


I started examining some of the issues explored in this book in 2000, when 
I spent eight months conducting research in a rural community outside of 
Cumaná, a small city in eastern Venezuela. I wanted to understand how 
campesino men and  women engaged with commercial tele vi sion’s flashy de-
pictions of elite urban experience and melodrama. Sitting for hours with 
 women from the mountain valley, and occasionally local men, I watched 
endless hours of telenovelas, Latin American soap operas. Together with 
Anahi, one of the  women with whom I had grown particularly close, I 
watched the concluding chapter of Maria Rosa Búscame una Esposa (Maria 
Rosa Find Me a Wife), a Peruvian telenovela about a secretary who— 
surprise!— falls in love with her wealthy boss. During the fi al episode, the 
boss recognizes his feelings for his secretary and the two live happily ever 
 after. Anahi and I cried.

At this point, Hugo Chávez had been president for less than two years. 
Along with my interlocutors, I had paid limited attention to Chávez or the 
central government. The social welfare programs that would become the 
hallmark of Chávez’s presidency did not yet exist. The campesinos with 
whom I was living had yet to feel any change in their everyday lives  under 
Chávez, beyond being annoyed when he interrupted their telenovelas with 
long- winded speeches. For the most part they remained loyal to Demo cratic 
Action, the po liti cal party in Venezuela that had done most to solidify iden-
tifi ation with rural Venezuelans through efforts at land reform and limited 
wealth re distribution.

I conducted this initial fi ld research proj ect at a time of increased an-
thropological attention to the role of media in  people’s everyday lives. I was 
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drawn to analyses that recognized that audiences  were not dupes of bour-
geois values and aesthetics, although they did not always have access to tools 
that would allow them to negotiate all of tele vi sion’s messages (Abu- Lughod 
1995). At the same time, I came away from this period of research knowing that 
commercial tele vi sion encouraged very poor  women to aspire to middle- 
class lifestyles, relating and comparing the ups and downs of their daily lives 
to the characters on the telenovelas.

I was  eager to learn more about the Venezuelan “media world,” the pro-
cess of production, circulation, and engagement of media, and the social re -
lations that create both mass and small media (Ginsburg, Abu- Lughod, and 
Larkin 2002). I began to learn about Venezuelan community tele vi sion. I 
fi st heard about the community tele vi sion station Catia TVe, the subject of 
this book, at a conference on neoliberalism or ga nized by Left Turn magazine 
at New York University in 2002. Conference organizers invited Blanca Eek-
hout, a young middle- class Venezuelan  woman, to speak about Catia TVe, 
the station she founded together with activists from a poor neighborhood. 
I returned to Venezuela in 2003 to learn more about Catia TVe, based in 
Caracas, and what Hugo Chávez and his allies’ called the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion, named  after the early nineteenth- century liberator of Latin Amer i ca, 
Simón Bolívar. My experience watching telenovelas with very poor  women 
in a marginal area of the country fueled questions about the urban poor’s 
experience of media production in the nation’s capital. I set out to do ethno-
graphic research on how  people teach, learn, and advocate for community 
media production as a means to construct a more just society.

When I arrived in Caracas in 2006 to do long- term fi ldwork, and  after 
spending three summers getting to know Catia TVe’s found ers, I deci ded to 
accept the invitation of the director of Catia TVe to live with him, his wife 
(who also worked at Catia TVe), and their two  children in Manicomio, the 
neighborhood where Catia TVe was founded. I paid them rent. Living in 
Manicomio, I experienced the rhythms of daily life in a barrio: the occa-
sional electrical blackouts, the long waits to pay 900 bolivares (about forty 
cents) to  ride a minibus down the hill to where one could catch the metro, 
and the sounds of motorcycles buzzing up and down the narrow callejon 
(passageway) between the cement block  houses. While I did not conduct 
research in or about life in Manicomio, this experience informed my un-
derstanding of  people’s lives at Catia TVe and the context from which their 
po liti cal proj ect emerged.

I became part of the daily life at the station as well as I could. I accompa-
nied staff and volunteers into the fi ld, where they filmed meetings, marches, 
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press conferences, and dance per for mances. I observed and participated in 
Catia TVe’s weekly studio shows, the editing and transmission of program-
ming, and the station’s classes for new volunteers. I also attended workshops, 
conferences, and meetings in poor neighborhoods and state institutions 
alongside Catia TVe producers. I was excluded from most internal meet-
ings of Catia TVe’s directors, as well as many meetings with state offi als. I 
conducted over fi y interviews with Catia TVe’s staff and volunteers, staff at 
an offi al state tele vi sion station called ViVe tv , and government offi als.

When I became more involved, co- producing programs with Catia TVe 
producers and filming on my own, the video camera served me, as it did 
Catia TVe producers, as an entry vehicle into offi al state institutions and 
barrio meetings. Given my appearance (dark hair with “white but not bright 
white” skin, as one Catia TVe producer described me),  people often assumed 
that I was a Catia TVe staff member. I had to make a conscious effort to alert 
 people to my status as an American researcher— that is,  until I opened my 
mouth and let loose my gringa Spanish. Given the inundation of foreigners 
who arrived to document and study aspects of life in Caracas at the time, 
most  people found my being  there unremarkable.  People embraced me as 
an additional ave nue for publicity, alongside Catia TVe producers. Th s pre-
sented its own challenges, as I attempted to make clear the long- term time 
frame of my research and writing.

Like so many  others who visited Venezuela in the fi st de cade of the 
2000s, I had set out hoping to fi d a successful social movement. I witnessed 
many scholars, observers, and tourists turned off by the complexity of the 
po liti cal pro cess they found in Venezuela. For my part, I had to come to 
terms with the gaps between the po liti cal ideals of Catia TVe producers and 
some of their practices. I saw how everyday interactions at times reproduced 
hierarchies, particularly of gender and class. The anthropological method-
ology of long- term engagement with our research subjects was vital in al-
lowing me time to pro cess messy realities and understand the history and 
perspectives of my interlocutors.

The challenge of writing this book has been one that Catia TVe producers 
have also faced. Creating repre sen ta tions of the world is part and parcel of 
constructing the world. Just as the production of all knowledge is a practice 
of mediation, so I strug gled with striking the right balance, unearthing the 
complexity of Catia TVe producers’ experiences, choosing which moments 
to highlight to show the deep prob lems as well as the possibilities. I hope that 
this book honors as much as pos si ble the challenges that Catia TVe producers 
embraced.
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As this book focuses on research I conducted in the early 2000s, I use 
the past tense to describe Catia TVe’s strug gle to tip the balance of forces in 
the direction of poor  people’s leadership. What I observed during this time 
period does not represent the position or outlook of my interlocutors for all 
time. My use of the past tense is not meant to indicate that Venezuelans have 
stopped struggling for a better world. The  people I describe in this book 
continue to change and to develop new strategies in the face of shifting and 
increasingly difficult circumstances.
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My deepest thanks go to the men and  women at Catia TVe who welcomed 
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honors the complex challenges  these media producers faced. I am grateful to 
have had the opportunity to learn from them, debate with them, and share 
passions for a better world.

Th s proj ect began at New York University, where I had the opportunity 
to work closely with Faye Ginsburg, Thomas Abercrombie, Bruce Grant, 
Greg Grandin, and Rafael Sánchez. The media production skills and 
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through nyu ’s Program in Culture and Media in the Department of Anthro-
pology, proved enormously impor tant in allowing me to participate in the 
work of tele vi sion production in Caracas. I am indebted to Faye Ginsburg 
for inspiring my interest in understanding the social practice of media pro-
duction and for her ongoing intellectual engagement. Bruce Grant’s contin-
ued generosity as a mentor and interlocutor has been vital. I am thankful 
for support for this proj ect from the National Science Foundation Gradu-
ate Research Fellowship, the McCracken Gradu ate Fellowship of New York 
University, a Dissertation Research Fellowship from the Wenner- Gren Foun-
dation for Anthropological Research,  Temple University’s Center for the 
Humanities Faculty Fellowship, a cuny  Gradu ate Center’s Gittell Ju nior 
Faculty Award, and a fellowship from cuny ’s Center for Place, Culture, and 
Politics. Support for this proj ect was also provided by a psc-  cuny  Award, 
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Passing through multiple security checkpoints staffed by heavi ly armed 
guards, Nestor, Jesica, and I made our way inside Mirafl res, Venezuela’s 
presidential palace.1 Nestor and Jesica proudly presented their press creden-
tials: small homemade squares of laminated cardboard emblazoned with 
the name of their community tele vi sion station, Catia TVe. Once inside, we 
crowded beside nine professional camera crews in the back of a rectangular 
room with stadium seating. Nestor squeezed his skinny frame through the 
tangle of camera operators to place Catia TVe’s microphone alongside  those 
of major commercial tele vi sion networks, a community radio station, and a 
state- run network.

A heavyset cameraman who worked for a state- run station eyed Catia 
TVe’s palm- size video camera. Smiling, Jesica adjusted the height of Catia 
TVe’s lightweight tripod and quipped, “¿Más criollo, no?” (It’s more native, 
no?). The cameraman laughed at her suggestion that Catia TVe’s low- priced 
video equipment made in Japan was somehow more Venezuelan, more of 
“the  people,” than his professional gear.

Jesica and Nestor’s low- cost camera gear was not the only detail that 
marked them as diff er ent from most of the other media producers in the room. 
Jesica, twenty- four years old, and Nestor, eigh teen years old,  were younger, 
had darker complexions, and  were more casually dressed than most of the 
journalists, photog raphers, and camera  people. Jesica was the only female 
camera operator. She and Nestor had grown up in the same poor neighbor-
hood of west Caracas, where they both dropped out of high school.  After 
enrolling in a  free video production class together at Catia TVe, they spent 
several months as volunteer producers at the station, making short programs 
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about a local dance troop and the prob lems plaguing trash collection in their 
neighborhood. Jesica and Nestor had joined Catia TVe’s staff, which was 
mostly from the poor neighborhoods of Caracas, just six months before. 
Their attendance at this February 2007 press conference challenged long- 
established bound aries of class, race, and gender.

Jesica and Nestor’s presence in the midst of a packed room of national 
and international journalists was one sign of the tumultuous changes 
 occurring in Venezuela. By the turn of the twenty- fi st  century, President 
Hugo Chávez had made Venezuela a steady source of front- page interna-
tional news. Venezuela was long viewed in the United States as a po liti cally 
stable and friendly supplier of oil. Chávez’s effort to challenge U.S. influ-
ence in Latin Amer i ca and launch what he called the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion attracted extensive scrutiny from the international and Venezuelan 
press. Although the Chávez government embraced some of the formal 
mechanisms of liberal democracy— such as a strong emphasis on the con-
stitution and regular elections—it challenged the basic liberal norm of 
the necessary autonomy of media and social movements from the state. 
In  the wake of Chávez’s 2005 declaration that Venezuela was building 
“twenty- fi st- century socialism,” pundits,  human rights organ izations, and 
politicians in the United States and elsewhere almost uniformly argued 
that Chávez was an aspiring dictator who sought to use the state to trample 
freedom.

Much of this analy sis overlooked the perspectives of young  people like 
Jesica and Nestor, whose experiences of state power began to change when 
Chávez was elected president in 1998. Although Mirafl res was located less 
than a mile from the barrio where Jesica and Nestor grew up, poor  people 
had few opportunities to enter the presidential palace, let alone participate 
in the media coverage of their own neighborhoods or of offi al state aff irs 
before Chávez’s election.  After being marginalized for de cades by poverty 
and vio lence  under the rule of liberal demo cratic governments, by the early 
2000s community media activists found themselves involved in an unpre-
dictable turnabout. By the time of my long- term fi ldwork in 2007, almost 
thirty community tele vi sion stations and hundreds of community radio sta-
tions had begun operating across the country.

Nearly two hours  after we arrived, President Chávez entered the press 
conference room, flanked by several ministers. The sound of camera shut-
ters reached a frenzied pitch. Half the reporters in the room extended him 
a warm applause. The other half remained unmoved. Nestor clapped loudly, 
while Jesica jumped up and down to get a better view. The fl or shook as her 
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feet hit the fl or, eliciting angry glances from neighboring camera operators 
whose tripods and cameras registered  every movement. Jesica and Nestor, 
like their Catia TVe colleagues,  were ardent Chávez supporters, whom many 
in Venezuela and beyond have called chavistas. They identifi d with the 
president’s  humble roots; his mestizo, black, and indigenous features; and 
his call for social and economic justice.

Once considered the “voice of the voiceless” against the elite- controlled 
commercial media and the state, Catia TVe and many other community 
media producers became close collaborators with offi als seeking to trans-
form the state. By the time of my research in 2007, Catia TVe was not only 
po liti cally aligned with the Chávez government and the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion, but was also fi ancially dependent on state institutions to pay their 
staff and maintain their equipment and facilities.2 Th s shift from dissident 
activists to government allies raised a lot of questions. Given their po liti cal 
and fi ancial alignment with the Chávez- led Bolivarian movement, could 
Catia TVe generate what activists and scholars often refer to as “voices from 
below” when they  were aligned with the state and supported fi ancially 
“from above”? For many observers, the most pressing question is, Can state- 
supported media criticize the state?

FIGURE I.1. Nestor films a Chávez press conference, February 1, 2007. Photo by the author.
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Revising the Question, Rethinking the State
Th s question seems straightforward enough. Yet when I fi st began my 
fi ldwork with Catia TVe, I found myself tongue- tied when  people asked me 
if community media producers could criticize the state. My research sug-
gested not only that the  people I was studying had diff er ent expectations 
about the state than many of my friends,  family, and colleagues, but also that 
their understandings of the state  were shifting. Nestor and Jesica’s experi-
ence at the palace that morning was one of many instances I observed over 
fourteen months of fi ldwork that encouraged Catia TVe producers to view 
the state as an unfolding and messy collection of ideas, practices, individu-
als, and institutions that had the potential to improve the lives of the poor 
and expand their access to po liti cal participation.

Over time I came to realize that embedded in the question about  whether 
Catia TVe producers could criticize the state  were several major assumptions 
that made it difficult to understand Catia TVe’s media practice. To begin 
with, the question takes for granted that we already know what the state 
means. Most crucially, the question assumes that the central aim of media 
producers should be to monitor and criticize the state from an in de pen dent 
position, as liberal demo cratic defin tions of press freedom assert. Widely 
accepted understandings of the state led only to the conclusion that Catia 
TVe was a client- mouthpiece for the Chávez government. From this starting 
point, Catia TVe’s close alignment with Venezuela’s central state institutions 
seemed like a prob lem for freedom and democracy.

What we have been missing is greater attention to what the state means in 
vari ous sites of media production. Instead of beginning with ready- made 
understandings of the media and the state to evaluate Venezuela in the Chávez 
era, this book is about how barrio- based community media producers and 
their allies experienced, understood, and created the state through the pro-
cess of making media. In order to answer the question about Catia TVe’s 
relationship with the state, we must understand what the state meant to  these 
media makers and how they  were engaged in producing it. One of the many 
strengths of ethnography is that it allows scholars to approach the state as 
an open question rather than as a known object of inquiry.

Exploring Catia TVe producers’ perspectives and analyzing their day- to- 
day work allowed me to view Nestor and Jesica’s presence at the Chávez 
press conference as a practice of everyday statecraft. While the work of state-
craft is often associated with trained elite professionals in formal governing 
positions, I build on the work of anthropologists and historians who have 
focused attention on the participation of the poor and historically disen-
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franchised in the production of the state (Joseph and Nugent 1994).3 From this 
perspective, statecraft (also referred to as state formation) is an ever- unfolding 
result of daily power- laden interactions between poor and elite social actors 
who jointly create the state through practices that are local, regional, and 
global. I argue that Catia TVe’s work of media production was a form of 
statecraft. Catia TVe producers’ efforts to make media in their own barrios, 
in the tele vi sion studio, and inside central state institutions provided them a 
way to shape the emerging state proj ect in the interest of the poor.

Offi al government press conferences in Venezuela, like the one I have been 
describing, are examples of the per for mance of state power. As a “made for 
media” ritual or play, press conferences are not simply created by the state 
but are constitutive of the state itself (Pedelty 1995). Even before Chávez 
walked into the room— before a single camera shutter clicked or a journal-
ist asked a question— Nestor, Jesica, and their community media colleagues 
 were already an essential part of a pro cess of creating ideas and repre sen ta-
tions of the state. Together, the offi al actors— most prominently, President 
Chávez— and the press corps not only produced media content and cover-
age, but also granted the state meaning and power.4 Jesica and Nestor, as 
barrio- based media producers,  were a new piece of this per for mance. Their 
presence asserted that poor men and  women of color had the right and the 
ability to participate in politics. For the government and for its supporters, 
their attendance was an impor tant display of the government’s re distribution 
of wealth and its commitment to the empowerment of the poor. Catia TVe’s 
bud get camera equipment and cheerful community logo helped proponents 
of the Bolivarian Revolution authenticate claims that the revolution was the 
product of grassroots participation. In the chapters that follow, I trace how 
Catia TVe producers worked to make  these displays of popu lar power not 
simply win dow dressing, but meaningful opportunities for the poor to par-
ticipate in revolutionary statecraft

Taking seriously Catia TVe producers’ perspectives on state institutions 
means having to allow for uncertainty about what the state means. In this 
book, I ask readers to join me in assuming a critical distance from what 
have become commonsense defin tions of the state, especially in the United 
States. To be sure, given the history of authoritarianism and state vio lence, it 
is impossible to dismiss suspicions of state power. Many  people around the 
world experience the state primarily as an antagonistic, coercive, or mysti-
fying force. Th s book examines another possibility, one that challenges a 
uniform narrative of the state. Catia TVe producers and many of their allies 
rejected notions that the state was  either a coherent  thing to be seized or a 
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collection of institutions always already predisposed to enacting a par tic u lar 
kind of politics.5

In their strug gle to participate in the construction of a demo cratic social-
ist state, the pressing question for Catia TVe producers was not how to assert 
autonomy from the state so that they could criticize it. Instead,  these media 
makers continually asked whose state they  were constructing, which social 
class this state represented, and how to expand social justice and equality 
as they developed relationships with members of the  middle class who had 
long monopolized influence over offi al state institutions. Catia TVe pro-
ducers attempted to make Venezuelan state institutions sites of class strug gle 
over how to use and dismantle the existing unjust economic and po liti cal 
system. I show how and why Catia TVe producers saw the state as a pro cess 
rather than as a coherent object to be captured once and for all. Th oughout 
this book I uncover how Catia TVe’s work in poor neighborhoods and inside 
central state institutions created unique openings for the urban poor and 
their allies to embrace statecraft as a collective endeavor with the potential 
for creating positive social change.

In contrast to theorists and observers who argue that states are inher-
ently oppressive, I draw attention to the contingency, unpredictability, and 
negotiation between popu lar movements and offi al state actors. I argue 
that state institutions are continuously made and remade rather than inevi-
table and unchangeable forms for the exercise of elite power. In emphasiz-
ing how the state is an uneven, variable pro cess, I suggest that the state is a 
condition of possibility for popu lar mobilization at certain junctures. At the 
same time, the uncertainty about the meaning, bound aries, and possibil-
ity of the state left Catia TVe producers vulnerable. As I write this in 2017, 
Venezuelans face grave po liti cal and economic turmoil. Although Catia TVe 
producers anticipated many of the risks that their embrace of a revolution-
ary state proj ect posed, some of which have come to fruition, they neverthe-
less wagered that this vulnerability was necessary and impor tant. Th s book 
explains why. It offers insights into the state, class confli t, populist politics, 
gendered power, liberal notions of press freedom, and the challenges that 
revolutionary movements face in Venezuela and beyond.

 Don’t Watch Tele vi sion, Make It!
Poor and working- class activists planted the seeds for Catia TVe in the late 
1980s, a time when sectors of the Venezuelan military  were unleashing mur-
derous vio lence against poor  people who had risen up to reject the govern-
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ment’s decision to embrace neoliberal reforms. The found ers of the station 
 were drawn to community media as a form of social activism for two cen-
tral reasons: fi st, they saw the enormous potential of video production to 
generate interest and inspire participation in their barrio; and second, they 
wanted to  counter the power of the privately owned commercial media who, 
they believed, stood in the way of any meaningful po liti cal change.

The experience of community media producers who grew up in poor 
neighborhoods in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s differed markedly from the 
cele brations of Venezuela’s democracy that I read about in many scholarly ac-
counts. Beginning in the late 1950s, Venezuelans had regularly gone to the 
polls to elect leaders from two major po liti cal parties, the social- democratic 
party, Demo cratic Action (ad ), and the social- Christian party, the In de pen-
dent Po liti cal Electoral Organ izing Committee (c opei) . To many observers, 
Venezuela seemed stable and relatively prosperous, especially in contrast to 
the conditions of state vio lence, civil war, and dictatorships that plagued other 
Latin American nations, including Chile, Argentina, and Uruguay.  These 
cele brations, however, overlooked the fact that substantive po liti cal partici-
pation, social equality, and access to resources remained elusive for the vast 
majority of Venezuelans. Indeed, despite prominent claims that Venezuela 
had a “racial democracy” that avoided the virulent, race- based discrimina-
tion of the United States, the unequal distribution of resources and po liti cal 
power largely fell along racial lines (Wright 1990).6 While  women of all ra-
cial backgrounds have encountered deep structural inequalities,  women of 
color in Venezuela have faced enormous levels of discrimination and have 
been impoverished at higher rates than light- skinned  women (Friedman 
2000; R akowski and Espina 2011).

Despite their skepticism about the ability of the kind of democracy they 
grew up in— one that was liberal and cap i tal ist—to create a  free and fair 
society, Venezuelans I worked with had not given up on the state as an appa-
ratus that ideally works to secure socioeconomic security as well as po liti cal 
rights. Th s view stems in part from the ideas proposed by the elite po liti cal 
leaders who founded Venezuela’s liberal democracy in the late 1950s. The 
system they created was demo cratic, insofar as its found ers established uni-
versal suffrage and a representative po liti cal system, and liberal, in the sense 
that leaders made commitments to the central values of po liti cal liberalism, 
including individual rights, private property, and a constitutional rule of law. 
To legitimize their rule, the architects of Venezuelan democracy argued that 
all Venezuelans  were entitled to a share of the profits from selling Venezuela’s 
oil (Coronil 1997).7 They framed natu ral resources as communal property 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679085/9781478002529-001.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



8—Intr o ductio n

to be managed by the state in the interest of the  people. Th s discourse has 
had an enduring impact. From my fi st research in rural Venezuela in 2000 
through the fi ldwork on which this book is based, I regularly heard Ven-
ezuelans express the idea that the population should have an equal share 
of the nation’s oil wealth. My in for mants at Catia TVe assumed that it was 
common sense that Venezuelans have rights not only to vote or to express 
their opinions— what we generally think of as po liti cal rights— but also socio-
economic rights including access to shelter, food, health care, and education.

In practice, the ruling parties engineered a formal liberal democracy 
that allowed elites to maintain control of Venezuela’s oil wealth and largely 
limited po liti cal participation to elections. During oil booms, leaders used 
oil- derived wealth to create spectacular development proj ects that made 
the state seem magical and out of reach (Coronil 1997).  After the price of 
oil plummeted in the mid-1980s, Venezuela’s government  adopted neolib-
eral economic princi ples to reduce state support for public welfare, which 
proved disastrous, especially for the poor. If, by the early 1990s, the state 
appeared to much of the Venezuelan population as impenetrable, corrupt, 
violent, or even otherworldly, it did not strike popu lar activists as beyond 
recovery.

With the election of Chávez in the late 1990s, social activists demanded 
that the Venezuelan government invest resources from the sale of petro-
leum not only in social programs involving health and education, but also 
in community media initiatives. Rather than seeking to create autonomy 
apart from state institutions, Catia TVe producers demanded that they be 
able to participate in the remaking of  these institutions so that they could 
fulfill their commitments to popu lar well- being. Catia TVe’s central motto, 
“ Don’t watch tele vi sion, make it!” provides an impor tant starting point to 
understand how the station’s producers saw media and the state during what 
would turn out to be a high tide of the Bolivarian Revolution.

When I returned to Caracas to do long- term fi ldwork in 2006  after 
spending three previous summers getting to know Catia TVe’s found ers, the 
station’s motto had already become a rallying cry for media producers across 
the country. Boldly proclaimed on a massive billboard that was perched atop 
the station’s headquarters in Caracas, the motto demands production in 
place of reception. As I learned over the course of my research, the maxim 
referred to more than just tele vi sion. It insisted that  people from low- income 
barrios could shape the world around them. Catia TVe producers aimed to 
encourage  people in low- income barrios to recognize their capacity not only 
to make tele vi sion, but also to remake the broader social web of institutions 
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and social relations they called the state. For my interlocutors at Catia TVe, 
the state was not a fi ed and uniform  thing, but rather a potentially revolu-
tionary set of institutions and a pro cess in gestation.

