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Abstract

This paper analyzes government communications in Venezuela under the ad‑
ministration of Hugo Chávez, whose focal point is the “Bolivarian Revolution”.
The communications model is heavily characterized by populism and person‑
ality politics, as concluded when analyzing three significant moments for the
democratic governability of Hugo Chávez’s administration: his ratification or
re‑election in office in the years 2000, 2004 and 2006. The elaboration of public
policy plans in presidential addresses was studied given the importance of com‑
munications within government strategies.
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Government and Communications
The greater part of contemporary literature on political communications clearly identi‑
fies two main fields of action within this discipline. First, election campaigns are featu‑
red as the natural realm of political communication. However, government communi‑
cations are considered at the same time as the other fundamental column of a structure
1
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where governments, media and political parties coexist. In this context, the Political
Government Communications2 are considered the specific course of action. The na‑
ture of government action requires communication strategies which will – on the one
hand – enable the visualization of its own administration in terms of accomplishments,
and at the same time, the ability to face and symbolically offset the errors, scandals or
mistakes which could damage the administration.
Moreover, public communications spread significantly due to the popularity gained
by radio and electronic media, especially by the television since the 1960’s. This opened
a new interaction space for political actions representative of the 20th century.3 The
very own nature of television imposes new codes to communication strategies which
are aimed at influencing the political environment. For this reason, campaigns incre‑
asingly become more personal and entail a particular emotional connotation.
This new communications scenario has characterized the political and govern‑
ment actions since the second half of the 20th century. It includes a redefinition of
the relationship government – governed, since a characteristic of the modern politi‑
cal communications is to continually sound out the state of public opinion: it is abo‑
ut knowing what the average citizen thinks. For the modern leader talks to the citizens.
Although mass society with its overcrowded cities does not allow direct contact, the
leader knows the citizens’ opinions about their government through serious and sys‑
tematic investigations. This new configuration in communications results in the fact
that the government official will value the things that are important for regular people.4
The caricatures aimed at discrediting political communications present the political
leader as a fool or a person who lacks personality and acts according to surveys and
polls. This is not the reality for the people who exercise a genuine leadership, who
appeal to public opinion studies as an additional tool added to their own proposals,
consultations with experts, political assessments, etc. However, the communicative
dimension has also given a conversational twist to the exercise of power: The leader is
there to drive, to direct. The change is in the fact that (s)he cannot do so in an authorita‑
tive monologue, as the previous prophets did. The leader must also listen.5
When referring to the particularities of political government communications,
some authors define different types of communication strategies according to the pu‑
blic administration context. In this sense and in accordance to Felipe Noguera the fol‑
lowing types can be set out:
a) A reactive communication, where the government reacts – with or without anticipa‑
tion – to the occurring events and must communicate; b) A proactive type of communica‑
tion, where communications are initiatives used strategically to promote the government’s
2
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agenda; c) An accounting type of communication, since it seeks to settle (‘account for’) the
administration’s accomplishments in the minds of the electorate.6
The literature about the relationship between government and communication me‑
dia highlights several presidents of the United States of America who set a milestone
in this field. Woodrow Wilson’s arrival to the White House (1913‑21) set a standard
in the institutionalism of political government communications by creating the first
public information office. However, this milestone was set within a communications
model that went over the government, because it dealt with a communications sche‑
me based on the presidential figure. This scheme was established by Franklin Delano
Roosevelt (1933‑45) who applied a self‑oriented policy above government institutions.
The whole nation kept an eye on him.7
Roosevelt made actions in two different senses, with great political instinct. On the
one hand, he had direct relations with journalists and the media, which made him an
important figure for the media at the time. On the other hand, he simultaneously ope‑
ned important channels in order to know the opinion of the average American, before
the modern‑day poll companies were consolidated. This allowed Roosevelt to measure
his country in a severe moment of socioeconomic crisis:
