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The Heyday of Radical Populism in Venezuela and Its Reappearance 
Steve Ellner

The story of populism in Venezuela centers on one movement and to a certain extent on one man, Rómulo Betancourt, the maximum leader of the party called Democratic Action (AD) for many decades. The party's precursor organizations began among exiled students during the dictatorial regime of Juan Vicente Gómez in the 1930s. At first heavily Marxist in orientation, they shifted their public stands after Gómez's death in 1935 and deemphasized ideological formulations. Nevertheless, many of Betancourt's followers expected that when AD eventually came into office, it would reveal the extent of its socialist leanings. Yet by the time it finally did accede to power in 1945 by means of a coup d'etat, AD shared many of the prominent features of other postwar Latin American populist parties.

Following the coup, Betancourt and AD swept into power in the country's first direct, secret, and honest elections ever. These peak years of Venezuelan populism have become known as the Trienio, a heroic period of far-reaching reforms and organizational inroads for workers, peasants, and students. Before they completed their term, however, AD leaders were overthrown by the military in 1948.

Betancourt and his followers returned to power in 1958, and in subsequent years Venezuela enjoyed a long succession of elected governments. AD's principal rival, the Christian Democratic Party (COPEI), managed to win several presidential elections, thus establishing a periodic alternation between the two parties. political observers generally admired Venezuela as one of the most democratic nations in the region in the 1970s and 1980s. Thus the legacy of populism was generally seen as positive,1  but more recently it has come under heavy attack.

Some Venezuelan historians have compared AD and its predecessor parties with the Peruvian American Popular Democratic Alliance (APRA) during the heyday of Latin American populism in the 1930s and 1940s. 2 Nevertheless, there is little evidence of direct contact between the two movements during their formative years. The main founders of both parties initiated their political careers in the struggle against repressive dictatorial regimes in the 1920s. Subsequently, AD leaders drifted in a rightist direction, at least on certain issues, as did those of APRA. Both parties entered the government in the immediate postwar years when, in response to the initiation of the Cold War, they drew close to the U.S. camp. Finally, the charismatic leadership of Betancourt and Peru's Haya de la Torre and their frequent utilization of popular symbols have led historians to label both organizations populist.

A second area of contention is the characterization of Rómulo Betancourt as a social democrat prior to the founding of AD in 1941. Social democratic movements emphasize reform programs and fail to link them to socialism and other long-term goals relegated to the distant future. The case for labeling the young Betancourt a social democrat is based on his insistence in the 1930s that fellow leftists embrace a “minimum program” without publicly identifying with more ambitious, far-reaching changes.

Although there are important points of comparison between AD on the one hand, and APRA and social democracy on the other, the unique characteristics of the Venezuelan populists are worthy of special analysis. In order to determine differences and similarities, it is necessary to go beyond a mere discussion of the positions and policies pursued by AD. These stands in themselves were never that far reaching and thus cannot explain the vehemence of the conservative reaction to AD's control of the government during the Trienio (1945–48).

This essay will examine AD's potential for far-reaching change and the unannounced revolutionary strategy adhered to by many party leaders, which had its origins in the early thinking of Betancourt. A second, related topic is AD's internal structure, which was to a certain degree the logical consequence of this strategy. Populism's legacy and its influence in contemporary Venezuelan politics will also be examined, as well as the reemergence of certain basic features of populism led by Hugo Chávez in recent years. 
THE ORIGINS OF VENEZUELAN POPULISM

In the 1920s, Betancourt and other AD leaders had little access to radical ideas from abroad but were inspired by the vanguardist movements in art and literature in Venezuela, which were tolerated by the dictatorial regime of Juan Vicente Gómez (1908–35). 3 Betancourt and other members of the “Generation of 1928” participated in student protests in that year against the Gómez government. Their actions set off labor strikes and even a coup attempt by military cadets. The subsequent experience of jail and lengthy exile had a radicalizing influence on them. At first Betancourt and his followers, intent on returning to their native land as soon as possible, backed several invasion schemes led by Gómez’s adversaries, whose commitment to democracy was less pronounced. A turning point occurred in 1932, when Betancourt conditioned his support for a group of anti-gomecistas (which included writer José Rafael Pocaterra) on the clear definition of the invasion's political objectives, the arming of a band of combatants led by two of his associates, and the acceptance of the right of his political companions to agitate in Venezuela in favor of their own program.

Betancourt's thoroughgoing identification with the Generation of 1928 led him into conflict with the communist movement, whose Marxist class analysis had no place for such a category which privileged the importance of age. Shortly after going into exile, Betancourt reacted harshly to an editorial in the newspaper of the anti-gomecista Venezuelan Revolutionary Party (PRV), which he had recently joined. The author of the piece, the pro-Communist Salvador de la Plaza, called the Venezuelan student exiles “petty-bourgeois” and predicted that they would abandon revolutionary struggle once they achieved their only political objective: the downfall of the Gómez dictatorship. Betancourt, defending the students who had participated in the 1928 protests as revolutionaries, resigned from the PRV in protest, bitterly recalling the incident for years to come. Subsequently, Betancourt would consciously set aside this generational orientation and instead harp on the need to build a political party. Indeed, his visionary faith in AD, and in the lofty changes it promised to achieve for Venezuela, would supplant generational ties.

Both in his style and political outlook, Betancourt displayed a keen sense of the need to reach people at their own level, rather than imposing advanced concepts which few could grasp. In 1931, Betancourt drew up the Plan de Barranquilla, which called for a civilian-run government with democratic liberties, confiscation of gomecista property, revision of the terms of the contracts signed with foreign oil companies, and convocation of a constitutional assembly. While Betancourt criticized the Communists for failing to put forward short-term objectives, the pro-Communist, future novelist Miguel Otero Silva wrote him calling the Plan de Barranquilla excessively moderate. In his response, Betancourt defended the plan as appropriate for a citizenry that had never demanded more than modest improvements in their living standards. He went on to quote Lenin on the need to “determine in cold blood the real state of consciousness and preparation of the entire class and not just its Communist vanguard.” 4 
One historian has maintained that Betancourt purposefully refrained from including a “maximum program” of far-reaching goals in the Plan de Barranquila, even though it was the founding document of the Revolutionary Leftist Group (ARDI), which he led. 5 Indeed, Betancourt urged ARDI members to masquerade as liberal democrats in order to win over the backward masses, and warned against publicizing their ultimate objectives of abolition of private property and formation of a soviet-style government.

