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Thoughts on
the anthropological
damage in Venezuela

Paola Bautista de Alemdn

Sandor Marai dedicates the last pages of “Land, land!” to
explain the reasons that led him into exile. They are intimate
reflections that describe the agony of a soul that refuses to be
invaded:

If I stayed... the secret technique of brainwashing, more
dangerous than the annihilation of conscience carried out
in prisons and torture cells, by physical or chemical means,
would soon be applied to me: they would make me kill my
opponent self. That was what they wanted. Their methods
-the well-studied alternation of pampering and threatening,
of contempt and cajoling- were effective: those who submit
will one day end up losing their own vision of reality, their
vision of their own destiny. There will come a time when they
will not only be indifferent and deathly tired and desperately
skeptical, there will even come a time when they will believe
that everything is fine as it is. Freedom is not a permanent
conscious state, but a constant desire for something, and
brainwashing annihilates that desire in the consciousness of
the victim; someone who has been "treated" like this will one

day wake up without the will to be free (own translation) .

1 Sandor Marai, Tierra, tierra (Barcelona: Salamandra, 2016): 403-404.
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What the Literature Nobel Prize laureate calls “brainwashing”
can refer to what Dagoberto Valdés, a Cuban thinker, describes
as what causes the essence of human people to weaken, become
injured or break down?. The subsequent absence of desire for
freedom alludes to the central theme of this reflection:
Anthropological damage. This article is an approach to the
Venezuelan version of the phenomenon identified and studied
by Valdés in Pinar del Rio, Cuba. The ideas that I share include
-and seek to reconcile- political experience and hours of study.
This essay has three parts: (i) concept of anthropological
damage, (ii) autocratic nature of the Chavista revolution, and
(iii) challenges for the democratic transformation.

Anthropological damage: the transcendent
and the contingent

Entiendo por dafio antropolégico

() The weakening, injury or breakdown of that which is
essential to human people, their internal structure and
their cognitive, emotional, volitional, ethical, social and
spiritual dimensions, whether total or partial depending
on the degree of disorder caused. Ithasarisenand hasbeen
established as a consequence of living long years under a
regime in which the State and more specifically a single
Party intends to embody the people, unambiguously
orient the entire institutionality, interpret the meaning
of history and maintain total control over society and
citizens. In this way, it subverts life in truth, undermines
freedom and violates the civic, political, economic,

2 Dagoberto Valdés, “Causas, sintomas y consecuencias del dafio
antropologico provocado por los regimenes totalitarios”, Democratizacion
7 (Marzo 2020): 5. https://redformaweb.com/articulos-septima-edicion/
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cultural and religious rights and duties of people, which
deeply hurts their intrinsic dignity as it provokes a
passive adaptation of citizens to the environment and a
persistent social anomie (own translation)?.

This definition reflects the impact of more than sixty years
of totalitarianism in Cuba and has an outstanding political and
intellectual value. It includes human experience and theoretical
depth. For me, as a Venezuelan, it has been a true discovery. The
“symptoms” identified by the author are a mirror in which we
can see ourselves looking back. This otherness is compassion and
hope at the same time. On the one hand, I share and make my
own the pain of those who precede us in the fight for freedom
of conscience. And on the other, I confirm the universality of
human nature that opts for the same old paths whenever it feels
threatened.

The term comprehends three parts: what the phenomenon is,
its causes, and its consequences. It is convenient to distinguish
which of these aspects are transcendent and which are contingent.
In other words, what specifically refers to the Cuban case and what
can transcend other experiences. It is not a simple exercise and I do
not intend to exhaust the topic on this opportunity. However, this
distinction will allow us to accurately approach the case at hand:
the Venezuelan case.

The first part of Valdés's concept refers to the “what™
“weakening, injury or breakdown of that which is essential to
human people”. It could be said that it enters the realm of the
transcendent. Thatis, in those places thathave endured totalitarian
regimes, some type of degeneration of the human condition can
be observed. However, as the author mentions, the dimensions

3 Valdés, “Causas, sintomas...”, 5.
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of this decline depend on aspects of each reality: longevity of the
autocracy, levels of domination, economy, tradition and political
culture, among others.

