This belief in the
country’s subsoils dates back to the post-war boom of the 1940s, when a mythological
coupling between nation and oil “achieved the force of timeless reality” (Coronil
1997: 67) in the national imaginary. But this faith is often accompanied by a
discomfort with the perceived effects of a petroleum-based economy, a sense that the
easy acquisition of wealth is morally tainted by the relative absence of human
endeavour. The troubling question of why Venezuela has failed to live up to the
potential its material riches seem to promise is thus a question that people frame in
moral terms: have they made the most of this blessing and invested it in their nation’s
collective development, or have they wasted it due to an inability to correctly handle
wealth? Franklin’s story of the empty fridge can be read as a moral fable that captures
a predominant and abiding national concern.

During the oil boom of the 1970s, the circulation of vast sums of rent money
in the state machinery led, according to Coronil (1997: 321-360), to a series of high
profile corruption scandals and murders involving politicians, lawyers and prominent
business leaders, as “the relentless pursuit of money became a normative practice in
ever-wider social circles” (1997: 324). As the depth of corruption unravelled and the
number of those found to be complicit grew, Coronil argues that a shift in national
self-image began occurring. Increasingly, Venezuelans came to regard the oil not as a
blessing, but as a source of evil that would be better known as “the Devil’s

excrement”, a term coined by Pérez Alfonso, the founder of OPEC (1997: 353). Oil

* The Country Clubs (they are known by English names) are famous for being the wealthiest districts
of cities like Caracas and Valencia. They are highly fortified gated communities that contain their own
golf courses, gymnasiums and schools.
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had always been thought of as “ready-made collective wealth whose private
appropriation could be justified only if it promoted the collective welfare” (1997:
360). But the central involvement of the state in widespread and embedded corruption
dramatically called that ideal into question. Endemic private appropriation of oil rents
by the people’s elected representatives led to a wholesale reimagining of this national
myth:
Petroleum was seen as a toxic substance, the excessive consumption of which was
threatening the health of the nation, its institutions, and its populace. The absorption
of massive quantities of petrodollars into Venezuela... constituted a threat to the body
politic, whose digestive system was under assault and failing. The entire society was

seen as breaking down under the corroding force of accumulated toxins, waste, and
excrement (1997: 353).

The statements of individuals such as Miguel, Santiago and Franklin, which I present
as archetypes, suggest that this belief in a pervasive national immorality permeates the
way that ordinary Venezuelans perceive themselves and their fellow citizens in
everyday life. As this thesis will show throughout, people continue to mistrust those
handling money, to view large sections of the state as inherently corrupt and to
believe that individualism and greed have become national traits linked to a collective
addiction to oil and money. The argument I make is that the success of Bolivarianism
as an ideology, although owing much to traditional leftist demands such as social
justice and equality, rests in equal measure on its capacity to offer moral redemption
from this perceived slide into petroleum-based gluttony.

One of the most striking features of Chavez’s discourse is the language of
religious redemption he employs, which places an onus on individuals to shed the
model “of capitalism, extreme individualism and consumerist egotism” (Chéavez
2006) that has, in his eyes, polluted them. In the election campaign of 1998, his
campaign slogan was a passage from the bible that called for a spiritual awakening: E/
que tenga ojos, que vea. El que tenga oidos, que oiga (Let he who has eyes, see. Let
he who has ears, hear) (Smilde 2008: 84). Since then, he has repeatedly emphasised
the linkages between revolution and Christianity. In one early speech he stated, “God
is the Christ who was crucified for fighting together with his people against an
empire, the Christ who according to the Christians came down from the cross, was
resurrected, and went through the world to fight on behalf of the dispossessed”
(Blanco Mufioz 1998: 119). Zaquete (2008) argues that this discourse goes beyond
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secular populism and into the realms of a “political religion” which sacralises politics

and offers a totalised vision that is missionary in character:

In this manner, politics goes beyond a mere identification with the “sovereign
people”. It offers a comprehensive view of the world; it claims to have the answers
for ultimate questions, such as the purpose of life; and it aims to shape and purify the
collective consciousness, thus bringing about a new society and a new humanity here
on earth (2008: 96).

In a traditionally Catholic country such as Venezuela, one could make the claim that
the grounding of politics in a religious language is a merely a sensible political tactic.
As Smilde (2008) points out, Chavez courted the growing Evangelical population
during his first election campaign, but was careful for his language to remain open to
Catholics, Spiritists and other religious denominations too. Yet I contend that this
religiosity speaks specifically to the concerns expressed by Miguel, Santiago and
Franklin by advocating a form of personal redemption and renewal that parallels
themes present in both liberation theology and Evangelicalism.** If Venezuelans have
been formado (formed) in a culture of individualist capitalism and gluttonous oil
consumption, it follows that they need to be reformed in moral terms for a new
society to emerge.

