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The Significance of Chávez's Strategic Defeat 
 
The impact of a political event must be measured with reference to what was at stake. 
The issue at stake during the December 2nd constitutional referendum in Venezuela 
was not a limited reform of the Constitution, but the creation of a soc ialist state and 
socialist economy, which was to go hand in hand with the establishment of a 
democratically-sanctioned, constitutional dictatorship. Also, Hugo Chávez did his best 
to give the referendum the character of a plebiscitary contest for or agains t his 
personal leadership. By discarding the so-called reforms and saying "no" to Chávez's 
highly personalized appeals, Venezuelan voters dealt a severe blow to the Chavista or 
socialist version of the Bolivarian Revolution, a blow that has redefined key aspects of 
the political game in Venezuela. 
 
The outcome of the referendum was no mere tactical setback for Chávez's Cuban-
inspired, neo-communist revolutionary project; it was rather ð as noted by other 
commentators ð a strategic defeat, in three senses: First, it was the first time that 
Chávez lost a democratic vote of the Venezuelan people, including many of the poor 
and marginalized, who for years had given him their staunch support. Second, the 
armed forces showed that they had preserved their independence almost intact, 
despite eight years of unrelenting attempts t o place themselves at the service of "the 
revolution.ò Their unity, institutional autonomy and commitment to constitutional rule 
were crucial in making sure the people's will was respected in the early hours of 
December 3rd, when Chávez appeared on national television to declare that he 
accepted his electoral defeat. Chávez now knows that he cannot count on the armed 
forces to keep him in power if he oversteps the boundaries of the constitution. Third, 
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the Venezuelan people said "no" to socialism, to a model of society that Chávez 
considers his road map and guiding ideal, but which most Venezuelans distrust deeply. 
Chávez, therefore, lost more than an election; what the voters jettisoned was his  path 
to the future.  
 
A tactical setback normally allows a politician to retain his sense of direction, allowing 
him to implement relatively minor adjustments to ensure his political survival.  A 
strategic defeat, in contrast, transforms that sense of dir ection into an obstacle for 
retaining power, since it demands major changes in content and style as well as a 
deep alteration of ideas, goals and behavior that until that point had defined the 
political strategy.  The need for deep change is particularly important in the Chávez 
case, for he not only lost the December 2nd vote, but with it, his aura of invincibility, 
which had been an important aspect of his charismatic leadership. Finally, a strategic 
defeat creates an existential dilemma, which in Chávezôs case can be formulated as 
follows: Should he keep trying to make the revolution or should he become a ñnormalò 
democratic leader, dedicated to solving the complex and multiple social and economic 
problems affecting Venezuelansðproblems that have become more pressing as a 
result of Chavezôs revolutionary  dreams?  
 
In theory , a strategic defeat affords two options to the loser: First, an orderly retreat 
to base, to lick wounds, regain strength and eventually rebuild a power structure, but 
with significantly  reduced ambitions, for nothing is the same once a strategic defeat 
has taken place. Stated differently, the first option implies reaching a negotiated peace 
with one's foes and also with former allies ð now grown weary, gloomy and distrustful  
ð a peace that decisively narrows the limits of the loser's initial aims. The second 
option is the fuite en avant  or headlong rush option, that is, a counter -offensive along 
the same strategic path as before, which in most cases is both impulsive and unwise. 
 
Option One: A Negotiated Peace 
 
If Chávez were a rational political actor, and not a charismatic , ideologically-driven 
one, he could take a road that,  though not devoid of great obstacles and difficulties, 
could perhaps allow him to navigate through the turbulent waters of Venezuelan 
politics without losing power for five more years. To do this , he would have to restore 
his ties and forge a new alliance with the non -socialist and anti-Cuban branch of the 
Bolivarian military, formally headed by General Raúl Baduel, but whose true chiefs are 
still within the armed forces occupying positions in the command structure.  
 