The president was the best source of information in the capital. He clearly understood
what the journalists were demanding; he gave them so much information that they lacked
the time to check with other sources... simultaneously, Roosevelt began his version of what
we nowadays know as accountability, when he asked the citizens to send him letters about
their concerns or needs, some of which were answered by the office of information.8
These actions were so important that they set a milestone in the current political
communications. His radio show called The Fireside Chats, another of the communica‑
tional innovations made by Roosevelt, will be studied in the following pages.
The president is the message
As pointed out by the expert Roberto Izurieta, from the George Washington University
in Washington, DC, the main communication resource of the governments is the presi‑
dent. And the best communication resource of the president is to turn directly to the public.9
This direct communication between the leader of the government and the citizens has
different nuances depending on the media‑related qualities of the chiefs of state, and
on their relationship with the media system in their country. For the author, presidents
have a direct communication platform with the citizens in different opportunities:
6
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the annual speech to the nation, ceremonies, trips, any kind of speeches and, in the case of
the United States of America, Saturdays on the radio.10 The last practice has been sort
of passed on from generation to generation amongst American presidents ever since
Franklin Delano Roosevelt started his Fireside Chats. As stated in previous paragraphs,
Roosevelt had a great instinct in the subject of political communication, which lead
him not only to establish these radio dialogues with regular citizens, but also to open
the gates of the White House for Americans to let their president know about their
problems and demands through letters and telegrams.
At the same time, Roosevelt completely turned around the public information offi‑
ce created by Woodrow Wilson in the White House, since he established distribution
networks for press articles amongst hundreds of regional or local papers, which at the
moment was a wonderful campaign of political government communication: at the end
of his administration, the government’s publicists would send a thousand newspaper artic‑
les written by expert former journalists with their own style and format, which needed very
few or no changes at all.11 As stated by Izurieta, the image of a direct dialogue between
the head of state and the citizens was reinforced with the television, arriving therefore
the era of the image. Nixon’s address as vice‑president in 1952, known as the Checkers
speech, set a milestone in this regard. This speech was aired directly in a blanket televi‑
sion broadcast and it was considered to be the salvation of his political career at the mo‑
ment and the beginning of the practice and later trend of all presidents to turn directly to
the public without going through journalists.12
The discussion about the role of a head of state in the communication area is not an
exclusive matter of the last years, or of the particular case of Venezuela and its president
Hugo Chávez. Chávez transmits an extremely long program “Aló Presidente” as well as
frequent and lengthy national mandatory broadcasts, or blanket broadcasts, in radio
and television. The communicational role of a president was already addressed by the
American president Harry Truman (1945‑1953), in a letter written to his sister: All the
President is, is a glorified public relations man who spends his time flattering, kissing
and kicking people to get them to do what they are supposed to do anyway” (Izurieta,
2005: 216). Modern society, characterized by the increase of mass media, reinforces the
communicational feature of a nation’s presidency. For Izurieta, it is difficult to know if
a president’s labor will be measured by his/her rhetorical ability (or public relations) or by
his/her administration; so far, the evidence suggests both.13
According to this expert in political communication, the time dedicated to commu‑
nication media by presidents and successful ministers is over 15 hours per week, without
including the trips outside the capital or abroad, when normally the president travels ac‑
companied by journalists and communication media. As stated in a report issued by the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), many presidents
10
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organize their daily work agenda around the media.14 Aside from the time invested in di‑
rect contacts with the press or in public appearances, the president also spends a signifi‑
cant amount of time analyzing how to communicate a policy, or if a state policy should or not
be implemented based on its correct communicability to the public.15 For this expert, who‑
se theories are supported by reports and documents from other authors such as Samuel
Kernell or Philip Lesly, most part of a president’s time is spent in doing public relations.16
Hegemony in motion in Venezuela
The study of the role of communication in the Venezuelan government admini‑
stration in recent years requires the consideration of the use given by President Hugo
Chávez to the private and public media space, with unprecedented facts and figures in
the country’s democratic history. The official discourse discourages the political role of