The second part of the concept specifies the causes that
produce the phenomenon on the island. The author identifies
twenty events that have hurt Cubans -and still do-, which
include: enthronement of the official ideology as a secular
religion, indoctrination through the educational system, using
all the media for propaganda, imposing a sole party, repression,
control of the economy, family disintegration, dismantling of
civil society, organization of a structure of denunciation, among
others.

The author goes on to list fourteen symptoms and
consequences. I transcribe in extenso:

1. The incoherence between what is said, thought, felt and
done;

2. Depersonalization and massification processes;

3. Prevalence of moral relativism, and what the author calls
“unconscious Machiavellianism”, since “anything goes as
long as I save myself or my family, causing difficulties in
ethical education”

. Ethical and civic illiteracy;

. Lack of a life project;

. The numbing of critical consciousness;
The affectation or blocking of political life;

. Fear, but without identification of cause;

O 0 NN o U1

. The legal defenselessness of citizens;
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10. Distrust and paranoia;

11. Lack of religious freedom;

12. Ignorance or reinterpretation of history;
13. Political and moral Manichaeism,;

14. Upsetting Cuba’s role in the world, portraying it as a vic-
tim.

This shows a system of domination that seeks to take over the
being and doing of the human person. It describes the context that
has been configured in Cuba after six decades of totalitarianism.
As I recognize the uniqueness of each case, I wonder about the
drift of totalitarian ambitions in Venezuelan territory. How and
how deep are the wounds that twenty years of the Chavista
revolution have opened. In this sense, I identify that one of our
most important political and intellectual challenges is to know
and understand the extent of our trauma.

Avutocratic nature of the Chavista revolution

To learn about the anthropological damage in Venezuela, it
is convenient to delve into the autocratic nature of the Chavista
revolution. This exercise is necessary for two reasons: (i) there is a
relationship between the undemocratic type and the possible type
of political change that can be achieved?, and (ii) the devastation
caused is related to the autocratic nature of the system that we wish
to depose. This effort, far from responding to a mere intellectual
curiosity, is a necessary -and demanding- political task.

The Chavista revolution is a non-democratic system that has
developed its own characteristics that feed each other and allow

4 Samuel Huntington (1994) La tercera ola: la democratizacion a finales del
5.XX. Madrid: Ediciones Paid6s.
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it to severely limit individual freedoms. In “Autocracias del S.XXI:
caso Venezuela”> we consider each one of them and, for the purposes
of this article, I will briefly summarize them. The autocracy that
has been installed in Venezuela is configured as follows:

1. Graduality: The Chavista revolution came to power
via elections in 1999. It was leveraged in a deep process
of democratic erosion that allowed it to gather wills and
reach power®. Its main electoral promise in 1998 was the
dismantling of representative democracy from a National
Constituent Assembly not contemplated in the 1961
Constitution. From that moment on, its autocratic advance
has been stable and gradual for more than two decades’.

2. Resilience: The gradual expansion of the Chavista
revolution shows that it is a system capable of extracting
autocratic learning from each crisis that it overcomes.
Matheus accurately describes how the system has concrete
tools to overcome “states of need” that test its dominance
and affirms that autocratic resilience is the power to create
antibodies against democratizing forces®.

5 TPaola Bautista de Alemén, Autocracies of the 21st century: the Venezuelan
case,"Autocracias del S.XXI: caso Venezuela” (Madrid: Dahbar Editores,
2020).

6 I recommend reviewing the speech given by Luis Castro Leiva in the
late Congress of the Republic on January 23, 1999. His words reflect the
context that set the stage for Hugo Chavez Frias to come to power. Read
in: https://prodavinci.com/el-discurso-de-luis-castro-leiva-sobre-el-23-
de-enero-de-1958/

7 1 recommend reading Juan Miguel Matheus’s “Desmantelamiento
gradual del Estado de Derecho” in Autocracias del S.XXI: caso Venezuela
(Bautista de Aleman, 2020).

8 Juan Miguel Matheus, “Configuracién ideol6gica de la Revolucién
Bolivariana” en Autocracias del S.XX: Caso Venezuela, coord. Paola Bautista
de Aleman (Madrid: Editorial Dahbar, 2020): 128.
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3. Ideology: The Chavista revolution defines itself as the left
and promotes “socialism of the 21st century”. In addition to
self-definition, there is evidence of ideological, operational
and practical closeness with the autocracies of the world:
Cuba, China, Iran, Turkey and North Korea. Authors who
have studied this topic’ wonder about the relationship
between Marxist rhetoric, its existential translation and
its capacity for real implementation. These intellectual
and political concerns do not detract from the ideological
component of the system.