Only during the years 1932–35, when Betancourt veered to the left, did he accept efforts to link the minimum program to long-term objectives. Betancourt's radicalization was related to several developments. First, he moved left due to the criticism from his followers that he had fallen under the influence of the APRA model of a multiclass party under the hegemony of the middle class, which tended to be less revolutionary than the working class (see chapter 6). Second, Betancourt found international communism more amenable after the Comintern abandoned sectarian policies and began promoting broad-based “popular fronts” in 1935. Finally, during his stay in Costa Rica (1931–35), the only important leftist organization was the Communist Party (PCCR). Betancourt joined it, despite initial differences with its secretary general, who also accused him of being pro-Aprista.

Betancourt's scholarly sympathizers as well as several of his leftist detractors play down his adhesion to international communism as a result of his membership in the PCCR. His supporters emphasize the PCCR's heterodoxy and its independence from Moscow. Leftists point to Betancourt's failure to assimilate Marxist-Leninist aims and strategy. 6 Nevertheless, Betancourt during these years, far from being a social democrat who minimized long-term socioeconomic objectives, was a revolutionary socialist. The 1932–35 period was the only time in which Betancourt did not lash out sharply at the Communists, and, in fact, he left open the possibility of constituting an independent faction within the Venezuelan Communist Party (PCV).

Betancourt's views on party formation generated the greatest debate among fellow leftists in the years prior to Gómez's death. In calling for the eventual establishment of a political party, Betancourt jettisoned the discredited and negative image which those organizations had acquired during the nineteenth century in Venezuela, when they were unable to check the disorders and civil wars which only the firm hand of Juan Vicente Gómez succeeded in suppressing. In defining his position on parties, Betancourt rejected two extremes. On the one hand, he opposed working in loose circles lacking in organizing capacity. Such an approach, he wrote to fellow ARDI members, would be too ineffective for “men like us [who are] definitively, biologically propelled to the camp of mass politics.” 7 Betancourt's appreciation of party discipline was demonstrated in 1932, when he made it clear to Pocaterra that he could not commit himself to any invasion plan without first consulting fellow ARDI members.

On the other hand, Betancourt's party thinking diverged from orthodox communism. Betancourt, unlike the Communists who founded the PCV in 1931, lacked a fixed dogma and recognized that ARDI's reading of conditions in Venezuela was a mere approximation, adding that “we will not vacillate for one moment in rectifying our program, adding to it, or taking it to a more extreme position, if unforeseen, unpredictable facts invalidate our analysis of Venezuelan society.” 8 This more modest and cautious attitude led Betancourt to delay formalization of the party until after returning to Venezuela, when he could observe conditions there firsthand.

Most important, Betancourt, pointing to the minuscule size of the working class, opted for the creation of a multiclass party which would represent workers, peasants, the middle class, and other non-privileged sectors. Nevertheless, Betancourt viewed the working class as playing the lead role in the revolutionary movement, rather than the middle class, as Haya de la Torre envisioned. The defense of the multiclass party model, in the framework of Marxist assumptions regarding the inevitability of class struggle, had major implications which critics within his group were quick to point out. In the first place, Betancourt's closest supporters, including future president Raúl Leoni, feared that a multiclass party would have to make concessions to its middle-class constituents and would thus be less radical than a working-class one.

A second objection to Betancourt's concept of the multiclass party was that it would lack cohesiveness. Each class component would, as Marxism taught, defend its own interests, thus subjecting the party to class conflict within its ranks. Indeed, the Single Front of Classes, which Haya and Betancourt apparently used interchangeably with multiclass party, was admittedly inspired by the Chinese Kuomintang, a loosely structured organization based on solidified factions that subsequently became bitter adversaries. Several leading Venezuelan leftists would write about the disastrous influence that the Kuomintang model had on the nation's left during this period. Betancourt, during his radical years in Costa Rica, recognized that as a result of the Single Front concept “so liberally defined,” APRA had also lost its lucidity and had ended up embracing a “muddled and messianic ideology.” 9
As a corrective to party divisiveness and rightist deviation, Betancourt argued for a highly vertical leadership under communist control (“a general staff of intransigent revolutionaries”). 10 Subsequently, Betancourt would cease to identify with Communism and even Marxism but would retain the notion of a tight-knit party—a logical consequence of the multiclass model which accorded the working class a privileged position. The highly centralized party Betancourt went on to fashion led one Venezuelan historian to call him a Leninist. 11 In any case, the organizational model devised by Betancourt during his leftist period would leave an indelible imprint on the development of populism in Venezuela after 1936.

Two army generals, Eleazar López Contreras (1936–41) and Isaías Medina Angarita (1941–45) ruled Venezuela between the death of Gómez and the creation of a populist democracy in 1945. Both promoted a gradual relaxation of the dictatorship and modest economic reforms. Regime supporters spoke of a “constitutional thread” that would supposedly lead to full-fledged democracy. The PCV, meanwhile, following the Comintern's policies of the popular front and wartime class conciliation, endorsed some of López's actions and then allied itself with the Medina administration.

In 1936 Betancourt united with Communists to form the National Democratic Party (PDN), which sought to coordinate leftists of various stripes. Betancourt's decision to form the broad-based PDN from already existing organizations was undoubtedly influenced by the communist-promoted “popular front” strategy, which he praised in spite of his differences with international communism. Only in 1938, after two migrations of PDNistas to the ranks of the PCV, did Betancourt consolidate his control over the PDN, which was left with a small but cohesive and disciplined membership.