the private media while promoting – at the same time– the “State’s media hegemony”,
a term coined by the former minister Andrés Izarra in January, 2007. Naturally, this le‑
ads the political and government action to the media area.17
The number of television media administered by the government increased si‑
gnificantly between 2002 and 2009; going from one single channel, Venezolana
de Televisión, to seven: Venezolana de Televisión, TVES, Vive, ANTV, Ávila TV and
Telesur (with two channels, one national and one international). The State handles
three radio circuits with national broadcast (Radio Nacional de Venezuela, YVKE
Mundial and Rumbos) and over 250 community radio stations, most of which are simple
relays of the official line. In addition, there are three newspapers financed with public
funds: Vea, El Correo del Orinoco and Ciudad CCS. According to Teodoro Petkoff,
editor of the journal Tal Cual, the strategy of setting a communication hegemony has
two different goals: on the one hand, to establish an enormous communication machine
property of the State, which is discretionally handled by president Chávez; and to crush
the independent media, on the other hand.18
Based on a text written by Marcelino Bisbal, the following pages will present a sum‑
mary of the principal trends in the subject of communication policy carried out by
the government of President Hugo Chávez in the period 1999‑2009. Altogether, these
trends could provide us with a different perspective: Venezuela’s government has inde‑
ed defined public communication policies, but they are aimed at supporting the goal
affirmed by Andrés Izarra, e.g., building the “State’s media hegemony”. These policies
refer to a serious of actions sustained in time:
14
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Uncontrolled use of blanket broadcasts by the president; degrading or threatening men‑
tions of journalists and media owners; aggressions to reporters and camerapersons; direct
attacks to media facilities; use of financial resources as means of pressure; ignorance of the
interim measures in favor of communicators issued by the Inter American Commission on
Human Rights; elimination of official propaganda from the media adverse to the govern‑
ment; lack of access to public information; information bias in the State’s media.19
According to the investigator Silvia Cabrera, the audiovisual media in Venezuela
has suffered a sort of metamorphosis by going from a mixed‑unauthentic system to
a mixed‑authoritarian system.20
According to different media monitoring, official channels have had a notice‑
able political bias which could even be considered as political discrimination. Even
though these media are owned by the State, and are therefore public, they igno‑
re a part of Venezuelan society because of their disagreement with the project of
“Bolivarian Revolution” lead by Hugo Chávez. A study made in 2004 by the investi‑
gator Bernardino Herrera from the Communications Investigation Institute of the
Universidad Central de Venezuela (ININCO‑UCV, for its Spanish abbreviation)
proved that more than 70 percent of a regular day of programming in VTV, the main
State channel, was formed by biased information‑opinion, party‑government pro‑
paganda and reruns of presidential addresses.21 Furthermore, a month after TVES
was founded (the substitute of RCTV in the channel 2 signal of the open television
spectrum) with the promise of creating a public service television channel; a two‑day
program analysis demonstrated that a new space had been added to the government’s
communication model:
The national government uses this channel with the purpose of spreading its poli‑
tical doctrine through the news, promotions and public institutions propaganda. This
propaganda, which is constantly repeated in all the programs, is aimed at promoting
the political indoctrination of the population, as well as aggravating the cult of Chavez’s
personality.22
Aside from the consolidation of a state media machine unknown to Venezuelan
democratic history, President Chávez rules from the media dimension. According to
the figures issued by Reporters without Borders, between the dates of February 2nd,
1999 and December 31st, 2008, President Chávez addressed the nation via national
blanket broadcast of television and radio for a total of 1.179 hours, which equals 49
uninterrupted days of speeches (Reporters without Borders, 2009). This calculation
19
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does not include the broadcast hours of the TV show “Aló, Presidente” (“Hello, Mr.
President?”) which is only aired in the official media network. However, the total on
‑air time is estimated to be a similar number to that of the national blanket broadcasts.
In his televised speeches, the president makes announcements and even makes spon‑
taneous decisions related to his administration, changes his ministers, scolds his col‑
laborators, designs his party’s strategic guidelines, indoctrinates his followers, etc. It is
necessary to reinforce the warning of a political communications expert: One should
not abuse the political blanket broadcasts, because the audience will get tired and they can
become counterproductive.23
In another unprecedented fact in Venezuela and in the democratic Latin American
countries, President Chávez rules from the media dimension to a great extent (during
the decade of the 60’s and the 70’s, the Cuban president Fidel Castro also used the me‑
dia extensively). With his show “Aló, Presidente” and his blanket broadcasts, Chávez