Despite the clarity of Catia TVe’s slogan, it took me many months of field-
work to understand that my interlocutors  were quite serious about their motto. 
Like many grassroots video producers throughout Latin Amer i ca, rather than 
seeing media as a product and imagining the effect that their programming 
might have on audiences, Catia TVe’s thirty staff and nearly a hundred regu-
lar volunteers approached media as a pro cess (Rodríguez 1994; Valdeavel-
lano 1989). They worked to shape the immediate po liti cal terrain around 
them as they or ga nized film shoots, conducted interviews, and documented 
their neighbors’ prob lems. They did not aim to generate passive media audi-
ences; they advocated for direct, engaged participation. Catia TVe’s found ers 
identifi d media production, not reception, as a practice that encouraged the 
discussion and debate necessary to create a truly participatory and demo-
cratic state. They attempted to bring this new state into being through their 
day- to- day participation in activities in poor neighborhoods and offi al state 
institutions where they asserted the right of the poor to participate and lead.

FIGURE I.2. Catia TVe headquarters with billboard that reads “ Don’t Watch Tele vi sion, 
Make It!” January 25, 2006. Photo by the author.
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Media production provided Catia TVe producers an entry into statecraft 
in ways that I did not anticipate when I began my fi ldwork. It is common-
place to understand that media outlets are impor tant brokers of power in 
society. But this is often understood as a result of the influence of media 
coverage on audiences. An unexpected fi ding of my research was that the 
practice of media production— generating interviews, filming community 
meetings, asserting their right to attend offi al press conferences— was much 
more vital to their po liti cal activism than the influence of their fin shed media 
product on viewers. Th s approach had its contradictions. Audience num-
bers are the evidence that we use to judge the reach of media; my own effort 
to mea sure audiences and offi al polling revealed that community media 
audiences remained proportionately very small.

Regardless of their audience numbers, seizing the tools of media produc-
tion and demanding institutional  legal recognition allowed Catia TVe’s found-
ers to gain a foothold in an arena— “the press”— that many  people across social 
sectors see as highly influential. Th s access— and the accompanying “media 
ideologies” (Gershon 2008) concerning the importance of tele vi sion’s impact 
on audiences— granted them a degree of po liti cal authority. In their effort to 
work with their allies who had greater class power and access to offi al state 
institutions, Catia TVe producers leveraged widespread beliefs about the power 
of tele vi sion programming to sway the po liti cal opinion of audiences and in-
fluence po liti cal outcomes. In practice, Catia TVe’s leaders demonstrated that 
their central goal was getting  people to make tele vi sion, not to watch it. And 
by the end of my fi ldwork, I understood their motto, “ Don’t watch tele vi-
sion, make it!” as another way of saying, “ Don’t sit by and watch the state, 
make it!”

The Historical Conjuncture
Much of what I document and analyze in the chapters that follow took place 
between 2006 and 2007, a time of ad hoc invention and change in Venezu-
ela. Th s was a high point for the Bolivarian Revolution. Chávez was fi st 
elected in 1998 with the claim that his government would remake the rela-
tionship between state and society by granting the population direct control 
over governance and decision-making. To advance this vision, the govern-
ment joined forces with active social movements to create a complex web 
of new programs in health care, education, housing, and media, some of 
which granted leadership to grassroots groups while  others replicated previ-
ous patterns of paternalism. At the same time, Chávez concentrated power 
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in the executive branch and centralized leadership in his own hands. In the 
wake of Chávez’s 2005 declaration that Venezuela was on the road to build-
ing twenty- fi st- century socialism, the government formed a mass socialist 
party; nationalized key industries, expropriating them with compensation; 
and promoted local self- governing organ izations called communal councils. 
The president and his supporters asserted that their aim was to create a kind 
of socialism that was neither derived from Soviet or Cuban socialism, nor 
limited to the formal channels of representative liberal democracy.

Chávez was reelected in December  2006 by a wide margin, granting 
him a fi m mandate, even in the face of a wealthy and globally influential 
po liti cal opposition. Chávez’s reelection followed three years of economic 
expansion. Oil prices  were high and state funding for social programs was 
plentiful. Socioeconomic indicators for the period between 2003, when the 
government gained control over the state oil industry, and Chávez’s reelec-
tion in 2006 reveal improved life conditions for the population (López Maya 
and Lander 2011b). Chávez emerged as a key leader in Latin Amer i ca. He 
voiced the perspective of a growing number of progressive governments that 
challenged U.S. po liti cal and economic hegemony in the region.

Catia TVe producers  were hopeful that through the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion they could advance social justice and equality in Venezuela and beyond. 
Intermingled with my in for mants’ optimism, however, was a sense of uncer-
tainty. The Bolivarian Revolution unfolded through sharp and pervasive 
contradictions. Over lunch one after noon in 2007, Hector, an assistant 
 director at Catia TVe, referenced aspects of  these inconsistencies, noting, “This 
revolution is too easy.” We had spent almost ten minutes searching for seats 
in the crowded food court of a mall in a working- class neighborhood of west 
Caracas.  Tables  were packed with families and young  people enjoying pizza, 
fried chicken, and falafel sandwiches at prices that  were more than double 
the cost of lunch from the informal vendors that lined the streets just outside 
the mall. The Bolivarian Revolution’s re distribution of resources allowed 
many poor and lower middle- class  people newfound access to commodities. 
The incongruous mix of cap i tal ist and socialist ideals that  shaped daily life 
in west Caracas was particularly notable in the mall, a space that serves as a 
kind of laboratory for aspirational class identities (Dávila 2015).

Hector worried about the fact that re distribution relied on high oil prices. 
The material gains we saw in poor communities around Catia TVe  were not 
the result of a hard- fought strug gle to upend the cap i tal ist world system and re-
order production and distribution through collective worker control. Instead, 
the poor and middle- class advocates of the Bolivarian Revolution attempted 
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to build a new state on the foundation of an existing mono- crop export econ-
omy, which continued to keep Venezuela reliant on and deeply interconnected 
to what Hector saw as an unjust and destructive international cap i tal ist system. 
In addition to being concerned about Venezuela’s dependence on oil, most of 
my interlocutors at Catia TVe  were also anxious about the hostility of the 
previous ruling elites, the opportunism they encountered within the ranks of 
chavistas, and the overreliance of the Bolivarian movement on Chávez’s lead-
ership. Nevertheless, they believed that revolutionary change was pos si ble.

At the time of my research, my interlocutors at Catia TVe had already 
participated in advancing profound challenges to the status quo. They  were 
part of a mass popu lar rebellion that helped reverse a 2002 coup attempt 
against Chávez, which Venezuela’s commercial media  owners and business 
leaders orchestrated and the U.S. government endorsed. Th s was no small 
achievement, given the violent history of U.S.-backed coups in the region 
(Grandin 2006). Moreover, Catia TVe producers  were active in building and 
benefiting from programs in health, education, community media, and food 
distribution. They  were optimistic about their efforts to expand po liti cal 
participation in state formation and develop meaningful popu lar control 
through the Bolivarian Revolution.

FIGURE I.3. Caracas street mural, November 24, 2006. Photo by the author.
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To understand their sense of possibility, it is vital to comprehend how 
the par tic u lar historical conjuncture of the fi st de cade of the 2000s created 
openings for po liti cal change. The multiple interconnected forces that in-
formed daily life in Caracas and globe- spanning politics during this period 
included a shifting po liti cal landscape created by the collapse of Venezu-
ela’s two- party po liti cal system in the 1990s; the growing popu lar rejection 
in Latin America of neoliberal policies imposed by the United States; the 
charismatic contradictory leadership of Hugo Chávez; widespread denun-
ciation of U.S. intervention in the aftermath of the American invasion of 
Af ghan i stan and Iraq; and, of course, the rise in the price of oil, which was 
itself a complex outcome of the interplay of the Chávez government’s poli-
cies and global politics.  These conditions produced uncertainty and oppor-
tunity; Catia TVe producers and their allies  were hopeful they could exploit 
this situation to build state institutions by and for the poor majority.

Ten years  later, the easiness that concerned Hector is a distant memory. 
Much of my in for mants’ optimism has turned to despair. With Chávez’s 
death in 2013, the precipitous drop in the price of oil, a reconsolidated po liti-
cal opposition, and the calamitous leadership of Chávez’s successor, Nicolás 
Maduro, Hector and his allies face a remarkably diff er ent conjuncture. As I 
fin sh this book, my in for mants from Catia TVe fear the vio lence and po liti-
cal paralysis that shapes everyday life in Caracas. The poorest have been hit 
the hardest by the current economic collapse. Catia TVe is struggling to stay 
in operation in the face of bud get cuts and the new challenges of everyday 
survival. The crisis Venezuela now  faces is a consequence of at least three 
 factors: fi st, the difficulty of altering the structure of de pen dency created 
by a mono- crop export economy; second, the pressure imposed by national 
and international interests who seek to curb anticapitalist politics that would 
upend the class structure; and third, the challenge of countering corruption 
in the midst of a chaotic and ad hoc pro cess of transformation.

Given the formidable challenges Catia TVe producers and their allies 
faced in asserting popu lar leadership of state institutions, they  were less at-
tuned to analyzing and trying to intervene in the prob lems of Venezuela’s 
dependence on the global oil market and its interconnections with global 
geopolitics. In the midst of high oil prices, some of the inconsistencies and 
tensions of the effort to build socialism on the foundation of a cap i tal ist 
extraction- based economy could be temporarily sidestepped. Their horizon 
and practice of statecraft  were focused on the local, national, and short term.

In focusing on the specific day- to- day work of statecraft in 2006 and 2007, 
I emphasize the opportunities that Catia TVe producers missed, especially 
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in addressing inequalities internal to the Bolivarian movement. I make 
clear that the direction the revolution has taken and the prob lems that have 
emerged  were not inevitable, as some observers contend. I emphasize how 
the lack of internal critique of power relations among supporters of the 
Bolivarian movement created a weak basis on which to navigate the con-
tradictions of the movement and the hostility of the local and global forces 
aligned against popu lar leadership. Careful assessment of the gains and mis-
steps of the many proj ects, like Catia TVe, that emerged with the Bolivarian 
pro cess  will enable us not only to understand the Bolivarian movement but 
also to grasp the limits and challenges of the conceptual categories we use to 
understand revolutionary politics.

By now, many scholars and observers have worked to untangle the knots 
of co- optation and empowerment that held together the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion and the pro cess of state formation in Venezuela  under Chávez.8 I take 
up and extend a valuable thread in this scholarship that highlights how the state 
is produced on an everyday basis outside as well as inside formal state in-
stitutions. With many of the institutions of the Bolivarian Revolution  under 
extreme duress, if not already dismantled, it becomes even more pressing to 
understand how and why social activists engaged with the state as a condi-
tion of possibility during the period that I analyze.

Anthropological Approaches to States
What became clear to Catia TVe activists and to me, as a scholar who is 
sympathetic with their efforts to construct a more just world, is that “one’s 
theory of ‘the state’ does greatly  matter in formulating strategies for po liti cal 
action” (Gupta 1995, 394). We must address the perennial questions of what 
the state is and why our theories  matter. While states play impor tant roles in 
 people’s everyday lives, states are not easy to defi e or delineate. One might 
imagine a state in institutional terms— organ izations of appointed, elected, 
or hired  people who run the police, the military, and the offi al bureaucra-
cies that order our lives through both violent and banal coercion. But on 
close inspection, it becomes difficult to draw bound aries between state and 
non- state. In a now classic article, Philip Abrams (1988) calls the state a “tri-
umph of concealment”; the very idea of the state hides the way power works 
in the world by making it seem as if  there  were a unifi d, self- operating force 
of legitimate power separate from the workings of the economy and soci-
ety. Forgetting that  people make the state— like a god or an idol— the state 
appears to have a life force all its own (Taussig 1993). The common spatial 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679085/9781478002529-001.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Introduction—15

meta phor of the state as “above” and “outside” society inhibits an analy sis of 
how power hierarchies are reproduced and challenged in daily interactions 
that are at once local and global (Coronil 1997; Ferguson and Gupta 2002).

Informed by thinkers such as Gramsci and Poulantzas, anthropologists, 
historians, and po liti cal theorists have challenged, on the one hand, or-
thodox Marxist notions that states are straightforward instruments of the 
dominant cap i tal ist class and, on the other hand, liberal approaches to the 
state as an entity ideally autonomous from civil society and the economy 
(Fernandes 2006; Joseph and Nugent 1994; Mitchell 1999). The pro cessual 
approach to the state that I take up throughout this book sees the state, as 
Michel- Rolph Trouillot contends, as “a set of practices and pro cesses and 
their effects” (2001, 131), which are thoroughly embedded in our everyday 
actions, concrete experiences, and relationships. My research resonates 
with that of scholars who have argued that the state is not a fi ed form or a 
“ thing” at all, but rather a social web that extends not only through individ-
ual socie ties but also across the globe (Abrams 1988; Coronil 1997; Mitchell 
1991). Thus, the state not only includes formal institutions like prisons and 
schools, but also, as Aradhana Sharma and Akhil Gupta note, “is within 
other institutional forms through which social relations are lived— family, 
civil society, and the economy” (2006, 9). A pro cessual notion of the state 
takes into account how the unfolding social relationships that shape daily 
life are part of a network of unequal and global power relations.

Debates about the state are a steady fix ure of everyday life for most 
Venezuelans.  These discussions have generated extensive anthropological 
attention.  Whether approached as “magical” (Coronil 1997; Taussig 1997), 
“festive” (Guss 2001), “hybrid” (Fernandes 2010b), or as a “pro cess of every-
day formation” (Schiller 2013; Valencia 2015), the state plays an outsized role 
in scholarly understandings and imaginations of Venezuela. My vantage point 
from Catia TVe allowed me to see that poor activists  were using statecraft  the 
everyday pro cess of creating ideas and repre sen ta tions about what the state 
is and can be—to try to create a more just world. Th s fi ding was distinct 
from most of what I had read about states and social movements.

Statecraft as a Weapon of the Weak
In the late twentieth and early twenty- fi st centuries, many anthropologists 
turned their attention away from or ga nized revolutionary movements to 
focus instead on “unlikely” and “everyday forms of re sis tance” (Abu- Lughod 
1990; Scott 1990). James Scott encouraged anthropologists to consider both 
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the importance of unor ga nized acts of re sis tance and the  great danger of 
large- scale state proj ects to “improve the  human condition” (1998). Eth-
nographers traced how subjugated populations resisted relations of subor-
dination by employing “weapons of the weak” (Scott 1985), including not 
only foot- dragging and dissimulation but also the “subtle, unor ga nized, dif-
fuse and spontaneous” forms of oppositional culture, such as laughter and 
humor (Goldstein 2003, 98). As Lila Abu- Lughod (1990) notes,  these studies 
uncovered the complexity of pro cesses of domination, directed attention to 
everyday strug gle, and deepened our understandings of power both as an 
exercise of hegemony and as brute vio lence. However, a weakness of the 
focus on unlikely and commonplace forms of re sis tance is that it down-
played the importance of overt or ga nized forms of opposition and misrep-
resented re sis tance and local knowledge as separate from or outside of state 
power (Gutmann 1993; Li 2005).

At the same time that many anthropologists  were devoting attention 
to small- scale everyday acts of re sis tance, social scientists studying Latin 
Amer i ca increasingly directed their analyses to the “new social movements” 
that arose in the 1980s and 1990s.  These scholars argued that conventional 
theories envisioned po liti cal practice in narrow terms that included only 
electoral, party, and other formal po liti cal institutions, overlooking the role 
of social movements in constructing and configu ing democracy (Alvarez, 
Dagnino, and Escobar 1998). In the strug gle against the bloody dictatorships 
in Latin Amer i ca’s southern cone and in their aftermath, social movements 
engaged in po liti cal activism in unconventional spheres outside the formal 
state apparatus.  These activists  were suspicious of or rejected outright the 
possibility that the state was a site of collective reference in the pursuit of 
justice (Dagnino 1998, 45).

My research on Catia TVe and the Bolivarian Revolution differs markedly 
from studies of social activists who determined that the state was a lost 
cause. In contrast, I analyze why in the fi st de cade of the twenty- fi st  century 
many activists in Venezuela approached statecraft as a weapon of the weak. 
 These efforts  were always, in  every moment,  shaped by power inequalities of 
class, gender, race, and the kinds of access to decision-making  these hierar-
chies afforded, as I demonstrate. Rather than waiting to engage the state 
once more equitable relations  were established, they used the pro cess of 
statecraft as a way to try to bring into being a more equitable world. Catia 
TVe producers wrestled with their relationships with offi al state institu-
tions and agents, which, as I  will show,  were si mul ta neously constraining and 
enabling. However, establishing autonomy from the state along the lines that 
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liberal approaches to press freedom mandated was neither desirable nor 
pos si ble for Catia TVe producers, given their po liti cal commitments to the 
Bolivarian Revolution and their view that the state resources on which they 
depended rightly belonged to them. They sought to create the necessary 
space for criticism in order to deepen the revolutionary pro cess according to 
their agenda of popu lar empowerment.

Catia TVe producers’ everyday forms of re sis tance included their efforts 
to develop radical interdependencies with, rather than absolute auton-
omy from, state institutions.9 My in for mants at Catia TVe openly collabo-
rated with offi als, institutions, and a broad and diverse network of social 
movement actors who claimed affi ty with a pro cess of progressive social 
change. Catia TVe producers interchanged knowledge, material resources, 
and symbolic and material power with  people working within state institu-
tions. They aimed for  these interdependent relations to be radical in the sense 
that they  were in the interest of sweeping changes in the structures of lib-
eral cap i tal ist society. Catia TVe producers’ efforts to create mutual reliance 
with offi al institutions involved maintaining long- standing ties and creat-
ing new relationships with allies who often exercised greater class power. In 
many moments, rather than radical interde pen dency, Catia TVe producers 
and their interlocutors created a kind of mutual instrumentality. In other 
moments, they created tenuous and fl eting forms of radical interdepen-
dence with offi al actors who worked within tumultuous state institutions, 
some of which  were much more aligned than  others with Catia TVe’s goals 
of radical transformation and popu lar leadership. To engage in revolution-
ary statecraft in and through Venezuela’s already existing liberal cap i tal ist 
state institutions required Catia TVe producers to embrace the real ity of an 
uneven playing fi ld. They chose not to wait  until they enjoyed conditions of 
equality with their allies to act. Th s pro cess was confli t- ridden, frustrating, 
and sometimes tedious.

Making the Media and the State Ordinary
Let us return to the palace.

Considerable tension buzzed just below the staid collegiality of the press 
conference I began describing in the opening of this introduction. Just a 
few months before, Chávez had announced that his government would not 
renew the broadcast license for a commercial tele vi sion station harshly 
critical of the Bolivarian Revolution. Th s announcement sparked the wide-
spread conclusion that Chávez threatened press freedom. Tackling criticism 
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of his government head on, Chávez opened his address to the national and 
international press that morning by pledging that he loved what he called 
“the  battle of ideas.” Taking a sip of espresso from a tiny porcelain cup, Chávez 
instructed his audience, “One should say what one wants, as long as they 
are responsible about what they say. The public should freely watch, listen, 
analyze, and come to their own conclusions. Th s is part of the Bolivarian 
Revolution. So that every one knows,  people  here say what they want.”

Chávez’s declaration of commitment to freedom of expression, a right 
central to the framework of liberal democracy, ran  counter to most pro-
nouncements. But the president’s qualifi ation that press freedom entailed 
a “responsibility” on the part of speakers to manage their own expression 
pointed to exactly the kind of ambiguity that critics argued would allow the 
government to unilaterally censor any material it deemed reckless.10

Chávez moved on to other topics. Many other topics. About two hours 
into the president’s four- hour monologue, Nestor and Jesica’s excitement at 
being inside the palace for the fi st time, alongside the international and 
national professional press crews, slowly dissipated. Chávez regularly spoke 
for hours on end. As usual, he interspersed his formal discussion of policy 
with off  the- cuff commentary peppered with songs, jokes, and accessible 

FIGURE I.4. Chávez speaks at press conference, February 1, 2007. Photo by the author.

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679085/9781478002529-001.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Introduction—19

lessons in po liti cal ideology. But even the most passionate supporters of the 
president grew bored as the tedium of being tightly packed against other 
film crews set in. Being in the same room as Chávez began to feel remark-
ably ordinary.

Nestor, Jesica, and I distracted ourselves by gazing through the win dows 
of the control room  behind us, where heavyset men in suits and ties oper-
ated dials and keyboards. Based on their experience in Catia TVe’s studio, 
Jesica and Nestor explained to me—in short whispers— that  these men  were 
rotating between three diff er ent camera feeds to stitch together a seamless 
recording of the press conference, which they broadcast live over the airwaves 
of the principal state tele vi sion channel.  After a while, though, even this 
elaborate display of media production grew boring. Jesica and Nestor busied 
themselves exchanging text messages with friends. Like Chávez’s presence, 
the behind- the- scenes action of this impor tant site of offi al media production 
and state power had become altogether too familiar.

Nestor and Jesica’s boredom during the press conference was signifi ant. 
Their access to this space of offi al power exposed the everyday  human 
character of what so often seemed otherworldly: the state, the media, and 
the charismatic force that was Hugo Chávez. In a historical context where 
Venezuela’s vast oil wealth has been used by governing elites to make them-
selves and their institutions seem super natural to many ordinary  people, 
Catia TVe producers’ access to the means of media production gave them 
new insight into the behind- the- scenes creation of state spectacle. Nestor 
and Jesica learned that the press conference was a carefully staged activity 
coordinated by ordinary  people who made decisions about who should be 
permitted to ask questions, what camera  angle to choose, and which dial to 
turn. The numerous espressos that Chávez requested with a subtle tap on his 
porcelain cup fueled his seemingly superhuman energy.

Just when it seemed that Chávez would talk straight through lunchtime, 
he opened the fl or to questions.  After calling on several reporters from 
international and national commercial outlets, Chávez turned to a  woman 
from a community newspaper outlet. She was one of the few nonprofessional 
community media producers alongside Catia TVe at the press conference. 
The  woman had dark-brown skin and looked to be in her late thirties. In a 
remarkably calm voice she asked the president to discuss the model of com-
munication he thought was necessary to build twenty- fi st- century socialism. 
I had observed how this question had been carefully planned before the press 
conference began, when the director of a new bureau within the Ministry 
of Communications and Information devoted to community media asked 
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the six representatives of community media outlets pres ent that morning to 
agree jointly on a question for the president.

The community newspaper reporter followed up this carefully vetted 
question with a second query for Chávez that departed from the prear-
ranged script. “Mr. President,” she said, “if you’ll permit me, knowing the 
freedom of expression that we enjoy plainly  here in Venezuela when we are 
responsible with what we say, I’d like to tell you about an act of bureaucracy 
in our community.” Given the way that select liberal notions of press free-
dom  were so frequently used to delegitimize the Bolivarian Revolution, I 
was surprised to observe this community newspaper reporter invoke press 
freedom. She went on to describe how the government had stopped con-
struction on a housing proj ect in her neighborhood without offering her 
community an explanation. With all eyes in the room fi mly resting on her, 
she launched a denuncia— a complaint or denunciation— about government 
bureaucracy and corruption. Chávez listened, his eyes narrowing. He made 
notes in pencil on a  legal pad. When she was fin shed, Chávez restated his 
commitment to press freedom and turned briefly to her complaint. He asked 
the community reporter for more details and promised to have the corre-
sponding minister look into the prob lem.

I never learned  whether or not this community reporter received a re-
sponse from the minister. But it was clear that the reporter transformed what 
could have been a tightly constrained per for mance of grassroots participa-
tion into an opportunity to raise a pressing concern for her community and 
hold Chávez accountable to rectify corruption. What was so remarkable was 
that, although a language of press freedom had become for many critics the 
go-to po liti cal grammar to discredit the Bolivarian Revolution, this com-
munity reporter mobilized this same discourse of enlightened liberalism in 
her denuncia to declare her solidarity with and criticism of the Chávez gov-
ernment in order to demand more commitment for social provisions from 
formal state institutions.

While community media producers like this reporter and Nestor and 
Jesica rejected a liberal ideology that prioritizes the press’s in de pen dence 
from the state, they  were also clear that they did not want to replicate his-
torical socialist prescriptions for cultural producers to act as the vanguard of 
the party- state. Catia TVe producers  were disillusioned by the failures of lib-
eral cap i tal ist democracy in Venezuela and wary of repeating the  mistakes of 
previous socialist experiments. And yet both liberal demo cratic and socialist 
ideals  shaped how Catia TVe producers developed and realized their com-
munity media proj ect and how scholars, pundits, activists, journalists, and 
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politicians evaluated their media practice. A central conceptual and po liti cal 
challenge for state- aligned community media producers has been to articu-
late media freedom in terms that build on and depart from the dominant 
Western liberal tradition of press freedom and experiments with socialist 
media. Th s book tracks this reckoning.