A negotiated peace, however, would require Chávez to sacrifice three things: First, he 
would have to drop his plans for a socialist revolution, which would involve abandoning 
his repudiated proposal for constitutional change. Second, he would have to accept a 
fair and transparent  electoral system, granting the opposition the chance not only to 
win the regional and other elections scheduled for 2008 and beyond, but also that the 
true results of elections be known quickly and be beyond suspicion. Third, he would 
have to moderate his foreign policy. In  particular, he would need to reduce and limit 
his commitment to Castro's Cuba, to Morales's Bolivia and to the Iranian regime, while 
improving Venezuela's relations with Colombia and possibly, with the United States. 
The changes are necessary because the Venezuelan military fears that the country 
could become involved in international entanglements requiring the  use of force, which 
would threaten them with the possibility of a humiliating failure.  
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A negotiated peace, making it possible to play the democratic game in relative ease 
until 2012, is what the Venezuelan people and their armed forces want. Chávez needs 
to deliver in the economic and social fields if he expects to recover the people's trust, 
but he cannot do this if he sticks to revolutionary policies. His government is now 
perceived as more corrupt than the ones that preceded it, and inflation, street crime 
and a scarcity of basic products are hitting millions of Venezuelans harshly. Chávez 
would need not only to change some members of his government team, which is seen 
as having failed badly (something that he has already begun to do) , but also to 
implement openly pro-market policies that run against his socialist faith. He would a lso 
have to start a civilized dialogue with the civilian opposition, to consider its members 
as legitimate actors in the political arena, and to accept that an opposition cand idate 
could become president in 2012 in an election in which Chávez could not be a 
candidate. 
 
Unfortunately for Venezuela, a negotiated peace is most probably not the option that 
Chávez will choose. If he did, he would cease to be Chávez and probably become a 
pathetic figure, pretending to purchase for himself liberal -democratic credentials he 
despises, while dismantling his overgrown illusions of regional dominance. He will not 
take the road to peace because it would destroy the thing he most treasures: h is 
image as a true revolutionary. 
 
The drama of charismatic leadership is that it cannot escape from its shadow. Those 
who tell Chávez that he must follow his ineluctable calling to the end, no mat ter how 
bitter it might be, are, in a sense, correct because a negotiated peace would not give 
Chávez what he wants. Paradoxical as it may sound, it could even worsen some of his 
problems and increase the challenges to his rule, as his many enemies take advantage 
of his weakened political standing and work for his  departure from power.  
 
 
Option Two: The fuite en avant  
 
There are two key objectives that Chávez will not abandon, which makes the ñfuite en 
avantò option the one that Chávez will most likely choose: The first is his ambition to 
continue in power far bey ond the expiration of his current constitutional term in 2012; 
the second is to establish the conditions for a confederat ion between Venezuela and 
Cuba ð that is ð for the creation of an institutional, political and military framework 
that will initially join together these two "revolutionary" societies, but which will then 
make it possible for other countries ð Bolivia and Ecuador among others ð to become 
part of a bellicose, Chávez-led, anti-imperialist front.  
 
Only two days after losing the referendum, Chávez reiterated his intention not to give 
up on his fight to have the constitutional reform approved one way or another. As 
noted earlier, he can legally present a modified version of the reform to the electorate, 
and some of his followers are already suggesting that he do this. But since he cannot, 
under the terms of the constitution and during his current presidential period of office, 
present the same reform project again, the democratic opposition probably will not 
accept that Chávezôs indefinite reelection and the creation of  a confederation with 
other countries be included in a second reform proposal.  
 
Stated differently, the issue is not that Chávez cannot launch a simplified constitutional 
reform project, but rather, that he cannot legally include in it the two substantive items 
ð indefinite reelection and confederation with Cuba ð that most interest him.  
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Chávez might be able to overcome this constitutional obstacle by asking the submissive 
Venezuelan Supreme Court (Tribunal Supremo de Justicia) t o produce a decision 
affirming that , in spite of what the constitution explicitly states, Chávez can 
nonetheless demand that the electorate render a verdict for the second time on his 
ambition to be president for life. There are rumors that the current head of the 
Electoral Council ð a body that has been under suspicion, for well-grounded reasons, 
of being partial to Chávez ð will soon resign, opening the way for an even more 
prejudiced Chavista activist to occupy the post in preparation for a new constitut ional 
referendum.  
 
