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Corond: IsVenezuela a Dictator ship?

In this week's column, Venezuela expert Gustava@arasks "What will it take for
political scientists to define Hugo Chavez’s regiasea dictatorship?”

By Gustavo Coronel

Some of the most sophisticated political analyatsently
writing about Venezuela are defining Hugo Chaveegme,
either as a “procedural democracy” (Luis Vicentem,echief
analyst at Datanalisis, a Venezuelan polling fiongas a “hybrid
regime” (Javier Corrales and Michael Penfold: “DOoragn the
Tropics”, Brookings Institution Press, 2011), befiditely not as
a clear-cut dictatorship.

As a Venezuelan who has been closely living anahwvag) our
nightmare for the last 13 years and who has donéahishare of
reading on what constitutes a democracy or a dihip, | find
this tendency appalling.

A L AR E

Leon became the most obvious transgressor wheaithénshis weekly column in
leading Caracas daily El Universal that “ChaveZinitely, is not a dictator.” Although
he hastened to add that he is no democrat eitadeftus with the impression that he
admired the shrewdness of the guy, who can poaalamocrat without being one.

The case of Corrales and Penfold is more
complicated because they have written an
entire book on the subject. A very well-

ritten and well-organized volume, “Dragon

in the Tropics”, presents us with a narrative on
Hugo Chavez’'s ascent to power and on the
_Jreasons for his popularity at home and abroad.

_'The book also makes an attempt to predict if
'Chavez’s “revolution” will have a lasting
impact on Venezuela and the rest of the
Jhemisphere. This is a volume that contains
“many original, well-presented ideas. However,



it left me as worried, or even more so than Ledmisf op-ed.

| have read most of the book, so | feel qualifie¢dmment on it, even if my comments
could be off the mark.

The first problem | faced with the book was itssslification of Hugo Chavez 's regime
as a “hybrid regime”, showing characteristics offb@ democracy and a dictatorship.
This definition reminded me of the man who was ¢tdilxy the Caracas police selling
“Beef and Lark” pies. The customers complained aboti seeing anything but beef in
the pies. The police interrogated him and he sa@n honest. | use the ingredients in
equal amounts: A cow and a lark.”

Corrales and Penfold’s hybrid sound like a beeflaridpie. They describe it as follows:
There are no negotiations with the opposition,hdied loyalists of Chavez are in all top
positions, civic institutions lack autonomy, thare no checks and balances, the law only
penalizes opponents, the constitution is often gedror circumvented, the electoral field
IS uneven, opposition is bad-mouthed by the presjdie private media is closed or
harassed, the military is bought... etc. (pages 118%).

This sounds to me like all beef and no lark.

On the side of democracy they only mention elestiamd, even then, they admit that the
electoral process is heavily corrupted and biaséthavez’s favor. They call it an
"electoral autocracy.” They add that the regimeadaslitaristic bend, is heavily state-
driven, is a close ally of rogue states and a fepbuyer of weapons. Could they tell us
where is the democratic component in this regime?

The book tries to be as objective as possible aatdis to be commended. However, |
found numerous areas in which the Chavez regirtreased with much benevolence. For
example they talk (page 4) about social exclusigindprevalent before Chavez but do
not mention the pronounced exlusive nature of thavéz’s regime, directed against the
middle class rather than the poor.

They claim (page 9) that the Chavez regime is “comiing adverse circumstances and
forging a new future.” They define Chavez'’s polalieconomy as “a return to import
substitution industrialization” (page 9), in my pjmin a definition far from reality.

The acceptance by the authors of official stagstic poverty is naive, as shown by
Francisco Rodriguez’s work. To claim that Chavez thane a great job in the social
arena is highly debatable (page 11). The main igstheChavez’s prodigality is not the
amount of money he has “given” to the poor butghality of these handouts. They do
not empower the poor to become self-starters.iébelthe authors of the book fail to
address this vital point.

Their description of the April 2002 events that tedChavez’s ousting is far from precise
and | believe they consider the role of the oppasitiuring that event in a rather unfair



light.

Some of the narrative on PDVSA is not well reseadclas illustrated by the assertion
that Chavez merged PDVSA and the Ministry of Endegylership into one person
before he fired PDVSA’s employees (page 78). In, finis merger would only come
some time later.

They do not mention the shameless Chavez’s claitedNational Assembly that he
consciously promoted the rebellion of PDVSA'’s enygles in order to gain political
control of PDVSA.

In general the authors even consider the oppoditid@@havez, in an early stage, as
extreme and undemocratic and celebrate that, 20@4, it became less extreme (page
33). This suggests to readers that they considavézas the moderate force, although
this was never the case. Chavez has always bemvekpg agent, always ready to
browbeat the opposition.

| salute the book as a valuable contribution touheéerstanding of the Chavez’s era but |
have to say that it raises almost as many questisitsanswers.
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