Th ough their participation in community media production in this and 
countless other moments, Catia TVe producers began to see not only the 
media but also the state as unstable proj ects of  human construction. Their 
experience undermined the idea, reproduced by successive Venezuelan 
governments, that the state was something they could not participate in or 
change. Their participation in both the technological pro cess of production 
 behind media repre sen ta tions, and in the sociopo liti cal dynamics involved 
in the production of the state allowed them to challenge the dominant no-
tion that the state was a magical monolith beyond the reach of  human action 
that functioned apart from them. Their practice of media production en-
couraged Catia TVe producers to view the state not as a central headquarters 
of power or a chief threat to individual liberty but, instead, as a pro cess they 
could shape.

Plan of the Book
Chapter  1, “State– Media Relations and the Rise of Catia TVe,” charts the 
 development of community media in the context of modern Venezuelan state 
formation. I describe Catia TVe’s transformation from a film club formed on 
the heels of the 1989 popu lar uprising to a  legal and well- funded tele vi sion 
station by 2007. While Chávez’s policies  were often framed as a vast depar-
ture from previous relations between purportedly autonomous arenas of 
media and the state, this chapter places the Chávez government’s approach 
to media within a long history of strug gle, collusion, and compromise be-
tween commercial channels and Venezuelan governments.

Chapter 2, “Community Media as Everyday State Formation,” examines how 
Catia TVe producers juggled multiple defin tions of the state as they docu-
mented the formation of a communal council (an innovative local governance 
structure) and produced coverage of the 2006 presidential elections along-
side ViVe tv , an offi al state tele vi sion outlet. Catia TVe producers at times 
constructed and depended on notions of a reifi d state, autonomous and 
separate from society, to build their authority and engage in social activism. 
Nevertheless, in their everyday practice they defi d the fix ty of the boundary 
between state and society and advocated for activists to embrace statecraft
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Chapter 3, “Class Acts,” analyzes the cross- class collaboration and confli t 
that emerged at joint training workshops between Catia TVe producers— 
the majority of whom lived in Caracas’s barrios— and their allies at the offi-
cial state channel, ViVe tv , most of whom  were from middle- class families. 
I explore the prob lems that developed as community and offi al state media 
producers collaborated to create revolutionary tele vi sion and used “popu lar 
culture” as a basis for the construction of Venezuelan socialism.

Chapter 4, “Channeling Chávez,” explores the limits and possibilities of 
theories of pop u lism, a heavi ly debated framework, to understand the Boli-
varian Revolution. I assess how Catia TVe producers negotiated the contra-
dictions of Chávez’s centralized leadership and defi ed the concept of “the 
 people” as working class and popu lar.

Chapter  5, “Mediating  Women,” highlights the connections between 
media production, public speaking, and gendered authority. While  women 
producers at Catia TVe made remarkable gains in the fi ld of media pro-
duction, they nevertheless faced per sis tent gender- based oppression within 
the station. I argue that the distinction between demo cratic community and 
domineering state apparatus prevents scholars, methodologically as well as 
theoretically, from tracing the way that gender hierarchy was produced in 
Bolivarian Venezuela.

Chapter 6, “Reckoning with Press Freedom,” explores how Catia TVe pro-
ducers approached press freedom in the context of the Chávez government’s 
controversial 2007 decision to remove rc t v , a commercial tele vi sion sta-
tion, from the public airwaves. Instead of approaching the state as a bar-
rier to press freedom, community media producers in Caracas approached 
statecraft as a potentially liberatory pro cess of collective engagement. The 
book ends with a glimpse of Catia TVe in 2015. I explore how community 
media producers have weathered the loss of Chávez and how a few of Catia 
TVe’s found ers understood their own missteps and the economic and po liti cal 
crisis they faced.

Channeling the State analyzes how  people from Caracas’s poor neighbor-
hoods, together with their middle- class allies, used the pro cess of media 
production to engage in forms of everyday statecraft with the goal of build-
ing an alternative to liberal cap i tal ist democracy.
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José, a twenty- seven- year- old taxicab driver, bounced his knee furiously 
up and down. “It’s freezing in  here,” I whispered to him. José smiled ner-
vously and steadied his knee. “It’s not that I’m cold,” he confid d. “I’ve just 
never been on tele vi sion before.” José and I joined sixteen community activ-
ists, teachers, and community media producers in Catia TVe’s heavi ly air- 
conditioned tele vi sion studio. Luis, the host of that eve ning’s show, settled 
into one of the mix- matched chairs arranged in a semicircle in front of two 
massive studio cameras. Catia TVe’s found ers acquired the cameras, cables, 
and microphones, and almost every thing  else in the station, through their 
publicity contract with the state oil com pany. Adeptly attaching a tiny mi-
crophone to the collar of his T- shirt, Luis warmly reassured his guests that 
all that was required of them was to continue the conversation they had been 
having for weeks about what kind of programming they thought should be 
broadcast on a new state- run tele vi sion station. In a controversial move, 
President Chávez had announced just a few months before, in December 
2006, that his government planned to replace a commercial tele vi sion net-
work staunchly critical of the government with a new state- run network. In 
the months following the announcement, Catia TVe or ga nized a series of 
talks with local community organizers about how  people from the barrio 
could participate in producing material for the new tele vi sion state. “Why 
not broadcast our discussion?” Luis suggested at the close of the last gather-
ing. So  there we  were.

My aim in this chapter is to understand the conditions that led to Catia 
TVe’s found ers to join forces with the Chávez government to remake Vene-
zuela’s media world. I briefly look back at the development of the tele vi sion 

on e

STATE– MEDIA RELATIONS AND THE RISE OF CATIA TVe
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industry in Venezuela to unearth some of the alliances, tensions, and inter-
connections between ruling elites who exercised control over state institutions, 
power ful business  owners who held the mono poly over communications, 
intellectuals who sought to create a more demo cratic communications system, 
and activists who engaged the tools of community media to advance social 
justice.

Observers and activists have often framed the Chávez government’s poli-
cies as a vast departure from previous relations between media makers and 
the state, as if before the Chávez era, media producers and  owners had ex-
ercised full autonomy from offi al state actors. In fact, as I explore in the 
fi st half of this chapter, past interdependencies between state authorities 
and media makers have been multiple, signifi ant, and, in many ways, taken 
for granted.  Here I place the Chávez government’s policy shifts regarding 
media within a long history of strug gle, collusion, and compromise between 
commercial media and Venezuelan governments. I point to the roots of the 
con temporary community media movement in the 1970s debates about the 
need for a “New World Information and Communications Order.”

In the second half of the chapter, I document how,  under the Chávez 
government, barrio- based actors, middle- class allies, state employees, and 
international allies jointly produced new experiments in state and commu-
nity tele vi sion in Venezuela. In  these proj ects, the interconnections between 
state, economy, and media  were redrawn in ways that diverged markedly, 
although not entirely, from the patterns of liberal and neoliberal cap i tal ist 
proj ects of previous administrations. Th s overview of state– media relations 
in Venezuela uncovers how marking borders between mutually constitutive 
social fi lds of state and society “generates resources of power,” includ-
ing  “effects of agency and partial autonomy, with concrete consequences” 
(Mitchell 1999, 83, 84). Analyzing the Chávez government’s approach to 
Venezuela’s media world alongside  those of previous administrations illus-
trates how differently positioned social actors mobilize rhe torics of autonomy 
 toward distinct po liti cal ends.

Setting the Scene
“Good eve ning.” Luis looked steadily into one of the two studio cameras 
that encircled the group of invited guests. “To night we want to talk about 
the relationship between communal councils and the new tele vi sion station. 
You  don’t have to be a filmmaker to create tele vi sion. You may be a  lawyer, 
a mechanic, a bus driver, or a  house wife, but you have the responsibility to 
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participate. And I think this is the moment. You, out  there, spread the word! 
We need to discuss this on the corner, down your alley.”

By 2007, when I observed the filming of this program, Luis had been 
moderating his studio talk show in one form or another for nearly ten years. 
Luis was full of a seemingly boundless energy; only his silver beard betrayed 
his almost fi y years. Over the course of my fi ldwork, I heard Luis make 
a similar call for widespread participation in media production countless 
times. His list of professions— lawyer, bus driver,  house wife, mechanic— was 
a way for Luis to index social class status and make clear that one  didn’t need 
elite professional training to be a media producer. Luis and his colleagues 
often expanded their call by noting that it  didn’t  matter if  people  were “black, 
fat, or missing an eye.” Luis and his Catia TVe colleagues’ invitation for wide-
spread participation challenged the racial, class, and gender hierarchy that 
characterized most tele vi sion programming broadcast in Venezuela. They 
made a claim to transform their media world by changing who was in front 
of and  behind the tele vi sion camera. Community media activists at Catia 
TVe did so in close collaboration with the Chávez government, a fact that 
was evident in  every corner of their tele vi sion station.

Luis’s composed demeanor betrayed no trace of the harried scene I’d 
witnessed just half an hour before. Luis had dashed around Catia TVe’s two- 
story building trying to recruit camera operators for the program. His sched-
ule had been irregular in the proceeding weeks and none of his colleagues 
remembered that they would be needed that eve ning to film his show. The 
guests on his program  were already arriving as I followed Luis around the 
station pleading for camera operators. At our fi st stop in the production 
offi , we found Douglas, a stocky man in his mid- thirties. He was one of 
the five Catia TVe staff members responsible for producing programming. 
Douglas was intensely focused; he was editing footage on a shiny new Mac 
computer the station had just purchased using funds from a publicity con-
tract with the state oil com pany. Luis’s effort to cajole Douglas into being a 
cameraperson for his studio program proved futile. Douglas scratched his 
short- cropped head of curls, explaining apologetically that he was about to 
leave to film a dance per for mance that eve ning at the National Theater.

I continued to follow Luis around the large rectangular atrium at the cen-
ter of Catia TVe’s headquarters, a sizeable building constructed in the late 
1800s to serve as  horse stables for President Joaquín Crespo.1 The minister 
of the interior granted Catia TVe a rent- free fi y- year lease in 2003, pro-
viding a vital long- term subsidy to support their community tele vi sion proj ect. 
The building is located in the historic center of Caracas in a neighborhood 
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called Caño Amarillo, named for the spectacular yellow fl wers that once 
bloomed in the area. By 2007, the few remaining historic buildings  were sur-
rounded by poor neighborhoods. An elevated portion of the Caracas metro 
cuts through the densely packed  houses of cement blocks and zinc roofi g, 
noisily passing just twenty feet in front of Catia TVe’s headquarters.

Luis led me to the station’s transmission offi , a dark, windowless room 
in the back of the building with the feel of an airplane cockpit. Edilson, a 
staff member in his late twenties, sat in front of two computer screens, three 
keyboards, countless knobs, and four tele vi sion screens that  were tuned 
to diff er ent channels. At the time, Catia TVe was on the air from 10 a.m. 
to 10 p.m. Edilson was responsible for organ izing the day’s programming 
schedule, which consisted of programs produced by Catia TVe’s unpaid 
volunteers and paid staff, as well as documentaries made in Venezuela and 
abroad. Catia TVe also regularly broadcast Chávez’s speeches. The station 
was  under  legal obligation, as  were all media outlets based in Venezuela, to 
broadcast certain offi al transmissions. Catia TVe’s staff regularly chose to 
broadcast many of Chávez’s speeches that the Ministry of Information and 
Communication had not designated as obligatory. Between this lineup of 
programming, Edilson and his colleagues interspersed paid content, which 

FIGURE 1.1. Catia TVe’s tele vi sion studio, August 9, 2004. Photo by the author.
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consisted of offi al promotional segments produced by state institutions 
that celebrated the accomplishments of the Bolivarian Revolution.

“Epa, Harry Potter!” Luis shouted. Edilson’s new round glasses had in-
spired his latest nickname. The glasses, like the braces that glinted in Edilson’s 
mouth,  were signs of his new access to steady income and health insurance 
as an employee at Catia TVe. “The show begins in twenty- five minutes,” Luis 
informed Edilson and was out the door. He headed  toward the front office
of the building.  There on a balcony just outside the outreach department, 
Luis found just what he was looking for: Jesica, a staff member, and Rose-
mery, a volunteer,  were sharing a cigarette. “Ay, mi amor,” Luis enveloped 
Rosemery in a bear hug. “Mi vida,” he kissed Jesica on the cheek. Luis had to 
wait a moment for a subway to blast by us before making his appeal for their 
help in the studio. With some coaxing and a promise that Luis would find 
the  women a  ride home to their respective barrios  after the program was 
over, Jesica and Rosemery agreed to operate the cameras for his show. As a 
volunteer, Rosemery was not remunerated for her  labor. Jesica earned mini-
mum wage, as did the station’s other thirty employees, which at that time 
included security guards, custodial staff, accountants, and media producers. 
The minimum wage was about $400 per month during my fi ldwork, which 
was enough to cover Jesica’s expenses in the  house hold she shared with her 
parents.

Once the program began back in the studio, Luis held out a microphone 
to invite one of his program’s guests to begin the discussion about how 
the local community organ izations, known as communal councils, might 
influence the direction of the new state- run tele vi sion station. Communal 
councils, legalized in 2006, allow groups of 200 to 400 families in urban 
areas (fewer are required in rural zones) to directly administer government 
funding for local housing and public works proj ects. A young man answered 
Luis’s invitation, requesting the microphone. “Look, I’m trying to or ga nize 
a communal council but I’m a bit stuck. I  don’t know how to proceed.” Luis 
gestured for the young man to hold the microphone closer to his mouth so 
he could be heard over the air. The man overcompensated, pressing the foam 
of the microphone into his lower lip, his voice now painfully loud. “I saw a 
pre sen ta tion from the mayor’s offic about communal councils,” the man 
continued, tugging his T- shirt over his protruding belly, “but  there’s been no 
follow-up and I guess you could say that I’m looking for direction.”

Lidice, a Catia TVe volunteer in her early sixties, reached for the micro-
phone. “You need to consult the law about how to form a communal coun-
cil,” she instructed the young man. “ There are books and Power Point 
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pre sen ta tions. The mayor’s offic can help you proceed.” She paused and 
shifted in her plastic chair, sitting up a bit taller. “But what I want to say is 
this: the  people who are  going to or ga nize the communal councils should 
be the inhabitants of that sector. Th s is the challenge that we all face in order 
to actually construct participatory and protagonistic democracy in concrete 
ways, and not reproduce representative democracy. You see, the idea of the 
communal council is to create a structure that  will break with the old model 
of repre sen ta tion. You  can’t wait for the institutions to do  things for you.” 
Like other ardent activists, Lidice was adamant that they needed to assume 
leadership and initiative.

A skinny  woman a few chairs away gestured for the microphone. As she 
started to speak, Rosemery tripped over a thick black cable connected to her 
camera, distracting several of the participants.  After an awkward pause as 
Rosemery found her balance, the  woman continued. “We need to appropri-
ate the media so that we can inform  people of their rights. Are the institu-
tions  really in  favor of the  people [el pueblo]? We have to remember that we 
still have structures of the fourth regime [the previous government] and to 
this date we  haven’t transformed them. So as we are transforming the media, 
we are transforming this structure. We  don’t need outside experts.”

In many ways, Luis’s program was what you might expect of commu-
nity tele vi sion: a barebones set with mismatched furniture, jerky camera 
movements, and uneven sound. The conversation was improvised; the par-
ticipants immediately veered away from Luis’s initial invocation to focus on 
what was on their minds. In the harsh studio light,  faces  were shiny and 
pockmarked. Stomachs spilled over tight waistbands. With its small audiences 
and low production values, community tele vi sion might seem outdated, even 
comical.

And yet every one in the room was riveted. Regardless of who was watching 
the broadcast over Catia TVe’s airwaves, the space of the station’s tele vi sion 
studio became a forum for energetic debate, discussion, and information 
sharing. In the fi st few minutes of the program, the participants posed the 
central questions facing the Bolivarian Revolution. Could they and should 
they draw bound aries between their community activism and state institu-
tions? Was the state a collective unfolding proj ect of which they  were a part, 
or was it an outside threat to community organ izations? Could poor  people’s 
embrace of the tools to represent themselves allow them to transform, as one 
of the guests argued, the broader po liti cal and social structure?

Sitting in the back of the studio that eve ning, I noted the seemingly con-
tradictory ways that Luis and his guests invoked the state. Th oughout the 
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program they spoke of the need to defend themselves from the impositions 
of las instituciones. They made clear that existing institutions, many of which 
had been formed  under previous ruling regimes,  were not necessarily on the 
side of “the  people,” by which they meant the impoverished majority. Yet in 
their conversation they described the state as both a set of institutions that 
might co- opt community organ izations and, crucially, as a site of possibility, 
open to their involvement. The material real ity of their surroundings— the 
fl w of petrodollars that supported grassroots proj ects— provided evidence 
of the web of social relations that connected activists, offi al state institu-
tions, and the global oil economy. Seizing the tools of media production 
made pos si ble through  these relations was a vital part of Catia TVe activists’ 
efforts to challenge the historic pro cesses of dispossession that left barrio 
communities impoverished and marginalized. Nevertheless, the ongoing 
question of how their reliance on “outside experts” and “the institutions” 
might compromise their ability to meet their goals and make local decisions 
worried Catia TVe producers and many of their pro- revolution allies who 
had  adopted the challenge of building communal councils.

In the sections that follow, I place the conversation that unfolded that 
eve ning during Luis’s studio program within the intertwined history of mass 
media and community media in Venezuela. The Chávez government and its 
allies’ attempt to remake Venezuela’s media world was not, in fact, as stark a 
departure from past practice as both left   and right- wing po liti cal observers 
have claimed. The Chávez government’s close relationship with media pro-
ducers, efforts to de moc ra tize access to media, and attempts to control what 
was sayable in the press had historical pre ce dent.

Early De cades of Tele vi sion
The modernizing dictator Pérez Jiménez (1952–58) welcomed tele vi sion into 
Venezuela in 1952, following only eight other nations in the world (Mayobre 
1996, 240). With the development of the oil industry in the early twentieth 
 century, Venezuela had been transformed from an agricultural nation fo-
cused on coffee and cocoa production to one of the world’s most impor tant 
oil exporters, with close connections to American corporations (Tinker Salas 
2009). Rather than building a state- run public model for media like that of 
Western Eu rope, Jiménez and  later liberal demo cratic governments chose to 
follow an American commercial model. The new medium quickly became 
predominantly corporate- owned, advertising- supported, and dependent 
on U.S. programming to fill its program hours. Unlike many postcolonial 
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Thi d World nations, the aim of Venezuelan tele vi sion was not educational 
uplift. In contrast with Egypt, for example, where Lila Abu- Lughod notes 
that tele vi sion’s “addressee was the citizen, not the consumer” (2005, 11), the 
ideal target of Venezuelan tele vi sion was indisputably the consumer. The 
Jiménez government devoted  little attention to developing public tele vi sion 
networks. The state channel, Televisora Nacional de Venezuela, t vn -5, in-
augurated in 1952, reached only parts of Caracas and was underfunded and 
 little watched. A second state channel, Venezolana de Televisión or vt v , as 
it is commonly known  today, was not launched  until 1976. From the outset, 
then, a central goal of Venezuelan tele vi sion was to deliver audiences to ad-
vertisers. Tele vi sion enriched media and business  owners, who  were closely 
connected to state offi als. While newspapers and radio continued to play a 
key role in Venezuelan politics and everyday life, tele vi sion quickly became 
the most prominent means of mass communication (Bisbal 2005).

The type of democracy that po liti cal elites created in Venezuela in the late 
1950s expanded some rights and access to resources to the broader popu-
lation but did not signifi antly redistribute power. Venezuela’s ruling elites 
signed a po liti cal pact in 1958 to share power between two parties  under a 
representative liberal demo cratic system. Po liti cal organ izations on the left,
such as the Communist Party of Venezuela,  were excluded from the insti-
tutional arrangements of the pact. Beginning in  these early years of formal 
democracy, Venezuelan governments wrestled with the  owners of commercial 
media outlets for po liti cal influence. Yet, despite this competition, media and 
state  were far from mutually exclusive spheres. Media  owners had intimate 
social and po liti cal ties with ruling elites, granting them privileged influence 
over decision-making within the two- party demo cratic system (López Maya 
2005a). The absence of antitrust legislation allowed a few private corpora-
tions to exercise a virtual mono poly over media industries (Mayobre 2002, 
180). A small number of companies grew to control not only nationally 
broadcast tele vi sion networks, but also regional tele vi sion stations, radio 
outlets, and newspapers. Scholars note that although Latin American gov-
ernments have historically left private media offi ally un regu la ted, govern-
ment actors have paradoxically tightly controlled commercial media (Fox 
and Waisbord 2002; Waisbord 1995). At times, governments have exercised 
their power over commercial outlets through overt censorship and suppres-
sion of information. More commonly, however, governments have exerted 
control through the extension of broadcast licenses, lucrative contracts to 
broadcast state publicity, and monetary exchange policy, which can make it 
difficult for media businesses to secure needed imports.
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Although the 1961 constitution, ratifi d three years into the establishment 
of formal democracy, protected key liberal tenets such as press freedom, 
it left leeway for censorship by allowing for punishment of “statements that 
constitute criminal offenses” and by outlawing materials deemed to incite the 
public to disobey the law. At the outset of formal demo cratic rule, President 
Rómulo Betancourt (1959–64) put this flex bility to use, both by banning 
several small leftist newspapers and by shaping the coverage of mainstream 
media. When the leading national newspapers published articles exposing 
the government’s brutality against the leftist insurrection, the Betancourt 
government moved swiftly to prohibit the dissemination of information 
about acts of vio lence that would affect Venezuela’s “social tranquility” and 
“public order” (Botía 2007, 50). The commercial media vilifi d and excluded 
leftist voices, thus contributing to the absence of popu lar support for the 
armed strug gle against the limited demo cratic system (Ciccariello- Maher 
2013).

Th s competition, collaboration, and cross- pollination between media 
and governing elites in Venezuela took place against a backdrop of U.S. po-
liti cal and economic hegemony. In the 1950s, American networks ab c  and 
nbc  held partial owner ship of two of the three tele vi sion channels on the 
air in Venezuela, which came to be known as Radio Caracas Tele vi sion 
(rc t v ) and Venevisión. The third channel was the little- watched and un-
derfunded state-run station. In the early 1960s, the prominent Venezuelan 
Phelps  family purchased the majority of shares in rc t v , and the Cisneros 
group, a Cuban- Venezuelan industrialist  family with strong ties to Presi-
dent Betancourt, purchased a portion of Venevisión. Even  after Venezuelan 
businessmen purchased majority stakes in Venevisión and rc t v ,  these sta-
tions retained affiliation with American tele vi sion networks and broadcast 
extensive American content that advanced U.S. corporate and po liti cal in-
terests. Standard Oil, the U.S. oil  giant, developed tele vi sion programs for 
rc t v  that emphasized the com pany’s contributions to Venezuela (Tinker 
Salas 2009, 194). rc t v  and Venevisión broadcast programming created by 
the U.S. government to influence Venezuelan opinion in  favor of American- 
style capitalism, in an explicit effort to challenge the rising tide of communism 
elsewhere in the region (Tinker Salas 2009). At the same time, advertisements 
for Gerber baby food, Ford automobiles, and Avon lipstick encouraged con-
sumer demand for American products.

Commercial tele vi sion expanded its reach, proving to be both lucrative 
and po liti cally influential. Between 1960 and 1970, the percentage of  houses 
with tele vi sion sets doubled to 47  percent (Bisbal 2005, 40). By the end of 
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the 1970s, 79   percent of Venezuelan  house holds had a tele vi sion (Bisbal 
2005, 45). Media  owners and advertisers influenced not only consumption 
patterns, but also the continuity of the two- party po liti cal system. By 1969, 
President Caldera had allowed the return of the left to parliamentary poli-
tics, legalizing the Communist Party and the Movement of the Revolutionary 
Left, as well as granting amnesty to leftist guerrillas  after they renounced 
armed strug gle. The prohibitive cost of tele vi sion advertising, however, un-
dercut the ability of smaller parties to promote their candidates and mount 
presidential campaigns (Martz 1988, 163).

During the presidency of Rafael Caldera (1969–74), the government 
claimed the  legal ability to interrupt all broadcasts, on public and commer-
cial tele vi sion, to air presidential speeches pertaining to “ matters of public 
interest,” whenever the president deemed it necessary. (Chávez’s extensive 
use of a similar provision attracted widespread condemnation that almost 
exclusively overlooked the roots of this practice  under earlier governments.) 
Caldera’s efforts to expand the government’s capacity to interfere with 
broadcasters signaled an ongoing strug gle among the ruling classes to har-
ness broadcast media  toward diff er ent ends in diff er ent moments.

The Emergence of Anti- Imperialist  
Cultural Nationalism and Internationalism

In the late 1960s and 1970s, during a period of intense anti- imperialist strug-
gle in Southeast Asia, Africa, and the United States, revolutionary interna-
tionalist intellectuals, leftist activists, and elected and appointed leaders of 
Venezuelan state institutions began to address, from differing perspectives, 
the importance of local cultural production. In  these debates, we can trace 
the roots of the con temporary community media movement in Venezuela.

