What Happened in December?
The author, Patrick Leet is a US community organizer currently based out of Venezuela.  

Many a self-defined "progressive" or "leftist" or "solidarity activist" in the US are inspired by what is happening in Venezuela in recent years, yet concerned about possible tendencies of authoritarianism on the part of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez. 
 1) Where do we get our information about Venezuela? 
Is our information drawn from significant time spent there, engaging with Venezuela's people, allowing us to double-check, confirm, or change our initial impressions?  
 Or, more likely, is it via a hodge-podge of mainstream and alternative/independent news sources, listserves, friends who may have visited, brief visits ourselves, etc? 
 It would seem that even the most critical and savvy news-readers amongst us, those of us with knowledge of media-campaigns (WMDs anyone?) and corporate agendas, those of us in the " they can't fool me again" crowd... have been led to pre-drawn conclusions that are based, once again, in the media-military collaboration we're all so familiar with. 
 To provide one example of how hard the line comes down, a NY Times correspondent in Venezuela was recently removed for coming too close to the truth, highlighting some of the concrete benefits of the processes afoot here, now absent from most reports.  Anyone who has read the NY Times in recent days knows the replacement - Simon Romero - is doing a much better job of toeing the pentagon-friendly editorial line. The US public opinion implications are significant. 
 Reading independent/alternative media is great, but is usually filtered through a pre-defined screen each of us has developed, whether or not we recognize it. 
 2) But isn't Chavez consolidating power, and heading towards dictatorship? 
 Is Chavez seeking to consolidate power from the top-down? Yes, in my opinion, he is.
 Is Chavez fomenting independent, autonomous, even anarchist-inspired structures for power from the bottom-up?   Yes, in my opinion, he is. 
 Both of these questions, and their answers, must be understood from a Venezuelan reality, and not a US reality.  Most Venezuelans (60% or so) still, even after the Sunday defeat, support Chavez (see next question). While he has been labeled many things, never has corrupt been one of them, and there are deep levels of trust in his sincerity by the majority of Venezuelans, very much divided along class lines (with the strongest support coming from poorest neighborhoods).  
 From the US, we perhaps look at the history of Latin American military figures who have amassed power and, well, with good reason, maybe have some questions.  But this is exactly the point... WE are not the ones who have elected Chavez again and again, taken to the streets to defend him, etc. And while the US government continues to follow the directives of the 1823 Monroe Doctrine (claiming Latin America as our backyard), WE need to re-define our qualifications for judgment (see below).  
 WE NEED TO CHANGE OUR DISCOURSE AND RESPECT THE SOVEREIGNTY OF THE VENEZUELAN PEOPLE TO DECIDE WHO IS THEIR LEGITIMATE LEADER. 
 The trust in Chavez (described by some as a social movement leader who has infiltrated the government) is matched by distrust of the majority of mid-level government officials, from the national assembly to various ministers, to governors, mayors, etc. Some say Chavez is sitting atop a scorpions nest, referring to those around him.  These career-politicians, comfortable riding the Chavez popularity wave as long as they keep their privileges and corner of power, are not interested in advancing the social processes afoot in Venezuela. In fact, many are actively sabotaging the process, despite publicly supporting Chavez. 
 Chavez knows this. The people know this. But what can either do when a corrupt state apparatus is handed to a population and president interested in radical changes?   The response: remove the relevancy of this massive state apparatus, leaving it in place but eliminating much of the capacity it has to (#1) make decisions and (#2) be the primary channel for spending state resources. 
 As was proposed in the constitutional reform, the idea was/is to have Chavez take greater control of both #1 and #2 (a process that is largely dependent upon just him, concerning many that a social process be so dependent upon just one person, and a president at that) AND, that both #1 and #2 would be transferred directly to organized communities, via neighborhood councils, worker councils, student councils, women's councils, etc. 
 The idea was/is to completely by-pass much of the state structure and for both decision-making and spending of the national budget to be done via a network of local councils. Chavez has even proposed the concept of locally-organized and self-governed "communes", which would have had constitutional relevance. These grassroots structures would to some extent replace the state, and people organized at the local level in workplaces and neighborhoods across Venezuela would have drastically increased power.  
 I recognize that this might sound a bit fishy, and may confirm the Chavez power-grab theories with "yeah, sure he will" skepticism, but it is important to keep in mind the impact that Chavez has had with the Venezuelan population, essentially deciding to unilaterally break endless cycles of presidential corruption and divert the massive state coffers, redistributing the oil wealth via countless social programs, from doctors in poor neighborhoods to literacy programs to large discounts on high-quality basic food staples - all on a massive scale.  
Again, Chavez has been called a lot of things by a lot of people, but corrupt is not amongst the charges, and there seems a genuine trust that he does what he says, whether or not you like it. 
 3) But wait, the proposal for the constitutional reform lost... how is he still popularly supported? 

 Venezuela is highly polarized, with roughly 60% supporting Chavez, and roughly 30% supportive of the opposition proposals. The defeat of last Sunday's constitutional reform proposal does not tell the whole story, as abstention (nearly 50%) swung the vote to the opposition, rather than swelling opposition numbers and folks "jumping ship" to the other side, as the NY Times would have us believe. 