4. Autocratic solidarity: The relationship that the Chavista
revolution has managed to build with the main autocracies
in the world (Cuba, China, Turkey, Iran and North Korea)
offers it tools of resilience that allow it to stay in power'.
This support is expressed in mechanisms to overcome
blockades and measures to which the democratic world
turns in order to weaken the regime.

5. Gangster state: The Chavista revolution gradually
dismantled the democratic and liberal state that was

9 Matheus, “Configuracion..”. Guillermo Aveledo, Los fundamentos
ideoldgicos del sistema politico chavista, Universidad Metropolitana (2019).
En: https://www.academia.edu/31725052/Los_Fundamentos_Ideol %C
3%B3gicos_del_Sistema_Pol%C3%ADtico_Chavista

10 Tzvetan Todorov in La experiencia totalitaria reflects on totalitarian
ideology and life in communism. He explains that the purpose is to
conquer and retain power, and the (eventual) means, the nice ideological
construction is reduced to a pure more or less comfortable form. The
bottom line is to appropriate power. Tzvetan Todorov, La experiencia
totalitaria (México: Galaxia de Gutenberg, 2014): 27. He highlights the
importance of ideology and its instrumental character.

11 T recommend reading the studies that Professor Elsa Cardozo has
published on the matter.
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inaugurated in Puntofijo’>. This process deepened the
institutional weakness inherited from the Civil Republic
and led to the creation of criminal networks from the
official instances of the Venezuelan State, all aiming
to cling to power. It is what I have called “an entropic
gangster state””. This configuration of official spaces has
led to a failed state, novel in autocratic terms and especially
difficult to deal with.

6. The Military component: The support of the National
Armed Forces is a key element for this analysis. As Pedro
Pablo Penaloza expresses it, the Chavista revolution is
supported by bayonets". However, and even recognizing
the significance of the military variable, I must clarify that
it is not a traditional military dictatorship.

7. Repressive system and systematic violation of human
rights: The report of the United Nations Fact-Finding
Mission published in September 2020 revealed the
systematic nature of the violation of human rights in
Venezuela. They are not isolated events or particular
initiatives of specific officials. It is a misdirected structure
from the high government with the purpose of seriously
limiting our rights.

These seven components make up a totalitarian setting®
where the conscience of Venezuelans is sought to be dominated

12 Juan Miguel Matheus, “Configuracién ideol6gica de la Revolucién
Bolivariana” en Autocracias del S.XX: Caso Venezuela, coord. Paola Bautista
de Aleman (Madrid: Editorial Dahbar, 2020).

13 Paola Bautista de Alemén, Autocracias del S.XXI: Caso Venezuela (Madrid:
Dahbar Editores, 2020).

14 Bautista de Aleman, Autocracias...

15 Francisco Plaza promptly warned in academic and political spaces about
the totalitarian vocation of the Chavista revolution and the dangers of its
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and our human condition is deeply affected. For this reason, it
is not surprising that the symptoms listed by Valdés regarding
the Cuban case are familiar to us. For the purposes of this article,
I will pause briefly on three aspects that I have identified -and
experienced- in Venezuelan daily life and I consider a priority
because they can affect our capacities for internal democratic
struggle. It is not an exhaustive description. It is a starting point
that seeks to encourage personal reflection and future analysis.

1. Fear, distrust and paranoia: Svetlana Aleksievich explains
in El fin del homo sovieticus'® why the Soviets got used
to talking about political issues in the kitchen. They
considered that this was the safest place. There, they were
far from telephones -each earpiece was believed to have
a microphone- and isolated from neighbors”. Time has
gone by, the USSR has dissolved... and yet the Russians
still discuss issues in front of the stove. Fear, distrust
and paranoia shape culture, attitudes and modes of
socialization. These three components have advanced in
the country as human barriers that hinder the democratic
struggle. A first stage of this reality is the disappearance
of “politics” in private spaces. Here is an example: A few
years ago -not so many- it was usual for WhatsApp groups
of neighbors, schools, families or friends to circulate

autocratic drift. It is convenient to read El silencio de la democracia (“The
silence of democracy”) and other of his pieces on the subject (Caracas:
Los libros de El Nacional, 2011). With theoretical clarity and scientific
rigor, he was able to warn against the risks of Hugo Chavez's proposal.
Years later, during the 2014 mobilizations, the Venezuelan Episcopal
Conference issued a statement in which it denounced the intention of the
official party to implement its plan while hiding its totalitarian nature.
See: http://w2.ucab.eduve/tl_files/noticias/ComunicadoCEV02-04-2014.
pdf