By 1973, 50  percent of tele vi sion programs broadcast in Venezuela  were 
imported (Ewell 1984, 222). The majority of news, films, tele vi sion,  music, and 
magazines that circulated in Latin Amer i ca during this period had origins 
in the United States (Beltrán Salmón 2008). Building on  these fi dings, left-
ist intellectuals began to identify cultural imperialism as a central dynamic 
of neo co lo nial domination (Dorfman and Mattelart 1975). In Venezuela, 
the foreign origins of much tele vi sion programming and the perceived low 
quality of the highest- rated telenovelas (Latin American soap operas) had 
begun to provoke much hand- wringing among Venezuela’s educators and 
intellectuals over what they saw as the nation’s cultural dependence and dis-
integrating moral fabric. The new influx of imported appliances, clothing, 
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and food, as well as the prominent place of American  music and film, stoked 
fears among some that Venezuelan culture was  under attack. The consen-
sus among most Venezuelan scholars was that tele vi sion transmitted foreign 
values, encouraged social ste reo types, and was morally and aesthetically 
repugnant (Barrios 1988, 72).

In response to the perceived threat to what prominent thinkers and poli-
ticians labeled Venezuelan national identity, many argued for greater state 
regulation of tele vi sion as a way to curb foreign influence. President Caldera, 
backed by one of the two major po liti cal parties, c opei, put forth a reso-
lution in 1972 to establish certain norms for tele vi sion content. Resolution 
3178 states, “Radio and tele vi sion stations should foment moral and cultural 
values of the nation, strengthen demo cratic conditions and national unity, 
contribute to the development and improvement of education, and affirm 
re spect for social morality,  human dignity, and  family institutions.” Caldera 
also demanded that tele vi sion outlets be fully owned by Venezuelans and 
that  these  owners assume greater responsibility for education and develop-
ment. Caldera’s government acted not only as if relying on “national” capital 
could ensure the defense of local norms and perspectives, but also as if that 
capital could be national and was not always already globally influenced. 
Politicians’ and scholars’ assertions that national owner ship could challenge 
cultural imperialism ignored the interpenetration and symbiosis between 
the domestic bourgeoisie and global cap i tal ists (Coronil 1997, 284).

Rather than highlight the need for national owner ship, the conversation 
among anti- imperialist internationalist scholars, artists, and activists in 
Venezuela and beyond approached communications as a  human right and 
a necessary component of democracy. The focus was not on defending the 
so- called values of the nation, but rather the need both to transform global 
fl ws of media products to ensure that the First World did not monopolize 
communications, and to assess the power dynamics under lying the pro-
duction of media within individual nation- states. Brazilian po liti cal phi los-
o pher Paulo Freire’s call (1970) for a “pedagogy of the oppressed” based 
on anticolonial horizontal communication energized the fi ld of communi-
cations. The growing effort to challenge the imposition of First World val-
ues, habits, and perspectives on subaltern nations was part and parcel of a 
broader politics of international solidarity among oppressed  peoples against 
the consolidation of cap i tal ist class power.  These calls for the autonomy of 
cultural industries, unlike President Caldera’s resolutions, drew attention to 
class inequalities and sought to disrupt rather than simply to maintain  these 
injustices. Thus, an anti- cultural imperialist nationalist discourse valorized 
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Venezuelan identity but largely sidestepped how the class interests of Ven-
ezuelan media  owners and producers  shaped media content. Alongside this 
discourse, an anti- imperialist internationalism focused not on reaffirming 
national identity but rather on challenging global capitalism.

The Call for a New World Information Order
The anti- imperialist impetus to rethink the global communications order 
found an institutional anchor at the United Nations. In 1974, the United 
Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organ ization (unesc o), made 
up of a substantial number of Thi d World intellectuals, built on ongoing 
conversations to declare the need for what they called a “New World Infor-
mation and Communications Order” (nwic o).  These scholars argued that 
meaningful national in de pen dence was impossible without participatory 
national cultural production and news analy sis originating in and focused 
on the Thi d World. Certain lines of discussion within this debate advanced 
a critique of capitalism, while  others focused predominantly on a defense of 
national cultural sovereignty.

In line with the politics of nwic o , Venezuelan intellectuals participated 
in a commission that focused on the need to develop public ser vice media. In 
1974,  under the leadership of prominent scholar Antonio Pasquali, a newly 
assembled National Council of Culture convened a group of academics and 
state offi als, as well as representatives from the Church and the armed 
forces, to create the Proj ect of Radio and Tele vi sion in Venezuela, known by 
the Spanish acronym ra tel ve . Th s proj ect marked the fi st time a Ven-
ezuelan state institution sought to de moc ra tize access to the means of media 
production and characterized media as a tool for social change (Delgado- 
Flores 2007). Echoing the language the government had used to legitimize 
the 1976 nationalization of oil in Venezuela, the ra tel ve  commission’s 
1976 report argued, “Broadcasting is a public ser vice and an instrument of 
development that should devote itself to national needs.”2 The author’s re-
port was careful to note that although the state should oversee communica-
tions, it should not do so in a “monopolistic sense.” The question of  whether 
privately owned for- profit media could contribute to the deepening of de-
mocracy was at the forefront of debate among scholars.

While fie ce deliberation was underway among Venezuelan academics, 
media elites, and politicians about the need for public ser vice media, in 1980 
unesc o  commissioned a study, known as the MacBride Report, entitled 
One World, Many Voices. The report’s recommendations  were groundbreak-
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ing in their insistence that public and local media  were vital for democracy. 
In a departure from the established approach to communications as the 
right of audiences to receive a “ free fl w of information,” the MacBride Re-
port instead declares that  people have the right to bidirectional, horizontal, 
and participatory communication (Capriles 1996, 32). The report notes that 
the notion of the  free fl w of information, while seemingly demo cratic, dis-
regards the context of extreme in equality of capital and technology between 
the First and Thi d Worlds. In practice, as the authors of One World, Many 
Voices make plain, a defense of a “ free fl w” worked to secure freedom pri-
marily for the  owners of international media corporations. The report en-
couraged the expansion of local and public ser vice media. In line with the 
ra tel ve  proposal, the MacBride Report argued that communication is not 
a commodity and should not be subject to the logics of competition and 
profit. Given the national debate over the ra tel ve  proposal in Venezuela, 
Caracas was selected by unesc o  representatives in 1980 as the venue to 
pres ent the fi dings of the MacBride Report.

Proposals for a new global communications order met harsh responses, 
which highlighted the po liti cal power of commercial media  owners and their 
ability to shape government decision-making. The MacBride recommenda-
tions directly confli ted with U.S. foreign policy and the American telecom-
munications sector, which sought to remove any barrier to the spread of 
American cultural products. Th ough the prominent organ izations that rep-
resented the private press in Latin Amer i ca, media  owners launched a smear 
campaign designed to taint the MacBride Commission as a pawn of the 
Soviet Union and to claim that unesc o  advocated for granting governments 
dictatorial control over the mass media (Capriles 1996). The Inter American 
Press Association, an advocacy group controlled by media  owners in North 
and South Amer i ca, immediately repudiated nwic o  as an attack on press 
freedom destined to serve “the aspirations of fascists and Marxists” (Beltrán 
Salmón 2008, 146). Newspapers throughout Latin Amer i ca reproduced the 
U.S. press ser vices’ damning reports about the MacBride recommenda-
tions (Capriles 1996, 32). Latin American media  owners, international press 
organ izations, and the U.S. government mobilized the repressive logics of 
the Cold War in their bid to undermine proposed changes to global media 
relations. The successful campaign to demonize nwic o  was itself proof of 
the uneven fl w of information that the MacBride Commission sought to 
expose and transform.

The U.S. and UK governments not only condemned the MacBride report, 
but also withdrew from unesc o , taking with them their fi ancial support 
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for the international organ ization. Their withdrawal left  little possibility for 
implementation of any of the report’s recommendations (Tomlinson 1991, 
16). Similarly,  under considerable pressure from business interests, the Ven-
ezuelan government withdrew its support for ra tel ve .

Thus, by the early 1980s, the private  owners of commercial media in Ven-
ezuela, who rallied  under the liberal tenets of freedom of speech and  free 
trade, triumphed over  those who proposed to decentralize and de moc ra tize 
owner ship and cultural production. Their strug gle was a sign of  things to 
come (Aguirre 2005). With the growing global hegemony of neoliberal capi-
talism, calls for a new world communication order  were relegated to the 
“attic of old utopias” (Roncagliolo 1991, 22). In the wake of the 1970s failure 
to implement ra tel ve  or the MacBride Report, Venezuelan state institu-
tions retreated from challenging the corporate media mono poly of tele vi-
sion. It would be three de cades before the Venezuelan government would 
once again back aspirations for a new world communications order.  Under 
the Chávez government, community media producers brushed the dust off of 
the 1970s proposals to advance arguments for a fair, participatory, and hori-
zontal form of communication.

Oil Busts and Neoliberal Shocks
The late 1980s saw increased confli t between the Venezuelan media and 
the government (Rangel 2007, 143). When oil prices collapsed in the mid-
1980s, everyday life for the majority of Venezuelans turned upside down. 
Caracas grew more unequal and divided; middle-  and upper- class neighbor-
hoods installed fences and bars and created new gated communities (Lander 
2007, 22). The economic crisis violently ruptured a myth of class and racial 
harmony.

In the midst of the economic collapse in the early 1980s and the gradual 
loss of legitimacy of state institutions, the government of Jaime Lusinchi 
(1984–89) fie cely battled the private media. President Lusinchi attempted 
to contain escalating accusations of corruption by controlling the media 
 owners’ access to dollars through the state’s exchange rate agency. Without 
easy access to dollars, media  owners strug gled to purchase paper, ink, and 
electronics from abroad. Opposition columns dis appeared from newspapers 
(López Maya 2005a, 47).3 Lusinchi suspended several prominent tele vi sion 
opinion programs. However, even as Lusinchi proved intolerant of journal-
ists who challenged his government, many media  owners remained quiet 
both about government corruption and about the government’s attacks 
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on efforts to expose it.  These outlets continued to do well fi ancially, and 
some even maintained cozy relations with the president (Rangel 2007, 143). 
In 1988, his last year in offi , Lusinchi began abundantly distributing new 
media concessions to politicians and businessmen friendly to his govern-
ment (Mayobre 2002, 178).

Although Lusinchi’s successor, Carlos Andrés Pérez (1989–93), was 
elected on an anti- neoliberal platform for his second turn in offi , he im-
posed structural adjustment reforms with the fi m backing of the  owners 
of commercial media. rc t v ’s President Marcel Granier and the editorial 
board of the nation’s most prestigious newspaper, El Nacional, championed 
a neoliberal approach of economic liberty and privatization of public goods 
(Ellner 2008, 84). The dominant discourse in the mass media delegitimized 
state distributive policies, portraying the state as corrupt and paternalistic. 
Gustavo Cisneros, a longtime close associate of President Pérez and promi-
nent media owner, had much to gain from the increasing deregulation of the 
economy. With the decreased regulatory barriers, Venezuelan media  giants 
further expanded their transnational reach; they developed extensive hold-
ings in media companies throughout Latin Amer i ca, as well as in the United 
States, and expanded investments in satellite technology. The business sector 
shifted its focus from appropriating oil rents through the state to privatiza-
tion and control of the market (Coronil 1997, 382).

The anti- neoliberal urban uprisings that broke out in 1989 in response to 
structural adjustment and the intense vio lence that characterized the gov-
ernment’s response made clear that a deep class and racial divide lay beneath 
a relatively calm façade of liberal democracy. Neoliberal reforms sharpened 
class distinctions in access to health care and education. Alongside mount-
ing anger at unkept promises of re distribution, bus fare hikes brought  people 
out into the streets for six days of uprisings known as the Caracazo. The poor 
burned property and looted stores. The government responded with unpre-
ce dented brutality against poor neighborhoods. The military murdered 
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of poor  people.4

Out of this turmoil, in 1992, a little- known mid- level military offic , 
Hugo Chávez, led an unsuccessful coup attempt. Chávez built on ten years 
of clandestine organ izing in the military. During Chávez’s coup attempt, 
constitutional guarantees  were suspended, including freedom of expression. 
The government carefully controlled coverage of the coup and temporarily 
shut down several newspapers that challenged the government’s offi al nar-
rative about the po liti cal turmoil (Botía 2007). The mass media largely sided 
with the government and defended the declining two- party system, and 
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the major business organ ization representing radio and tele vi sion did not 
complain, thus signaling its collusion with President Pérez’s efforts to stabi-
lize the government’s hold on the po liti cal order (Rangel 2007). Neverthe-
less, the po liti cal turbulence exposed divisions among the elites. The Pérez 
government began to lose control over the dominant narrative explaining 
the rising rates of poverty and the spread of corruption. The government’s 
embrace of the neoliberal agenda left it vulnerable to attacks from business 
 owners who used evidence of corruption to push for privatization and lim-
ited government oversight.

During the second administration of Rafael Caldera (1994–99), the gov-
ernment continued to follow the emergent neoliberal orthodoxy. Changes 
 were nowhere more vis i ble, perhaps, than in the Venezuelan media world. 
Caldera’s government relaxed the state’s telecommunications laws, permit-
ting U.S. cable and satellite tele vi sion companies to partner with Venezuelan 
businesses. The Cisneros Group, owner of the prominent tele vi sion station 
Venevisión entered a partnership with DirecTV.5 Th s expanded access to in-
ternational commercial tele vi sion was accompanied by Caldera’s 1998 move 
to privatize one of the two state tele vi sion stations, La Televisora Nacional 
(channel 5), selling it to a group led by the archbishop of Caracas. Private 
control of tele vi sion became almost total.

Over the 1990s, the commercial media eagerly filled the vacuum left 
by the increased loss of prestige of po liti cal parties. Print and broadcast 
journalists increasingly turned attention to printing and granting airtime to 
denuncias, complaints that accused public figu es of corruption. The mes-
sage was clear: state institutions and public owner ship did not work and 
could neither protect nor adequately serve the population. The commercial 
media fanned the flames of the widespread dissatisfaction with the exclusive 
practices of the limited demo cratic order, creating openings for new po-
liti cal actors (Botía 2007; Samet 2012).  Under neoliberal reform,  owners of 
the commercial media expanded their profits and reinforced their po liti cal 
influence.

In what seems astonishing in hindsight, Hugo Chávez was able to amass 
considerable support from the commercial media when he ran for presi-
dent in 1998. Amid “intra- elite confli t over access to the state,” a sector of 
business elites calculated that they had a better chance of influencing state 
institutions and oil profits  under Chávez than  under his leading opponent 
(Gates 2010, 109). Their  gamble proved incorrect.

Between 1958 and 1998, Venezuelan po liti cal leaders vied with  owners of 
commercial media for influence. My aim has been to explore the evidence 
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that the offi al arenas of state, economics, and media have been far from 
distinct autonomous fi lds, but instead have been deeply intertwined. In the 
next half of the chapter, I explore the rise of community media proj ects and 
the efforts of grassroots actors to reshape Venezuela’s media world and the 
nation’s broader po liti cal  future. I lay the groundwork for an understanding 
of how and why state- aligned media activists engaged in a simultaneous and 
at times contradictory effort to challenge the central tenets of liberal views 
of press freedom and journalistic autonomy while also using liberal norms 
about the necessary division between social fi lds to defi e and defend their 
proj ect.

Community Video in Latin Amer i ca
In the 1980s and 1990s, social activists and leftist intellectuals across Latin 
Amer i ca turned to grassroots video as a tool for social mobilization, self- 
determination, and re sis tance (Aufderheide 1993; Carelli 1988; Goldfarb 
2000; Himpele 2007; Riaño 1994).6 Early proj ects included Cine Mujer, a 
feminist organ ization in Colombia (Aufderheide 1993); Video nas Aldeias, a 
proj ect that trained indigenous groups in Brazil to make video (Turner 1990); 
and La Escuela Popu lar y Latinoamericana de Cine, Televisión y Teatro, an 
effort to train peasants in rural Venezuela to make media (Deronne 2012). 
Many proj ects  were “closed- circuit” rather than being broadcast over the 
airwaves; video productions  were projected or played on tele vi sions with 
a vc r  for community associations, groups of workers, social movement 
organ izations, churches, or cultural centers (Aufderheide 2000; Ranucci 1990).

While the immediate po liti cal context facing Catia TVe differed from 
that of their counter parts in post- dictatorship Latin Amer i ca, the station’s 
found ers shared much with other emerging community, alternative, and 
grassroots video makers throughout the region. unesc o ’s call in the 1970s 
for greater balance in global communications and its declaration of hori-
zontal and participatory communication as a basic  human right established 
an impor tant framework for grassroots media producers to advance their 
proj ects. Experiments in community video throughout the region also drew 
heavi ly on the politicized New Latin American Film movement, which up-
held film as a necessary component of social strug gles of the colonized and 
oppressed  people of the Thi d World (Aufderheide 2000). Central to the 
New Latin American Film movement  were the ideas of a “Thi d Cinema,” 
which aimed to mobilize audiences to take action to change the world, and an 
“imperfect cinema,” which eschewed technical mastery and sought to engage 
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the working class in  every aspect of production in an effort to upend the 
class relations that ordered traditional film and society (Burton 1986; Espi-
nosa 1979). Catia TVe’s found ers, like their community video counter parts 
elsewhere in the region,  were convinced that without direct control of im-
ages and narratives about their own lives and strug gles, broader efforts to 
challenge in equality and upend the social order  were impossible.

Although  there  were early calls for government subsidies for grassroots 
video, most grassroots video proj ects solidifi d into nonprofit, nongovernmen-
tal organ izations that depended on limited funds from  unions and universities 
(Straubhaar 1989). Additional funding for infrastructure and equipment came 
from international foundations such as the American Ford Foundation, the 
MacArthur Foundation, the Inter- American Foundation, the Italian Cen-
tro Internazionale Crocevia, the World Council of Churches, and unesc o 
(Aufderheide 1993; LaSpada 1992).  These foundations saw funding for popu-
lar video proj ects as an aspect of their work of encouraging democracy and 
development (LaSpada 1992). The Mexican government’s indigenous video 
program, launched in 1990, represents a rare effort on behalf of a govern-
ment not only to fund but also to initiate video proj ects in marginalized 
communities (Wortham 2013).

Th oughout much of the region, particularly in places marked by a his-
tory of violent dictatorship, video organ izations prioritized in de pen dence 
from state entities. Venezuela’s grassroots social movements and community 
media initiatives, including Catia TVe, have had a diff er ent trajectory. Shut 
out and violently repressed not by dictatorship but by liberal democracy, 
many on the left viewed liberal democracy as a mask for ruling- class hege-
mony (Levine 1973). Th s perspective encouraged social movement actors to 
search for alternatives and to combine formal and informal liberal and illib-
eral po liti cal practices, as well as relations of interde pen dency with offi al 
institutions and actors (Velasco 2015). Thus, Catia TVe’s found ers pursued 
funding from specific allies— elected offi als and appointed functionaries in 
state institutions— while also engaging in informal and sometimes unlawful 
practices. Catia TVe sought to create not pure autonomy, but a form of radi-
cal interde pen dency with a diverse collection of allies.

Catia TVe: “ Either We Invent or We Fail”
“We  were just a group of crazy dreamers,” Carlos always joked when he re-
counted Catia TVe’s origins. Carlos and many of Catia TVe’s found ers en-
joyed riffing on the name of their neighborhood, Manicomio— “insane 
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asylum” in Spanish—to express how far- fetched their vision of a community 
tele vi sion station seemed to their neighbors in the early 1990s. Their barrio’s 
offi al idiosyncratic name, Las Barracas Simón Rodríguez del Manicomio 
or the Simón Rodríguez Barracks of the Insane Asylum, points to the im-
provised origins that characterize most poor neighborhoods in Venezuela’s 
capital. Beginning in the early twentieth  century, as the nation’s burgeon-
ing oil economy displaced agricultural production, Venezuelan peasants 
searched for new opportunities in the cities. Like many other rural mi grants 
who settled in Caracas between 1940 and 1960, the fi st families of Las 
Barracas Simón Rodríguez del Manicomio left their rural homes in search 
of employment. The parents of Catia TVe’s found ers built their own  houses 
and neighborhood on vacant government- owned land. In the late fi ies, the 
Jiménez government evicted them in order to build a psychiatric hospital, 
referred to by locals as an insane asylum. The government relocated the 
families into unused army barracks adjacent to the hospital and pledged to 
build them housing.

Displaced in the name of pro gress and modernization, the families found 
that the promised apartment buildings never materialized.7 Instead, over 
several de cades, the inhabitants slowly converted the barracks into ce-
ment block homes. The growing neighborhood, now known as Manicomio, 
 adopted the additional name of Simón Bolívar’s most famous teacher and 
mentor, Simón Rodríguez, who introduced the young Bolívar to Enlighten-
ment thinkers and liberal values. Rodríguez’s phrase “O inventamos o erramos” 
(“ either we invent or we fail”) became a rallying cry for many in the barrio.

Wracked by vio lence and drug trafficking in the 1970s and 1980s, Mani-
comio had come to be known as “ little Hong Kong,” a reference to the spec-
tacular vio lence portrayed in Hong Kong action films that  were broadcast on 
Venezuelan commercial tele vi sion.8 In the wake of the 1989 popu lar uprising 
against neoliberal policies, the founding members of Catia TVe took over 
a building in Manicomio that had been looted and abandoned during the 
uprising. They wanted a practice space for their newly formed band, which 
played a genre of Venezuelan folk  music known as gaita. In part to fend off 
local drug users who also made claims on the space, the young found ers of 
Catia TVe, Luis, Carlos, and their friends cleaned and repaired the build-
ing and named it La Casa de Cultura Simón Rodríguez (Simón Rodríguez 
Cultural Center). They held band practice and began offering  music lessons 
to other kids in the neighborhood. Like their comrades in nearby sectors 
of a famously militant neighborhood, known as the 23rd of January,  these 
young men attempted to expunge the drug trade from their neighborhood 
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by encouraging community ties and local pride, while also engaging in di-
rect “para- police” action against criminals (Velasco 2015, 181).

Luis served as the wise elder of the group. In his mid- twenties at the time, 
he encouraged his fellow Cultural Center found ers to reject alignment with 
the two dominant po liti cal parties, ad  and c opei, which competed for con-
trol over neighborhood po liti cal organ izations. Luis was known around the 
neighborhood as a communist and a troublemaker. He explained that fol-
lowers of liberation theology active in the local church and leftist groups 
in his high school fi st exposed him to radical politics. “I had resentment,” 
Carlos, Catia TVe’s  future leader, explained when he recounted the influence 
of Luis on his childhood. “I’d ask, ‘Why was my  house made out of sheets 
of metal and the ones below us [down the mountainside in wealthier areas] 
 were from cement blocks and had two fl ors?’ I saw  these differences. But 
Luis helped me turn this resentment  towards the system. I wanted to know 
why and where this all came from. I began to see that the system was cor-
rupt. We had a democracia falsa.”

Carlos, Luis, and their friends from Manicomio experimented with dif-
fer ent ways to draw young  people away from the local drug trade and to 
encourage local activism, including folk  music, street theater, and puppetry. 
Rather than reject state structures out of disgust with the betrayals of “false 
democracy,”  these young barrio activists selectively collaborated with a 
cadre of middle- class allies who  were active in leftist po liti cal parties and 
employed by an array of state institutions in order to expand the activities 
of their cultural center. Carlos and Luis joined forces with militant leftist 
students at the Central University of Venezuela, some of whom  were ac-
tive in the Marxist–Leninist po liti cal party Bandera Roja (Red Flag), formed 
from the remnants of the unsuccessful guerrilla strug gle of the 1960s. With 
the encouragement of their university and leftist allies, in 1991 the found-
ers of Manicomio’s Cultural Center sought support from the state- funded 
Venezuelan Federation of Centers of Cinematographic Culture (fe vec ), a 
group that had embraced the analy sis of class oppression promoted by the 
New Latin American Film Movement. During the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, 
numerous leftist parties and organ izations launched initiatives like fe vec  
to support urban popu lar culture as a means to develop re sis tance against 
both the national ruling class and American cultural imperialism (Guss 
2001, 98–99). fe vec  subsidized the purchase of a sixteen- millimeter film 
projector and, together with the National Commission of Culture, lent the 
group sixteen- millimeter films, making pos si ble the launch of the Cineclub 
Manicomio (Manicomio Film Club).
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Luis and Carlos explained to me how their early efforts at local po liti cal 
activism in Manicomio made clear to them that challenging the hegemony 
of the commercial media was absolutely foundational to any effort to enact 
po liti cal change. Luis noted that he and his comrades found that their 
attempts to  counter crime in Manicomio  were unsuccessful in part  because 
young  people  were captivated, as Luis put it, by the images of cap i tal ist con-
sumption; young men in Manicomio, in par tic u lar, saw the drug trade as 
their only ave nue to obtain the commodities and re spect they saw on tele vi-
sion. In order to or ga nize for po liti cal change, Catia TVe’s found ers looked 
for a way to build on their neighbors’ interest in mass media. While access to 
tele vi sion was widespread, few in Manicomio had ever been to the movies. 
When Luis and Carlos set up a makeshift movie theater in Manicomio, turn-
out was good. With support from fe vec , they screened films coming out of 
the New Latin American Film movement, which countered the mass media’s 
erasure of poverty and its healing narratives of class harmony between elites 
and the poor. Such films, including Fernando Birri’s Tire dié (Throw Me a 
Dime, Argentina, 1960) and Román Chalbaud’s Cain adolescente (Adoles-
cence of Cain, Venezuela, 1959)  were marked by a concern with experiences 
of poverty and dispossession.