During the latter part of López's rule, PDN leaders swore adherence to the system of private property as a condition for gaining legal status for the projected AD. Many AD members at all levels of the party, however, assumed that socialism continued to be an unstated goal. This “plan of deception,” as one ex-AD leader described it, had originally been formulated by Betancourt during his radical period in Costa Rica. Those who believed that the strategy was still in force lauded Betancourt for his “astuteness” in deceiving the imperialist and oligarchic enemies. 12 In fact, by the early 1940s Betancourt ceased to believe in socialism and, according to one close associate of the time, feared the very word.13
This confusion regarding the party's long-term goals is a salient feature of Latin American populist movements. Usually a wide gap existed between the idealistic visions they articulated and the limited structural changes they were prepared to implement. The trajectory of AD leaders, however, contrasted with their populist counterparts elsewhere. Only in Venezuela did leading populists identify with Marxism-Leninism and even communism earlier in their political careers. The ambiguity regarding the party's support for structural changes stemmed from different opinions as to whether these original ideals were still being upheld. In contrast, the top leaders of populist parties in other Latin American nations either never addressed themselves to long-term objectives or offered vague formulas which (as in the case of Juan Domingo Perón's “Third Position”) were subject to varying interpretations.

Like other Latin American populist parties, AD's emergence in 1941 occurred at a time when large numbers of non-privileged Venezuelans were being initiated into political activity, thus creating a legitimacy crisis for the traditional ruling elite. AD embodied the politics of the masses both in its rhetoric, which was designed for popular consumption (as will be discussed below), and the skill with which the party organized mass meetings. 14 Like in other nations, especially Brazil, Peru, and Ecuador, where the leaders came from elite families, AD was led by members of non-privileged classes, specifically the emerging middle sectors, with an important input from representatives of worker and peasant organizations.

THE HEYDAY OF POPULISM IN VENEZUELA

AD leaders conspired with junior army officers to overthrow the Medina administration on October 18, 1945. They claimed their coup was a thorough break with the past, even a second national independence. Rómulo Betancourt became provisional president and implemented many reforms that became part of the Trienio legacy, such as direct universal suffrage and the allocation of 10 percent of the federal budget to the Venezuelan Development Corporation (CVF). Novelist and AD member Rómulo Gallegos became the first popularly elected president of Venezuela, taking office in 1948, shortly prior to the coup that ended the Trienio.

The rural predominance of Venezuela influenced the party's priorities. While the proletarian ideology of the PCV led it to neglect political work in the countryside (an error which party leaders subsequently recognized), AD made a concerted and successful effort to become Venezuela's first truly national party, with headquarters in most towns throughout the country. AD gained control of the urban labor movement at the time it came to power in 1945, but its dominance of the peasant movement was much more absolute and dated from several years before.

AD also became the party of the rural middle class: small merchants (bodegueros), grade school teachers, barbers, and pharmacists. These sectors in turn exercised an important influence over the peasantry as a result of links based on credit (granted informally on the basis of trust) and compadrazgo (Godparent-Godchild relationships). The literacy campaign undertaken during the Trienio was also instrumental in consolidating the party's influence in the countryside. (Similar activity in other Latin American nations during revolutionary periods also mixed educational and political objectives.) During these same years, the Banco Agrícola y Pecuario, which had previously ignored small-scale farming, favored peasants with loans that usually went uncollected. 15 Local government authorities, the Labor Ministry (headed by Leoni), and trade union officials also came to the aid of peasants and in doing so facilitated their partial liberation from the political and economic grip of the hacendados.

The populist coalitions in some Latin American nations took in expansion-minded business sectors, sometimes referred to as the “progressive national bourgeoisie.” These businessmen supported (and benefited from) high tariffs and other policies associated with the import substitution strategy which populist governments pursued. In the case of Venezuela, the position of business interests toward AD was complicated by uncertainty surrounding AD's long-term objectives. During the PDN's early years, party members questioned Betancourt's faith in the role of the national bourgeoisie and drafted a resolution denying the PDN’s intention of “drawing to its ranks the progressive bourgeoisie as such.” 16
During the Trienio the cabinet positions in charge of the formulation of economic policy were mainly held by party members who lacked formal links to financial groups, unlike the case of AD governments since 1958. 17 Although AD accepted the right of wealthy Venezuelans to join the party on an individual basis, it denied that the progressive wing of the bourgeoisie was explicitly represented in the organization, as were non-privileged sectors. Some AD leaders to this day claim that their party's policy has always been to bar business representatives from the organization's leadership (a practice not completely adhered to in recent years). 18
Trienio businessmen criticized the AD government for promoting hefty wage increases that only foreign capital could afford to pay. On the other hand, the main business organization, Fedecámaras, praised Betancourt's policies of labor peace and public sector investment in economic development. In the final months of the Trienio, however, Fedecámaras held to an established business tradition of aloofness from political infighting by rejecting Betancourt's request that it issue a statement of support for the democratic regime in the face of the impending military coup. 19
Betancourt and other party leaders demonstrated great respect for the political rights of women in AD. As far back as the early 1930s Betancourt highlighted the role of women in the struggle against the Gómez dictatorship and hailed their emancipation from traditional gender roles. At the same time, however, he warned against the danger that the political independence of women's organizations would condemn their members to isolation, as had allegedly occurred in Peru and elsewhere. The issue of separatism was debated in the following decade as well. During the Medina administration, AD militants argued against the thesis that until women were granted equal electoral rights (which they later received under the Trienio), they should eschew all party membership. Nevertheless, rhetoric notwithstanding, AD women failed to achieve much importance within the organization, and party leadership remained almost totally male. 20
Conservative sectors feared AD, not so much because the policies it pursued during the Trienio were detrimental to their interests, but because of its status as a mass-based party and its commitment to a multiplicity of reforms without any fixed date for implementation. Uncertainty reigned as to whether various programs that AD leaders never officially supported, and others they refrained from pushing, would be placed on the party's agenda in the not-too-distant future. The oil companies, for instance, feared that the decision of the government to sell oil royalties on the international market would lead it to enter the business as a permanent competitor, even though this option was not under consideration at the time. 21 Also, AD's oil-worker leaders backed down on the demand to forbid layoffs (an arrangement known as “absolute job security”) in the 1946 and 1948 contracts, but it was unclear whether they would insist on this far-reaching proposal in future collective bargaining.

