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Abstract:  This paper attempts to address the claim that Venezuela has become an authoritarian nation under the presidency of Hugo Chávez by analyzing his government’s regard for democratic institutions, concentration of power, and accusations of human rights violations. The conclusion also includes a short commentary on the perception of authoritarianism in general and usage of the term.

                 Hugo Chávez: Authoritarianism in Venezuela?

In this paper I attempt to trace the political history of Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez and his government, first elected in 1998.  The main purpose of this paper is to determine, based on patterns or trends displayed during this time period, whether or not Chávez is leading Venezuela away from its democratic past towards a more authoritarian future.  While an entire paper could be written in order to define authoritarianism (and indeed numerous expansive works have been written), for brevity’s sake and the sake of this paper I have chosen to define authoritarianism based on several key (and generally agreed upon) characteristics: a lack of regard for democratic institutions, a concentration of power in the hands of one central figure and his/her supporters, and a certain degree of human rights violations, specifically in order to repress the opposition
.  With these three key features in mind, I sought to evaluate Chávez’s actions and the actions of his government in order to determine if such a trend toward authoritarianism does indeed exist in Venezuela.

THE FEBRUARY 1992 COUP


As one of the key elements I defined as indicative of an authoritarian government is a lack of regard for democratic principles, the failed February 1992 coup attempt led by Chávez must be the starting point of an investigation into whether or not Chávez’s current government is moving away from democracy and towards authoritarian rule.


On July 24, 1983 Chávez helped found the Movimiento Bolivariano Revolucionario 200 (MBR-200), which Chávez described in a speech at the University of Havana in 1994 as “a movement inside the ranks of the National Army of Venezuela. [We were] sickened by so much corruption, and we swore to dedicate our lives to the construction of a revolutionary movement and to the revolutionary fight in Venezuela.”
 For the next eight and a half years, the group remained relatively clandestine, but activity increased within the organization during the economic crisis that ensued after Venezuela’s then-President Pérez shocked the Venezuelan economy, which lead to the Caracazo in February 1989.  Sometime following shortly after the Caracazo, MBR-200 began plotting the coup.
On February 4, 1992, Chávez’ performed his first major action in the political sphere with the coup attempt against the government of Pérez.  It is significant to the purpose of this paper to note that Chávez’s first attempt to gain political power was through violent and undemocratic means.  Indeed, despite the coup’s ultimate failure, its effects on Venezuelan democracy were apparent, as the coup further damaged a system already in crisis amid allegations of corruption and a collapse of the party system that had prevailed since 1958.
  Chávez’s actions, therefore, certainly displayed a lack of regard for democratic principles, a lack of regard that arises again in some of the means he used to concentrate power under his control after his election in 1998.

CONCENTRATION OF POWER


In addition to a disregard for democratic principles, authoritarian governments almost always require a concentration of power in order to form the single voice of the government requisite for the existence of such a system.  In the case of Chávez’s governance of Venezuela, I have grouped the concentration of power into three categories: political, military, and industrial.  The fist category primarily deals with the Constitución de la República Bolivariana de Venezuela that Chávez proposed shortly after his election in 1998, use of executive decrees and legislation, and the predominance of Chávez’s supporters in all levels of government.  Chávez’s consolidation of political power is the result skilled planning and resulted in large amounts of power being placed in his hands and the hands of his supporters.  The other two categories, military and industrial, deal more with Chávez’s reactions to opposition groups in his country and how these reactions resulted in further concentration of power and marginalization his opposition. 
POLITICAL


Shortly after taking office in 1999, Chávez called for the formation of a Constituent Assembly to write a new Venezuelan Constitution in response to the stalling of his Plan Bolivar 2000 in the Congress.  The assembly was created after passing a referendum, and in the consequent elections to fill positions in the assembly Chávez’s Polo Patriotico alliance won 121 of the 131 seats, allowing him to wield enormous influence over the crafting of the new constitution.
  In the process of writing the new constitution, the Constituent Assembly “severely curtailed the activities of the Congress elected in November 1998 and began to investigate and suspend judges deemed to be unfit or corrupt.”
  Under these conditions, the Constituent Assembly worked as a provisional government of sorts until the completion of the drafting of the new constitution.