On the heels of Chávez’s 1992 failed coup attempt, a leftist mayor named 
Aristóbulo Istúriz came to power in Caracas. Istúriz’s administration granted 
the Manicomio Film Club the funds to purchase a vhs  video projector. 
They shifted from screening sixteen- millimeter films to showing Hollywood 
films. Despite their criticism of mainstream commercial media, activists 
 were strategic and flex ble in their efforts to draw their neighbors out of 
their homes and get them talking to each other. Members of the Manicomio 
Film Club found they could easily purchase inexpensive pirated copies of 
Titanic, Lethal Weapon, and Walt Disney movies. They strug gled to balance 
their desire to attract large audiences with their efforts to encourage view-
ers to refl ct on the conditions of their lives. They attempted to draw their 
neighbors into discussions about the po liti cal messages of Hollywood films 
(Eekhout and Fuentes 2001).

Forming Interdependencies
Catia TVe’s history and practice during the time of my fi ldwork made evident 
how many social movement actors and certain representatives of Chávez- led 
state institutions had deep histories; they  were connected by friendships, by 
kinship, and by po liti cal commitments, some of which crossed class lines. 
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 These ordinary, and in some cases unusual, social ties and the interpenetra-
tion of grassroots activism and institutions would prove vitally impor tant 
in advancing their community media initiative. In addition to cultivating 
allies in government positions, Catia TVe’s found ers began to form what 
would turn out to be a lasting and crucial friendship with a middle- class film 
student in her early twenties named Blanca Eekhout. Blanca would  later be-
come a prominent leader of a new state tele vi sion station called ViVe tv , the 
minister of communication, and an elected member of the National Assembly. 
Originally from the small city of Acarigua in the central western Venezuelan 
state of Portuguesa, Blanca moved to Caracas to attend the Central Uni-
versity of Caracas. She became active in the leftist po liti cal group Bandera 
Roja and started to devote her time to community organ izing. Blanca met 
the found ers of the Manicomio Film Club in 1992. A short time  later, she 
moved to their barrio, where she combined her research and activism. Dur-
ing the nearly ten years she lived in Manicomio, Blanca collected data for 
an undergraduate thesis about film clubs, which she eventually coauthored 
with another student, Gabriela Fuentes. Their principal case study was the 
Manicomio Film Club.

Th s relationship between Blanca Eekhout and the organizers in Manico-
mio proved crucial for the development of Catia TVe. As Carlos explained, 
“We had the practical  things down, but Blanca understood the theory. . . .  
She kidnapped the knowledge from the acad emy and brought it to the bar-
rio. Th s allowed us to begin to experiment.” Blanca helped Manicomio 
Film Club organizers place their proj ect within the broader context of Latin 
American media politics. She worked with them to craft proposals for fund-
ing that framed their proj ect in po liti cally and theoretically persuasive ways.

Although radio production and transmission was more affordable and re-
quired far less technical expertise, the tradition of social documentary film 
proved to be the inspiration for activists in Manicomio, encouraging them 
to turn to audio- visual production, and  later tele vi sion.9 In the mid-1990s, 
Blanca helped them secure funds from a commission within the mayor’s offi  
to buy their own video camera. Carlos, Luis, and friends began to document 
life in their barrio. They recorded daily life, musical per for mances, Catholic 
festivals, and interviews with older  people about the history of the barrio.

On the day of a much- anticipated baseball game between the rival Le-
ones team of Caracas and the Magallanes from the city of Valencia, film club 
members or ga nized a public screening of the game in the local basketball 
court. “We took advantage of our national obsession with baseball,” Luis 
told me with a wink. During the commercial breaks between innings they 
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surprised their neighbors by showing clips of their own footage of the bar-
rio.  Women, men, and  children from the neighborhood crowded the cement 
bleachers,  eager to see images of themselves projected on the white sheet 
that dangled from the raft ers.  After a few innings,  people lost interest in the 
baseball game and demanded that film club members rewind and replay 
their own footage of the barrio. Most had never seen positive portrayals of 
poor neighborhoods on screen, let alone images of their own community. 
 After hours of raucous cheers, laughter, and hearty applause, the found ers 
of the film club knew they had discovered a power ful way to engage their 
neighbors.

It was through Catia TVe’s found ers’ early experiences in recording and 
screening images of their neighbors and their collaboration with Blanca 
and other allies engaged in leftist critical studies of media that Carlos, Luis, 
and their friends developed a belief that media production by and for the 
poor was not ancillary but rather integral to progressive social change. Th s 
analy sis, together with the intense enthusiasm their neighbors in Manico-
mio expressed for the opportunity to see and represent themselves in film, 
solidifi d Carlos, Luis, and Blanca’s commitment to launching a local tele vi-
sion station. They learned that a handful of community tele vi sion producers 
around the country had been broadcasting clandestinely and sporadically 
on uhf  signals since the 1980s.10 At a conference on grassroots media, Car-
los and Blanca met an engineer from Táchira state who had launched an illegal 
community tele vi sion station in 1995. In a series of long conversations about 
the technological logistics of broadcasting and visits to the pirate Táchira 
station, Carlos and Blanca assembled concrete plans for a small tele vi sion 
station in Manicomio.

Growing Pains
From the outset, the barrio- based found ers of Catia TVe  were not primarily 
focused on establishing self- reliance or autonomy from allies who worked 
in universities and offi al state agencies. Instead, they directed their ener-
gies  toward assembling available resources and knowledge and cultivating 
vari ous forms of support. Catia TVe’s found ers managed to avoid some of 
the pitfalls that plagued grassroots media production groups elsewhere in 
Latin Amer i ca. Proj ects launched by middle- class allies in other contexts 
had  little connection to the communities they ostensibly sought to empower 
(LaSpada 1992; Tomaselli and Prinsloo 1990). While some proj ects put video 
production in the hands of poor communities, enabling them to make their 
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own media,  others relied on intermediary ngo s that produced and screened 
videos for grassroots audiences, often assuming paternalist attitudes.

In contrast, Catia TVe found ers worked closely with middle- class allies, 
who, like Blanca, proved critical in sharing their formal knowledge without 
undermining barrio- based leadership or participation.  These connections 
between middle- class and barrio- based activists, while not always straight-
forward or easy, relied on a basis of mutual re spect. What proved crucial for 
Catia TVe’s barrio- based found ers and for other fl dgling media proj ects in 
asserting their leadership was that local activists, who  were already working 
to establish themselves as leaders in their community, approached media 
making as a pro cess of po liti cal organ izing, rather than as a means to an end.

As in many contexts, access to video production equipment accentuated 
the internal power hierarchies in the barrio (see Turner 1991). Blanca’s refl c-
tions on her experience with Manicomio Film Club provide clues to some 
of the power relations and unstated rules that ordered the group. Blanca and 
her colleague Gabriella Fuentes noted, “In order to form part of the [Film] 
Club it is necessary to be approved through a series of ‘tacit tests’ of which 
nobody speaks, since their use is not necessary to mention between them. 
The right to participate is guaranteed by consistent attendance. In order to 
work [in the film club] and attend [meetings] it is necessary, above all, to be 
suffici tly cautious for a period of time, to not have a contradictory spirit, 
and to re spect the line and strategy of the work of the collective” (Eekhout 
and Fuentes 2001, 255–56).

Given the unequal burden of  family responsibilities in the barrio, the 
“tacit tests” of consistency would have been difficult for  women to pass. In-
deed, it is perhaps precisely  these unspoken tests that explain why the Mani-
comio Film Club initially included few  women from the barrio. The group 
strug gled with ways to  handle internal disagreement, rejecting  those with a 
“contradictory spirit” who might have challenged their perspectives or ways 
of  doing  things. Carlos, who was charismatic, energetic, and confide t, often 
monopolized decision-making.

However, as they converted their dream of a tele vi sion station into a real-
ity, participation expanded to include increasing numbers of barrio- based 
 women activists, some of whom became central participants at the station. 
The film club found ers met other activists, most notably Ana and Margarita, 
 sisters from a nearby barrio. Blanca and Carlos invited the two  women 
to join a discussion about the media. Ana recalled, “Commercial tele vi sion 
spread information about our community when someone killed someone, 
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and of course pornography, sexuality, vio lence. But it never spread infor-
mation that our community was organ izing itself, that it was transforming 
itself to change  things. No one was seeing that. So we started analyzing and 
thinking. All the  things we had accomplished and no one knew about them.”

Like many  others, Ana and Margarita  were initially drawn into com-
munity organ izing to try to meet the needs of their neighbors, friends, and 
 family. At the time that they met Carlos and Blanca, they  were organ izing 
with neighboring communities to demand that the government build a hos-
pital to serve their region. Ana explained that she began to understand how 
“tele vi sion could be a tool to generate participation.” Like her collaborators 
from Manicomio, she was hooked. As I recount in chapter 5,  these  women 
faced barriers in gaining the re spect necessary to exercise leadership on-  and 
off  screen. In ways that resemble the experiences of other grassroots media 
proj ects, Catia TVe has strug gled with internal inequalities of resource al-
location, intergenerational tensions, gender oppression, competition, and 
contradictory local and international expectations.11

A Greeting for Catia: Making Constitutional Reforms a Real ity
When Chávez was elected president in 1998, film club members grew 
hopeful that they would be able to pressure the new government to expand 
opportunities for popu lar participation in media production. Ana explained, 
“Chávez was diff er ent. One identifi d with him. He was fle h and blood like 
us.” Her  sister, Margarita refl cted:

The [past] governments had nothing to do with me. Politicians would 
come to the neighborhoods, giving out  things; maybe they would fix
up a plaza before an election. They would say  there was no money and 
they put the country in major debt. They said  there was no petroleum 
and they went to the United States to ask for loans. But no, Chávez, 
he says, “Look, you need to study, you need to work hard, you need 
to develop yourselves, or ga nize yourselves.” Th s is totally diff er ent. 
The other presidents when they spoke they would just read from a 
page, prob ably something that they  didn’t even write themselves. No, 
Chávez talks to the  people.

In Chávez, Ana and Margarita saw a community or ga nizer who, they be-
lieved, had a genuine desire for poor  people to become their own leaders, 
not subservient clients reliant on handouts. His ability to communicate in 
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a seemingly direct manner with poor  people, often via radio and tele vi sion, 
helped widen his base of support.

The Chávez government quickly launched major changes, including the 
convocation of a constitutional assembly. The new 1999 constitution, 
 approved by 71  percent of voters, proved one of the most progressive in the 
world. The 1999 constitution reaffirmed state owner ship over petroleum as 
well as workers’ rights and benefits. Unlike the 1961 constitution, in which 
popu lar sovereignty was limited to the exercise of voting, the new constitu-
tion emphasized the importance of what its authors referred to as “participa-
tory and protagonistic democracy.” The constitution establishes possibilities 
for active demo cratic practice in the form of referendums, constitutional 
and constituent assemblies, and open municipal councils. Over time, it be-
came clear that many of the 1999 constitution’s most progressive provisions, 
including those around gender equality and  women’s rights, remained diffi-
cult to fulfill  because of contradictions with other new and existing laws, cost, 
or “lack of po liti cal  will” (Rakowski and Espina 2011, 163).

In the arena of media, the new constitution expressed commitments to 
 free expression and press freedom. For the fi st time, the rights of citizens 
to produce their own media  were expanded. The constitution’s provision 
that Venezuelans have a right to “timely, truthful, impartial, and uncensored 
information” raised concerns for some journalists,  free press advocacy 
organ izations, and media  owners. Media  owners had successfully rebuffed 
previous efforts by the Caldera government in the 1990s to include similar 
language in a revised media law. The Miami- based Inter- American Press 
Association and the Paris- based Reporters without Borders warned that 
the Chávez government could use this guarantee as a pretext to silence 
 reporting and po liti cal analy sis that it considered unsubstantiated. As 
was not the case in the past, however, media  owners now had far less im-
mediate access to government offi als: only one member of the  National 
Constitutional Assembly had direct ties to the media through a regional 
radio station he owned (Fox and Waisbord 2002, xxi). The Chávez gov-
ernment and the new constitution held enormous legitimacy and popu lar 
support.

Community media activists had to push new and old state institutions 
to fulfill the constitutional commitments to widened access to media pro-
duction. Although the 1999 constitution included communication as a basic 
right and the 2000 Telecommunications Law granted community media 
stations the right to exist, community media producers needed a regula-
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tory law that would fully legalize their practice. The National Commission 
of Telecommunications originally rebuffed Catia TVe’s requests in the early 
2000s to discuss their plans for a community tele vi sion station. Catia TVe’s 
found ers pursued what would become a widespread strategy among activ-
ists and ordinary  people: they took their proposal straight to government 
offi als and Chávez, presenting their proj ect to the president and his minis-
ters at  every pos si ble turn.

In early 1999, Chávez was in west Caracas, the poor side of the city known 
as Catia, to inaugurate a new hospital. Alongside the usual mob of profes-
sional reporters, Blanca, Carlos, and several friends jostled to get a good 
position. Holding a microphone wrapped in their homemade logo, Blanca 
called out: “¿Presidente, un saludo para Catia?” (President, your greeting 
to Catia?). Chávez responded, curious to know what station was reporting 
for the barrios.  After a short conversation about their proposal to build a 
community tele vi sion station, Chávez asked one of his ministers to attend 
to the chamos (young  people). Catia TVe’s found ers credit themselves with 
introducing community media to Chávez. Rather than seeing their need for 
a personal connection to Chávez as a threat to a fair demo cratic order, Catia 
TVe found ers understood Chávez as their agent inside a hostile institutional 
structure, which together they sought to transform.

Despite the dialogue they began with Chávez and his ministers, the pro-
cess of legalizing community media unfolded too slowly for Catia TVe’s 
found ers. They deci ded not to wait for  legal permission to launch their sta-
tion. Using small grants from the Ministry of Health, a social fund fi anced 
by the state oil com pany, and the American Inter- American Development 
Bank, they purchased an antenna and broadcasting equipment. In 2000,  
from a small offic space that friends allowed them to use inside the Jesús 
Yerena Hospital adjacent to Manicomio, Catia TVe illegally launched their 
signal over the open airwaves.12 Blanca assumed the position of director of 
Catia TVe with Carlos as assistant director. While not technically  legal, their 
operation was far from clandestine. Their decision to go ahead despite lack-
ing the necessary approval, served as a provocation to push state institutions 
to create the regulations needed to legalize community media.

Early programming included po liti cal debates, musical per for mances, 
and community events that they filmed in nearby poor neighborhoods. In 
theory, the station’s uhf  channel 25 signal was accessible to about a million 
 people in the sectors of Sucre, El 23 de Enero, La Pastora, El Junquito, Altagra-
cia, San José, and San Agustín (Eekhout and Fuentes 2001, 479). In practice, 
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however, the signal was unreliable  because of weather and the uneven terrain 
of the Caracas valley. Nevertheless, Carlos’s vision was expansive. He told a 
journalist in 2000: “Let’s be clear: our intention is not to remain a marginal 
initiative, but rather to compete with the commercial stations using a strat-
egy that none of them have ever exploited and never can.  Here, 80% of 
the production is in the hands of  people of the community” (Duque 2000). 
From the outset, Catia TVe’s leaders insisted that barrio- based nonprofes-
sional producers would create the bulk of their programming.

In March 2001,  after the station had already been on the air for several 
months, Chávez came to Manicomio to offi ally inaugurate Catia TVe. In a 
crowded assembly hall, Chávez declared that Catia TVe was “demo cratizing 
communications.” From this inaugural moment, Catia TVe became an 
impor tant symbolic counterpoint to commercial media, providing compel-
ling audio- visual evidence that communications  were being transferred to 
the hands of poor  people. Chávez declared that Catia TVe was essential to 
the revolution. “The long hard  battle is just beginning,” he warned. At the 
end of his lengthy speech, Chávez congratulated Catia TVe for being wed-
ded neither to po liti cal nor economic interests. The president celebrated 
the station’s autonomy. In  doing so he overlooked both the symbolic im-
portance of his own presence that after noon, and also the complex web 
of social relations connecting the realms of “state,” “society,” and “the econ-
omy” that constituted Catia TVe. Catia TVe’s interdependencies included 
alliances with fe vec  and grants from vari ous state ministries, as well as 
Caracas’s mayor.

To be sure, not all community media proj ects have taken Catia TVe’s 
found ers’ approach. Some community media proj ects in Venezuela rejected 
close collaboration with offi al state institutions (Fernandes 2010b). Fears 
of loss of local control and negative experiences with state bureaucracy and 
the middle- class leaders at the helm of state institutions turned many com-
munity media producers away from engaging with state media proj ects. 
Additionally, other community media groups embraced  either anarchist or 
traditional liberal positions in regard to the state; for Catia TVe’s found ers, 
however, assertions of total autonomy and self- determination  were neither 
po liti cally  viable nor ideologically coherent. Their strategy to advance revo-
lutionary social change during this par tic u lar period in Venezuelan history 
was to embrace the possibility that the state apparatus and resources could 
serve as a weapon of the poor, rather than ceding the institutions and the oil 
dollars to the traditional ruling groups.
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Liberal Alchemists
Catia TVe’s found ers not only depended on offi al state support to develop 
their station, but also ultimately worked together with other nascent com-
munity media groups to participate in the formulation of regulations for 
community media. Working closely with offi als at the National Commis-
sion of Telecommunications (Conatel ), they helped craft the Regulation 
of Nonprofit Open Community Public Ser vice Tele vi sion and Radio Broad-
casting, which was offi ally decreed in January 2002. “Th s was something to-
tally new for us,” Luis explained to me, “using the bureaucratic tools of the state.”

Catia TVe’s collaboration with offi al institutions was not without fric-
tion. Conatel — which is the equivalent of the Federal Communication 
Commission in the United States— had  little understanding of community 
media. As Blanca Eekhout noted in 2004, “The regulatory body, Conatel  is 
designed to regulate the corporate media. That was a major task for the [so-
cial] movements: to force compliance with the constitution. Of course, the 
man ag ers of Conatel , with their neoliberal idea of the state, their idea of 
‘neutrality,’ just  didn’t get it” (Eekhout 2004).

According to Blanca, Conatel  remained wedded to a neoliberal vision 
of limited state involvement and liberal commitments to superfic al parity. 
The vision of community media producers, who sought to represent the in-
terests of only par tic u lar poor neighborhoods, contradicted Conatel ’s lib-
eral approach of pluralism, impartiality, and market rationality (Fernandes 
2011). Community media proj ects did not claim to serve all audiences or 
create economic stimulus, as the existing commercial media did. As Fer-
nandes (2011) notes, the strug gles between Conatel  and community media 
producers signaled the inconsistencies between diff er ent state institutions 
 under Chávez, some of which remained committed to a neoliberal agenda 
while  others challenged this model.

Yet, despite their rejection of liberal and neoliberal tenets of impartiality 
and plurality, Catia TVe’s found ers also drew on liberal bedrock princi ples 
of press freedom in designing the organ ization of their new station. Th s is 
most vis i ble in how they or ga nized barrio- based producers. In formalizing 
the proposal for Catia TVe, Blanca and Carlos deci ded to divide participants 
at the station between a salaried staff and what they called Community 
Teams of In de pen dent Audio- Visual Producers (Equipos Comunitarios de 
Producción Audiovisual Independiente), which producers referred to by the 
acronym ecpai  (pronounced eck- pie- ee).  After participating in workshops, 
 these new volunteer ecpai  teams  were permitted to borrow Catia TVe video 
cameras, to use the station’s computers to edit their material, to film programs 
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in the station’s studio, to broadcast their programs over Catia TVe’s airwaves, 
and to participate in activities and meetings at the station. The staff was re-
sponsible for carry ing out the day- to- day activities of audio- visual training 
and fundraising, while the ecpai s  were required to produce the majority of 
the station’s broadcast programming.

Central to the creation of  these ecpai s was the impetus to establish their 
“in de pen dence.” Catia TVe’s found ers formulated the status of the ecpai  
based on the belief that they needed to shield the majority of media produc-
ers at the station from pressure the staff might impose,  either directly or via 
the state institutions that funded the station. In other words, they adhered 
to a liberal belief in the necessity and possibility of the autonomy of media 
producers from the state. Although in the original plans for Catia TVe, 
ecpai s  were encouraged to look to local barrio- based businesses for fi an-
cial support in exchange for advertising, this approach became untenable 
when fl dgling ecpai s had trou ble demonstrating the reach of Catia TVe’s 
broadcast signal and the size of their audience. The volunteer “in de pen dent” 
ecpai s  were thus left with no source of steady funding, a condition that  later 
caused im mense internal friction.

When the growth of community media organ izations compelled law-
makers at Conatel  to draft formal legislation recognizing  these new proj ects, 
Catia TVe’s structure— based on liberal beliefs about the necessity of media 
autonomy from the state— served as the model. The figu e of the ecpai  was 
codifi d into law in the 2002 Regulation of Community Media, encourag-
ing community tele vi sion stations throughout the country to replicate Catia 
TVe’s approach.13 During the course of my research, the liberal assumptions 
embedded in the foundational structure of Catia TVe increasingly clashed 
with the gradual efforts to move  toward a state socialist model. Volunteers 
 were caught in between; they faced a still- capitalist market system while 
at the same time negotiating the rise of socialist values that prized volun-
teerism and disavowal of material interests. In the long run, the liberal logic 
of in de pen dence left most of Catia TVe’s volunteer producers— particularly 
 women, who shouldered more domestic  labor— without the funds neces-
sary to remain consistently active at the station.

The World’s First Media Coup
When Catia TVe fi st went on the air, producers entered a media world 
dominated by private tele vi sion. That few voices on mainstream commercial 
media supported the Bolivarian Revolution left the government and its sup-
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porters vulnerable to attack. Commercial tele vi sion held a mono poly over 
81  percent of the open broadcasting spectrum (Hernández Díaz 2008, 69). 
The satellite and cable companies made pos si ble by the neoliberal policies of 
the 1990s  were enormously successful. Venezuela had the highest percent-
age of satellite and cable consumers in Latin Amer i ca; subscription tele vi-
sion reached between 20 and 50  percent of the population (Bisbal 2005). The 
vast majority of cable and satellite programming was from the United States 
(Bisbal 2007, 653).14

The national commercial media companies emerged as the most or ga-
nized sector of the po liti cal opposition to the Chávez government (Hellinger 
2007, 166). The most prominent daily newspapers, El Nacional and El Uni-
versal, and the major commercial tele vi sion networks, Venevisión, rc t v , 
and Globovision, regularly included in their coverage racist and classist 
attacks on Chávez supporters. They portrayed the poor as dangerous, en-
titled, and unreasonable (Duno Gottberg 2004; Ferrandiz 2004). The com-
mercial media  were a formidable group. In 2002, Gustavo Cisneros, owner 
of Venevisión, was ranked fi y- fi h in Forbes magazine’s list of the wealthi-
est hundred  people in the world. The Chávez government began to threaten 
the economic interests of traditional business elites by passing major leg-
islation that challenged private control of agricultural land, hydrocarbons, 
and fishing. The new laws  were pushed through with  little public discussion 
(López Maya 2005b). In response, the or ga nized  middle class, alienated by 
what they perceived as Chávez’s creeping overreach, formed an alliance with 
power ful leaders in media and the oil industry.

When a massive opposition demonstration against the government 
confronted a progovernment rally in April 2002, protesters  were shot and 
killed. Opposition forces, which included  owners of the major tele vi sion 
stations, aligned against Chávez and launched what some observers called 
the “world’s fi st media coup.” Using manipulated footage of the shootings, 
commercial media outlets blamed Chávez and his supporters for the deaths 
of nineteen  people. Coup leaders also shut down the only state tele vi sion 
channel on the air. The commercial media prohibited any news of contin-
ued support for Chávez; instead, as protest raged, they played American 
cartoons.

Fearing po liti cal repression by coup leaders, Catia TVe members quickly 
disassembled and hid the station’s equipment. Catia TVe members took 
their camcorders into the streets, where they filmed the violent attempts of 
the metropolitan police to quell re sis tance to the coup. Catia TVe and other 
grassroots media producers spread the news that Chávez had not resigned 
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as the opposition claimed, and that  there was active re sis tance in the streets. 
On the third and fi al day of the coup, when military factions still loyal to 
Chávez regained control, Blanca Eekhout and several of her colleagues 
from the university and from Catia TVe helped relaunch the state channel, 
Venezolana de Televisión, lending critical support to the counter- coup. Pro- 
Chávez supporters in the military came together with large numbers of  people 
from Caracas’s poor barrios to demand that Chávez be reinstated. Thi ty- six 
hours  after being removed from offi , Chávez reassumed the presidency.