has become sort of a “showman” who sings, recites, and tells anecdotes about his life.24
Additionally, as stated by some experts, he shows evident personality features reflecting
narcissism and an obvious trend to use the first person personal pronoun: the characte‑
ristic “me‑ism” of President Chávez’s discourse.25
The investigation carried out by Bolívar in 1999 analyzed the speech during the
Venezuelan head of state inauguration ceremony and compared it to his predecessors
(Carlos Andrés Pérez and Rafael Caldera), the results evidenced a more‑frequent use of
the first‑person personal pronoun than any other pronoun forms. In this sense, in his
inauguration as the head of the State, Chávez used it in 44.8 percent, while Perez used
it in a 20.7 percent and Caldera in a 29.4 percent.26
The statements made by Bolívar27 regarding the use of personal pronouns in the
political arena must be mentioned in this subject. Quoting Wilson28, the former pri‑
me minister of Great Britain, Margaret Thatcher, only used the “I” pronoun in mainly
three kinds of occasions: 1) to tell anecdotes and establish some rapport with her liste‑
ners, 2) to express “honesty”, and 3) to express positive things. On the other hand, the
use of “we” appeared when associated to organizations, persons and concepts. At the
same time, the results obtained from analyzing other politicians indicate that the use of
“we” can favor exclusively to indicate abstract concepts related to ideals, strength, justi‑
ce and beliefs. Moreover, linguistic analysis indicate that the use of the first‑person per‑
23
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sonal pronoun (“I”) is more frequent in oral than in written speeches.29 In Venezuela,
we agree with Koeneke in locating this “me‑ism” in the narcissistic area.30
In several occasions during his extended administration, the head of the state sets
out the guidelines, announces decisions and changes state strategies, which seems to
take even his closest collaborators by surprise. From our point of view, the latter repre‑
sents an official trend, and particularly in the figure of the president: many decisions af‑
fecting public policies are not necessarily included in the previously designed plans and
programs; these decisions appear to be included within the logic of a television staging
where the program’s host (president Chávez) has enormous power to change the script,
make announcements and make decisions without previous consensus of the govern‑
ment equipment. Personality politics in Venezuela have become evident under the aegis
of Chávez, and his natural scenery of exposure is the small screen. Government’s actions
are developed starting from the symbolic, from the media space where important deci‑
sions for the nation are made.
Use of blanket broadcasts of radio and television
President Chávez aired his 2000th blanket broadcast of radio and television on February
2nd, 2010, precisely 11 years of his beginning in office. During his extensive admini‑
stration, the Venezuelan head of state has spoken using this mechanism in average eve‑
ry other day. These blanket broadcasts, or cadenas (chains) as they are popularly called
in Venezuela, prevent any other message to be issued on the national network of radio
and television, both public and private. According to the Inter American Commission
on Human Rights (IACHR), between February, 1999 and July, 2009 the Venezuelan
media aired a total of 1.923 presidential blanket broadcasts, equivalent to 1252 hours, 41
minutes, which corresponds to 52 uninterrupted days of broadcasting the president’s messa‑
ges.31 This becomes a long monologue, which by definition prevents a political dialogue
or debate, visibly affecting pre‑election periods where a general weather of free delibe‑
ration should be promoted in a democratic society.32
Before Hugo Chávez arrived in office, the use of blanket broadcasts in Venezuela
was limited to a reduced number of messages from the head of State throughout the
year, the transmission of official acts in national holydays and the arrival of foreign di‑
gnitaries to the country. On February 2nd, 1999, the same day when Chávez entered in
office, an unprecedented record was established in the country. Four presidential blan‑
ket broadcasts were transmitted for a total length of 8 hours and 14 minutes in the day‑,
29
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afternoon- and prime‑time schedule; setting therefore the record of occupation of the
TV screen in a free transmission of this kind.33
As shown in Figure 1, there is an extensive use of the national radio and television
blanket broadcasts as well as the extremely long Sunday program Aló, Presidente. This
space is broadcasted by the State media network and by an increased number of private
radio and television channels, becoming therefore a semi‑blanket broadcast. Between
1999 and 2008, the president spoke for a total of 1.204 hours in his Sunday program,
and an additional amount of 1.166 hours in national blanket broadcasts. The total of
2.370 hours in front of the cameras and microphones, which does not include other
kinds of “special” transmissions with the head of State, is equal to 59 working weeks
(with an 8 hours/day working journey). During these first 10 years of government,
President Chávez has invested a little more than one year, in terms of working journey,
merely in his interventions broadcasted via radio and television. Approximately 10% of
his total government time has been invested to the media.

