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Introduction

It’s certainly strange to think that one decision can change the course of a nation. One decision, one day, one battle, one vote. Just one key thing can take what once was and turn it into something completely different, either for better or worse. 

But that one thing is also the result of many other things that people often ignore. People let them pass by as they attribute little to no importance to them. 

What if they change this one rule? What if the demographic composition of the country radically changes? Or, what if, in the name of progress, we let go of those moral principles that set up the foundation of the country? Those are changes that are invisible to most people living day to day, but they are critical. A trap. A slippery slope. 

Venezuela became what it is today, a failed state, by many such seemingly innocuous changes. And then, finally, the vote that put the nail in the coffin. 

I grew up during the time of the acceleration to the disaster that is now my country, during its downward spiral. And even in those times, a new kind of complacency sets in. While year by year, more freedoms are taken away. 

Humans are very adaptable creatures. A new “normal” can set in every few months. There is nothing that proves that better than the year 2020, where people willingly gave away their rights and their neighbor’s rights in the name of “safety.” But the idea of safety is a trap. 

In two decades, Venezuela has gone through a massive political, socio-economic, and ideological transformation, from a stable democracy in Latin America where people wanted to immigrate to a failed state with an enormous brain drain. 

I wrote this book intending to explore what happened, both before we took this path as a nation and after the course was set in motion in 1998. I wrote it to lead myself and the reader through the defining moments of the so-called “progressive” leadership in Venezuela. Through the policies, events, and attitudes that have defined the last 20 years of Venezuela. And how that utterly failed leadership still manages to cement itself in the country, which half a century earlier would have rejected it with all its strength. 

How a population that was well on its way to first-world status threw it all away with a single vote. And how liberties, once taken for granted, were taken away one by one.

 

 

 



I
Planting the Seeds

In 1808, Napoleon Bonaparte occupied Spain and named his younger brother, Joseph Bonaparte, King of Spain. Only two years later, members of the Caracas oligarchy, those known as “criollos” (Spaniards born in the Venezuelan province), got together to discuss the new taxes which they paid regularly to Spain. The “criollos” were not very keen on the new taxes imposed on the provinces, which required them to pay taxes to France on top of those they paid to the Spanish crown. They decided that they would keep paying the regular taxes to Spain, but refused to pay new ones to France or for the reconstruction of Spain. Spanish America did not recognize the rule of Joseph Bonaparte. Of course, this unleashed a conflict which eventually led the Venezuelan province to declare itself independent from Spain, and shortly thereafter, before the return of the legitimate King of Spain, a brutal War of Independence began on the new continent, which would last ten years in Venezuela, and would decimate half of the Europeans living on Venezuelan soil.

Venezuela’s early founders had a deep appreciation for European culture and its way of life. They held the firm belief that it was through those cultural ideals that the new nation had to be constructed. Simón Bolívar had led a brutal war against the Spanish Empire and eventually led the way for the independence and annexation of Colombia, Panama, Ecuador, and Guyana, into what was briefly to be known as one single country: La Gran Colombia (or Greater Colombia). Soon after the creation of Greater Colombia, companies were formed to recruit, relocate, and place European immigrants in the new continent. The founders put great emphasis on immigrants from Great Britain, the Netherlands, France, Germany, and Denmark. 

The vision the early Venezuelan patriots had for our country was one of European liberal values of enlightenment and libertarianism. Flash forward from then to 2020, it is obvious just how far we have departed from those dreams. Consider a speech made in the early 1800s, about the concept they held for the nation:

 Imagine for a moment Venezuela united and animated by the spirit of enterprise, marching along the new route that patriotism opens, and you will see the abundance placed in public works, to clean the ports, create the docks, build aqueducts, dry up the swamps, dig channels, pave roads, establish banks, open bazaars, form walks, illuminate streets, you will see the treasure of wisdom, deposited in the talent of individuals, consecrated to the company of spreading the knowledge in normal schools and in public courses in agriculture, chemistry, botany; and to apply, finally, scientific principles to useful and necessary arts, and to remove from our education the fatal taste for metaphysical subtleties, or unrealizable theories with which we recharge our heads to leave tactless the hands destined to handle public affairs, or to work in the fields and in the arts... 

By their early words, they seem to have a disdain for what we today call the liberal arts, which many students in my generation study to fill their heads with nothing but relativistic ideas, and with barely any practical skills to apply to society; such as gender studies. 