There are roughly 3 million people that voted for Chavez in December 2006 that simply did not vote on Sunday. THIS is what took down the proposal, not a massive surge (roughly 10% jump, considered minimal) in the opposition vote.  Much of Chavez's rank-and-file support seemed either confused or mildly concerned about a very complex proposal with 69 separate articles and, rather than betray their gut-level politics, they decided not to vote. While some "Chavistas" voted against the proposal, abstention was very high in the Chavez stronghold neighborhoods. 
 4) Was the US government involved? Oh, you betcha.
Reports have come out that the US government helped channel $8 million to opposition parties and groups in recent months in an effort to help them in their "non-partisan" "democracy promotion". 
 Specifically, the students that have emerged as heroes in the "struggle for Democracy" in Venezuela had some help via our tax dollars, according to the Washington Post highlighting the student movement.  For those wondering: yes, a sizeable anti-Chavez student movement has emerged in recent months, and yes, it has used the main public university as one of the main bases of operation. 
 What I haven't seen in the Washington Post is discussion about WHO makes up that so-called "diverse" (not at all – 100% of the main public leaders are well-off white men) student movement, how available the public university is to the majority of Venezuelans (not very), and the role of opposition parties (big) and anti-Chavez media (bigger) in king-making of opposition student leaders. 
 Sadly, most college students come from and represent middle and upper-middle class interests, and the 5% of students from majority poor neighborhoods at the main public university are simply outnumbered, intimidated, etc. Ironically, Chavez has been criticized by his supporters for being too lenient on the main public university, as it has continued to receive state funds despite being an elitist institution.  While some have pushed for a "nationalization" of the public university, he has remained surprisingly hands-off, and the opposition has made it their home, with front-page NY Times profiles of student leaders. 
 5) So wait, is he authoritarian or not?  Yes and no.
   Three concrete examples, that for me bring into question the Chavez=dictator argument.
 1) The Chavez-initiated constitution of 1999 includes a clause that, via popular referendum, the people can collect signatures and vote on whether to remove a president, mid-term, something that seems excessively democratic it would seem?   Indeed, the opposition took advantage of this clause, and in 2004 tried to remove him. Roughly 60% of Venezuelans said "No", re-affirming his support.  I wonder what the US would look like if we had such a clause in our constitution, allowing us to collect enough signatures and put the president's office up for a vote... 
 2) In April of 2002 there was an opposition organized coup, democratically elected president Chavez was kidnapped for a couple days, and self-appointed new president Pedro Carmona & co. immediately dissolved the National Assembly, the Supreme Court, the Attorney General's office, etc.  The leaders of this coup were broadcast on national television from the presidential palace taking their "oath".  There were, of course, no elections.  Not one single leader of this coup is in jail. Not one.  I wonder if this were to have happened in any other country in the world what the fate would be of the leaders of this plot? And ... I wonder what this tells us about Chavez, and where he might fall in the spectrum between lenient and dictatorial.  Funny, but for some reason this didn't seem to concern major US media or the US government too much, as both immediately recognized the new "leaders" and the words "dictator" and/or "authoritarian" were not used to describe the situation). 
 3) Is it a tendency of dictators to amass large numbers of the population with very little military presence?  Last Friday 500,000 people covered the streets of Caracas in support of the reform proposal. Chavez drove through the middle of the crowd, from end to end, in an open-air truck, going about 5mph and exposed head-to-toe, within 20 or 30 feet of literally tens of thousands of people.  The military presence was maybe 5% of the crowd numbers. I wonder... is this a characteristic of a dictator?  (Funny, again, major US media had extensive coverage of the opposition march 24 hours earlier, even though the 100,000 people that turned out were significantly smaller in number. They must have had deadline concerns, I'm sure). 
 6) So what does this mean for us in the United States? 
 It is important to recognize that there is an entire history of social-movement experience in Venezuela, despite corporate media efforts to individualize history.  This social-movement base is what many find most inspiring about what is happening in Venezuela. It is also important, as we try to pin down exactly how dictatorial or not Chavez is, to remember he has been popularly elected by the people of Venezuela, again, and again, and again.
 The US government has done enough - in our names - in judging how valid or not a foreign leader is in governing hisa people, even when popularly elected by those people.  If Venezuelans want to extend his period as president so that he is up for re-election every 7 years and eliminate term-limits - great. If Venezuelans want to start wearing fuzzy pink slippers with bunny-rabbit ears - great... as long as it is THEIR decision. 
 Clearly, Chavez has shown respect for democratic institutions in Venezuela. Despite having control of the National Assembly - where he could have had the proposal approved without much trouble - he put it to a popular vote, lost, and recognized the results immediately.  What we CAN say about US relations with Latin America is that in the last 200 years there is not one example of a Latin American country that has broken with US interests and challenged US rule in the region and NOT been invaded, undermined, bombed, etc. Not one. 
 Before our government sets its sights on re-arranging the patio furniture in Venezuela and trying to justify how our oil got under the ground of another country, maybe we should start to look towards Washington instead of Caracas as a place to focus our questions, energies, efforts, organizing, etc.