Willing to risk their lives for the Bolivarian Revolution, Catia TVe pro-
ducers renewed their dedication to the unfolding proj ect of revolutionary 
state formation  under Chávez’s leadership. The events of the failed 2002 
coup attempt made clear to Catia TVe producers the precarious human- 
made nature of the state and the pressing need to challenge the power of the 
commercial media (Schiller 2009) . Seizing the tools of media production 
became an even more urgent task. Catia TVe producers’ experiences early in 
Chávez’s presidency helped cultivate their belief that the Bolivarian revolu-
tionary state would allow not only them, but also Venezuela’s poor, to gain 
access and agency in the pro cess of state formation.

The Contentious Media World of Caracas
Following the 2002 coup attempt, the eminent Venezuelan journalist Elea-
zar Díaz Rangel noted, “Never before have  people discussed and questioned 
the exercise of media professionals this much, especially  those of tele vi sion, 
or demanded rectifi ations” (2007, 155–56). It seemed that everywhere activ-
ists, politicians, and pundits  were discussing the role of media producers in 
the protection of democracy. The failed coup not only stimulated a boom 
in community media production, but also encouraged government offi-
cials to focus greater attention on how to expand and reor ga nize state- run 
media outlets. The Chávez government and its supporters began to speak of 
“la guerra mediatica” (the media war) that they claimed was being waged 
against the revolution (Britto García 2006). Chávez openly threatened to 
shut down commercial outlets and insulted individual journalists aligned 
with the opposition.

On terrestrial broadcast (non- satellite or cable) tele vi sion, state and com-
mercial channels broadcast profoundly diff er ent portrayals of everyday real-
ity in Venezuela, equipped with their own competing narratives about the 
recent tumultuous past. While the Chávez government and its supporters 
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claimed that the private media had launched a war against the revolution, 
the opposition to Chávez proclaimed that press freedom in Venezuela was 
on its last legs.

 These divergent repre sen ta tions  were strikingly vis i ble in early 2003 when 
the commercial media helped support the po liti cal opposition’s call for 
a national strike, which included a shutdown of the oil sector, in an ef-
fort to oust Chávez from leadership. The strike between December 2002 
and February  2003 was the longest and largest in Latin American his-
tory (Wilpert 2003); it signifi antly reduced the fl w of Venezuelan oil, 
costing the country billions of dollars in lost profits. During this period, 
the major commercial tele vi sion stations suspended much of their regular 
programming to broadcast continuous footage of violent protests, with 
damning accusations against Chávez and his government. The strike fi-
nally faltered and resulted in a golden opportunity for the Chávez govern-
ment to gain control of the petroleum industry and convert it into a key 
instrument for the implementation of the revolutionary proj ect (López 
Maya 2005a, 274).

FIGURE 1.2. Catia TVe’s microphone with  those of other media outlets, February 1, 2007. 
Photo by the author.
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In the midst of this intense confli t, international press freedom organ-
izations drew worldwide attention to the uncertain safety of Venezuela’s 
private journalists. Less attention was devoted to the aggression that Chávez- 
aligned media producers faced. A scathing interview with three Venezuelan 
academics published in El Nacional, a major daily newspaper, compared 
Catia TVe’s programming to videos produced by Osama bin Laden  after the 
attacks on the World Trade Center in the United States (Meza 2002). Promi-
nent scholars, including the influential communications scholar Antonio 
Pasquali (2004), who crafted the ra tel ve  proposal of the 1970s, argued 
that the government was producing “regime community media” wedded to 
what he called “ideological talibanism” (a reference to the Taliban, the fun-
damentalist movement).

The discrimination Catia TVe producers faced was not only class-  and 
race- infl cted; it also drew on a commitment to liberal norms about the ne-
cessity of media’s autonomy from the state (Schiller 2011).  Because they  were 
not fully in de pen dent, critics claimed that state- aligned media could not 
exercise the kind of editorial objectivity traditionally understood to bolster 
democracy. Catia TVe producers and other state- funded community media 
makers  were framed as subservient clients of the state. One prominent re-
porter at the commercial network rc t v  called Catia TVe producers “the 
trash boot- licking network of the regime” (bodrio comunicacional lamebotas 
del regimen).15 Catia TVe suffered not only name calling, but also physical 
aggression. In 2003, Alfredo Peña, the mayor of Caracas at the time, evicted 
Catia TVe from its original headquarters in the local Manicomio hospital. 
Peña, a former journalist and one- time Chávez ally, claimed that the broadcast 
waves of the station’s transmitter  were a hazard to the hospital’s patients. 
 Later, in July 2005, at an anti- Chávez student march, a reporter at rc t v  as-
saulted a young staff member from Catia TVe, yelling, “Stop filming me, you 
spy, and tell your papa Chávez to buy you a new camera.”

 These attacks on Catia TVe helped the station gain recognition and sup-
port. Catia TVe received renewed funding from pdvs a , the state- run oil 
com pany. With pdvs a  loans, the found ers of Catia TVe  were able to build 
their dream headquarters in an abandoned state- owned building in a poor 
neighborhood of Caracas, equipping it with classrooms, a post- production 
editing suite for volunteers, office for staff, a small auditorium for film 
screenings, and a studio where they film live programs. In order to pay back 
loans from the oil com pany, Catia TVe broadcast publicity segments several 
times a day about the efforts of the state oil com pany to invest in public works 
and social programs.  After  these loans  were paid off, Catia TVe renewed 
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their publicity contract with the oil com pany to purchase equipment and 
provide minimum- wage salaries for their growing staff.

Catia TVe producers rejected claims that their po liti cal alliance with the 
government and fi ancial dependence on state institutions made them sub-
servient to the state. But challenging the terms of liberal notions of press free-
dom was not easy. The producers strug gled to explain their relationship to 
state institutions in alternative terms. In response to Peña’s shutdown of their 
station and the rc t v  journalist’s assault on a Catia TVe producer, Catia TVe 
leaders turned to liberal princi ples of equality and liberty, even though they 
had been historically excluded on the basis of  these same princi ples. While 
liberal norms provided some shelter, this protection at times proved stifli g, 
as I explore in chapter 6. Liberal norms  were the conditions of possibility for 
their claim to the right to broadcast, and yet at the same time  these norms 
foreclosed Catia TVe’s embrace of state formation as illegitimate.

Changing the Media Terrain
By the early 2000s, the 1970s utopia of a New World Information and Com-
munication Order (nwic o) once again gained believers. Following de cades 
of media concentration and monopolization of broadcasting by the private 

FIGURE 1.3. Catia TVe’s headquarters with banner that reads “Defend Your Tele vi sion 
Station. Support Catia TVe,” June 2003. Photo by the author.
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sector in Latin Amer i ca, the 2000s found left  leaning governments in 
 Bolivia, Brazil, Argentina, Ec ua dor, Nicaragua, and Argentina, as well as in 
Venezuela, making signifi ant  legal changes to their respective media sys-
tems (Becerra 2014; Segura and Waisbord 2016; Waisbord 2013). Returning to 
nationalist, internationalist, and anti- imperialist critiques of media systems 
articulated in the late 1970s, Chávez, members of his government, barrio- 
based community media producers, middle- class scholar- activists, and vis-
iting international activists sought to remake Venezuela’s media world.16

The unresolved questions about the nwic o  proposals, in par tic u lar the 
limits of government involvement in shaping media content, surged to the 
forefront of debates. In 2005, Chávez signed the Law of Social Responsi-
bility in Radio and Tele vi sion  after two years of discussion. The law force-
fully asserted the government’s role in mediating between national private 
media corporations and their intended audiences. Expanding the provisions 
of existing media regulations, the law prohibits material depicting sex and 
vio lence during daytime hours and requires media outlets to broadcast a 
certain percentage of domestically produced programming and advertis-
ing.17 The most controversial aspects of the law imposed fi es and revoked 
broadcast licenses if media outlets transmitted messages that  were, in the 
view of the government, aimed at inciting vio lence or disorder. It also re-
cycled provisions, fi st decreed in the 1980s, that granted the government 
uninterrupted access to the airwaves to make “announcements of national 
signifi ance.”

During the same period, the Chávez government launched ambitious 
new state- run media outlets that greatly expanded its communication capac-
ity. The government created a new nationally broadcast state- run tele vi sion 
channel, numerous regional outlets, and a Latin American international sat-
ellite channel, Telesur, modeled on the Arabic news channel Al Jazeera. By 
2007, of the thirteen channels that reached tele vi sion sets in west Caracas 
via the open air electromagnetic spectrum (public airwaves), three  were 
state- run (VTV, ViVe tv , and Avila tv ), seven  were private commercial 
stations (rc t v , Venevisión, La Tele, Televen, Globovision, Meridiano, and 
Puma), two  were  under the joint control of the Roman Catholic Church 
and private funders (Vale tv  and tv  Familia), and one was a community- 
run state- funded channel (Catia tv e). In other parts of Caracas, additional 
community- run state- funded channels  were accessible on the open airwaves.

In response to  these changes, the government and its supporters faced in-
ternational accusations that Chávez sought to shut down freedom of expres-
sion. Remarkably,  there was  little attention paid to the history of presidential 
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decrees that included some of the same requirements. Few commentators, 
moreover, discussed how the Chávez government’s new regulations took 
up the banner of unesc o  proposals for a new communications order and 
put into practice some of the recommendations of ra tel ve  by emphasiz-
ing the importance of demo cratizing access to media production. Critics 
maintained that the law would be used to implement “prior censorship” or 
prohibition of speech in the guise of protecting  children and national secu-
rity. The opposition and its allies argued that the government conflated “the 
public” with “the state.” Rather than serve pluralistic, nonpartisan ends that 
included the perspectives of all Venezuelans, critics declared, new state- run 
media would privilege only government propaganda.

Venezuela’s private media  owners, neoliberals, and transnational corpo-
rations and policy organ izations decisively  shaped this debate. In the mix 
of detractors of the Chávez government’s media policy  were also some pro-
gressives who questioned  whether poor Venezuelans would have access to 
participate in  these new outlets as producers and critics. While the lives of 
the poor  were undoubtedly the privileged focus of much of the program-
ming, even committed supporters of the Bolivarian Revolution feared that 
their complaints and prob lems with state- run programs would not receive 
suffici t attention.

Expanding Catia TVe’s Vision to Remake State Tele vi sion
The government’s experiments in state media drew heavi ly on the fi ld of 
community tele vi sion. Blanca Eekhout assumed national prominence in 
2003 when Chávez appointed her president of a new tele vi sion outlet, Visión 
Venezuela Televisión, known by its acronym, ViVe tv , which means “Live 
tv .” Chávez’s se lection of Blanca as the station’s president was unusual. In 
place of formal journalistic training, she had over a de cade of experience 
as a community media activist with Catia TVe. Her appointment indicated 
the government’s intention to reject Venezuela’s existing model of state tele-
vi sion. Although Blanca invited Catia TVe producers to accompany her to 
ViVe, most chose to participate in ViVe tv  from their base at Catia TVe. Staff
from the two stations closely collaborated during the time of my fi ldwork.

Blanca built ViVe tv  according to a vision for media that she had honed 
through her research on Latin American media, militancy in a leftist po liti cal 
party, and barrio activism. Integral to new state- run media experiments  were 
local and international leftist activist networks that openly embraced the 
Bolivarian revolutionary state as a tool and pro cess of social transformation. 

State– Media Relations and the Rise of Catia TVe—59

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679087/9781478002529-002.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



60—Chap ter 1

Blanca’s new position at the helm of this nascent tele vi sion outlet instilled 
Catia TVe producers with confide ce that areas of offi al state apparatus 
 were being “taken,” through gradual peaceful means, in the interest of the 
poor. Notwithstanding this perspective, as they sustained and leveraged the 
interde pen dency that their close relationship with offi al state actors en-
tailed, Catia TVe producers faced the enormous challenges of ongoing class 
inequalities, gendered barriers to leadership, and concentration of power in 
the figu e of Chávez.

Like socialist journalists of the twentieth  century, Catia TVe producers 
often sought to “repair” the disjuncture between the revolution’s po liti cal 
ideals and on- the- ground realities (Roudakova 2009; Wolfe 2005). Catia 
TVe producers faced concerns, as did journalists in the German Demo-
cratic Republic (Boyer 2005), that critical repre sen ta tions of leadership or 
government programs would fan the flames of the “counterrevolutionary” 
opposition at home and abroad. Unlike socialist journalists of the twentieth 
 century, however, Catia TVe staff exercised signifi ant local editorial con-
trol over their content. While state offi als pressured Catia TVe producers 
to cover events that celebrated the revolution,  there was no central party 
control over community media. Moreover, unlike the well- educated profes-
sional cohorts that staffed media outlets in the German Demo cratic Repub-
lic, the Soviet Union, and con temporary Cuba, Catia TVe producers  were 
not for the most part formally trained professionals. They did not approach 
journalism as a professional vocation, but rather as an organ izing strategy 
initially honed in strug gles against the neoliberal cap i tal ist state as a way to 
encourage local social action.

Conclusion
Catia TVe’s found ers came to po liti cal consciousness in the 1970s, 1980s, and 
1990s, a period when Venezuela’s liberal and neoliberal cap i tal ist democ-
racy had proven incapable of addressing the po liti cal, material, and cultural 
demands of the poor majority. Rather than dismiss the state as irredeem-
able, however, they rejected the po liti cal and economic system— liberal 
capitalism— through which the Venezuelan state had been or ga nized. For 
them, the barrier to meaningful freedom and equality was not the blurred 
bound aries between media producers and governing leaders; it was in-
stead the motivating princi ples of profit  behind elite alliances and private 
owner ship. Catia TVe’s found ers pursued a strategy of participation in the 
construction of a leftist state through cross- class collaboration and strug-

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679087/9781478002529-002.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



gle and the intertwining proj ects of popu lar movements and offi al state 
institutions.

Debates about  whether media should be controlled by “the state,” “the 
market,” “civil society,” or some combination of the three obscure how  these 
fi lds are, in fact, indivisible. The debate establishes the very bound aries it 
purports to examine. The history of broadcasting and journalism in Venezu-
ela makes clear that widespread claims that the Chávez government uniquely 
 violated liberal values of press freedom and the consecrated bound aries be-
tween state and civil society  were both po liti cally opportunistic and inac-
curate. Venezuela’s po liti cal establishment and the private media have been 
deeply intertwined since tele vi sion was introduced in Venezuela in the early 
1950s; at times the government and media  owners have been at tense odds 
and at other times in lockstep. Th oughout much of the history of relations 
between state offi als and media  owners in Venezuela, violations of the pur-
ported borders between state and media took place in the interest of na-
tional and global capital. In contrast, Catia TVe sought to cultivate linkages 
and mutual interdependencies with offi al state institutions and agents in 
the interest of the poor.
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COMMUNITY MEDIA AS EVERYDAY STATE FORMATION

 “Seven! Can you believe that? Seven invitations, all for this Sunday!” Celia 
waved a stack of papers at me and collapsed into a squeaky metal chair in Catia 
TVe’s production offi . She spread the invitations on the desk in front of her 
and exhaled loudly. In her early forties, Celia had a youthful face with round 
cheeks that flushed to a deep pink when she grew animated. Celia grew up 
in Manicomio, the poor neighborhood where Catia TVe was founded. As 
the director of the production department, she coordinated the work of the 
four staff members who filmed and edited short news segments to broad-
cast over Catia TVe’s airwaves. Each month, the station received about fifty 
requests for coverage.

Standing beside Celia, I surveyed the letters requesting Catia TVe’s pres-
ence that Sunday. Th ee  were from community organ izations inviting Catia 
TVe to document their local elections for communal councils, a new local 
governance structure that Venezuela’s National Assembly had approved just 
seven months before, in April 2006. The remaining letters included a re-
quest from a local municipal offi al for coverage of a six- kilometer race in 
his district, an invitation from an organ ization of students and teachers to 
film their discussion about how to improve a new state program in higher 
education, and a solicitation from the mayor’s offic to document a meeting 
on environmental conservation in Caracas.  There was also a handwritten 
note, in Celia’s own neat lettering, with details about a dance festival that the 
Ministry of Communication and Information wanted Catia TVe to film at a 
central Caracas theater.

As Catia TVe grew and gained prominence, the station received an in-
creasing number of invitations to cover events and pleas to document prob-
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FIGURE 2.1. Catia TVe staff ember filming, June 21, 2008. Photo by the author.
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lems. Inundated by  these requests, Celia had to constantly weigh the im-
portance of numerous invitations. Reshuffl g the letters strewn across her 
desk, she noted, “We need to cover the communal council elections. That’s 
defin tely the priority.” Celia explained that she attempted to devote Catia 
TVe’s limited staff ’s attention to requests that she viewed as coming from the 
“community” over solicitations from elected offi als, state ministries, and 
other offi al state institutions. Marking certain invitations “community” 
and  others “state,” she upheld a belief that community and the state  were 
well- defi ed and separate arenas.

Looking over the stack of invitations, I wondered how and why Celia drew 
this line. As Celia knew well, many offi al initiatives— like the proposal to 
build local communal councils— built on already existing social movement 
organ izations fi st created in marginalized sectors, including community 
 water committees, urban land committees, and health committees. Celia’s 
insistence on neat categories confli ted with her everyday experience of 
the mutual constitution of many barrio- based organ izations and emerging 
state institutions. I had observed for months how, in her work to document 
events and prob lems in poor neighborhoods and inside offi al state institu-
tions, Celia encountered the state as an inconsistent, volatile, and shifting set 
of practices that extended far beyond the bound aries of the offi al halls of 
power. In fact, Celia and her colleagues not only witnessed but also contrib-
uted to the disunity and diffusion of state practices that the former governing 
elites often kept well hidden  behind what Philip Abrams (1988) calls the “state- 
idea,” the mystifying notion that the state was an in de pen dent, coherent, and 
omnipotent entity. With the growing overlap between the po liti cal agendas, 
personnel, and ideological formation of grassroots organ izations and some 
offi al state institutions during the fi st de cade of Chávez’s rule, Catia TVe pro-
ducers like Celia faced dilemmas about the bound aries of the state and the 
relationship between autonomy from and de pen dency on offi al institutions.

Th s chapter examines the participation of Catia TVe producers in the 
symbolic, ideological, and material practices that, on the one hand, eroded 
bound aries between the state and society, and, on the other hand, reaffirmed 
the distinction between  these realms. I assess why Catia TVe producers often 
relied on and reproduced a conceptual duality of state and community de-
spite the messiness of their  actual practice. Th s analy sis provides insights 
into how poor  people who are engaged in strug gles for revolutionary so-
cial transformation make strategic references to divisions between state and 
community, even as they fi ht to obtain access to forms of state power and 
make it their own.
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As she reviewed the request from the Ministry of Communication and 
Information (minci ) to cover a dance festival of barrio- based organ-
izations, Celia’s effort to demarcate state from community allowed her to 
resist what she felt was an unfair imposition from state offi als. Celia com-
plained of minci , “Just  because they have a contract with us, they expect to 
get us to cover every thing they want.” In exchange for funding, Catia TVe 
broadcast informational segments produced by minci  that celebrated gov-
ernment initiatives. The contract did not obligate Catia TVe producers to 
cover events to which minci  invited them. Nevertheless,  there was clearly 
an unspoken expectation that Catia TVe would show up when an offi al at 
minci  requested their presence. Celia resented this relationship as one of 
obligation. In this moment, Celia positioned herself outside the state, assert-
ing a desire to refuse its demands. She grudgingly assigned a staff member 
to film the minci - sponsored event.

To all appearances, Celia’s capitulation to minci ’s invitation was an ex-
ample of a state institution’s “top- down” management of a popu lar move-
ment, secured through the obligatory bonds of fi ancial dependence. The 
very categories of state and community that Celia reproduced and affirmed 
certainly sustain such an analy sis. I suggest in this chapter that Catia TVe 
producers’ interactions with the Bolivarian state  were far more fluid and 
uncertain than such an easy reading permits. For one, as the history I laid 
out in the previous chapter makes plain, Catia TVe has never been strictly 
in de pen dent, but has always relied on strategic alliances and funding from 
offi al institutions. To understand their seemingly incongruous efforts to 
be both dependent and autonomous, to embrace statecraft as a collective 
pro cess and position themselves “outside” state institutions, we need to ap-
proach the state as many of Catia TVe producers have, in their practice if 
not always in their explicit analy sis. That is, we need to consider the state 
as an unfolding pro cess rather than a fi ed entity with clear bound aries. 
Celia’s depiction of the po liti cal order— her neat piles of invitations— was a 
tactic, honed over multiple and varied interactions, to guard their hard- won 
gains while continuing to participate in the uncertain proj ect of revolution-
ary state formation.

Catia TVe producers’ alignment with the Chávez government and their 
dependence on social and economic relations with state offi als produced 
vulnerability. Coming mostly from poor neighborhoods, most Catia TVe 
producers had long been subject to precarity. But embracing an offi al state 
building proj ect and the unpredictable pro cess of change involved new risks, 
including the co- optation of their activism in the interest of a new rising 
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power elite. At stake for Catia TVe producers and their allies was  whether 
popu lar involvement in everyday statecraft would serve as win dow dress-
ing to legitimize only limited gains in equality and social justice, or if such 
involvement would create the opportunity for the poor to radically reorder 
relations of power. As I argued in the introduction, grappling with Catia 
TVe’s proj ect requires understanding  whether and how statecraft can be a 
weapon of the weak.

 These debates about the meaning and bound aries of the state have inten-
sifi d since the period of my fi ldwork, as some social movement groups 
have worked to build what they call a “communal state” in the midst of an 
intensifying economic crisis (Ciccariello- Maher 2016). To understand more 
recent  battles than  those I document  here, it is vital to understand this ear-
lier phase of deliberation and rapidly shifting conditions and institutions. 
Th s phase in the Bolivarian Revolution highlights how debates over the 
relationships between popu lar movements and state institutions in times of 
revolutionary upsurge engaged competing liberal and socialist ideas of com-
munity, state, and autonomy.

Juggling Multiple States
Many of Catia TVe’s producers grew up believing that the Venezuelan state 
was a distant and self- contained entity that ideally was responsible for using 
oil resources to benefit the population. They largely experienced state institu-
tions, however, as the impenetrable  enemy of “the  people,” infli ting untold 
vio lence on poor neighborhoods, squashing dissent, and diverting commu-
nity organ izing into the pacifying channels of po liti cal clientelism. To 
maintain their hegemony and resist radical movements for change, Venezu-
elan elites historically relied on the myth of the state as a magical stand- 
alone monolith (Coronil 1997). The authority of  people in positions of offi al 
state power in Venezuela, as in many contexts, has derived not only from 
their control (be it partial or seemingly total) over vio lence and resources, 
but also from the idea that “the state” was a uniform, static, otherworldly  thing 
set apart from “regular”  people (Abrams 1988; Mitchell 1991).

The Chávez government and the Bolivarian Revolution explic itly sought 
to challenge this dynamic. State offi als and allied community organizers 
encouraged the poor majority to see itself as capable of solving individual 
and collective prob lems alongside state institutions. Unlike the widely ac-
cepted self- understanding of liberal democracy, where community or soci-
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ety is supposed to be an autonomous force that monitors and influences the 
centralized governing practices of the state, the Chávez government, in line 
with historic proj ects of state socialism, openly celebrated the involvement of 
the government in sectors of “civil society” as well as the population’s inclu-
sion in pro cesses that Foucault identifies as “governmentality” (1991). The 
Chávez government called upon the population to regulate their own con-
duct alongside allied state institutions through programs in health care, food 
distribution, schooling, and media production.  These programs greatly im-
proved the quality of life for most producers at Catia TVe and granted many 
of them new access to and recognition from offi als in state institutions.

In the midst of their daily collaboration in the pro cess of state formation, 
Catia TVe producers strug gled with the globally dominant belief— enforced 
by liberal cap i tal ist states— that their freedom as media producers required 
autonomy from the state and that their dependence signaled state domina-
tion and constraint. In contrast, in historic proj ects of socialism, such as 
Soviet socialism, proponents conceived of true autonomy as pos si ble only 
through dependence, only by ceding control to central party actors who 
could synthesize diffuse understandings into an analy sis of common interest 
(Yurchak 2006). Catia TVe producers diverged from both normative liberal 
and socialist perspectives. They juggled multiple competing and contradic-
tory defin tions of the state in their pursuit of radical interde pen den cy.

Scholars have made strides in analyzing how social movement actors in 
Venezuela attempted to craft a “contingent autonomy, neither fully in de-
pen dent from nor fully beholden to the state” (Velasco 2011, 181; see also 
Ciccariello- Maher 2007; Fernandes 2010b). I extend and deepen this analy-
sis by wrestling with what the state meant to Catia TVe producers in 2006 
and 2007. How was being “beholden to the state” experienced in the multiple 
contexts in which Catia TVe producers lived and worked? Crucially, in con-
trast with the doxa of much con temporary social science, I do not assume 
that being obligated to the state in this context and historical conjunction 
was undesirable, that dependence means subservience, or even that subser-
vience is the opposite of freedom. We require an empirical understanding of 
the specifics of place and time. In par tic u lar, we must understand the terrain 
and the dilemmas that Catia TVe producers faced in reckoning with liberal 
and socialist discourses of autonomy and dependence.