Conservatives were particularly concerned about the pressure exerted on the Trienio government and AD's leadership by the party's rank and file. AD trade unionists, for instance, conducted organizing drives with the active encouragement of the Labor Ministry and were nominated for positions within the party and in Congress, thus enhancing labor's standing as a junior partner in the populist coalition. Most important, it was unclear whether Betancourt and other pragmatic leaders would be able to sidetrack AD's ambitious promises and mass base and contain the prevailing reformist impulse, in response to economic contraction in 1948 after an initial period of postwar prosperity. Businessmen and other conservative sectors were also disillusioned with President Gallegos, who they initially believed would—given his nonpolitical background—distance his government from the party, but who instead ended up naming AD members to almost all cabinet posts. 22
The modernization project that AD pursued during the Trienio centralized power in Caracas and reduced the authority of various institutions and interest groups. AD leaders viewed such a process as necessary to eradicate vestiges of backwardness and prevent a recurrence of the anarchy that had prevailed in the nineteenth century. The assertion of state power, however, was resisted by diverse sectors which feared encroachment on their decision-making preserves.

The government's promotion of secular education, for instance, alarmed the church, which mobilized its followers against legal measures considered discriminatory against private schools. Similarly, all sectors of the student movement, with the exception of AD, raised the banner of university autonomy in opposition to the government's decision to appoint the authorities of state-financed universities, rather than accepting their election by professors and students. AD insisted that the principles of autonomy and classroom liberty did not rule out the right of the state to intervene in university life in order to guarantee free tuition and provide a patriotic educational orientation. At the same time, AD student leaders attempted to tie the universities to the defense of worker interests and struggles on the streets. Critics, however, feared that these endeavors were a cover for state and party domination of the university system.

Military officers were also wary that an all-powerful government would exercise control over their institution and limit its policymaking capacity. Those who participated in the October 1945 coup, for instance, resented AD's failure to honor its original agreement of providing officers equal representation with AD in the Trienio's first cabinet. 23 The AD's modernizing vision, which implied a shakeup of the armed forces, was expressed by one top party leader in an unpublished manuscript: “The task we have before us is to democratize the army, transform it, extirpate ambitious [officers] . . . , penetrate it with young forces coming from the People, devoid of economic interests, with democratic convictions, liquidating once and for all regional prejudices [and] chauvinism.” 24
AD's support for centralization was demonstrated by its opposition to the direct election of governors and the resident requirements for them proposed by the other parties in the constituent assembly in 1947. AD had previously backed gubernatorial elections, but now argued that the preservation of Venezuela's fledgling democracy required for the time being that the national executive be invested with greater power, including the appointment of governors. AD spokesmen pointed out that in any case governors would be subject to the constraints imposed by the democratically elected state legislatures. President Betancourt actually went further than his party by calling for presidential nomination of governors as an indefinite rather than provisional arrangement and reduction of the authority of the state legislatures to mere administrative functions.

Despite its broad appeal, AD suffered a major limitation when it came to relations with other parties. The political attitudes of Betancourt and his close associates were shaped by the Generation of 1928's absolute condemnation of Juan Vicente Gómez and all those who collaborated with him. AD's principal leaders, ever since their initiation as members of the Generation of 1928, were secure in their faith in their ability to shape Venezuela's future and effect a thorough rupture with the past, without having to rely on the help of those who at one point had a stake in the old order. They could thus not bring themselves to work with politicians who had been allied with Gómez's successors, López and Medina. Since leading members of nearly every other political group had at some time worked with the constituted authorities during the 1930s and 1940s, AD left itself with virtually no allies.

During the 1940s, AD leaders argued that their party was destined to guide the revolutionary process single-handedly. They pointed out that AD drew to its fold the various classes that supported the anti-imperialist, national revolution; was truly national in scope; and instilled in its members a sense of discipline and adherence to the party's nationalistic doctrine. In contrast, rival parties appealed to narrower constituencies. The PCV was a working-class party, COPEI's influence was concentrated in the nation's conservative Andean states, and the Partido Democrático Venezolano (PDV, pro-Medina) represented mostly government bureaucrats. Furthermore, COPEI and the Communists adhered to foreign models, while the Unión Republicana Democrática (URD, founded in 1945 by Medina's followers) lacked the doctrinal clarity which allegedly characterized AD. At the outset of the Trienio, Betancourt rejected the proposal of URD's future standard-bearer, Jóvito Villalba, for the formation of a broad-based government of national integration which would take in other parties. AD leaders countered that none of them had a significant following, a claim borne out in the three elections held during the period. 25 
AD's intolerance toward other parties manifested itself in concrete ways. Most important, AD brigades broke up meetings organized by URD and COPEI in the nation's interior, sometimes using rocks and guns. Both parties accused the government and AD's national leadership of being “passive accomplices” in these actions. 26
POPULIST STYLE AND CULTURE

All movements that stand for far-reaching change are challenged to defend their utopian visions, which invariably clash with the values and customs of the majority of the population. Yet they must also temper the radical content of their message in order to reach people at their own level and celebrate popular culture. AD was caught in this predicament during the heyday of populism and in the years following. AD leaders were committed to a thorough reorganization of society, but they utilized language which did not necessarily reinforce these idealistic designs. In the long run, AD abandoned its long-term goals but retained its popular style, which paid dividends, particularly at the polls.

During his early years, Betancourt criticized Communists both for their dogmatic theories and their convoluted verbal style. He once counseled a colleague to avoid “terminology that is familiar to the proletariat of the cosmopolitan West but beyond the reach of our peons and even many intellectuals who sympathize with socialism.” 27 Betancourt demonstrated this desire to lower communication barriers when he wrote a leaflet in simple English, with the help of a dictionary, for distribution among striking Jamaican banana workers in Costa Rica. In his articles in Trabajo, the official organ of the Costa Rican Communist Party, Betancourt facilitated comprehension by placing between commas the definition of words he used which were basic to Marxist vernacular.

The utilization of readily identifiable symbols was the trademark of AD's style. AD adopted the folk character Juan Bimba, regarded as the quintessence of the humble Venezuelan male, and portrayed him as the typical party member. AD's Juan Bimba was dressed in tattered clothes, kept a piece of bread in his pocket, and wore sandals (cholas). Significantly, Juan Bimba was not a factory worker but rather came from a non-urban area, which in the 1940s was where a majority of the population lived. AD called itself the “party of the choludos“ (those who wear sandals), a word which conjured up an image as evocative as the Peronist term descamisados. Like its Argentine counterpart, choludo originally had derogatory connotations, but soon it became a source of pride to AD members.