Figure 1. Historic registry of the radio and television blanket broadcasts – expressed in hours – transmitted
between 1999 and 2000 (personal compilation). Radio emissions of the program Aló, Presidente for 1999
were not included; television programs aired between the years 2000 and August 2008 were included.

Blanket broadcasts have a clear impact in the political context and, in particular, du‑
ring elections for several reasons. President Chávez uses a space that is property of the
33
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State – and therefore public – for his propaganda. Due to its public nature, this pace
should be excluded from political disputes. He uses this mechanism in excess, which
generates a distortion in the volume of official and opposition messages in a campaign.
To end with, when President Chávez speaks nationally in blanket broadcasts, he cancels
any other message, e.g., he restricts the possibility of Venezuelans to freely choose which
points of view, which information or opinions to follow. It is a single message, a message
from the president, which must be mandatorily heard by the rest of the country. As sta‑
ted by the Inter American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) in its documen‑
ted report Democracy and Human Rights in Venezuela, there is a large number of blanket
government broadcasts in the media in the country, which force media stations to cancel
their regular programming and transmit information as ordered by the government, and
Many of them were of a duration and frequency that could be considered abusive in light of
the information they conveyed, not always intended to serve the public interest.34
Blanket broadcasts are often used for the president to participate in a political
‑electoral debate, despite the public nature of this instrument. Some examples in this
regard were obtained from a review of the weeks prior to the constitution referendum
made in February, 2009. In a national blanket broadcast of radio and television which
aired on December 5th, 2008, the head of State appointed the managers for the campa‑
ign in favor of the “Yes” (in favor of a constitution amendment in order to permit the
unlimited reelection of all elected offices):
I appoint Jorge Rodríguez (mayor of the Libertador council), Cilia Flores (President of
the National Assembly) and Aristóbulo Istúriz as the leaders. These are the first commissions
of the campaign, which until the moment shall be called: “Uh, Ah, Chávez will not go!”35
This presidential announcement in the midst of an enthusiastic party speech had to
be seen and heard mandatorily by the whole country.
On November 30th, 2008, the president also used a national blanket broadcast of
radio and television in order to outline the political strategy of seeking his unlimited
reelection:
After seeing what is happening and with a more clear view of the great threat that is lo‑
oming the Venezuelan people with these fascists (to refer to the opposition), then, I say that
you are right. “Uh, Ah, Chávez will not go! (…) I authorize the Socialist Unity Party of
Venezuela and the Venezuelan people to start the debate and the actions to accomplish the
constitutional amendment and the reelection of the president of the Republic, and I am
sure that this time we are going to accomplish it. If God grants me the life and the health,
God willing, I am ready to be with you until 2019, until 2021.36
As stated by the organization Reporters without Borders, President Chávez, parti‑
cularly within the context of elections, monopolizes the public speech with these blanket
broadcasts, which have no apparent interest and/or utility. This highly acclaimed orga‑
34
35
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nization in the democratic world considers an election campaign to be a privileged mo‑
ment in the pluralism of opinions. The latter should be accomplished according to the
principle of a fairly distributed time to speak, which should be guaranteed by the State.37
The use of blanket broadcasts is not only far from this fair distribution, but it also has
an impact in the shape of public opinion.
In this context, the increasing use of blanket broadcasts of radio and television is evi‑
dent in electoral times. A recall election for the president was carried out in Venezuela
on August 15th, 2004. The month before elections ( July, 2004) was precisely the
month with the highest number of blanket broadcasts, the month of the electoral cam‑
paign. In that occasion, the president spoke for an average of 45 minutes per day with
a single message, for a total of 22 hours. The disparity becomes evident when analyzing
other months in the year 2004: for example, in January, the president only used 7 ho‑
urs of blanket broadcasts, and in September, he used 4 hours for the whole month.38
Naturally, the number of blanket broadcasts and the moment for their use do not fol‑
low a guideline related to public interests.
Blanket broadcasts are clearly an official instrument during election campaigns. On
January 13th, 2009, a few weeks before the referendum for approving a constitutional
amendment, the longest presidential blanket broadcast for the 1999 – 2009 period was
aired, it was seven hours and 34 minutes39 of uninterrupted transmission. This is eviden‑
tly a vast number of hours dedicated to the presidential monologue. As stated by the
Inter American Commission on Human Rights Such figures do not include the transmis‑
sion of the program “Aló Presidente”, the ten minutes daily for governmental messages im‑
posed by the Law on Social Responsibility in Radio and Television, or the official publicity
that is typical in television or radio.40
Moreover, the excessive use of radio and television blanket broadcasts by President
Chávez does not appear to arise any concerns in other public powers. In November 2008,
when the arrangements for the constitutional amendment referendum made in February
2009 were at the starting stage, the directorate of the National Journalistic Association
went to the High Court of Justice in order to adhere to the writ of protection introdu‑
ced by the organization Ciudadanía Activa against presidential blanket broadcasts. Three
spokespersons from the journalistic guild – Graciela Beltrán Carías, William Echeverría
and Roger Santodomingo – expressed that the extended presidential addresses on air were