Chavez’s stress on the revolution being ethical and moral as well as political
and economic (Chavez 2007: 77) has strong echoes of the fusion between Marxist-
Leninist ideology and liberation theology that characterised Sandinismo during the
Nicaraguan revolution. As Lancaster (1988) notes, Sandinismo’s use of liberation
theology equated Godlessness and sin with estrangement from the self. The
Sandinistas understood the atheist as the quintessential individualist, a lost soul
“infected” with the despair brought by this estrangement (1988: 60-81). Lancaster
describes how class consciousness was built out of what he terms a “re-enchantment”
of politics based on the generation of a new mythology that fought against sin and
despair. As he writes, “In a word, revolution 78/g augurs the re-establishment of the
traditional image of social order — real or mythical — lost when sin divided the
community and capitalism stratified the society” (1988: 85). The moral disquiet

evident in the words of individuals like Miguel, Santiago and Franklin bears many

** There are of course significant theological and practical differences between liberation theology and
Evangelicalism (see Lancaster 1988; Burdick 1992). But I follow my informants on this subject by
suggesting that the basic focus on moral transformation and redemption provides enough
commonalities to offer a shared theological “base” that political ideology can draw on.
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hallmarks of this kind of discourse, a sense that not only have people been corrupted
by capitalist social relationships and practices, but also that a purity or innocence has
been lost as part of this process. The struggle to replace what Miguel terms “that
badness, that dirty water” with “goodness and love” thus evokes a sense of return for
individuals as well as for the nation. If the circulation of oil — a dirty water — in the
national body politic has polluted the souls of Venezuelans, then some kind of
cleansing must be undertaken at the subjective level for this return to occur. As I now
describe, narratives of redemption were a strong feature of the chavista activists with

whom I worked.

ACTIVIST TESTIMONIES: INDIVIDUALISM, CONVERSION AND REDEMPTION

In many ways, Rafael and Yulmi’s lifelong involvement in community-based
activism was exceptional. Their early integration with La Joc and subsequent
involvement in El Camoruco’s Asociacion de Vecinos (Neighbours’ Association — see
Chapter 4) meant that they had essentially been at the centre of their community’s
political bodies since their teens. As a politicised couple, their familial and social lives
were also significantly bound up in Bolivarianism (see Chapters 2 and 3), meaning
that there was a consistency to their political involvement that was not typical. For
many other chavistas, political participation seemed to ebb and flow in accordance
with particular personal and national events. Some of the most committed activists I
worked with had only “discovered” socialism since the arrival of Chavez, while
others had rediscovered or reactivated a previous commitment they had not
“practiced” since their youth. All of my respondents, without exception, also
maintained religious beliefs. The majority would be best described as adhering to
popular Catholicism (see Salas 1987), with Church attendance varying according to
different individuals. Some believed in and practiced spirit possession together with

their Catholicism, while others were converts to Evangelicalism.”> This religious

** The majority of Venezuela’s population identify as Catholic, though Salas (1987) argues that for
many this is a “popular Catholicism” that adheres to many core tenets of the faith without necessarily
all of its religious formalism. As in much of Latin America (see Stoll 1991), Evangelicalism and
Pentecostalism are also on the rise (see Smilde 2007), while spirit possession cults of various hues have
become increasingly popular in recent years (see Bricefio 1970; Martin 1983; Salas 1987; Placido
1998; Taussig 1997; Ferrandiz 2004).

81



backdrop to people’s thinking had clearly influenced their understandings of political
consciousness, as the accounts below demonstrate.

Many chavistas described the arrival of Chéavez as something akin to
conversion or a renewal of the self. The similarity of these accounts from people with
a variety of different backgrounds was particularly striking. Often, becoming a
chavista activist seemed to have occurred at moments that were retrospectively
regarded as personal ruptures. Ernesto, a vocero (spokesperson) for the communal
council (see Chapters 5 and 6) in Sector 3 of El Camoruco, had owned a successful

business before the emergence of the president:

I used to my own construction company. We were bought by an American company
and I was earning a lot of money. I had three women, a great car, jewellery: all of it.
Then it turned out that my administrators had been evading tax, and in one month it
all collapsed. We lost everything, though they [the administrators] lost more because
I can work with my hands [and therefore find work]... And after all that, because of
all that, I opened my eyes.

Ernesto explained that he had identified with socialism since his teens, when he heard
the music of the revolutionary folk singer, Ali Primera, for the first time. But through
the course of his working life he felt that he had “lost his way” and become selfish
and greedy. Following the failure of his business, which he had come to regard as a
blessing in disguise, he now divided his time between his job as an engineer for a
company in Valencia’s industrial zone and voluntary community work with the
communal council.

Since answering Chéavez’s call and “opening his eyes”, Ernesto had become
one of the most active voceros in the community and hoped to establish a network of
“socialist companies” in the local area that could offer work to young people and
channel the profits into com