AD's most prestigious leaders—novelist Rómulo Gallegos, poet Andrés Eloy Blanco (the party's first vice president), and politician Betancourt—committed themselves to projecting AD's image as a “party of the people.” Gallegos's novels, whose protagonists were often country folk, reinforced this message. Blanco's poems were among the most popular in Venezuela, and perhaps the most frequently cited in informal gatherings (known as veladas) at people's homes. Blanco's speeches, which contained heavy doses of humor, were considered veritable “shows” that entertained the public and broke down class, party, and intellectual barriers.

Betancourt was famous for his concoction of humorous phrases and use of obsolete words. This penchant for colorful imagery, which Betancourt developed in the town of his birth, Guatire, 28 also provoked laughter among people of all backgrounds and increased their receptivity to his ideas. Prior to the 1948 coup, Betancourt's speeches were extremely aggressive, and his frequent attacks against the oligarchy and individual adversaries pleased crowds looking for verbal fireworks.

AD's oratorical style revolutionized political discourse in Venezuela. Particularly significant was the broadcast of constituent assembly speeches on public radio throughout the nation in 1946–47. Indeed, radio kicked off a new era, when politicians modified their style in order to gear it to popular expectations and tastes.

In contrast, COPEI and other rivals continued to employ traditional gentlemanly oration until the late 1950s. They used epithets like “mediocre,” “vengeful,” and “spendthrift” to denigrate AD's populist style. One critic compared AD leaders Valmore Rodríguez, Luis Lander, Alberto López Gallegos, Andrés Eloy Blanco, and Luis Beltrán Prieto Figueroa with five leading medinistas. The unaccomplished Rodríguez was alleged to be in a different league from the renowned novelist Arturo Uslar Pietri, who had been secretary general of the presidency under Medina. Lander's “hysteria” and “recognized professional failure” were compared to the “technical proficiency” of his medinista counterpart. López Gallegos was referred to as a “former cashier” of a Venezuelan lending institution. Blanco was called an alcoholic, and the lanky Prieto Figueroa as possessing a “sinister body.” 29 In other writings these negative images were complemented by accounts of AD middle-level leaders who threatened to unleash street violence and incite “collective vengeance” against their party's opponents. 30
Certain positions of AD leaders on sensitive issues held the party back from exploiting its popular appeal to the fullest. Betancourt and others in the party were closely tied intellectually, politically, and personally to several outstanding Venezuelan intellectuals who upheld positivist assumptions that in many ways represented the antithesis of populism. The two most important were Mariano Picón-Salas and Alberto Adriani, both top leaders of ORVE during its moderate period in early 1936. Betancourt's correspondence with Picón-Salas during their exile under Gómez evidenced great mutual respect and trust. Betancourt had a similar relationship with Adriani and briefly served as his personal secretary in 1936, prior to his unexpected death. On the tenth anniversary of that occasion, a leading AD member called Adriani “the most visible precursor of the October [1945] Revolution.” 31
Both Adriani and (less insistently) Picón-Salas favored mass immigration from Europe in order to whiten Venezuela's racial stock and contribute to its cultural development. Some AD leaders (such as Andrés Eloy Blanco), while rejecting the more overt racist implications of the writings of Adriani and Picón-Salas, viewed miscegenation as a desirable formula. The influence of positivism on AD was also evident in its criticism of López and Medina for failing to encourage sufficiently immigration and the government's vigorous promotion of it during the Trienio.

AD also failed to address important issues related to Venezuela's black population. Party leaders denied the existence of racism among Venezuelans and blamed discrimination on sectors of the elite that were tied to U.S. interests. Moreover, AD stopped short of attempting to heighten national pride by recognizing the black component of the nation's heritage. A more culturally rooted movement would have not only adamantly opposed racist behavior and exalted the nation's mixed racial strain, as indeed Betancourt and other AD leaders did, but would have lauded the historical role and input of blacks. Some scholars (such as Communist anthropologist Miguel Acosta Saignes) by the 1940s began to document this positive African contribution. AD perhaps overlooked these concerns due to its electoral emphasis and the relatively few votes that the Venezuelan black population represented. In addition, AD's limited ethnic and racial consciousness can be explained by the absence of the tensions and contrasts these cleavages produced in other nations with important populist movements, such as Argentina and Peru. 32 
AD's interpretation of Venezuelan history may have also lessened the impact and effectiveness of the party's popular appeal. 33 AD leaders found virtually no figure in the past to identify with, apart from Simón Bolívar, who they naturally glorified, and a handful of unsuccessful civilian leaders, such as José María Vargas (who was twice forced out of the presidency in the 1830s). As diehard anti-gomecistas, they portrayed nineteenth-century caudillos and their modern dictatorial heirs (including Cipriano Castro, in spite of his confrontations with foreign powers) as backward and malevolent, a corrupt continuum that had to be broken by the Revolution of 1945. To those who pointed to the achievements and positive qualities of various nineteenth-century caudillos of humble extraction, Betancourt retorted that they merely served as props of the feudal system.

THE DISTINCTIVE CHARACTERISTICS OF VENEZUELAN POPULISM

AD has often been likened to Peru's APRA, the party founded in the 1920s by Víctor Raúl Haya de la Torre (see chapter 6). Often described as “sister parties,” they were both reformist and anti-Communist. Moreover, Betancourt and Haya had shared many similar experiences and later became personal friends. Nevertheless, Betancourt himself said that his early formation was not shaped by Haya, whom he met for the first time in 1947. The following areas underline the differences between AD and its Latin American populist counterparts such as APRA in the heyday of populism.

Style. AD's style was less manipulative than that of APRA and made fewer concessions to the irrational beliefs of common people. While AD leaders employed colloquialisms and drew on folk symbols such as Juan Bimba to evoke the party's popular concerns, they did not stress millenarian themes the way Haya did.

Cold War Alignment. AD was more independent from the United States at the outset of the Cold War than APRA. AD refused to outlaw the Communist Party or to purge Communists from the labor movement, as other postwar governments did. In addition, AD union leaders identified more with the industrially organized Congress of Industrial Organizations than with the conservative and craft-based American Federation of Labor (AFL), which was attempting to divide the hemispheric workers' movement along Cold War lines. AD labor leaders made efforts to maintain unity at the continental level and refused to join an AFL-promoted splinter organization, which the Apristas were instrumental in creating in 1948. Finally, the Trienio government followed a policy of severing diplomatic relations with recently installed dictatorial regimes, which were the firmest stalwarts of anti-Communism in the hemisphere.