an abuse against the Venezuelans’ right to free information, and implied an interruption
in the informative labor of journalists. Two weeks later, the Supreme Court pronounced
a sentence where the lawsuit was expired due to the plaintiff ’s “lack of interest”41; without
37
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pronouncing on the merits of the cause. The highest court acted very swiftly in order to
leave the request without effect.
In the first 15 days of the 2010 parliamentary elections campaign, President
Chávez was the figure with the most presence in radio and television media, altho‑
ugh he was not a candidate and his position was not under elections. In accordance
with a monitor made by the organization Súmate, the Venezuelan head of State spoke
for an average of four hours per day in the first 15 official days of the election campaign.42
The transmissions of presidential acts by the State media network as well as the na‑
tional blanket broadcasts of radio and television were included in this calculation.
It is important to remember that the blanket broadcasts prevent the transmission of
any other message through the system of radio and electronic media in Venezuela.
Between August 25th (the official beginning of the campaign) and September 8th,
the official media platform transmitted the supporting acts of the chief of State to
the candidates of the Socialist Unity Party of Venezuela (PSUV, for its Spanish ab‑
breviation) from eight different states in Venezuela, with an average of two hours per
transmission. Although these acts were not aired via blanket broadcasts, they combi‑
ned the complete network of official media such as Venezolana de Televisión (VTV),
Asamblea Nacional Televisión (ANTV), Vive TV, Ávila TV and Radio Nacional
de Venezuela (RNV).43
According to the organization Súmate, the remaining 16 acts were official ad‑
dresses inherent to his investiture as head of State; however, in some of these acts,
he continued with the electoral campaign, since he promoted PSUV candidates for
representatives in the National Assembly and he spoke against the opposition. In or‑
der to do so, he made four national blanket broadcasts of radio and television, with
an average of two hours of transmission, and thirteen transmissions and special pro‑
grams, each one with an average of three hours each.44 This election‑monitoring or‑
ganization took the opportunity with the presentation of these figures to report the
unresponsiveness of the National Elections Council (CNE, for its Spanish abbrevia‑
tion) towards the open participation of the head of State in this campaign, and using
public resources for this purpose. The directorate of the CNE, with the dissenting
vote of Rector Vicente Diaz, ruled out any kind of punishment and/or sanction for
President Chávez, by arguing that he had a right to manifest and express himself poli‑
tically, beyond the limitations imposed by his presidential investiture. On June 23rd,
2010, the directorate of the CNE decided not to control the use of national blanket
broadcasts of radio and television during the election campaign, following a sort of
tradition which has become increasingly evident in the latter years, which diminishes
the supervision power of the CNE on other public powers and, in particular, on the
executive power.
42
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These omissions of the electoral power permit President Chávez to use his appe‑
arances excessively on the system of radio and electrical media, and the campaign for
the 2010 elections was not an exception. The president’s repeated use of the media spa‑
ce generates a distortion in the volume of political messages, which notably favors the
government and its candidates in the different election contests. Also, during the 2010
campaign, the head of State portrayed the role of a “super candidate”, since his figure
prevailed above the aspiring PSUV representatives to congress throughout the State
‑owned media network, evidently with the help of the national blanket broadcasts of
radio and television.
The populist message
As stated by Ramos Jiménez45, populism is not a new matter in Latin American policy
nor in Venezuela, as demonstrated by Madriz,46 by comparing the figures of Rómulo
Betancourt and Hugo Chávez. However, the new populist expressions “of the XXI
century”, as identified by the author, find a symbolically supporting branch in the ra‑
dio and electronic media. In addition, we stated at the beginning of this paper that
a dose of populism is inherent to the political action. These two lines of thought de‑
veloped a difficulty in order to determine the populism degree in President Chávez’s
message, beginning from a quantification of determined phrases in the programs Aló,
Presidente comprising the analyzed sample (2000, 2004 and 2006). In the text writ‑
ten by F. Welsch47, there was an idea developed by the author on the particularities of
Chávez’ populism, with three characteristics that could be transferred to a model of
content analysis: the verb tense in which President Chávez builds his phrases. Due to
the extensive and heterogeneous addresses of the head of State, this study only includes
the phrases that were connected to public policies.
The reference to the present tense is notably diminished in presidential speeches,
especially in the years 2000 and 2004, as appreciated in Table 1. The public criticism
made by the head of State in his interventions after his reelection in December, 2006,
explains the significant variation in the final year.
The president grants evident importance to those mentions related to the past in his
media interventions. The phrases referring to the past are evidently found in the first
place of the quantification of the three analyzed years, as evidenced in Table 1. After the
analysis, it is important to make a distinction between the past and the recent past. The
references in this investigation mostly include the phrases referring to the independent
45
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struggle and to Simón Bolívar, in accordance to the approach explained in the begin‑
ning of this paper about the use of history in the political confrontation of the last deca‑
de. The registry of phrases mentioning the more‑recent past, or what President Chávez
colloquially calls the “4th Republic” was omitted.
Table 1: Populism in presidential messages of 2000, 2004 and 2006 (personal compilation)
Category