During these immediate post-referendum days the Venezuelan political police have 
raided the homes of several prominent members of the opposition, threats are being 
constantly made by government spokespersons against the independent media, and 
new corruption scandals are further tarnishing the regime. The political climate that 
can be expected to prevail in early 2008 will be characterized by the tense calm that 
normally precedes a storm. It would not even be necessary for Chávez to go back to 
his constitutional reform project to antagonize half of the country. It would be 
sufficient for him to continue acting as his same old self ð maintaining a similar level 
of political confrontation to what Venezuelans saw in the recent past ð for the country 
to become a battlefield in 2008.  
 
But the correlation of forces is turning against him . Millions of Venezuelans, with their 
ranks growing, are fed up with Chávez's affronts and want him to change his ways. He 
will disappoint them, and perhaps force them to take refuge in Articles 333 and 350 of 
the constitution to put an end to his rule. These articles authorize rebellion and civil 
disobedience against a regime that violates the principles and values of democratic 
coexistence. Such a blatant violation of democratic precepts and rules would be the 
inevitable outcome of Chávez's fuite en avant  option, if he indeed takes it ð as I 
expect he will. 
 
Chávez's probable attempt to press ahead with radical change could succeed if the 
democratic opposition becomes complacent following the December 2nd defeat of 
Chávez's constitutional reform. The December 2nd result, after all, was more the 
product of Chávez's own political miscalculation, of his rash overestimation of his 
strengths, than of the opposition's ef forts. I say this not to belittle what the university 
students' movement achieved in 2007, or to undervalue Venezuelan civil society's 
persistent struggle against autocracy, but to recognize a political reality. Politics in 
Venezuela is very dynamic, and nothing is foreordained in such a complex and rough 
setting. Should the democratic opposition reproduce its past mistakes, Chávez might 
well recover his balance and lure his adversaries into fresh traps, all the while 
containing the social and economic difficulties that are awaiting him.  
 
The Venezuelan democratic opposition needs always to keep its actions within the 
strictest constitutional boundaries and only use massive civil disobedience as a last 
resort against Chávez's abuses. Rigorous adherence to constitutional rule is the 
opposition's best weapon. It should also prepare its members for the possible electoral 
events that loom on the horizon  and seriously consider invoking article 72 of the 
constitution to organize a referendum to revoke the Chavista-dominated National 
Assembly in 2008. A referendum to revoke the mandate of the president of the 
republic could also take place in 2010, if Chávez and his revolution are still in power. 
The democratic opposition must, of course, make a concerted effort to w in as many 
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local and regional elections (for state governors and city mayors) as possible in 
October 2008. It should fight for a general amnesty for political prisoners, and speak 
with one voice concerning the formidable challenges facing it.  
 
One of the paradoxical aspects of the Venezuelan political situation during the Chávez 
years is that the democratic opposition has not been able to present an alternative 
proposal, with a model of society that proves attractive and convincing to voters. 
Rather than fundamentally questioning Chávez's socialism and offering a socially 
responsible capitalism as an alternative, a capitalism that is committed to progress and 
justice, most opposition figures try to present themselves as watered-down socialists 
who distrust Chávez's autocratic tendencies but basically accept his economic and 
social views. They do this despite the fact that all public opinion polls reveal that 
Venezuelans cherish the notion of private property rights, strongly disapprove of the 
Cuban regime, and understand the importance of private entrepreneurship and private 
investment for economic growth and prosperity. It is time for the Venezuelan 
democratic opposition to understand the deeper message of the "no" vote on 
December 2nd, which was none other t han a rejection of socialism, as well as the 
demand for a more democratic, less corrupt and more socially just road map to the 
future.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Since December 2nd, the politics of revolution has become incompatible with stable and 
orderly democratic governance in Venezuela. The attempt to push revolutionary politics 
to its extremes, which is the option that Chávez will likely choose, is bound to generate 
increasing social protest and political dissent against a government and a leader that 
are not prepared to accept the will of the voters. As a true revolutionary ðand this is 
how Chávez thinks of himselfð Chavez will nevertheless continue testing the limits of 
the possible, trying to p revail over the obstacles in his path. 
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