Class Makeup. Since his early Marxist days, Betancourt viewed workers as a vanguard within the party, unlike Haya, who assigned greater revolutionary qualities to the middle class. Many AD trade unionists were convinced that they would assume an increasingly influential role in the nation and the party, leading to its eventual transformation into a labor party. AD peasant leaders also believed that they occupied a special, advanced position in the party and that the struggle for agrarian reform was decisive to the outcome of the revolutionary process. AD thus contrasted with other populist movements that played down rural struggles. AD's mass base also set the party apart from personalistic populist movements, whose leaders were not beholden directly to the rank and file.

Party Alliances and Institutional Relations. While APRA succeeded in entering the government as a result of an alliance with political moderates in 1945, AD refused to draw close to other parties during most of the Trienio. AD's rank and file was particularly adverse to COPEI, which it considered the party of reaction. This partisan aloofness proved fatal in that it contributed to the November 1948 coup. Still, in comparison with APRA and most other populist parties, AD remained firmer in its commitment to a reform program and less willing to make compromises to accommodate other political movements for the sake of short-term political gains.

These four areas of comparison show that AD stood to the left of most Latin American populist parties in the 1940s. They also point to the greater influence of the rank and file in formulating the party's program. This, in turn, may account for the zeal and optimism displayed by AD members. Jorge Gaitán, Colombia's renowned populist leader, remarked on the AD's outstanding esprit de corps during the Trienio. In contrast, he described APRA when it formed part of the Peruvian government during the same period as “burnt out and lacking vitality.” 34
THE POPULIST LEGACY AFTER 1958

The trauma of the November 1948 coup left an indelible impression on Betancourt and other AD leaders and influenced their behavior after the restoration of democracy in 1958. Betancourt's presidential campaign of that year focused on convincing conservatives that AD had abandoned its radical populist style in favor of a moderate, cautious approach. Conservatives applauded Betancourt for avoiding heavily charged rhetoric against foreign interests and the oligarchy and, in general, for being more low-keyed than his two opponents.

Wealthy Venezuelans had worried that Betancourt's appetite for power might again threaten the traditional classes and even undermine the entire socioeconomic order. To counter that impression, Betancourt ignored calls of púllalo (jump on them), which crowds had frequently shouted out to him during the Trienio to encourage him to attack powerful groups. Instead he typically said, “I have not come here to assail anyone.” Betancourt publicly denied that his main opponent, Adm. Wolfgang Larrazábal, former president of the Junta Militar, was making plans to rig the upcoming elections, 35 a position that contrasted with AD's accusations against the government of Medina Angarita in 1945. Perhaps what most calmed the fears of AD's adversaries was Betancourt's appearance of being a reluctant aspirant for the presidency and his alleged preference, which was undoubtedly feigned, for a supra-party candidate acceptable to AD, COPEI, and URD.

During his 1959–64 term, Betancourt managed to distance himself from AD hard-liners more successfully than during the Trienio, when he had occasionally clashed with them over his efforts to appease powerful interest groups. In the early 1960s his government consulted fully with Fedecámaras, the armed forces, and the church on issues directly affecting them. In addition, he urged party leaders to build bridges to political rivals and even to invite them to take positions in the AD administration. Betancourt was particularly adamant about maintaining cordial relations with COPEI leaders, whom he lauded for their honesty and loyalty to his coalition government. This attitude produced some tension in AD—contributing to divisions in 1960, 1962, and 1967—as a result of the traditional anti-COPEI sentiment among the membership.

The internal conflicts and differences that had surfaced in AD's early years underlay the strains that beset the party after 1958. 36 The Machiavellian strategy of concealing ambitious, long-term goals in order to buy time split the party roughly in three after 1958. A left wing, inspired by the restoration of democracy and the triumph of the Cuban revolution, believed that the time was ripe for the party to fight for radical socioeconomic change. In 1960 these militants broke off from AD and formed the Movement of the Revolutionary Left (MIR).

A second current, led by the party's secretary general, Jesús Paz Galarraga, held that pressing economic difficulties and the fragility of the nation's democracy obliged AD to defer implementation of its hidden radical agenda. These party leaders agreed with the positions defended by a left-leaning faction within AD known as the ARS, but criticized the poor timing of its break-off from the party in 1962. Nevertheless, when economic and political stability set in by the mid-1960s, Paz's group questioned the need for continued restraint and in 1967 also split off to form the pro–socialist Movimiento Electoral del Pueblo (MEP). The third current, which remained loyal to Betancourt and included future presidents Raúl Leoni (1964–69) and Carlos Andrés Pérez (1974–79; 1989–93), abandoned AD's original long-term socioeconomic objectives in order to take up mainstream positions in Venezuelan politics.

Another legacy of the pre-1948 years that produced tension in AD in the modern period was the party's centralistic structure. Betancourt considered the creation of AD, and his retention of control of it in the face of internal dissension, as the most important accomplishment of his political career. In 1960, 1962, and 1967 he preferred to let the party divide, even at the risk of suffering electoral defeat, rather than allow his own power in it to dissipate. This internal rigidity contrasted with his flexibility toward non-leftist parties and his willingness to compromise with them after 1958.

The most powerful reason for Betancourt to adopt a centralizing strategy in Venezuela after 1958 was to avoid political disorder. Following the restoration of democracy and the subsidence of insurgent threats to the democratic regime in the 1960s, support in the party for mechanisms of rank-and-file participation began to manifest itself. The party machine, imbued with AD's original mentality of vertical control as a corrective to class friction within the party, resisted pressure from below and vetoed measures in favor of internal democratization.

The movement for democratic renovation in Venezuela also involves the decentralization of state authority. On this front as well, AD was initially left far behind. President Jaime Lusinchi (1984–89) of AD at first opposed gubernatorial elections on grounds that such a system would facilitate the resurgence of regional caudillos in the form of governors and thus represented a throwback to the nineteenth century. Lusinchi was merely reflecting his party's traditional distrust of regional centers of power. Betancourt and other AD leaders in the 1940s, like their populist counterparts elsewhere in Latin America, had been in favor of a strong central government capable of promoting economic development and national integration. This position had influenced Betancourt to oppose the direct election of governors and the delegation of authority to the state legislatures. Forty years later, however, the proposed transfer of power to the state level, far from being nationally divisive and retrograde, was a progressive banner that had nearly the entire nation behind it. Lusinchi subsequently backed down, and in 1989 Venezuela held its first gubernatorial elections in the century.