2000

2004

2006

Phrases referring to the past

68%

45%

52%

Phrases referring to the present

8%

10%

20%

Phrases referring to the future

24%

45%

28%

TOTAL

100%

100%

100%

The head of state continuously established a parallelism between the independence
quest and his government administration, even if they are not related, as in the follo‑
wing example when he includes his negotiations with the OPEC member countries as
a reference point:
I know, and we know, and the Venezuelan people has given historical demonstra‑
tions of its solidarity, in such an extent that you, I mean, our people, this blood that
runs through our veins has ran in Ayacucho, has ran in Pichincha, has ran in Junín and
has ran in Boyacá. We, the Venezuelan people, went to liberate other countries without
asking for anything in return, the glory of being useful, as Bolívar would say. Well, it
is the same now, in this situation when, or in which we have recuperated the fair prices
of our oil.48
Another communication strategy of President Chávez, within this populist dyna‑
mic, is the identification of Simon Bolívar not only as the father of the motherland, in
that Bolivarian altar discussed in the initial pages of this paper, but also as the precursor
of the “Bolivarian Revolution”:
I recommend all of you, Venezuelan citizens, men, women, youths, and children, read
Bolívar, discuss him in your families. You, as the head of the family, look for one of Bolívar’s
books, his speeches, so that we all understand the foundation, the essence of our revolution.
There is no revolution without a revolutionary ideology, and ours is not imported from
anywhere, our ideology was born right here, and not only from Bolívar, have we talked
about Bolívar because he is the main exponent of an era.49
This message appears to be fixed amongst the followers of the head of State, along
with a recurring historical reinterpretation made by the president in his interventions
in order to link Bolívar with his political project:
48
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José Rafael Torres (on the telephone from Punto Fijo): I have told my friends that you
are so similar, because of your attitude… your work is very similar to the work of Bolívar,
and I have come to think that Bolívar was pro‑Chávez.
President Chávez: And he is our leader. I mean, when we read Bolívar we have to ima‑
gine that he is speaking, he left those words for us.50

Figure 2. Total Populism in presidential messages 2000, 2004 and 2006 (personal compilation)

Figure 2 presents the totals in this section. The past symbolized in the quest for
independence of the 19th century is a never ending source for the media message of
President Chávez; in fact, it represents a significant majority with the 60 percent. The
reference to the present is forgotten, intentionally avoided, because his speech is even
focused in the announcement of what will be done in public policies. The announce‑
ment of a policy is the immediate future. However, there is a more distant and, at the
same time, glorious future which precisely embodies a populist message in the presi‑
dential discourse:
But we have to build the kingdom of heaven here; the kingdom of happiness.
Venezuela must be honorable again. Venezuela must be a country with a bright, hono‑
rable, happy, brotherly, supportive middle class, an example for America and the whole
world. That is our direction; of course we are only in the beginning. The road is long,
but we will do it.51
This elaboration of the temporary dimension in the presidential message cannot be
considered as occasional and/or fortuitous. As previously stated, the present is avoided,
and in the meantime, the current political process is reinterpreted as an inheritance of
the Bolivarian quest, and serves as a pivot for projecting the future. The importance of
each temporary dimension is not casual; President Chávez is aiming to insert his pro‑
ject as a fundamental part of Venezuelan memory in this century:
50
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History, the history that we are building. In a hundred years, our small children and
the youths will be studying, well, the Venezuelan history of the 21st century, which will be
very different than that of the 20th century, which is now over. The 21st century is open
triumphantly for Venezuela with open skies and a blue horizon. Venezuela will be great
again.52
As a conclusion, President Chávez’s populist message is mainly supported by a di‑
scourse which focuses on the link between his government and the independence quest,
with a special emphasis in the figure of Simon Bolívar. References to the present are ab‑
sent or diminished. Moreover, the other populist component of the presidential discour‑
se in the case of Hugo Chávez is the promise of a future of greatness for the nation.
The self‑oriented message
The exaltation of President Hugo Chávez’s figure has been demonstrated with the con‑
tent analysis of the Aló Presidente programs corresponding to the sample (2000, 2004
and 2006). Based on the considerations made by Koeneke – quoting Bolívar – in rela‑
tion to the presidential personality politics, an instrument was design in order to qu‑
antify the number of times the head of State speaks in the first‑person form, by using
the pronoun “I”, when he uses the pronoun “we”. After a first review of the messages,
a third category was added: “Chávez” which refers to the moments when the president
speaks about himself in the third‑person singular. Due to the heterogeneity of topics
discussed by the president, only those phrases related to the creation, implementation
and/or evaluation of public policies were selected. The many references made by the
president about his life and personal history have been excluded from this analysis.
On a side note, it is important to mention that the self‑oriented phenomenon is not
particular of Venezuela, since Latin American governments show a distinct personality
‑oriented trend.53
Table 2 evidences the wide predominance of the self‑oriented “I” in President
Chávez’s addresses when speaking about public policies in the three years under analy‑
sis. This trend became more distinct in the year 2000, and even though it decreased in
2004 and 2006, it is still the principal subject in his discourse when referring to govern‑
ment actions. The topic of self‑orientation has already been commented in previous
pages since, inevitably, the President refers to himself in different contexts. The phrase
“I have decided” was evidenced to be very present in the expression and messages of the
head of state:
I ordered an investigation about all of that, and I want results, because we made an
assembly with the neighbors, I went there. We are also neighbors from the Miraflores area.
Then we made a ceremony in the Municipal Theater, the project was exposed and I appro‑
52
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ved something like 8 thousand million Bolivars for this project and nothing has been made
in three years.54
Table 2. Self‑orientation in presidential messages 2000, 2004 and 2006 (personal compilation)
Category