16 “The end of homo sovieticus”.

17 Svetlana Aleksievich, El fin del homo sovieticus (Madrid: Acantilado, 2015).
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political information that gave rise to internal debates
and promoted the democratic struggle. This practice has
slowly disappeared. It rarely happens now. Not only is
silence predominant, but in some cases it is even requested
for political information to not circulate or opinions of this
type to not be expressed. Along with the natural boredom
and exhaustion after so many years of struggle, I perceive
fear. Expressions such as “You never know who’s in that
group chat” or “There might be a cooperating patriot”
begin to pop in our heads. The disappearance of politics
has consequences. On the one hand, the public space is
emptied. The democratic struggle is made invisible and
there is a sort of citizenship desert in which those of us
who suffer begin to understand we are alone and unable to
escape the tragedy. On the other hand, we deprive ourselves
of the experience of debating our ideas, of listening to
one another, of differing without fear, of recognizing the
good in those who think differently, of the importance of
building consensus. By eradicating politics from public
and private spaces, we cancel the citizenship school that is
built in everyday life. In short: we close ourselves off and
become less human.

. Blockade of political life: In Venezuela, material and
human obstacles have been set up for the development of
political life. By material obstacles I mean limitations of
an economic nature. Poverty can engulf us, restrict our
social dimension and limit the time we spend in the public
sphere. Politics, in this environment of misery, must be
transformed into a deeply human exercise that lifts those
who suffer from the suffocation of need out of the abyss of
pain. Itis not an easy task. Itis demanding... And by human
obstacles I mean the difficulty of building real political
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representation. The concept of representation is perhaps
one of the most complex terms in political philosophy®.
What makes people identify with someone else and wish
to follow them in specific endeavours? The inability to
create representation is a terrible injury that affects pre-
democratic conditions. Studies show that those societies
that have managed to advance towards democracy without
strong political parties and/or robust civil society have
tended to fail”. The totalitarian environment that has been

18 Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politics: An Introductory Essay (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1952).

19 Francis Fukuyama analyzed the Arab Spring. The question that guided
him was related to the democratic inauguration processes that failed
after the autocratic liberations. He stopped to consider what is known
as "pre-democratic conditions". That is to say, the political, social and
economic circumstances that existed in these countries and that allowed
them to advance -or not- towards a democracy. Referring to the case of
Tunisia he wrote: “Creating a viable democracy, however, requires two
further stages during which the initial mobilization against tyranny
gets institutionalized and converted into durable practices. The first
is the organization of social movements into political parties that can
contest elections. Civil society organizations usually focus on narrow
issues, and are not set up to mobilize voters -this is the unique domain
of political parties. The failure to build political parties explains why
more liberal forces have frequently failed at the ballot box in transitional
countries from Russia to Ukraine to Egypt. The second required stage,
however, concerns state-building and state capacity. Once a democratic
government is in power, it must actually govern -that is, it must exercise
legitimate authority and provide basic services to the population. The
democracy-promotion community has paid much less attention to the
problems of democratic governance than it has to the initial mobilization
and the transition. Without the ability to govern well, however, new
democracies will disappoint the expectations of their followers and
delegitimate themselves. Indeed, as US history shows, democratization
without attention to state modernization can actually lead to a weakening
of the quality of government”. Francis Fukuyama, “Why is democracy
performing so poorly”, Journal of Democracy 26, 1 (2015): 11-20. The Johns
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configured in the country has raised barriers that hinder
the exercise of politics.