Let us, then, inflame our patriotism, unite our faculties, and we will lack nothing, without laws or decrees we will do everything, the treasury will need less income, and the administration will find itself freer to contract its essential attributions: to watch over common order and security.

It is evident by these words that they envisioned a Venezuela that was to have a self-reliant population. A population that would keep most of what they earned, and a government with a small budget that served merely to protect the fundamental rights of freedom and the life of the nation’s citizens. It was important for this newly-established land to educate its citizens with useful and productive activities. To promote prosperity and wellness, they had to incentivize productivity, abandon the practice of expecting the government to take care of its citizens, and abandon the practice of citizens depending on their governments. 

Although these visions for Venezuela are important to note, it is equally important to observe how Venezuela’s government was organized, even if it is a more tedious part of the story. In the terms established in the Constitution of the Republic (or the Carta Magna), Venezuela assumed the form of a decentralized state. The national territory was divided into states, a capital district, federal agencies, and federal territories. The states would also be divided into municipalities. Similarly, the public distribution of power was divided between the state government, the national government, and municipal governments, each with their own authority. The Venezuelan state was divided by the Constitution into five different branches: the legislative branch, the executive branch, the judicial branch, the citizen’s branch, and the electoral branch. Each of these branches had its own functions, but the government bodies that formed these branches were meant to collaborate to carry out the state’s goals. Therefore, even though independent, they were each a cog in a wheel. One thing that changed in our recent history was the legislative branch, which used to be two chambers in Congress: the Senate and the House. However, as of 1999, the two-chamber system was dissolved and what remained was the National Assembly, the sole legislative body. There is still hope amongst present-day opposition members that one day we can restore the two-chamber system.  

Despite all the human potential of Venezuela, our natural resources, and key geographic position, the country was subject to a cluster of ideas that favored Utopian dreams where the concept of private property does not exist. In other words, there is no such thing as, “what is yours is yours, and what is mine is mine.” Venezuelan academia adopted these ideas early on. These ideas gained favored as Venezuela saw a gradual growth of government, which gradually started to eliminate the country’s early visions. To this day, the groups who pushed for what Venezuela became have not taken responsibility for their part in the disaster. The politicians, the professors, the judges, the prosecutors, the teachers, etc., were all largely to blame for the nation’s moral and institutional decay. But the decline happened so gradually that most of the population barely noticed. For the political elites, it was beneficial for them in the short term to enact specific changes that affected society through endless price controls, confiscation, nationalization, and the slow suspension of economic freedom. This was done little by little — not enough for the people to notice the wrong turn the country had taken. In fact, through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Venezuela experienced favorable immigration from European nations, and even a small German colony was established near the capital. Half of my family arrived in Venezuela in the nineteenth century to Rio Caribe, a fishing region mostly made up of immigrants from Spain and Italy. This was a new nation. Even though the seeds for its decay were already being planted, the new settlers’ entrepreneurial spirit almost made the effects of these seeds invisible, even though voices were warning the politicians of imminent destruction. It shouldn’t surprise us that Venezuela went through a series of right-wing military dictatorships in the twentieth century, trying to correct the course of left-wing politicians who had squandered the national budget.

There were liberal ideas that were important in shaping the first formal constitutional essays and, therefore, the foundations of Venezuela and even other Latin American countries. These liberal rationalist ideas were contaminated by the repudiation of religious norms, the norms of courtesy, and any moral tradition that could not be rationally justified. It’s as if they ignored the key aspect of the societies they appreciated: the foundation rooted in Christian values and objective morality. The writing of the constitutional essays and the creation of Venezuela as a modern society was going to serve as an instrument of social transformation that was meant to guarantee individual freedoms and “social justice” ideas that were going to oppose the freedoms of the individual and the small government but would contribute to the notion of “collectivism.”

I realize today it is hard to imagine this country, a Venezuela that used to be a bastion of ideas and strong leadership, leading to emancipation. However, it is true that despite all these Venezuelan ideas that contributed to the independence of other South American nations, they still were not quite as well-formed as those that the founding fathers forged for the United States, our northern neighbor. The question is: why? One theory is that, unlike what happened in the United States, Spanish America did not place as much significance on ideas such as federalism, the separation of powers, and the role of the president. Yes, the ideas were undoubtedly there, but they had simply not been culturally present in the time of colonial Spain; therefore, their importance to the newly independent Venezuelan nation was of a lesser degree. Some say, however, that perhaps the Venezuelan Constitution allowed for too much political freedom, which meant the basis of the destruction of those same freedoms. 