Hector, a Catia TVe assistant director in his late twenties, forcefully ar-
ticulated the need to reject traditional categories of analy sis of autonomy 
and de pen dency in order to understand Catia TVe’s relationship with the 
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state. From a middle- class  family with left  leaning politics, Hector fi st met 
the found ers of Catia TVe in 2002 when he was studying engineering at the 
prestigious Central University of Venezuela. Hector was a committed so-
cialist, well versed in the history of socialist experiments worldwide.  After 
producing several programs for Catia TVe about the student movement he 
had led against neoliberal initiatives at his university, he deci ded to drop out 
of school to devote his energies full-time to the tele vi sion station.

One after noon, I asked Hector how he assessed the importance of the 
autonomy of community media from the state. He noted,

One understands that in other countries, or even  here before the revo-
lutionary pro cess, to be dependent on the state was bad, to be con-
nected to the state was bad. Now at Catia TVe we talk about taking 
the state. More than that, we are in the pro cess of taking power and 
destroying the state to construct a popu lar one. To be in de pen dent 
of a state that is a revolutionary state is a right- wing position; it’s a 
reactionary position, no? . . .  The proj ect of the revolution  will last for 
many years and our position is to destroy this state and construct a 
popu lar state of participation. And we  can’t do this if we distance our-
selves from the state. Instead, we have to enter and take the spaces that 
the revolution is opening inside the state.

Hector was adamant that in de pen dence from the state was impossible when 
they  were revolutionizing the state from within. He  didn’t see the state as the 
central agent of power, and he  didn’t discard the state as an irredeemable in-
strument of the ruling class. Instead, Hector identifi d vari ous institutional 
“spaces” inside an existing structure that could be transformed in the inter-
est of the “popu lar” or poor  people. For Hector, in other words, the state was 
not a monolith; it was permeable and pro cessual. He refused the detachment 
from collective po liti cal commitments that classical liberal conceptions of 
autonomy insist is necessary for the exercise of freedom. To remain de-
tached in the par tic u lar context in which Catia TVe producers found them-
selves, Hector insisted, would serve to maintain the status quo.

Hector acknowledged the difficulty faced by many observers of and even 
participants in the Bolivarian pro cess in understanding his perspective. He 
explained, “A lot of  people get confused  because they have a manual in their 
head that does not allow another vision. We [at Catia TVe] also suffer from 
this confusion  because we encounter prob lems in the revolution that  aren’t 
the same as other revolutions that have taken place.” The manual— the con-
ceptual tool kit that helps scholars and activists understand and act on the 
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world—is  shaped by globally dominant expectations that freedom requires 
individual and collective autonomy, particularly from formal state institu-
tions. In place of a static understanding of states, Hector advocated for a 
strategy attuned to the possibilities of the specific proj ects and relationships 
they negotiated.

Hector’s understanding of the state as made up of confli ting spaces came 
to the fore a few weeks  after this initial conversation about autonomy. At a 
gathering at the station of community media producers and representatives 
from the Ministry of Communication and Information, Hector emphasized 
that while Catia TVe producers needed to embrace statecraft, they should be 
wary of offi al actors within state institutions who sought to undermine the 
revolutionary proj ect. He warned that Catia TVe’s reliance on state funding 
in the form of publicity contracts posed a risk, noting: “If we have a denun-
cia [a complaint] and we take a po liti cal position against some functionary, 
they could block us saying, ‘Cut their publicity.’ And we could say, well,  we’ll 
continue functioning or we can continue with the denuncia. How can we make 
a participatory bud get [where viewers fund the station] that guarantees our 
in de pen dence, in de pen dence as a media outlet, in de pen dence from the 
bourgeois state, from the old state?”  Here, Hector warned that Catia TVe’s 
editorial in de pen dence was undercut by “functionaries” or state offi als who 
propped up the “old” “bourgeois” state and  were not genuinely committed to 
remaking the state in the interest of the poor through popu lar participation 
and leadership. Hector insisted that the revolutionary state was a proj ect in 
motion that would unfold over many years. “We have a state that is incoher-
ent in the sense that many institutions that defend imperial interests remain,” 
he declared. “Institutions that defend the interests of the pueblo are just 
being born.”

For Hector,  there was no clear once- and- for- all strategy to negotiate the 
relationship between community media producers and state institutions, 
given the inconsistent and rapidly changing po liti cal conditions. Th s was a 
sentiment that I heard repeatedly. Hector’s colleagues at Catia TVe rejected 
the idea that they needed to cede in de pen dence to centralized party control, 
as had previous proponents of state socialism in Germany and the Soviet 
Union. Yet, crucially, Catia TVe producers embraced the notion that close 
accompaniment, support, and interdependence of radical forces in the places 
of “constituted power” (state institutions)  were necessary to create any kind 
of meaningful creative nonbourgeois autonomy.

Carlos, Catia TVe’s thirty- four- year- old founder and director, avidly em-
braced the state as a collective work in pro gress. He was the primary decision 
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maker and most prominent public voice of the station. A skilled speaker 
and community or ga nizer, Carlos was granted re spect and deference, even 
as many volunteers at the station  were critical of his hierarchical leadership 
style. Carlos’s close friendship with Blanca Eekhout, Catia TVe’s former di-
rector and then president of the state channel, ViVe tv , granted him direct 
access to government decision-makers and expanded his familiarity with 
state institutions. As I highlighted in the previous chapter, alongside Blanca 
and his Manicomio comrades, Carlos had contributed to shaping the state 
laws that govern community media.

Carlos welcomed opportunities for Catia TVe to collaborate with state 
institutions. Sitting in his quiet offi , which was decorated with the many 
awards Catia TVe had won from state agencies, Carlos explained,

I understand that  there are many groups and social organ izations that 
try to demarcate themselves from the state or from the government. 
But I believe that  really in this moment, that’s not the correct  thing to 
do. I believe that what should be more impor tant is how we contribute 
to the construction of the new state of the  future. . . .  Of course  there 
are many revolutionaries that dreamed of armed strug gle, of a guerrilla 
fi ht with the execution of traitors. But in Venezuela we are creating a 
historic pro cess via an electoral path, with a military guy at the head, with 
a pro cess where the  people have come out to defend the institutions, and 
it was the  people that maintained  those institutions in power. This, all of 
this, one has to know how to interpret and manage  things.

Carlos argued that the “correct” action for social movements’ actors was not 
to assert autonomy but rather to contribute to the construction of a new 
state. Like Hector, Carlos emphasized that the Bolivarian Revolution had 
not emerged through the violent overthrow of the central government 
and state institutions but instead aimed to transform  those institutions over 
time. For Carlos, the ideal type leftist Latin American revolutionary was not 
the guerrillero of the Cuban Revolution but the social activist who worked in 
cooperation with state actors and institutions, along the lines of Chile’s pro-
cess of social transformation  under Salvador Allende. Carlos’s comment that 
“one has to know how to interpret and manage  things” suggested his belief 
in the need to rethink basic ideas about revolutionary strategy and to create 
new ways of practicing politics.

The competing logics of liberal autonomy and socialist relatedness, and 
the departure of the Bolivarian Revolution from the established scripts for 
revolutionary socialist change, contributed to the complexity of how Catia 
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TVe producers approached the boundary of the arenas of state and com-
munity. Even while Catia TVe producers embraced the task of building what 
they called a “popu lar state”— a state that would not only serve the interests 
of the poor majority but also be governed by it— they strug gled to reckon 
with the belief that the state was irrevocably a separate and hostile monolith 
that would ultimately squash dissent. Although many of my in for mants, like 
Hector and Carlos, analyzed and experienced the state as divided, uneven, 
and dispersed, they nevertheless often spoke of it as a real, concrete object 
and stand- alone entity, as Celia did in my description at the outset of this 
chapter. At times, in the same breath, they demystifi d the state as a porous 
and diffuse  human proj ect and reifi d it as a stand- alone solid object. The 
ethnographic accounts that follow explore the micropolitics of everyday 
statecraft, the unclear bound aries between state and community, and why Catia 
TVe producers and their allies at times reasserted state and community as 
mutually exclusive entities.

Everyday Statecraft in the Barrio
Despite historic efforts by Venezuelan ruling elites to make the state appear 
as an entity beyond the reach of everyday actors, nonelites have always par-
ticipated in the production of both “the state” as an abstract idea and the 
material practices of offi al state institutions.  People shape the state in their 
everyday lives through mundane actions like singing the national anthem, 
following laws, and interacting with state employees and offi als inside for-
mal institutions or even over a  family meal. More explicit efforts at state 
formation involve participation in or ga nized social movements that affirm 
or challenge the power of central state institutions. To recognize the dis-
persed everyday nature of state formation is not to suggest that power is 
distributed evenly or that influence over offi al state structures is allocated 
equally (Joseph and Nugent 1994). An approach to statecraft as a common-
place diffuse practice instead focuses our attention on how ordinary  people 
contribute to the creation and development of the state as both an idea and a 
set of concrete institutions. Th ough Catia TVe’s participation in the pro cess 
of media production inside barrios and offi al halls of power, community 
media producers  shaped ideas about and practices of the emerging revolu-
tionary state.

Catia TVe producers’ involvement in pro cesses of everyday state formation 
 were vis i ble one Sunday after noon when I accompanied nineteen- year- old 
Nestor to document a meeting to or ga nize a communal council in a poor 
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neighborhood of west Caracas. We took the metro from Catia TVe three stops 
farther west to Plaza Sucre, emerging from the cool and quiet metro into a 
hectic tangle of informal vendors selling huge hunks of red meat, knock- off 
designer jeans, and pirated dv ds.  After stopping several times to ask for 
directions, we fi nally found the departure point for a four- wheel- drive jeep 
taxi that would take us to our destination, a poor neighborhood nestled in 
one of the many steep mountains of Caracas’s periphery. The jeep protested 
the nearly vertical incline of the street, stalling several times en route. When 
the driver deposited us on a hot concrete street, we stretched our cramped 
legs and surveyed the breathtaking view of the buildings below.

A similar view fi st drew Nestor to Catia TVe when he was just thirteen 
years old. From his bedroom win dow, high on a hillside adjacent to the 
neighborhood where Catia TVe had its original headquarters, Nestor had a 
direct sightline to Catia TVe’s fi st broadcast antenna. One eve ning he no-
ticed that the red light at the top of the transmitter tower had burned out. 
Nestor searched out Carlos, Catia TVe’s director, to let him know. Carlos, in 
turn, invited Nestor to enroll in a video production workshop. Nestor spent 
the next six years working as part of a volunteer team of producers. In 2006, 
Nestor was asked to join the production staff.

Walking in the direction the jeep driver had pointed, we found a street 
blocked off with rope. Salsa  music blared and  people milled around in small 
groups. In place of cars, empty plastic chairs  were assembled in tight rows. 
Massive steel lattice towers that supported electric cables nestled incongru-
ously between the three- story  houses of concrete and terracotta blocks. 
Inhabitants had built the neighborhood de cades earlier on land the Ministry 
of Energy cleared for electricity towers.

A man named Douglas, who looked to be in his forties, approached us 
with a handshake and a wide grin. He had extended the initial invitation to 
Catia TVe to cover that after noon’s communal council event and seemed 
relieved that we had made it. Douglas wore a red shirt— the offi al color of 
the government— emblazoned with the slogan, “All elevens have their thir-
teens,” a reference to April 11, 2002, the day that Chávez was unseated from 
power in the ill- fated coup attempt, and April 13, 2002, the day he was re-
instated. The slogan attributed the coup’s failure to the power of the masses 
that had surrounded the presidential palace to demand Chávez’s return. The 
slogan suggested that any attempt to stall the revolutionary pro cess would 
be met by similarly swift mass defiance. The back of the T- shirt read, “The 
 people [el pueblo] continue in the street, now on the path to socialism.” The 
T- shirt built on the memory of the 2002 rebellion to suggest that the proj ect 
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of building socialism was a similarly spontaneous activity that happened 
in the street. Earlier that week I had seen government workers distributing 
the T- shirt for  free at a march to celebrate the fi h anniversary of the coup’s 
reversal. Th s offi al embrace and insistence on what had begun as a rallying 
cry of the masses was the fi st example of many that I observed that after-
noon that pointed to the complex interplay between offi al state institu-
tions and urban barrio- based activism. The possibility for radical structural 
change coexisted with the threat of co- optation.

Douglas explained that he was part of the group trying to promote the con-
struction of a communal council, a legally recognized local governance organ 
designed to bring together several hundred families from the same neighor-
hood. Once it was established, a council would formulate proposals for fund-
ing from state institutions and oversee the bud geting and implementation of 
community development proj ects in health, housing, communications, and 
 water. State- hired community promoters worked closely with neighborhood 
groups who  were interested in forming a council to certify the local elec-
tion of council spokespeople and to ensure the consistent application of the 
procedures set out in the communal council law. The Chávez government 
characterized communal councils as central to its program to redistribute 
economic resources and decision-making in order to advance participatory 
democracy and create what it called a “new geometry of power.”1 Over the 
previous year, 2006, the National Assembly had spent $1 billion to fi ance 
proj ects presented by communal councils (López Maya and Lander 2011a, 
74). As with many initiatives of the Bolivarian pro cess,  there was  little con-
sistency in how diff er ent councils managed their relationship with offi al 
state institutions: some councils fulfilled their mandate to de moc ra tize par-
ticipation and reorder power, while  others reproduced traditional forms of 
hierarchical administration (McCarthy 2012).

Douglas took us on a quick tour of the street, pointing out prob lems that 
he hoped the communal council would one day address. The boys needed a 
place to play basketball. The garbage was rarely collected and contributed 
to fl oding when it rained. Part of the street was crumbling and needed to 
be rebuilt. As we slowly made our way down the street, Nestor’s camera and 
microphone attracted considerable attention. A group of small girls tugged at 
his pant leg, wanting to know what tele vi sion station he was from. A group of 
young men around Nestor’s age with his same brown complexion, baggy jeans, 
and sneakers studied him with more guarded enthusiasm. Douglas seemed 
quite pleased at the notice Nestor attracted. He introduced us to as many 
 people he could. He insisted on taking us up several fli hts of stairs to a  house 
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where  women from his street ran a government- funded soup kitchen that 
provided  free lunch to  people living in extreme poverty in the neighborhood. 
Like many of the Chávez government welfare programs, the soup kitchen 
was state- fi anced but depended on local participation and initiative for its 
implementation and daily management.

Douglas introduced us to a young man who was  there as a representa-
tive of the Ministry of Participation. He was tasked with offering support 
to the local community organizers and certifying that they  were adhering to 
the procedures prescribed in the communal council law. Th s young man 
was the only offi al from a state institution pres ent at the event that after-
noon. He explained that he was studying social work at the new Bolivarian 
University of Venezuela and was new to the job. Although he was far from 
being a formidable figu e, his involvement signaled how the communal 
councils  were ultimately subject to the approval and centralized funding 
mechanisms of offi al agencies over which the local population had  little 
direct control.

Many of the  people we spoke with registered no familiarity with Catia 
TVe but  were excited to be interviewed by Nestor and pose for the camera. 
Douglas explained that Catia TVe’s signal was only sometimes accessible on 
the higher fl ors of the homes on his street. Despite the improbability that 
Catia TVe’s coverage of the event would be widely viewed by members of 
the neighborhood, Nestor’s presence had  great importance. As I would learn 
many times throughout my research, it was during the pro cess of media pro-
duction, rather than through the effect their fin shed programs had on audi-
ences, that Catia TVe staff and volunteers had the most impact in encouraging 
their interlocutors to actively embrace statecraft

Nestor’s presence validated not only Douglas’s aspirations to local leadership, 
but also the legitimacy of his community’s initiative to form a communal coun-
cil and, by extension, the state institutions that propelled and validated the 
councils. In  every  house we visited, and with  every person we interviewed, 
 there was a blurring and interpenetration of community with state. The 
orga nizational rubric that Celia attempted to establish with her neat piles, 
described at the opening of the chapter, did not hold up. That after noon, 
Nestor and I encountered multiple manifestations of offi al and unoffi al 
efforts to create a just and equal collective sociality through the idea and the 
institutions of the state. Concrete manifestations of the mutual constitution 
of state and community included the T- shirts that celebrated the construc-
tion of socialism in the street, the locally run soup kitchen, and the law of 
communal councils that guided the day’s events.
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Douglas and his fellow neighborhood activists agreed that it was time to 
begin the meeting. Nestor hurriedly slipped on his headphones and began 
filming. Most of the red plastic chairs assembled in the  middle of the street 
remained empty. A  woman who ran the soup kitchen took the microphone 
on the small stage and urged her neighbors to join their discussion. She noted, 
“Many times we have said that we’d like to see the prob lem of the crumbling 
street fi ed, the trash collected, transportation to our sector improved. Well, 
this is your opportunity to be involved directly in solving  these prob lems. 
Th s  isn’t just one more meeting. We want to see  these chairs full, with you 
raising your hand saying, ‘I want to participate in the decisions that are 
being made  here.’ ” As she spoke, Nestor panned the camera away from her 
to the half- filled seats and then up the façades of the  houses that faced the 
street. He filmed several  people who  were leaning out their win dows, seem-
ingly unsure if they wanted to participate in the meeting. One  woman in a 
win dow on the third fl or of a narrow  house quickly retreated inside.

Seeing her recoil from the camera, I realized that Nestor’s documentation 
of the meeting not only validated the event as “newsworthy” and signaled 
Douglas’s skill at gaining attention for the neighborhood, it also potentially 

FIGURE 2.2. Catia TVe’s microphone against backdrop of west Caracas, November 6, 
2006. Photo by the author.
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worked as a mechanism to govern members of the community. I recalled 
how one regular volunteer producer at Catia TVe, Javier, explained to me 
that his neighbors often requested that he film their meetings so that members 
of their community would know who participated in meetings and who did 
not. The presence of the camera, according to Javier, encouraged his neigh-
bors to come to meetings and defused confli t, as  people  were less likely to 
act inappropriately when they knew they  were being filmed. The camera, in 
other words, exerted a disciplinary presence. It had the potential to encour-
age participation and expose nonparticipation. While  there  were no clear or 
immediate sanctions for nonparticipation, other than perhaps social stigma 
from the organizers, access to resources in the long term was contingent on 
 people’s involvement in councils, organ izations that  were explic itly aligned 
with the Chávez government.

Perhaps the  woman who hastily retreated inside her  house had been called 
away by a  family member. I wondered, nevertheless,  whether Nestor’s camera 
was perceived by members of that neighborhood as a form of coercion, and 
if that coercion was experienced as coming from their allied barrio activists 
or offi al state bureaucrats. While local barrio leaders issued the call for par-
ticipation in constructing the communal council based on their estimation 
of urgent collective and individual needs of their neighbors, the day’s activi-
ties  were si mul ta neously supported and propelled by offi al state actors. To 
be sure, Javier, the volunteer at Catia TVe, saw oversight via the camera as a 
social good, one that encouraged widespread participation in the po liti cal 
pro cess in order to challenge the injustices of the “old” bourgeois state.

Catia TVe’s camera was not the only mechanism encouraging  people to 
participate in the day’s events. A per for mance by a local  children’s dance 
troop, or ga nized by Douglas and his co- organizers, had immediate success 
in drawing many  people out of their  houses. Most of them remained after-
ward to hear Douglas and  others speak about how the communal councils 
worked and why they  were impor tant.

With his mini dv  tape almost full and the camera battery  running low, 
Nestor thanked our hosts and we packed up the camera and microphone. As 
we  were leaving, three national guardsmen approached Douglas. They had 
come to investigate  whether the community had formal permission to close 
the street. As a replacement for the much- despised Metropolitan Police, the 
National Guard had, at the time, a growing presence in poor communities 
where they set up checkpoints, ostensibly as a way to curtail the drug traffick-
ing and vio lence that plagued many barrios. Douglas showed the guards-
men the necessary permissions and the guardsmen prepared to leave, taking 
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their large semiautomatic weapons with them. In this instance, the presence 
of “the  people in the street” building socialism required paperwork and was 
subject to oversight by armed guards.

Much to my surprise, Nestor approached the guardsmen and displayed 
his Catia TVe identifi ation card; he asked for a  ride back down the moun-
tain to the metro. One of the guardsmen, a stocky young man, hesitated for 
a moment and then agreed. “I  wouldn’t normally do this,” he said, “but we 
saw you two filming.” We climbed into the jeep and began the steep descent. 
 After a minute of silence, the guardsman noted, “You, as professionals, as 
journalists who are not from areas as insecure as this one,  don’t know. But 
 these  people can  really be abusive. They can  really treat us badly and get out 
of hand,” he said. Nestor and I laughed ner vously.  After an after noon listen-
ing to inhabitants of this neighborhood extol the importance of popu lar em-
powerment by embracing new laws backed by state institutions that declared 
their interest in asserting popu lar power, it was jarring to hear this guards-
man portray poor communities as criminal. The discrepancy between the 
guardsman’s comments and the broader offi al state discourse powerfully 
highlighted another incoherency of state institutions. At  every turn, the in-
consistencies we encountered challenged received understandings of states 
as fi ed “ things” with clear interests.

The guardsmen dropped us at the nearest metro station. When they  were 
out of sight, Nestor began laughing. He explained that just a few days before, 
as he was  running home from a nearby bakery with a loaf of bread, a na-
tional guardsman had briefly detained and questioned him.  Because he was 
 running late at night through his poor neighborhood, the guardsman had 
profiled him as a drug dealer. With the video camera in his hand, press cre-
dential around his neck, and accompanied by me, a light- skinned  woman, 
the national guardsmen assumed he was a middle- class professional. Despite 
his experience of harassment, Nestor nevertheless had felt emboldened to 
ask the guardsmen for a  favor, signaling an expectation of recognition and 
re spect. His silence in the face of the guardsman’s derogatory portrayal of 
Douglas and his barrio neighbors was a blatant reminder of the unequal re-
lationships of force that characterized the unfolding revolutionary state.

The next day Nestor edited a ten- minute segment from his footage that 
was broadcast over Catia TVe’s airwaves several times over the next two days, 
sandwiched between similar short segments produced by the staff, programs 
created by volunteers, and offi al propaganda by state institutions laud-
ing the accomplishments of the Bolivarian state. The impact the segment 
had on Catia TVe’s audiences was unclear to me. Observing the pro cess 
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of  production, however, I uncovered how Nestor’s presence at the neigh-
borhood meeting that Sunday contributed to legitimizing the unfolding 
po liti cal pro cess. He had participated in shaping how life was lived and 
 imagined. As a newly empowered media producer from a barrio not unlike 
the one he was documenting, Nestor embodied the social changes that he 
and the barrio leaders wanted to advance. As Nestor, Douglas, and  others 
from poor neighborhoods worked alongside offi al power brokers to 
 engage in everyday state formation that advanced offi al proj ects of popu-
lar empowerment, they rendered the lines between state and community 
indecipherable. The means of violent force and power over decision-making 
was far from evenly distributed. Nevertheless, Nestor’s work as a community 
media producer, Douglas’s  labor as a neighborhood activist, and the barrio 
participants they interacted with that after noon all contributed to a pro cess 
of state formation. Together they legitimized a belief that  people from poor 
neighborhoods could participate in creating state institutions in which they 
held some degree of power, including the ability to redistribute resources.

An approach to the state that recognizes it as an effect of everyday pro-
cesses extending throughout society necessitates concomitant scrutiny of the 
popu lar or grassroots actors as prac ti tion ers of state formation. In this vein, 
the division between popu lar and state perspectives and forces in Venezuela, 
insistently repeated by scholars, the government, and barrio- based activists 
through their use of the spatial meta phors of “top- down” versus “bottom-up” 
social change, cannot account for the blurred bound aries between some gov-
ernment and community action. Nor does it recognize the possibility that 
top- down management may be choreographed by and for the poor.

Making and Unmaking the Divide between State and Community
Most Chávez supporters  were confide t that Chávez would easily be re-
elected for a second term. Nevertheless, an air of tense uncertainly hung over 
Catia TVe in the buildup to the December 2006 presidential election. With 
the experience of the failed 2002 coup attempt still a recent memory, Catia 
TVe producers— like many supporters of the Bolivarian process— were con-
cerned that the groups that opposed Chávez would use the elections to foment 
chaos and uncertainly in order to oust Chávez by extralegal means. The gov-
ernment, together with Chávez- aligned community producers, went to  great 
lengths to prevent a repeat of the virtual media blackout that opposition 
forces had imposed during the 2002 coup attempt when they gained control 
of the only government- managed tele vi sion channel then in existence.