The resulting Constitución de la República Bolivariana de Venezuela included increased executive power, including the ability of the president to call for nationwide referendums on virtually any law, the ability to rule by decree pending the passage of an enabling act in the National Assembly, and the ability to dissolve the National Assembly by executive decree.  The new constitution also extended the term of the presidency to six years and allowed for the possibility of reelecting the president for a second term immediately succeeding the first.  As Chávez was elected under a different constituion in 1998, this also allowed him the possibility of 14 years in office if elected in the 2000 elections (as he was) and reelected in 2006 (as it is apparent he will be).  Recently, however, Chávez has begun talking about possibly ammending the constitution to allow for indefinite reelection, much to the dismay of Chávez’s critics.
  Also noteworthy, however, was the inclusion of the ability to recall the president from office via a special election which was later used against Chávez, although the recall failed.

The 1999 constituion also weakend the legistlative branch of the Venezuelan government into a unicameral body, as opposed to the previous bi-cameral legislature. Though the legislature still maintains the ability to write laws, the president’s ability to call for a general referendum on any law he or she wishes to create or repeal allows the president to bypass the legislature’s authority.  

The weakened nature of the National Assembly, however, had very little effect on Chávez’s power, as the 2000 National Assembly elections resulted in an overwhelming chavista (a term used for Chávez’s supporters) victory, filling 91 of the 167 seats with members of his party, Movimiento Quinta República (MVR).
  With such a majority, the National Assembly passed an enabling act later that year which allowed Chávez to rule by decree for one year, in which time he issued 49 executive decrees.
  Legislative power was further concentrated in the hands of chavistas  in the 2005 National Assembly elections.  All major opposition parties boycotted the elections in protest of the secrecy of votes under the system tested by the Comité Nacional Electoral (CNE) a month prior to the elections. 
 Though a low voter turnout may have weakened the ideological importance of Chávez’s victory
, the resulting election of a completely chavista assembly was the final step in removing the voice of the opposition from the government, as the judicial and electoral branches had come under chavista control some time before, as the following paragraphs will illustrate.

Despite the actions taken by the Constituent Assembly against the judiciary, the Venezuelan constitution of 1999 had included adequate protections for the separation of powers between the judiciary and the other branches of government, Chávez and his supporters were still able to create a favorable court following several court decisions favoring anti-chavista causes.
  In a May 2004 law that has been called a “court-packing law” by Human Rights Watch, Chávez’s supporters in the National Assembly expanded the size of Venezuela’s highest court from 20 judges to 32, which, along with five vacancies needing to be filled, allowed chavistas in the National Assembly to appoint of a majority of the judges on the court at once.
  The law also granted the National Assembly the ability to removed judges from the court with a simple majority vote, instead of a two-thirds majority as required in the constitution—a measure important at the time, as Chávez’s supporters did not hold the necessary two-thirds majority until after the elections in December, 2005. 

The 1999 constitution created two branches in addition to the executive, legislative, and judicial familiar to most Americans.  One of these, the Citizen’s branch, is comprised of an ombudsman, chief public prosecutor, and comptroller general selected by the National Assembly, and, as such, has, like the other branches, been filled with Chávez supporters. The electoral branch, however, is more critical to the aims of this paper, both because of its power to aid Chávez and his supporters in concentrating power, as many claim it did in the 2005 National Assembly elections, and due to the means by which Chávez and his supporters gained control over this supposedly unpartisan branch.  Preceeding the “mega-elections” of 2000,  “the new CNE was named using methods outside of the new constitution, and a new electoral statute was passed just four months before the election, rather than the minimum of six months described in the new constitution.”
  The new CNE soon displayed what many perceived as its political alignment with Chávez by cooperating with Chávez’s request to have the elections in July, although many observers claimed the country would not be ready in time
.  The ensuing elections were characterized by six problems enumerated in a report by The Carter Center, which ultimately regarded the elections “flawed and not fully successful.”
  These were the same elections in which Chávez was elected to a six-year term as president and his alliance took control of the National Assembly.
MILITARY