2000

2004

2006

I

71%

54%

55%

We

20%

28%

32%

Chávez

9%

18%

13%

TOTAL

100%

100%

100%

As observed in Figure 3, in general the “I” represents 64 percent of the quanti‑
fied messages, but if the referrals to Chávez when the president speaks about himself
in the third person are added, then the total represents 74 percent. This means that
three out of every four times the president is speaking about public policies, he men‑
tions himself. This personalization in the political decisions and mends in some cases
are opposed to dispositions made by other officers who have been equally elected by
the people:
Over there, next to the Mayor Office of Caracas, they started to make a huge thing,
I told them to stop and had it torn down, but they haven’t done it. Freddy (Bernal), the
other day I was telling Adán (Chávez): Adán, I am going to have to bring a battalion of
soldiers, I am capable of doing it, but I don’t want to go over you. Dismantle that thing
from there, because nobody told me and that is very close to Miraflores. A horrible
thing, a big, ugly thing, I don’t even know what it is for, awful, awful.55

Figure 3. Total Self‑orientation in presidential messages 2000, 2004 and 2006 (personal compilation)
54
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President Chávez often merges his personal stories to the history of national and/or
international events, even if he had no personal participation in them. This is another
expression of a self‑orientation bordering on narcissism, as stated by (2002). An exam‑
ple in this regard is found in his welcome message to the delegations of the Organization
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries:
Let us welcome the many delegate men and women from our brother OPEC countries,
they are all our brothers. From an organization founded forty years ago, in which Venezuela
played an important role in its foundation: the OPEC. It was 1960 and precisely here in
Venezuela the statutes of the OPEC were approved in that year, 1960. I was 6 years old.56
The president’s self‑oriented message, as it has been stated before, uses alternatively
the pronoun “I” and the reference to “Chávez” in the third person. This is a task for the
message analysis field, and therefore, further evaluations are not viable (for example,
psychological and/or psychiatric) about this type of expression. However, this is a cle‑
arly appealing aspect of the presidential discourse, given its constant presence:
Something like five thousand years ago I went to Zaraza to a Bolívar plan, and people
would say to me: Chávez, we don’t have water, Chávez, there is no water. Well, ever since,
although we brought the news, we discussed it, we sought the resources and made a decision,
Zaraza is still the same, it has no water.57
There is an enormous danger for democratic governability in the fact that public
decisions, with impact on the whole society, are characterized by a personal seal from
the president. We found a clear example in the following announcement of the head of
State after his reelection in December, 2006:
And to hurt you, although I really don’t do it just to hurt you, I don’t care if it hurts you
or not, but I know that it will hurt you: next Sunday we won’t have Aló Presidente, we will
have a military parade for commemorating the 15th year anniversary of the military rebel‑
lion of February 4th, Bolivarian rebellion.58
In this final section of the present chapter, the notable imbalance prevailing in presi‑
dential messages have been evidenced, with a major proclivity towards a self‑orientation
of the head of State. This exaltation of Hugo Chávez’s figure darkens the isolated spar‑
kles of programmatic elaboration, implementation and evaluation of public policies in
Venezuela, under the seal of “Bolivarian Revolution”.
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