. Lack of a life project: Perhaps one of the worst human

mortifications is the lack of future prospects. Perceiving
that a higher power has the ability to arbitrarily amputate
possibilities for personal and social growth can be
devastating. Twenty years of Chavismo have led the
country to collapse. The educational system -at all levels-
is destroyed”, and the context offers few possibilities.
Many of us can find it difficult to look forward to the
future. This situation can lead us to radically live the
present without greater satisfaction. The mutilation of the
future has personal and social consequences. Individually,
people develop personalities with serious limitations for
managing freedom responsibly. Those who have not been
free will hardly know how to be responsible”’. And in the
social sphere, a “save yourself if you can” logic is set up as
the order of the day. The lack of a life project is a breeding
ground for the fragmentation of efforts and is an individual

Hopkins University Press. Recuperado el 13 de octubre de 2017, desde

Proyect MUSE database. (2015): 19.

20 The monthly salary of a Venezuelan teacher is less than USD$2. Although

21

there are no official data from the Ministry of Education, I highly
recommend reviewing ENCOVT's report regarding living conditions to
expand this information.

“Land, land!”, Sandor Marai’s biography cited at the beginning of this
essay, ends with the beginning of the exile. Marai narrates what he felt
when he crossed the border knowing that he could not return and with
the hidden illusion of wanting to return: “The night was calm and silent.
The train left without making a sound. In a few moments we left the
bridge behind and continued traveling under the starry sky to a world
where no one was waiting for us. At that moment -for the first time in my
life- I really felt fear. Tunderstood thatI was free. I started to feel scared”.
(Own translation). Sandor Marai, Tierra, tierra (Barcelona: Salamandra,
2016).
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trait that has a hard impact on the ability to create common
plans and visions.

Challenges for democratic transformation

In the previous sections, I exposed the concept of
anthropological damage, I offered an approach to the autocratic
nature of the Chavista revolution and I specified three ideas
that seek to open doors to reflection. In this final section I will
dwell on two proposals that seek to alleviate the symptoms of
anthropological damage that I identify in the reality of our
country: Build spaces for citizenship and vindicate politics.

1. Build spaces for citizenship: The Chavista revolution has
created an environment that hinders the exercise of our
citizenship. Fear, distrust, paranoia and material misery
can limit our social dimension, affecting the capacities
to fight and the pre-democratic conditions. My biggest
concern in the face of this reality is its cultural impact.
I wonder how this mutilation will affect our political
culture and our modes of socialization. Along with this
question, I identify different types of relief: those that we
can offer while the revolution is in power and those that
we will have to develop once we advance in a real process
of democratization. In this section I will refer to the former.
The construction of spaces for citizenship can help resist
the totalitarian advance in the inner world of people and
alleviate its immediate symptoms. “Spaces for citizenship”
is meant as those instances that offer tools, knowledge
and dialogue that allow to experience the exercise of
democratic values. In this sense, the contents must be
aimed at strengthening the sense of democratic struggle
and the human virtues that allow us to resist hostilities in
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the environment?. Specifically, these spaces are political
parties, universities, unions, guilds, non-governmental
organizations, among others.

2. Vindicate politics: Chavismo came to power as a
consequence of the serious process of democratic erosion
that our political system suffered at the end of the 20th
century®. If we analyze the rise of the Chavista revolution
from today's political and intellectual perspective, we could
say that Hugo Chavez led the first undemocratic populism
of the 21st century. Anti-politics paved the way for the
revolution®. In this sense, the recovery of democracy must
necessarily go through a process of vindicating politics.
With “vindication”, I refer to the claim to the realization
or authorship of a specific action. I believe that politics
-understood as a joint and community task-, leveraged on
honest witnesses and sustained work, must assume the
task of liberating and healing the country. In this sense,
our reality requires us to assume public delivery with
special generosity:

22 I recommend reading “Centros de pensamiento en América Latina” in
“Diélogo Politico” (November, 2020) in: https://revista.dialogopolitico.
org/

23 I recommend reading four speeches that describe this process: the last
public address by Romulo Betancourt in 1981, the two speeches by Rafael
Caldera in Congress on February 27, 1989 and February 4, 1992, and the
speech by Luis Castro Leiva on January 23, 1999.