The Twentieth Century

We have reached the point where many readers may be wondering if I am going to blame the decay of modern Venezuela on its early beginnings and mistakes or on Hugo Chávez Frías. The answer is: I blame both. Chávez merely put his foot on the accelerator. However, the early seeds still permitted Venezuela to function as a society where people were content, and there was perhaps a hope of prosperity and building a future for your family. Chávez erased that. Let us further examine what paved the way for Hugo Chávez Frias to install a system for the complete destruction of the vision of the early founders, the “criollos.”

Let’s jump back for a moment to one of the key struggles between the left and the right in mid-twentieth century Venezuela. In the early 1940s, Venezuela was governed by General Isaías Medina Angarita, whom many agree was one of Venezuela’s best presidents. General Angarita, however, despite being a member of the military, was considering eliminating the Venezuelan military forces, which brought anger and resentment from career military men. This anger, seeded in the minds of career military men, was met by the ambitious Rómulo Betancourt, a career politician who intended to re-direct Venezuela towards the left. He used that military anger to his advantage — he deposed Angarita from office in 1945 and installed a new government with a civilian-military junta led by himself. Betancourt led with a quasi-communist, ultra-leftist leaning government. During the three years he was in office, he transformed the voting system from a tier system to a direct popular vote. Prior to this voting reform, voters would elect representatives for the legislative House of Congress of their own state and their council members. These local representatives would then select the senators and congressmen of the two chambers of Congress. Finally, both houses would then pick the president in what was known as the “United States of Venezuela.” While President Betancourt led the nation during those three years, there was a war against private education, a raise in taxes imposed on the oil industry, and an attack against the Church (a common theme of leftist governments, it seems). While Betancourt may have used the armed forces against General Medina, he also recognized that the same military could end his leftist government. Therefore, he started instituting a system of propaganda throughout the nation, designed to instill in the minds of the public that the men in uniform were “the bad guys.”

Eventually, however, he wasn’t successful, and it was, in fact, the military that ended his government in 1948. They again created a civilian-military junta led by Carlos Delgado Chalbaud. After Betancourt was removed, there was a period of economic progress, national prosperity, and peace. However, in 1950, Carlos Delgado Chalbaud was kidnapped and assassinated in a leftist coup attempt. However, the coup against the right-wing leadership failed, because immediately after his death, a new junta was created by the military which was led by civilian Germán Suárez Flamerich, General Marcos Evangelista Pérez Jiménez, and Lieutenant Colonel Luis Felipe Llovera Páez. They governed this way for two years until elections were held in 1952, where Marcos Pérez Jiménez was installed as the new president. Pérez Jiménez emphasized and incentivized European immigration, specifically Portuguese, Italian, and Spanish, to promote social cohesion and assimilation. His leadership and sound social and economic policies garnered Venezuela recognition as one of the world’s best economies. In 1955, the New York Times Magazine described the Venezuelan economy as the most solid in the world.

Despite the military shake-ups at the top, it’s hard to deny that in the mid-twentieth century, the social and economic stability was the best it had ever been.  Contrary to popular beliefs, Venezuela’s prosperity was not just based on its oil endowments. Actually, between the 1900s and 1960s, the country enjoyed high levels of economic freedoms. It had low regulations, low taxes, sound property rights, and a stable economic policy. In the 1950s, Venezuela was considered one of the world’s wealthiest countries, with a GDP per capita of $7,424.00, which meant they were behind only three other nations; the United States, Switzerland, and New Zealand, respectively. I still hear stories from my grandparents, who grew their wealth during those golden years of Venezuela, and where many immigrants from the recently-ravaged Europe kept pouring in. Yes, Venezuela kept encouraging European immigration. It was understood back then that the cultural values were compatible with the growth Venezuela was experiencing. My grandfather became an engineer in the capital city and became an integral part of building the infrastructure of modern-day Venezuela. At the time, the country was experiencing such an economic bonanza that the middle class would often travel abroad on the weekends for shopping, even finding that the value of the dollar in the United States was cheaper than that of the bolivar. Of course, that was brief. Venezuela, however, had become a place where many wanted to move to, including many of the poorest citizens of our neighboring countries. In the 70s and 80s, we experienced an unprecedented amount of immigration from Colombia. In Caracas, in the public maternity center, Concepcion Palacios, there would often – even sometimes daily – be full foreign mothers (Colombian, Ecuadorian, Peruvian), giving birth to their children so they would be born with a Venezuelan citizenship. Millions of poor Colombians crossed the border, and for humanitarian reasons, Venezuela took them in. Our public sector began to collapse; it shouldn’t surprise anyone that millions of poor Colombian migrants became a burden on the Venezuelan economy, since, at the time, Venezuela’s population did not even reach 20 million citizens. Who could have known, in a twist of fate, that many of the descendants of those Colombians would eventually cause the same kind of mass migration back to our southern neighbor decades later? 

