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The Transformation of Hugo Chávez: From Anti-Neoliberalism to Socialism

Perhaps the most obvious challenge presented to the neoliberal order in Latin America is what Hugo Chávez, the infamous president of Venezuela, calls the “Proceso revolucionario” (the Revolutionary Process).  For the third of five lectures on the “Latin American Challenge to the Neoliberal Order,” Steve Ellner traveled from the Universidad de Oriente in Venezuela to shed light on the Chávez regime and its implications as an anti-neoliberal movement.  Mr. Ellner has lived the last thirty years in Venezuela and has written and edited several books on the country in which he teaches and resides.  As a historian, he has broken down the Chávez regime into four stages to better understand how Hugo Chávez could go from visiting the U.S. on friendly terms early on in his presidency, to recently touring Latin America in opposition to President Bush delivering an outspoken anti-U.S. imperialism and anti-capitalism campaign.

Mr. Ellner discussed the first two stages of Chávez’s presidency as moderate anti-neoliberalism, with the administration focusing on reform and passing legislation that had hints of socialism.  The Ley de Tierra (the Land Law) was passed in 2001 promoting agrarian reform, which Mr. Ellner pointed out is dangerous business in any country in Latin America.  He went on to illustrate the correlation between agrarian reform and military coups, foreshadowing the events of 2002 in Venezuela.  Much of the first two stages were also spent fighting the capitalist opposition, which led a U.S. supported military coup that removed Chávez from power for two days in 2002.  The elite class in Venezuela, along with the rest of the world, greatly underestimated Chávez’s power to mobilize his people.  Venezuelan and world media channels exploited the coup, but told a one-sided story that was sympathetic to the opposition and was far from the truth.  Mr. Ellner defined the ability to mobilize the people as the one aspect of Hugo Chávez that returned him to power in 2002 and has kept him in power ever since.

The third stage, according to Mr. Ellner, began around the same time Chávez announced two years ago at the World Social Forum at Porto Alegre that he was a socialist.  For the first time since he was elected in 1998, Chávez began to express what he was instead of what he was not.  He was no longer just “not a capitalist” or “anti-neoliberal,” but now he was a socialist.  Many critics saw this as an obvious sign of his allegiance with Fidel Castro and many drew the conclusion that Chávez planned to impose a Cuban system of socialism in Venezuela.  However, what many people did not take away from the same speech was that Chávez also stated that socialism is ill-defined and has to be reinvented in accordance to the circumstances of the twenty-first century.  Much of Chávez’s time in office has recently been spent in efforts to find a relevant socialism that would be able to challenge the neoliberal order.  Throughout the third stage, which was marked by the lack of force from the opposition, the Chavistas have been able to pass revolutionary laws to restructure private property, the income tax, and social programs.

The fourth and final stage, which began earlier this year, is defined by the implementation of further socialist reforms, and a more aggressive anti-neoliberal rhetoric.  Chávez has very recently nationalized the key sectors of the Venezuelan economy including the telephone and electric industries.  He also furthered the nationalization of the petroleum.  He has pioneered an alternative system of barter for oil and promoted Latin American solidarity.  Chávez has increased his anti-U.S. imperialism rhetoric and matched the rhetoric with action.  He has initiated the unprecedented diversification of the Venezuelan oil markets by promoting foreign trade with China, Iran, the Caribbean, and Latin America.  With all of the energy and money spent abroad, several Venezuelans are asking why more is not being done at home.  While Chávez has instituted missions to improve education and health care, the domestic cooperatives and foreign loans the Chavista administration has founded are lacking accountability.  Mr. Ellner believes that Chávez is somewhat lost in his rhetoric, and runs the risk of building a system without sufficient institutional infrastructure to support the reforms.  He also believes that the Chávez movement depends upon Chávez, and without serious democratic reformation within the United Socialist Party of Venezuela, the future of the movement will die when Chávez leaves office.  It is too early to tell how effective Latin America’s biggest challenge to the neoliberal order will be over time, but the hegemonic world structure has needed a viable democratic opposition.  Chávez has already been incredibly successful in providing an alternative to neoliberalism and an opposing voice to the U.S. hegemony.  