After 1958, AD maintained a centrist position on the political spectrum, with the exception of a short period following the election of the charismatic Carlos Andrés Pérez as president in 1973, when radical populism seemed to be making a comeback. Pérez, taking advantage of OPEC price hikes, decreed popular measures such as wage increases, employment opportunities, and severance pay regardless of the cause of layoffs; nationalized foreign iron and oil interests; and pursued a nationalistic pro–Third World foreign policy. In addition, Pérez went outside the party by naming independents to key positions in his government. By the latter part of his term, Pérez, facing hardened opposition from business sectors and even the conservative Betancourt wing of his own party, lost his nerve and steered the government on a more moderate course. During his administration, Pérez received minimum backing internally from AD's labor bureau, which was closely allied to the Betancouristas, in sharp contrast to the situation prevailing in the 1940s, when AD labor pressured party leaders to take up radical positions.

The adoption of neoliberal economic policies during Pérez's second administration (1989–93) confirmed the weakening of the radical populist tradition in Venezuela formerly associated with AD. As a result of Pérez's political transformation, his personal appeal was no longer underpinned by the values of economic nationalism and social justice associated with Venezuelan populism. Pérez's destitution in 1993 demonstrated the difficulties of combining a populist style with an ideological orientation that emphasized distinct goals.

Historically, populism was closely associated with import substitution industrialization (ISI). Not only did ISI lend itself to reforms that increased the purchasing power of the popular classes (and thus the internal market for traditional commodities), but it bolstered nationalist sentiment, which the populist parties identified with and which their charismatic leaders adroitly exploited. In contrast, neoliberalism in Venezuela, in spite of the expectations it created due to its promises of economic growth and democratic participation, proved incapable of generating the type of enthusiasm that is the mainstay of popular movements. Far from being an innovative model, neoliberal economics was a throwback to the pre-import substitution stage, which populist governments ended. The appeal of neoliberalism was confined to certain privileged sectors of the population, which received an immediate boost from such policies.

For those who defended neoliberalism in Venezuela, populism became a pejorative term synonymous with opportunism and demagoguery. For example, political scientist Anibal Romero, in La miseria del populismo, succinctly defined Venezuelan populism as a “government that knows how to distribute wealth but not create it.” Romero accused populists who ran the government after 1958 of squandering the nation's oil income by siphoning it into the public sector without any concern for the nation's long-term development. The import substitution policies favored by populists were equally ill-advised. Contrary to Betancourt's stated intentions, high tariffs threatened to erect a Chinese Wall around Venezuela in the name of an “incipient and costly `national industry.’” Import duties were raised in order to guarantee high levels of employment and profits to local investors, not to promote development. Romero's simplistic identification of populism with state capitalism led him to characterize as populist not only post-1958 AD governments but COPEI ones as well. According to him, just when the populist strategy had apparently exhausted itself, the windfall in oil revenue after 1973 provided the government with the cash to revive it. 37
Those who sharply attacked populism during the oil-boom period of the 1970s and its immediate aftermath in the 1980s pointed to a crass lifestyle associated with certain AD leaders, which clashed with proper standards of conduct and values. AD critics attributed this behavior to the dubious belief that it paid dividends at the polls. The celebration of mediocrity was reflected in the main campaign slogan of Jaime Lusinchi in the presidential race of 1983: “Jaime is like you.” In any case, the economic crisis beginning in the early 1980s reduced the level of general tolerance toward unethical behavior, a change of attitude clearly indicated by the impeachment of President Carlos Andrés Pérez in 1993 on charges of corruption.

THE POPULIST FEATURES OF THE CHÁVEZ PHENOMENON

Prospects for a resurgence of radical populism in the 1990s came from an unexpected quarter. On February 4, 1992, a group of middle-ranking military officers attempted to overthrow Pérez, promising to restore patriotism and defend the interests of common Venezuelans. The rebel leader, Lt. Col. Hugo Chávez, emerged as a national hero whose charisma was built on his bold decision to stage the coup attempt against great odds. The group called itself the Simón Bolívar Revolutionary Movement and invoked military symbols and historical figures, singling out three in particular: Bolívar, Simón Rodríguez (Bolívar's mentor and teacher), and Ezequiel Zamora (a nineteenth-century general who had favored distribution of land to soldiers). Chávez's makeshift party for the 1998 national elections was named The Fifth Republic in reference to the three republics founded by Bolívar and the fourth, which emerged following independence. The Fifth Republic party committed itself to the achievement of the national ideals of Venezuela’s founding fathers. Chávez ran for president and, unlike his electoral rivals, sharply criticized massive privatization at the same time he raised the banner of the struggle against corruption, even in the armed forces. He won with 56 percent of the vote in December 1998.

The experience of the Hugo Chávez presidency approximates many of the basic characteristics of classical populism, of the 1945-1948 trienio of AD rule in particular. Most important, the Chávez government and movement exemplifies the inherently conflictive and transitory nature of Latin American populism. Both during the trienio and since 1999, powerful actors who represented the status quo assumed intransigent positions toward the government, more due to their fear of steady radicalization than their rejection of its announced program of change. Furthermore, in both cases members of the governing party at all levels were convinced that their movement had a hidden agenda in favor of far-reaching transformation. This conviction contributed to the ambiguity over goals that has always been a salient feature of Latin American populism. Chávez’s anti-elite discourse, his interventionist economic policies, the sense of empowerment among non-privileged sectors generated by government actions, and the polarization that set in also recall the populist movements in and out of power in the 1930s and 1940s. 38 Finally, Chávez’s charismatic leadership has undermined the principle of checks and balances and thereby holds back organizational and institutional development, as Latin American populist leaders have been notorious for doing in the past. 

Uncertainty regarding the long-term direction of the Chavista movement has characterized it since its founding in 1982, including at the time of the abortive coup it staged ten years later. When Chávez launched his successful candidacy for the presidential elections of 1998 with an anti-party discourse from a leftist perspective, he even received a degree of support from sectors far-away from him on the political spectrum, such as the powerful Cisneros Group and some of the media. The influential newspaper El Nacional, which throughout the 1990s had questioned the predominant role of the pro-establishment political parties in Venezuelan politics and society in accordance with pro-neoliberal thinking, provided Chávez with sympathetic coverage. 