However, let us take a step back to 1958, after the right-wing military leader, General Pérez Jiménez, was deposed from office and exiled. In 1958, Venezuela returned to a more “progressive” style of governance. A more “liberal” democracy, which General Pérez Jiménez had briefly corrected in terms of economic achievement. The new “liberal” government established a new constitution, which granted the state considerable powers over economic affairs. General Pérez Jiménez was considered an authoritarian by many, but in terms of the economy, he favored free markets, which allowed Venezuela to thrive under his rule. 

Who was behind the return to “progressivism” in the Venezuelan government? None other than “Democratic” Rómulo Betancourt, whom many still see in history classes as one of “the good guys.” He came back into office with his same communist ideals, but with the pretense that he was only left of center. To avoid past mistakes, he raised military salaries and gave its members all kinds of benefits; he even bought houses for many high-ranking officials. All the presidential decrees from his government seemed to be intended to destroy the country’s productive industries. He would even appropriate land and give it to the workers of the land, rendering farming more inefficient than ever before. Betancourt was a machine when it came to signing decrees, and so ever-humorous Venezuelans would jokingly ask him for a decree prohibiting more decrees. Venezuela, under these progressive politicians, was in a downward spiral. Pérez Jiménez reappeared on the scene and campaigned for office once again. He was hugely popular because of his past leadership, which put the country on the map, despite what the propaganda might say. However, the government, sensing the threat posed by Pérez Jiménez, incapacitated him politically.

He wasn’t “liberal” enough for the political elite at the time, however; so after he was overthrown, a pact was formed between Venezuela’s two main political parties: “The Punto-Fijo Pact.” The pact was a bipartisan agreement between “Acción Democrática” (Democratic Action, or AD), which was center-left, and COPEI (Christian Democrats), which was — supposedly — center-right.  This pact meant that the two parties were to control the political arena from then on and take turns in governing the nation. Both parties, possibly well-intentioned (possibly), believed they could take petroleum revenues and channel them into welfare programs. They didn’t believe that Venezuela could be fully independent and self-reliant unless the government had complete control of the oil revenues. 

In the 1970s, those who wanted the nationalization of the oil industry, Venezuela’s golden goose, got their wish. Early in the decade, then-President Carlos Andrés Pérez took advantage of the massive influx of petroleum rents — brought about by the 1970s energy crisis which occurred through the Western world — and took concrete steps to nationalize the oil industry. In 1975, President Pérez signed a law that finally nationalized the oil sector; therefore, the creation of the petro-state was complete. This completely transformed the Venezuelan economy and the foundation of society. Instead of relying on the citizens to pay their taxes in exchange for protecting their property rights and civil liberties, the Venezuelan government would now give handouts to its citizens by creating social programs and other public offerings that came from oil revenues. This gave the Venezuelan government more power than ever before as it was slowly training the citizens to become dependent upon it. 

When Pérez was elected, he wasted no time spending lavishly when oil money started coming in and went on spending sprees while growing the social programs, but also increasing corruption within the government. Yes, this made Pérez and his party very popular with the masses because only a few realized the massive problems that were being created. The spending program coming from oil riches resulted in drifting further away from the decentralized idea that the nation’s founders wanted; instead, the government became more and more centralized. Not to mention, the government fomented and encouraged a culture of fast spending which infected the population. This meant that the average Venezuelan became a fast spender and consumer of goods. Society was changing dramatically, and the gap between the rich and the poor just grew wider. 

As we know, large governments hardly ever avoid the trap of corruption, so a staple of this style of petro-state governance was crony capitalism. What did that mean? That meant more lobbying and special interest groups. The state was becoming increasingly more concerned with the interests of corporate elites than with regular citizens. This, in turn, meant that those corporations also spent more time lobbying the government for favors than producing the goods which the market demanded of them. Even though the nationalization of oil did not create an immediate economic collapse, it was the first thread of the already weak fabric to finally break. The rest of the system would soon start to unravel. By the start of the 1980s, the economy was growing stagnant. However, because of Venezuela’s privileged economic position in Latin America, we started receiving migrants from neighboring countries, as I previously mentioned, mostly poor unskilled migrants looking for economic opportunities. The GDP growth between the 60s and 90s grew at -0.13, meaning its population was growing faster than its wealth. Soon after, our public services started being overwhelmed, the population demographic began to change massively, and economic inequality between the rich and the poor increased. 