24 In the Encyclical Letter Fratelli Tutti Pope Francis explains: “The
complaint that “everything is broken” is answered by the claim that
“it can’t be fixed”, or “what can I do?” This feeds into disillusionment
and despair, and hardly encourages a spirit of solidarity and generosity.
Plunging people into despair closes a perfectly perverse circle: such is
the agenda of the invisible dictatorship of hidden interests that have
gained mastery over both resources and the possibility of thinking and
expressing opinions.” Francisco, Carta Enciclica Fratelli Tutti (2020): 75.
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All this can help us realize that what is important is
not constantly achieving great results, since these are
not always possible. In political activity, we should
remember that, “appearances notwithstanding, every
person is immensely holy and deserves our love.
Consequently, if I can help at least one person to have
a better life, that already justifies the offering of my life
() Those who love, and who no longer view politics
merely as a quest for power, “may be sure that none
of our acts of love will be lost, nor any of our acts of
sincere concern for others. No single act of love for
God will be lost, no generous effort is meaningless, no
painful endurance is wasted. All of these encircle our
world like a vital force®.

25 Francisco, Carta Enciclica Fratelli Tutti (2020): 195.
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Conclusion

We dedicate our twelfth issue to reflecting on five areas of
culture in Venezuela: humor, education, art, anthropology and
social media. As we expressed before, ithas been an approximation
with which we do not pretend to reach a conclusive analysis. It is
the photograph of a moment that we hope will transcend, because
it describes the impetus and perseverance of those who, from
different spaces, contribute to the liberation of our country.

In the five articles included in this issue, we find complex
diagnoses, deep reflections and responsible hope, one that is
based on two pillars: first, in the full awareness of those who
understand that the goal of their efforts is worthwhile in itself
and, second, sustained work that does not allow itself to be
defeated by the ups and downs of the conjunctures and advances
firmly overcoming the immediate culture —what José Ignacio
Cabrujas called the culture of operations and today we could update
it as a culture of missions— which at times has conspired against
Venezuelan noblest ventures.

After editing this issue, some questions arise and open up
new horizons for study and reflection. When reading the authors,
we wonder how this authoritarian, complex and painful episode
will affect -in Ortegan terms- the psyche of our country; how
it will influence our "original impetus”; how our humor, our
affections, our traditions will be marked; how will our goodness
or eternal disposition to enjoy ourselves be transformed, or not.

Exploring the depth of our wounds and the way in which they
have affected our Venezuelan soul is not a mere intellectual fact.
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It is an exercise that can help to understand the difficulties of the
present moment and to warn of future challenges. From now on,
understanding “now” as a constant present, we can acknowledge
that this reality that we are living -or surviving- will condition
our culture and our political dynamics.

Recently, we have noticed signs that worry us, but we will not
refer to all of them. We will only stop at one in particular. We have
seen that uncertainty, fatigue and terror have led us to go from an
“every man for himself” situation to a “dog-eat-dog” situation. A
wave of intolerance among those of us who pursue the same goals
of freedom is flooding the limited deliberative space that remains
and seriously limiting encounters between people who have the
right to think differently. As is characteristic of the 21st century,
this trend is mainly manifested in social media, especially on
Twitter, where we see forceful and irrevocable judgments of 280
characters and responses loaded with contempt for the opinion
of others. Paradoxically, we also frequently see that those who
subscribe to this dynamic then demand that political actors and
society be willing to dialogue and conciliate. It is a contradiction
that we are called to overcome.

We think -and propose- that a possible antidote to cure
this tendency is personal encounter. Discovering the other,
banishing stereotypes, transcending digital means, boasting
good intentions, saying things by looking at each other, preparing
arguments to better explain oneself, working to convince... it is
an arduous and exhausting task. We believe that at this time it
is necessary to rebuild the human bridges that have been blown
up by the dictatorship's violence. And to do so, mere will is not
enough, and can actually be reduced to dangerous voluntarism
if divorced from the reality of things. It is a difficult task that
requires political pedagogy and personal virtue. Perhaps going
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back to what our democracy was can help us find our own paths.
We are not orphans, and recognizing where we come from can
shed some light on the future ahead of us.

The reality we are experiencing confirms the need to delve
into the wounds that these decades of revolution have left in our
soul as a people and to study how they have affected our culture
and our political dynamics. This edition is a first approximation.
It is up to us to find space and time to advance in that purpose.

Caracas, April 19, 2021
Paola Bautista de Alemdn
Editor
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