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Chávez is not Castro


Hugo Chávez to the left and 

Fidel Castro to the right.  

Hugo Chávez, president of Venezuela and controversial public figure, once famously proclaimed in a UN speech that US president George Bush was the devil, sparking media rumors of his communist sentiments. 

On Thursday May 2, Steve Ellner, a professor at the Universidad de Oriente in Venezuela, gave the third of a five-lecture series at the University of Washington. His lecture, entitled “Anti-Neoliberalism in Venezuela and its Implications for the Labor Movement,” illustrated how Chávez should not be so readily associated with the communist party, when he is in fact building a new form of governance which he loosely defines as socialism.

In 2005, the World Social Forum met in Porto Alegre, Brazil, where, according to his critics, Hugo Chávez showed his true face and proclaimed himself a socialist. Ellner claimed that socialism is an ill-defined word and often misunderstood. Ellner argues that Chávez is not the same kind of leader as Fidel Castro. Cuba is a communist country with state ownership and no free elections, whereas Venezuela under Chávez has committed itself to democracy. And, according to Ellner, after eight years of democracy under Chávez, it is unlikely that his regime would become totalitarian. Therefore, Venezuela can not be categorized, though the media often does so, as a communist regime. 

Ellner illustrated this point by showing that in 2001, after Chávez started undertaking radical reforms, people reacted immediately and demanded that he step down. According to Ellner, this would have been an occasion for Chávez to use force against the middle classes, church, and big business who were against him. But he did not opt for violence. Chávez chose a different path and mobilized his own people. During this episode, Ellner was in Venezuela. He explained that TV and newspapers distorted reality by only illustrating mass opposition against Chávez, and not the other side. In fact, his supporters were more numerous than his opponent and powerful enough to reverse the coup against him. The reason why the media compared Chávez to Castro is due to the fact that Chávez rejects neo-liberalism and calls himself a socialist. The West seems reluctant to acknowledge that Chávez is a democratically elected leader. 

Ellner explained that there have been four stages to Chávez’s presidency. In the first one, he put a hold on privatization. In the second phase, he introduced anti-liberalism policies and ideas into legislation which led to a coup attempt, in which the US was involved. US opposition stemmed from the fact that Chávez had attempted to change the prevailing economic system and implement agrarian reforms. The consistent opposition of the US to Chávez is over economics. Venezuela may have the biggest oil reserves in the world, according to Ellner, and this explains why the US is so interested in political developments in that region. Only during the third stage was Chávez “safe” enough to announce a new state project of land redistribution, and during his fourth stage, he announced the nationalization of key aspects of the economy such as telecommunications. And meanwhile, Chávez has moved to insure that the state controls the bulk of the oil industry.

After a one-hour talk, there was a 30-minute discussion. Ellner said that Chávez did not have the support of organized labor, but the unorganized and often chaotic labor force is very committed to him. Chávez is a man who is trying to change the face of Latin America. His relationship to the US might change if the US changes their stance toward him. This might be only possible when George Bush is no longer in power. One of Ellner’s contributions consists in looking at the facts behind the rhetoric of Chávez. The country is a participant in the world market and follows most of its rules – it certainly does not function like Cuba. The only comparable element is the anti-American (especially anti-Bush) rhetoric. Here Chavez is positioning himself as a follower of Castro. Certainly, he is not following the neo-liberalism preferred by the US; politically his position to the left.