With a stagnant economy and increased public debt caused by the previous decade’s spending binge, the Venezuelan government tried to take definitive action to jumpstart the economy. On February 18th, 1983 — a day notoriously known in Venezuela as Black Friday — the government implemented the largest devaluation to its national currency to date. This marked the beginning of a “lost decade” in Venezuela, where the GDP grew, but negatively. Now, let us remember Venezuela’s “Punto Fijo Pact,” where the two major parties essentially took turns to govern the nation, even though elections were still freely held. By the late 80s, it was AD, or Acción Democrática’s turn, and the elected leader of the party was Carlos Andrés Pérez, the man who had originally led the nationalization of the oil industry. Therefore, by 1989, Carlos Andrés Pérez became president of Venezuela for the second time; however, he came in with the promise and plan to revive the economy. Despite President Pérez’s best intentions, perhaps it was too late at that point. The dependence from the poorest sectors had kept growing through the 80s and 90s, and social discontent was brewing throughout the nation because of the disparities between the classes. Carlos Andrés didn’t follow the style of his first government and stayed away from heavy spending, which garnered him some enemies within his own party, and within the Venezuelan political elite, which was growing more accustomed to big government and stricter controls on the economy.

President Pérez then turned to the IMF for help with the economy. The recommendations included some sensible reforms, such as privatizing industries previously nationalized, plenty of government spending cuts, and tariff reductions. And he went to work on this; he privatized many industries such as CANTV (the largest telecommunications provider in the country), which started working much better. He implemented many of the IMF’s recommendations. However, he would not touch PDVSA (the national oil industry or “Petróleos de Venezuela”). The reforms, however, seemed to be working, but there was plenty of political backlash even within his own party. Political tension was mounting. Because of the socio-economic divisions created between the 60s and 90s, some rogue ideologues in the military were ready to take him out. As mentioned, possibly the reforms to try to fix the country came a bit late. The Venezuelan population, especially the poor, had grown accustomed to high government spending and government dependence and therefore were not taking these reforms too positively.

In 1992, young lieutenant Hugo Chávez Frías led a military coup against President Carlos Andrés Pérez. He was an idealist, but his idealism led him and those who joined him in the coup to become murderers in the attempt to take out President Pérez and his family. Hundreds of people died on February 6th, 1992. At that point, Venezuela was the second longest-standing democracy in South America, after Colombia, and it was suffering a serious blow. However, loyal military forces were able to stop the attack, and the coup d’état against President Pérez failed. The rogue forces surrendered, many were killed in the attack from both sides, and Chávez conceded defeat on national television before he was taken prisoner. This military defeat was only a temporary victory for the government of Carlos Andrés Pérez; after that moment, there was definitely a collective sentiment that something had shifted. 

The coup failed for a number of reasons; Chávez did not achieve his objective — which was to seize control of the media to call for a general uprising. Hundreds of people lost their lives, and after his rebel group had been subdued, Hugo Chávez surrendered to the media and seized this opportunity to talk to the public. He told his compatriots to surrender, noting that they would “fight another day” and that their surrender was only a temporary setback. 

Some Venezuelan historians and politicians agree that this speech before the cameras before he went to prison was a turning point. A turning point where the general public fell in love with his words and Chávez gained his fame. Even wealthy patrons took notice of the fact that this man “had a way about him” and that he was a terrific speaker. 

My grandfather on my father’s side, whom his grandchildren nicknamed “Chacho,” even recommended to my parents that they leave and start their family abroad, as neither my brothers nor I had been born yet. He believed democracy had fallen and that Venezuela would enter into a dark period. My family disagreed and preferred to stay in their homeland, feeling that my grandfather was being overly protective and paranoid. A year after the coup, Carlos Andrés Pérez was impeached from office on corruption charges and had to live in exile for the rest of his life. Only two years after Hugo Chávez went to prison, the government of President Calderas gave him a full political pardon, just another in a series of grave mistakes that were fundamentally chipping away at Venezuelan democracy. Chacho was right.
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