Chávez’s control of the Venezuelan military came about in a very different fashion than did his control of Venezuelan political institutions.  While his concentration of political power may be seen as a series of planned maneuvers, the military came to be controlled by chavistas through a very different set of circumstances.


Although Chávez had won the support of many members of the military by fighting for their right to vote as part of the 1999 constitution, many of the officers in the upper echelons of the military were still at odds with many of his policies.  This fact would have a great impact on the events to come.

On April 11, 2002, an anti-Chávez protest of between 500,000 and 1,000,000 people marched through Caracas and clashed with a pro-Chávez gathering in front of the presidential palace Miraflores.  The clash turned violent and the city’s police (under command of an anti-Chávez mayor) and the Presidential Guard (under Chávez’s control) were both deployed while Chávez himself took over the airwaves to tell citizens to remain inside their homes.

In the morning hours of April 12, anti-Chávez military forces captured Chávez, forced his resignation, and established a new government under Fedecámaras president Pedro Carmona.  The coup, however, was met with widespread demonstrations and Carmona’s first actions lost him much of the military support that had put him in power.  Members of the Presidential Guard, still loyal to Chávez, later retook Miraflores and freed Chávez, who was being detained at a separate location, and Chávez was reinstated shortly after his return to Caracas.  Following his reinstatement, Chávez purged the upper levels of the military of its officers in order to remove all conspirators and replaced them with his supporters, thus establishing his control over the military.

INDUSTRIAL


According to the CIA World Factbook, “Venezuela continues to be highly dependent on the petroleum sector, accounting for roughly one-third of GDP, around 80% of export earnings, and over half of government operating revenues.”
  As such, the oil industry is undoubtedly the most important industry of Venezuela’s economy and has typically been controlled by the semi-autonomous state-owned Petróleos de Venezuela S.A (PDVSA).  


In early 2002, Chávez’s firing of several top PDVSA executives prompted labor protests and is often credited with precipitating the events that occurred on April 11, 2002.  In December of the same year, PDVSA workers reacted to further encroachments by Chávez and went on strike.  The economic effects of the strike were devastating to both Venezuela and Chávez, so in February of 2003 Chávez took drastic measures.  That month, he fired over 18,000 PDVSA employees in order to end the strike and had them replaced with supporters, ensuring such a strike would not endanger his presidency again.


Starting with the new constitution in 1999, Chávez used brilliant political maneuvering and skillful opportunism to fill all levels of the government, military, and the ever-important oil industry with his supporters.  Added to his vast public support from the poor, the opposition has had little or no power to challenge Chávez’s authority. Without influence in the government, military, or Venezuela’s chief industry, Chávez’s opponents instead turned to public demonstrations and the media in order to support their cause.  However, as we will see in the next section, both of these means of protest have either been restricted or denied to the opposition by the Chávez government. 

HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE OPPOSITION


Repression of the opposition and human rights violations seem to appear wherever authoritarian governments come to power, and are indeed two of its key characteristics.  It is important to note that when we speak of human rights violations occurring under authoritarian governments, we are almost always in one way or another referring to the restriction of the freedom of expression, namely that of the opposition to the government. Whether through imprisonment, murder, disappearances, or torture, authoritarian governments tend to violate human rights in order to suppress opposition to the government and its policies.  If Hugo Chávez is indeed leading Venezuela towards authoritarianism, we would expect to see the beginning of this process of oppression of the freedom of expression.  While the suppression or marginalization of the opposition oftentimes goes hand-in-hand with the consolidation of power, I have decided to separate the two under the idea that consolidation of power is an end in itself, whereas silencing the opposition is a means to an end.  I have divided this section into two categories, one detailing accusations of human rights violations against members of the opposition in Venezuela and another specifically addressing the unique status of the private media and freedom of the press in Venezuela.

HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS AGAINST OPPOSITION

The first claims of human rights violations under Chávez’s regime came shortly after the protests of April 11, 2002.  In 2003, members of the opposition filed charges against Chávez in the International Criminal Court claiming they had suffered crimes against humanity during the violence that gripped the country from April 11 until Chávez was restored to power.  This charge, however, was thrown out of the court in February of 2006 for its “lack of precision as well as internal and external inconsistencies in the information.”
  

In February 2003, Human Rights Watch demanded an investigation into the abduction and murder of four opposition supporters, stating, “The circumstances strongly suggest that these were political killings.”
 These demands were followed in 2004 by the organization’s call for investigations into charges of abuse against anti-Chávez protestors by members of the National Guard and concern about the Supreme Court’s dismissal of three judges in Caracas after they granted provisional release to several protestors.
  

Amnesty International’s Report 2006 states its criticism perhaps more directly than Human Rights Watch in stating that in 2005, “There were continued concerns that critics of the government were being harassed, including through the criminal justice system.”
  Though the report makes no further connection between the government’s treatment of the opposition and human rights abuses, it does go on to criticize the enormous number of cases of police brutality
, the treatment of human rights supporters, the restriction of freedom of expression, and the judicial system’s inability or disinterest in investigating and prosecuting those accused of human rights violations.

FREEDOM OF THE PRESS

In the case of Venezuela, the private media happens to be perhaps the last bastion of opposition, so Chávez’s treatment of the press is especially important to this portion of the investigation.  

In 2003, Venezuela’s Supreme Court voted to uphold “disrespect” laws (passed during the pre-Chávez era) that protect government officials from criticism, despite a trend throughout Latin America of removing such restrictions.
 However, despite the courts upholding the legality of these laws, the passage of a law requiring radio television stations to “transmit in full [Chávez’s] speeches and other political messages,”
 and the fact that “many journalists working for the primarily private media that support the opposition [had] been victims of aggression and intimidation by government supporters”
, prior to November 2004 Chávez’s government had, according to Human Rights Watch, “largely respected press freedom.”
  That month, however, the National Assembly passed a law against incitement in the press with “vaguely worded restrictions and heavy penalties,” such as suspension of transmission (for television and radio) for up to 72 hours and having broadcasting licenses revoked upon a second offense.
  This was followed by further restrictions passed in 2005, when the “disrespect” laws were further expanded as the government increased the penalties for disrespecting or criticizing government authorities as well as the penalties for libel and defamation.

Since 2002, the non-governmental organization Reporters Without Borders has been ranking press freedom in countries around the world in their annual report of the Worldwide Press Freedom Index.
  While this does not allow for a comparison of the freedom of the press under previous Venezuelan administrations, it is of interest to note Venezuela’s ranking fell from 77th in 2002 to 90th in 2005.  At the same time, however, the number of countries included in the index rose from 139 to 167, so Venezuela remained ranked near the middle of the countries included.
  In comparison to other Latin American countries, Venezuela again falls near the middle, with six Latin American countries falling between 41st and 63rd, but others such as Peru (116th), Colombia (128th), Mexico (135th), and Cuba (161st) falling much later in the list
.

As a whole, however, Chávez’s government is not tolerant of the private media controlled, by his opposition and certainly appears to be moving in a direction of greater restrictions on the freedom of press.  Yet, in respect to the rest of the world, Venezuela’s freedom of the press is about average and surpasses many of the United State’s greatest allies who are seldom, if ever, accused of authoritarianism.  This does not, however, mean that Venezuela’s restrictions on the press are not authoritarian in nature.  The very existence of a free press in Venezuela, however restricted, though, does indicate an incomplete authoritarianism, if one exists at all.