Both before and after the 1998 elections, Chávez contributed to the lack of definition by vacillating on important issues. During the campaign, for example, he proposed a negotiated agreement on the foreign debt, a position that contrasted with his previous nationalistic rhetoric and that calmed fears regarding a unilateral moratorium. In another gesture designed to dispel concerns about his radical intentions, Chávez unsuccessfully requested a visa from the U.S. government to travel to New York and Washington to explain his economic program to the nation’s business and political communities. During his first two years in power after 1998, Chávez concentrated his efforts on institutional political reform embodied in the constitution ratified in 1999 rather than his program of radical socio-economic change. Chávez also sent mixed signals when he promised the Inter-American Press Association to broach the subject of persecution of journalists with Fidel Castro, and at one point indicated his willingness to consider a U.S. request for permission to fly anti-drug interdiction missions on the Colombian border.39 These positions resembled the stances of other left-wing populists who, in spite of their confrontations with representatives of the status quo and foreign interests, discarded “left”–“right” labels in order to appeal to broad sectors of the population (as illustrated by Perón’s “Third Way”). 40
Chávez embarked on a radicalization course in 2001, signaled by the agrarian reform (Ley de Tierras) and measures reversing the privatization of the oil industry (Ley Orgánica de Hidrocarburos,) both promulgated in November of that year. The Chavista movement emerged victorious from three subsequent battles: the coup of April 11, 2002, the general strike promoted by the business organization FEDECAMARAS in December 2002-January 2003 and the presidential recall election held in August 2004. In following years, the Chavistas won elections for the National Assembly (2005), Chávez’s re-election (2006), gubernatorial-mayoral and state legislature elections (2008) and a proposed constitutional amendment in a national referendum (2009). The Chavistas suffered their first electoral defeat by a slim margin in a referendum on a proposed constitutional reform in 2008. 

The institutional and organizational underdevelopment of the Chavista government and movement also resembles populist experiences elsewhere in Latin America. Several factors contribute to this deficiency, as well as the relative inefficiency that characterizes much of the Chavista administration. In the first place, Chavistas in power viewed established structures such as public schools at all levels, the health system, and municipal government as unresponsive to the needs of the popular classes. Rather than abolishing these spheres of activity and facing the risk of hardened resistance from state employees, the Chavistas created parallel structures. The new structures were largely makeshift and lacking in sufficient controls, while the old structures often worked at cross-purposes with the government. In the second place, the support of professional employees for their supervisors who spearheaded the 2002-2003 general strike encouraged the Chavistas to place a premium on loyalty to the revolutionary cause at the expense of competence and experience. Finally, the Chavistas associated the system of checks and balances with the liberal democracy of the old regime that had allegedly worked in favor of the elite. This mentality led the Chavista leaders to overlook the need to guarantee the relatively autonomy of the pro-Chávez United Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV) to serve as a check on the performance of the government. Indeed, the power wielded by ministers, governors and mayors within the PSUV threatened to convert it into an appendage of the state.

Populist governments are hardly static and often take steps to fill ideological, institutional and organizational gaps. In the course of their eleven years in power, the Chavistas made advances on the ideological front and in the formulation of goals. In the early part of Chávez’s rule, the Chavista movement confronted powerful economic groups, but failed to provide a blueprint for structural change that would have limited their power. In January 2005, however, Chávez contributed to ideological clarification by embracing socialism, even while he recognized that the proposed transformation was sketchy and would only be defined through experience. 

The emergence of the outlines of a new model based on a mixed economy and limitations on the role of the private sector also represented guideposts for the direction of the Chavista government. The numerous expropriations decreed by the government beginning in 2007 were another important ingredient. The government took control of strategic industries, including oil, steel, telecommunications, and electricity, while state companies competed with oligopolistic private ones in the production and distribution of basic food staples. 

On the organizational front, the founding of the PSUV was designed to correct the organizational weakness of the Fifth Republic Movement (MVR), which was created to run Chávez’s presidential candidacy in the elections of 1998 but remained electorally oriented and lacking in formal links with the movement’s rank and file. Even after 2007, however, Chávez’s supreme power was undisputed. This arrangement discouraged organizational and institutional complexity as well as the much needed system of checks and balances. Nevertheless, the holding of electoral primaries in 2008, 2009 and 2010 to choose candidates and members of party delegations, and the formation of party cells (referred to as “battalions” and “patrols”) to discuss policy issues, promised to diffuse decision making and enhance the party’s organizational strength.  

Certain basic features shared by Chavismo and AD during its early years are hallmarks of classical Latin American populism, while some of their differences are also important for what they reveal about the impact of the populist phenomenon in two different historical periods. First, both movements promoted the incorporation of previously marginalized sectors, but whereas AD drew in the working class that was in the process of unionization, the Chavista social base of support from the outset was the unorganized sectors grouped in smaller economic units in the formal and informal economies. Second, AD’s multi-class discourse in favor of national harmony was in line with the tendency of populists to attempt to avoid class confrontation. In contrast, the Chavista rhetoric and policies in the absence of government concessions and compromises galvanizes class conflict, including middle-class resistance to certain government measures.

Finally, Chávez’s personal style of rule holds back organizational and institutional development, as was the case with populist leaders from Perón and Haya de la Torre to Fujimori. In contrast, Betancourt played less of an all-encompassing role in his movement and government. 41 Indeed, Betancourt declined to run for president in 1947 (as he also did in 1973). Nevertheless, Betancourt engineered the 1945 coup without even informing most of his party’s leadership. In addition, as provisional president he bypassed existing institutions by establishing the makeshift Tribunal of Civil and Administrative Responsibility to judge former government officials accused of corruption. 

In spite of the contrasts between the two governments, the Chavistas in power promoted such slogans, goals and strategies as social incorporation, state control of strategic industry and economic nationalism that were also associated with the classical period of populism in Venezuela. These overlaps demonstrate the continued relevance in the age of globalization of the basic conflicts and challenges that gave rise to populism in Venezuela over half a century ago. 
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