CONCLUSION


Throughout this paper, I have presented aspects of Hugo Chávez’s political life that, I believe, lead to the conclusion that Venezuela, under Chávez, is indeed headed towards a more authoritarian society.  However, many arguments remain against this very conclusion.  For example, I mentioned the president’s ability to call for a referendum on nearly any piece of legislation in the section regarding his concentration of power.  At the same time, the use of this power might also be seen as not using executive power to bypass the legislature, but rather as extending a purer form of democracy to the public.  Additionally, Chávez’s victories in democratic elections beg the question of whether or not a democracy can truly be authoritarian as long as the majority continues to support the president and his policies.  Both of these claims may perhaps rest on one question:  Can the government under Hugo Chávez run fair, transparent, democratic elections?  In 2000, the answer from The Carter Center was ‘no.”  In 2005, when the major opposition parties boycotted, international observers were likewise critical.
 


Even if the evidence presented in this paper is read as a trend towards authoritarianism, we must realize that following trends does not necessarily lead one to the correct conclusion.  While it is important to note what is occurring in Venezuela, especially if we want to prevent the end to which the trends point, we must note that this end is not historically inevitable.  Indeed, since the September 11th attacks, policies in the United States have tended to be more authoritarian than before, yet few would say America is on the path to authoritarianism.  While America’s trend is not to the same degree as Venezuela’s, the lessons are the same: just because authoritarian policies are being adopted in some cases, that does not mean the country as a whole is moving towards authoritarianism or that one day the country will be completely authoritarian.


The mention of America’s recent authoritarian policies also bring up the fact that all societies, to some degree, are authoritarian.  Where one places the line between an authoritarian society and a non-authoritarian one can be quite arbitrary, given the vast number of definitions of authoritarianism.  It is perhaps better to think of authoritarianism in governance as a spectrum, one in which Venezuela would perhaps currently be considered “moderately authoritarian,” and not to think of authoritarianism as defined by a distinct line to be crossed at some arbitrary point. 

This latter, and perhaps more common, way of thinking of authoritarianism might best be demonstrated by the fact that Venezuela shares most, if not all, of the authoritarian characteristics described in this paper with many of America’s closest allies in the Middle East, yet few Americans (or perhaps I should say few members of the current government) would consider them to be on the road to authoritarianism.  Instead of using this oftentimes arbitrary technique and speaking of which countries are authoritarian, I would avoid such possible contradictions as arise under such usage and suggest speaking of to what degree any given country may be authoritarian.


Finally, while I personally will never believe authoritarianism to be ‘good’ for a country and its people, we cannot judge what has not come to pass.  Indeed, the CIA World Factbook considered the military dictatorships that controlled Venezuela prior to 1959 “benevolent,” though they were undoubtedly authoritarian in nature.
  And Singapore’s authoritarian regime has been credited for the economic success the country has enjoyed without facing widespread criticism from the United States.   While I believe it is important to recognize the current trends in Venezuela and attempt to stop the spread of authoritarianism, in the end history will be the judge of Hugo Chávez and his policies.
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� I had intended, according to the advice of my professor, for this paper to analyze Chávez and his government in comparison to several forms of government, including authoritarian, totalitarian, autarchic, and possibly fascist, however the complexity of differentiating these forms of governments from one another alone would have necessitated many more pages of writing.  After consulting numerous encyclopedias, Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism and Giovanni Gentile’s Origins and Doctrine of Fascism, I felt completely at a loss for being able to sufficiently define any of these forms of government within limitations of this paper.  Indeed, many scholars today even question if totalitarianism is not just a pejorative term for authoritarianism.  For these reasons, I restricted myself to only evaluating Chávez’s government in respect to authoritarianism, the key points of which I derived from corresponding ideas within numerous sources.
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