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679089/9781478002529-003.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Community Media as Everyday State Formation—79

The election period made vivid how Catia TVe producers not only de-
pended on offi al state institutions, but how actors working within state 
institutions also looked to Catia TVe for legitimation, support, and fortifi-
cation. The material aspects of this codependence  were never more vis i ble 
than the lead-up to the 2006 election. The location of Catia TVe’s headquar-
ters, a poor neighborhood just blocks away from the presidential palace and 
steps away from famously militant pro- Chávez neighborhoods, provided an 
ideal site to create a backup transmission point for offi al state media in the 
event of an attack on state networks. The National Commission of Telecom-
munications (Conatel ) temporarily installed a large satellite dish on the 
roof of Catia TVe that could transmit state channels. The state oil com pany, 
pdvs a , loaned Catia TVe a power generator to ensure that if electricity to 
the neighborhood was cut, Catia TVe and the backup satellite transmitter 
for offi al state networks would continue to operate. Catia TVe staff and 
volunteers expressed pride and excitement at this collaboration.

State institutions depended on Catia TVe not only for material support 
but, perhaps more crucially, to legitimize the claim that the revolution was 
succeeding. Catia TVe offered a “from below” authenticity that state- run 
media proj ects, no  matter how much they attempted to refl ct popu lar voices, 
did not grant. State offi als relied on “outside” voices to legitimize a call to 
unity at this critical moment in the formal po liti cal pro cess. Despite the real-
ity of blurred bound aries, a range of actors disseminated the idea of a clear 
divide between the community and the state.

Nestor’s participation in documenting the organ ization of a communal 
council in a poor neighborhood underscored how state and community 
 were mutually constituted. At the same time, the explicit collaboration be-
tween offi al state institutions and Catia TVe during the 2006 presidential 
elections revealed how Catia TVe staff and volunteers both activated and 
disassembled the divide between state and community in order to manage 
their pursuit of radical interde pen dency. Th s dynamic was made particularly 
clear in a series of meetings that I observed in the weeks before the presi-
dential election.

The Delicate Screen: Planning Coverage  
and Identifying as the State at ViVe TV

As the December 2006 presidential election approached, Catia TVe’s leader-
ship together with their contacts at ViVe tv  or ga nized a meeting of com-
munity media producers to plan how community media producers could 
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contribute to ViVe tv ’s offi al coverage of the election. Twenty- two  people— 
seven  women and fi een men— assembled in one of ViVe tv ’s spacious 
production studios in the station’s headquarters at the National Library 
of Venezuela in central Caracas. In addition to representatives from seven-
teen community tele vi sion proj ects from twelve diff er ent states, the meeting 
attendees included two men from a pro- Chávez website and representatives 
from ViVe tv , the Ministry of Culture, and the Ministry of Communication 
and Information.2 Blanca Eekhout, ViVe tv ’s president, joined the meeting 
midway through.

Many of the representatives from community tele vi sion proj ects had trav-
eled  great distances— ten to fi een hours by bus—to join the meeting.  These 
media activists  were  eager to participate for several reasons. They wanted 
to be involved in representing what they characterized as another historic 
step in the peaceful pro cess of revolutionary change. In addition, many of 
 these community media activists  were in the midst of the lengthy bureau-
cratic pro cess of seeking  legal recognition from the National Commission of 
Telecommunications, the state institution that licenses broadcasters. They 
 were keen to form alliances with employees at ViVe tv  and other state in-
stitutions that might offer  future po liti cal and fi ancial support. Moreover, 
they expressed a belief that the participation of community media outlets in 
the offi al coverage of the presidential elections would legitimize and nor-
malize the participation of nonprofessional popu lar media producers in the 
production and repre sen ta tion of national news.

The collaboration of nonprofessional media producers and activists in 
the coverage of the elections also met the strategic needs of offi als in state 
institutions. The Chávez government relied on community media makers to 
display how the state– society relationship was being redefi ed. Community 
media institutions assumed a critical function in creating repre sen ta tions 
of mass participation that legitimized Chávez’s claim that he ruled in the 
interest of empowering the poor to be the central protagonists of the po liti-
cal pro cesses.

Offi al state actors and barrio- based organizers relied on the aura of nos-
talgia, authenticity, and homogeneity that the concept of community held 
(Creed 2006; Ferguson 2004) in order to legitimize the claim that the revo-
lutionary state was a proj ect being advanced “from below.” Th oughout the 
meeting, Carlos, Catia TVe’s director, paradoxically asserted his and Catia 
TVe’s status as outside the offi al realms of power and of state institutions 
in order to legitimize his call for Catia TVe and other community media 
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producers to see themselves as part of the pro cess of state formation. The 
differently positioned actors at the meeting had distinct motivations in reifying 
the state. Together they reinforced a belief in the purity of community media 
and its direct connection to grassroots organ izing.

“Should we begin?” ViVe tv ’s head of public relations asked Carlos, a 
question that established his status as the leader of the group. Carlos easily 
embraced the role. He explained how many of the community stations out-
side Caracas had not been able to resolve their technological and fi ancial 
needs in time to broadcast coverage of the election. Of the thirteen stations 
represented at the meeting, only eight had the capacity to broadcast. Carlos 
proposed a strategy for how they could all, nevertheless, participate in the 
election coverage. He suggested that community producers use cell phones 
to take photo graphs of the voting pro cess in their neighborhoods and towns 
and digitally send them to ViVe tv . ViVe tv  could then broadcast the pho-
tos, Carlos explained, while the community media producers who sent the 
photo graphs could describe over the phone what was taking place at the vot-
ing center, all on live tele vi sion. The other producers in the room responded 
positively to Carlos’s suggestion, and with palpable excitement discussed 
how to coordinate logistics.

Th s inclusion of untrained disparate producers in offi al state media 
presented risks for a unifi d line and narrative for ViVe tv ’s election- day 
coverage. Carlos played a critical role in communicating to his fellow com-
munity media producers the stakes of their involvement and the responsi-
bility that it entailed. Making eye contact around the circle, Carlos spoke 
confide tly. His voice easily filled the oversized room. “The opposition is 
determined that  there be a bloodbath, that  there be prob lems, that  there 
be a death. . . .  We have to fi ht and work so that this electoral pro cess is 
impeccable, clean, that we win with huge numbers, and that  there  isn’t one 
single  thing to lament about. Why am I saying all this?” Carlos took a deep 
breath and continued, “ Because, perhaps we have to manage ourselves in 
double time. One  thing, when we are on the air, when we make a phone call, 
we  can’t spread any information about anything negative.” Carlos switched 
to a high- pitched voice, mimicking the voice of a ner vous caller: “ ‘We  don’t 
have electricity! They  haven’t opened the voting  tables! The  people are start-
ing to fi ht! The opposition is taking the streets!’ ” Returning to his normal 
register, Carlos continued, “Th s  can’t go out on the air, you know, but we can 
communicate, send a text message, ‘Compañero,  there’s an irregular situa-
tion  here, please call me.’ ”

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679089/9781478002529-003.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



82—Chap ter 2

Carlos gave explicit directions for what community producers should com-
municate, making clear how reports of chaos might play into the hands of the 
opposition. Carlos’s message revealed the depth of concern about the dam-
age that community media’s participation could potentially cause the “delicate 
screen,” as one representative of ViVe tv  referred to their televised broadcasts. 
Looming in  people’s memories  were both how the 1989 urban uprising in 
Caracas spread throughout the country— encouraged in part by the few tele-
vised images of protest that made it through government censorship— and 
how the commercial media had legitimated the coup against Chávez in 2002 
by broadcasting misleading footage.  There was a palpable sense that tele-
vised images could quickly and uncontrollably influence po liti cal outcomes.

Carlos presented his fellow community media producers with a way to un-
derstand the constraints on their inclusion in ViVe tv ’s broadcast. Given the 
history of liberal expectations that the state would threaten press freedom, 
his message needed to recast the stakes and reposition the players. He noted,

We, in a certain way, this third of December, subordinate ourselves 
in this case to a person in whom I trust completely and who I’m 
sure would never try to mess with us or implicate us in a prob lem: 
Blanca. She has a direct link, we can say, with the high government 
[el alto gobierno]. . . .  But we  aren’t  going to approach this as our ad-
venture. . . .  That would mean not only getting ourselves into trou ble 
but also getting this tele vi sion station [ViVe tv ] in trou ble when they 
are providing us with a communication platform. They are giving us 
support. And it’s true that all of this is ours, but the fact that it is ours 
also means that we have to follow lines [po liti cal directives]. Th s is 
part of a revolution. . . .   These are the lines that they are giving us. I 
think that it should be like this, not simply  because they have told me 
so, but  because I think that logically we can resolve prob lems only 
when we stop to analyze the situation. . . .  At Catia TVe we can say 
what ever occurs to us; we  wouldn’t do it  because we are responsible. 
But we could and it’s not  going to have the impact that it could have 
on ViVe, which covers 80   percent of the country. . . .  It’s not that we 
have to wear a straitjacket. Rather, we are assuming this responsibility 
as the state  because I believe that the state is not just the government, 
you know.  Really, we are all responsible for what happens election day.

Carlos performed his allegiance to a state that, he asserted, belonged to the 
 people. He pledged his trust in his long- time confi ant, colleague, and presi-
dent of ViVe tv , Blanca Eekhout, and encouraged the other community 
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tele vi sion producers to see the state as a collective proj ect for which they, 
too,  were accountable. Carlos characterized self- discipline and constraint as 
a revolutionary act. Community spokespeople had to exercise their judg-
ment, as Carlos had, about what was the best way to proceed, but within a 
preordained set of par ameters that he argued was necessary to defend the 
revolution.

From his position as a community producer “outside” state institutions, 
Carlos made the offi al call for unity and subordination not simply as a 
state directive, but also as the position of an organic social movement. His 
identifi ation of Blanca was a crucial aspect of his message. Rather than 
a faceless, abstract “state,” they could be confide t that someone who was 
known and trusted by community media producers— who had once been a 
community media militant— was working alongside them to advance their 
interests. Carlos’s claim to be outside the state granted him persuasive force 
to convince other community media makers that he was not commanding 
them to fall in line  because he was ordered to do so by the government, but 
 because, as a longtime community activist, he believed that following offi al 
directives was part of the revolutionary pro cess, at least for that moment.

Several community producers asked a few logistical questions about 
transmitting the photo graphs to ViVe tv . No one challenged or questioned 
the “lines” that Carlos suggested for the content of the community reports, 
nor did anyone express doubts about self- censorship or subordination to 
the government. The representative from the pro- Chávez website reiterated 
Carlos’s perspective, noting that “The most impor tant  thing is that we can 
coordinate ourselves, and as you say, each person should not go out  there 
saying what ever they wish.” In the ensuing conversation,  these community 
media makers from across the country refl cted that they  were in the midst 
of a po liti cal strug gle  shaped, in large mea sure, by the messages transmitted 
on tele vi sion. They described the careful management of national broad-
casts as a way to control the efforts of the groups that opposed the Bolivar-
ian Revolution to incite chaos. A producer from a community station in 
Guárico state exclaimed excitedly, “We are starting the motor of revolution!” 
They echoed Carlos’s message that they  were engaged in a strug gle to defend 
what they called “their government” and to build what they referred to as 
“the revolutionary state.”

Like Carlos, Blanca maintained that the serious threat involved how the 
opposition might seize and manipulate popu lar mobilization and commu-
nication through the spreading of destabilizing rumors. She noted, “Our 
networks demonstrated the 13th  of April [the day the 2002 coup was 
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 reversed] that in spite of every thing, the im mense power of communication 
via telephone,  human communication between  people, radio- bemba [word 
of mouth] . . .  toppled a coup d’état. Then we, we have a power that is unlim-
ited. If we  don’t channel it we can be a fi ld of resonance for anyone.” Blanca 
aligned herself with the community producers (“we”) against the opposition. 
Blanca suggested that the opposition’s only real power lay in their ability to 
provoke confusion among chavistas. Th s power of the popu lar masses— 
the common  people—to assume the responsibility of the state, Blanca made 
clear, was a double- edged sword; she depicted the popu lar mass subject as 
both invincible and uncontrollable. Popu lar strength could also become a 
devastating weakness. She encouraged community media makers to man-
age the impact of informal mechanisms of communication and to recognize 
the importance of their subordination to the central coordination by offi al 
state decision makers, and she relied on Carlos’s opening address to legiti-
mize this message.

Blanca and Carlos emphasized that community media producers  were 
part of the pro cess of state formation. They did so in terms that would 
encourage the community media producers to stick to a unifi d message on 
election day. Rather than simply creating a superfic al staging of popu lar 
participation predicated on top- down control, Carlos and his colleagues 
saw themselves as taking, remaking, and maintaining a revolutionary state 
alongside activists in positions of offi al state power who sought to build a 
popu lar state. Key to legitimizing the assertion of unity was the divide be-
tween state and community.

The meeting itself conspicuously demonstrated to all  those pres ent that 
state pro cesses  were disorderly, ad hoc, last minute, and very much a prod-
uct of  human design. Blanca repeatedly answered her cell phone. ViVe tv  
staff members rushed in and out of the room. Blanca ceded the fl or to 
representatives of vari ous state ministries who provided updates on their 
plans for election day, which refl cted a lack of coordination. For commu-
nity media  people from far- flung regions of the country, their presence at 
this meeting enabled them to witness how the state was far from a cogent, 
distant, or all- powerful actor.

Popu lar State Spectacle on Election Day
At 3 a.m. on election day, Ana, one of Catia TVe’s assistant directors, screamed 
into a bullhorn, “Wake up, wake up! Long live Chávez!” She blasted a digital 
recording of a military bugle call at full volume through the bullhorn to 
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awaken the few  people who had managed to fall asleep in makeshift sleeping 
areas in the classrooms and production studios of the station. As if the trum-
pet’s call was not enough to raise the dead, fi ecrackers exploded in the sur-
rounding barrios. Jesica, a twenty- four- year- old staff member, excitedly 
grabbed a camera and stormed into Catia TVe’s basement classroom, where 
six volunteers of the station  were sleeping. As during previous elections, 
teams of Catia TVe volunteers and staff had assembled at the station, ready 
to document the voting pro cess at dozens of voting centers in the poor 
neighborhoods of west Caracas from the moment they opened. Jesica filmed 
one volunteer struggling in a dazed state to put on his socks. Next, she raced 
to film one of Catia TVe’s security guards who was distributing cameras to 
groups of volunteers. Each group was assigned to film the voting pro cess 
and interview voters at polling stations in and around their neighborhood. 
Cristina, who had been up all night coordinating routes for diff er ent teams 
of producers, snapped into action, directing Jesica to bring the fi een min-
utes of footage she had just filmed to ViVe tv  just over a mile away. Jesica 
excitedly hopped on the back of a motorcycle taxi and sped off into the 
darkness.

About half an hour  later, around 3:30 a.m., ViVe tv  broadcast the shaky 
footage of the tired Catia TVe volunteer pulling on his socks. Blanca was 
hosting a live round  table in one of ViVe tv ’s studios. She interrupted the con-
versation to comment on Catia TVe’s footage, expressing how beautiful it 
was to see the passion with which community media producers embraced their 
role in documenting the election. Blanca drew on the “home- cooked real-
ism” (Aufderheide 1993) of Catia TVe’s wobbly footage of the sleepy- eyed 
volunteer to convey the seemingly spontaneous, untrained nature of popu-
lar participation in the po liti cal pro cess. The unpolished “outsider” quality 
of the footage was essential to the narrative that Blanca related about the 
expansion of enfranchisement. Not all ViVe tv  staff, however, saw the foot-
age in this way. An employee at ViVe tv   later told me that several producers 
inside ViVe tv ’s transmission room had fie cely criticized the amateur qual-
ity of Catia TVe’s sound and lighting, arguing that ViVe tv  should have bet-
ter broadcast standards. “Blanca’s comments shut them up immediately,” he 
chuckled. His remarks made clear how even within a state institution osten-
sibly dedicated to expanding access to the means of media repre sen ta tion, 
 there was disagreement about including nonprofessionally produced media.

Th oughout the day,  under Blanca’s direction, ViVe tv  broadcast reports 
from several other community tele vi sion stations from across the country. 
The commentary of the media producers closely followed the lines Carlos 
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suggested during the planning meeting. Over blurry cell phone photos of 
voting centers and seemingly endless lines of  people, spokespeople from 
community stations described the joy with which their neighborhood had 
turned out to exercise their right to vote. If community media makers en-
countered any prob lems at voting centers, such as obstruction, vio lence, or 
technological failures with the voting equipment, none  were reported over 
the airwaves.

I accompanied several Catia TVe producers throughout election day. 
Rosemery, a Catia TVe volunteer in her late thirties, was at the time unem-
ployed and suffering frequent bouts of depression. Whizzing through diff er ent 
barrios on the back of a motorcycle, Rosemery looked happier than I had 
ever seen her. Like the other Catia TVe producers I followed that day, Rose-
mery did not encounter any violent or unusual activity at the voting centers 
where she filmed. Instead, she found long lines of remarkably patient  people 
waiting to vote. With her Catia TVe shirt, hat, and large plastic press cre-
dential dangling around her neck, Rosemery boldly approached strangers 
waiting in line to interview them.

At one polling center in a local elementary school, the line snaked around 
the building and extended several blocks down the street. Rosemery walked 
to the head of the line, announcing to the military sergeant stationed at the 
polling center that she was from a tele vi sion station and she intended to enter 
the voting center to film the pro cess. Easily gaining access, she joked with 
the volunteer poll watchers inside about how she had been up all night;  there 
had been so much to do. Everywhere we went in the poor neighborhoods 
of west Caracas,  people treated Rosemery with re spect. They  were thrilled 
to be filmed, eagerly asking when and where they could watch themselves 
on tele vi sion. Her presence and visibility at vari ous voting centers generated 
palpable elation and pride in the  people she interviewed. Rosemery brought 
to life the slogans about popu lar empowerment.

The presence of community media producers on ViVe tv  throughout the 
day provided visual evidence for the narrative that popu lar forces  were cen-
tral participants in the pro cess of revolutionary state formation. Even while 
this participation hewed closely to preestablished protocols, the pro cess of 
producing the narrative of widespread participation in politics and media 
production made this participation a real ity. Community media makers 
from across the country contributed to ViVe tv ’s coverage. Poor and rural 
populations historically overlooked or denigrated by the exclusionary prac-
tices of both commercial and state media outlets had the opportunity to 
speak for themselves.
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Conclusion
In their interactions with state institutions, Catia TVe staff and volunteers 
developed multiple conceptual and practical defin tions of the state. For 
many community producers, the station’s participation in government proj-
ects has contributed to the formation of an experiential understanding of 
the state, not as a distinct conceptual or empirical object standing above 
them, but rather as a set of institutions made up of social relationships that 
include or exclude them (Sharma and Gupta 2006; Steinmetz 1999). Catia 
TVe producers at times constructed and depended on barriers between state 
and community to build their authority and engage in social activism. At the 
same time, they defi d the fix ty of the boundary between realms of state and 
society in their everyday practice and advocated for social movement actors 
to embrace the state as a collective proj ect.

Government offi als depended on Catia TVe producers as represen-
tatives of the “au then tic popu lar” to embrace and justify the call to unify 
with offi al state actors and institutions. The social actors, such as the Catia 
TVe leadership, were understood as “outside” the offi al realms of power of 
state institutions;  these  people could most effectively encourage other social 

FIGURE 2.3. Catia TVe crew conducting an interview, August 15, 2004. Photo by the author.
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movement actors to see themselves as part of the pro cess of state formation. 
Catia TVe producers  were constantly negotiating relationships that  were po-
tentially co- opting. Yet it is impor tant to note that they did not uniformly 
understand top- down orchestration as stifli g their goals and their potential 
to strug gle for a better world.

Catia TVe’s participation in the developing po liti cal pro cess involved 
constant calculation and flex bility as they moved in and out of diff er ent 
institutional arrangements, dealt with diff er ent state actors with distinct 
commitments, and sought to build the necessary unity to defl ct power ful 
opposition forces. In their work to produce a new belief in the state’s unity— 
not separate from community but at one with it— Catia TVe producers did 
not simply create yet another mask that would obfuscate the real ity of  actual 
po liti cal practice. Instead, in their effort to produce a “ future imaginary” 
(Coronil 2011a) of a just and equal popu lar state, they pushed state actors to 
fulfill their commitments.

Catia TVe staff and volunteers continuously weighed the mixed results of 
compromise, and  whether positions taken at heightened moments of threat 
to the Chávez government needed to be sustained in other contexts. In their 
daily work and during tense po liti cal contests, Catia TVe producers  were 
part of the practice of reor ga niz ing life. Together with offi al state actors, 
Catia TVe’s leadership encouraged and attempted to regulate other emerg-
ing media makers in the name of advancing the Bolivarian proj ect. In this 
way, Catia TVe was both the producer and the product of an emerging form 
of governmentality that managed the conduct of newly trained media pro-
ducers. They collaborated in the formation of a diffuse web of relations— 
some of which remained  under the control of actors who did not intend to 
redistribute power. For many Catia TVe producers, the manifold and in-
congruous experiences and ideas about what the state means in theory and 
practice created confusion, apprehension, and hope.

To recognize that  people can experience the state as an uncertain pro cess 
undermines abstract expectations of what the state represents and allows us 
to set aside normative analytic frameworks to search for better- fitting un-
derstandings. To acknowledge the state as a pro cess rather than a  thing allows 
us to account for the history of the material and ideational unfolding of the 
state- idea and the social relations that constitute it in par tic u lar places and 
times. Most crucially, perhaps, a pro cessual view of the state signals that 
 there  were and are many pos si ble  futures (Hartsock 2006).
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CLASS ACTS

At 9:30 a.m. Catia TVe was slowly coming alive. A small tele vi sion in the 
corner of the kitchen area was tuned to Venezolana de Televisión, the offi-
cially state- run tele vi sion station. A series of short public ser vice announce-
ments celebrated Chávez’s announcement of a cable car ser vice that would 
connect several poor neighborhoods to mass transit. Jesica, a member of the 
production staff, passed through the kitchen, greeting me with a quick peck 
on the cheek. She made a beeline for the large metal coffee thermos. Find-
ing it empty, her mood darkened and she retreated to the production offic
down the corridor from the kitchen, letting the door bang loudly  behind 
her. Antony, a staff member, walked by clutching his toothbrush and towel. 
He kept his distance, muttering “Good morning.” Antony often slept at Catia 
TVe to avoid the two- hour commute to his neighborhood on the outskirts of 
Caracas. He had half an hour before he was scheduled to begin work in the 
transmission offic broadcasting Catia TVe’s programming to the surround-
ing neighborhoods.

Pilar, Clara, and Gregorio arrived one  after another. They dragged over 
three plastic armchairs to join me at a small round  table. Our agenda that 
morning was to discuss proposals for the content of a new state channel 
that was set to replace a long- established commercial tele vi sion station (a 
case I discuss in detail in chapter 5). The Ministry of Communication and 
Information, together with media activists, had launched several weeks of 
open discussion about the  future of this station. Just a few minutes into our 
conversation, the debate grew heated.

“The middle- class [tele vi sion] producers are  idiots and cap i tal ists,” Pilar 
complained. In her early thirties, light- skinned, and pe tite, Pilar grew up in 
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Spain but had spent much of her youth living in the United States, where she 
was po liti cally active in leftist social movement organ izing. About a year 
earlier, Pilar had relocated to Venezuela to participate in the Bolivarian Rev-
olution. She volunteered at Catia TVe, helping to produce a weekly talk show 
discussing theories of socialism. Pilar argued: “If they [the  middle class] get 
control of the new channel, the pueblo  will never get that space.” She was 
vehement that  those who she identifi d as middle- class tele vi sion producers 
should not be allowed to dominate the new tele vi sion channel. Instead, poor 
 people— who she referred to as el pueblo (the  people)— needed to assume 
control over the new station. “The  middle class,” she noted confide tly, “should 
step aside.”

By many mea sures, Pilar would certainly be considered  middle class. She 
was internationally mobile and highly educated. Although she  didn’t have 
a steady income at the time, she had access to what Pierre Bourdieu (1984) 
calls elite “cultural capital,” which includes the skills, knowledge, and tastes 
of an eco nom ically privileged class. In some ways, she had more in common 
with the middle- class tele vi sion producers whom she derided as enemies of 
the  people than she did with the brown and black inhabitants of Caracas’s 
barrios, to whom she referred as el pueblo. Yet Pilar aligned herself po liti-
cally with oppressed groups and had committed her life to participating in 
social justice organ izing.

Clara, who also volunteered at Catia TVe, exhaled in frustration at Pilar’s 
comment about middle- class tele vi sion producers. “You  can’t count all  those 
[middle- class]  people as useless,” Clara argued. Clara grew up in the same 
poor neighborhood as the found ers of Catia TVe. She was in her mid- thirties 
and had light-brown skin and thick curly black hair. Clara tapped on the faux 
wood tabletop vigorously, noting, “A lot of middle- class  people are very sup-
portive of el proceso [the Bolivarian po liti cal pro cess] and committed.” Over 
time, I had learned that Clara’s husband was from a more upwardly mobile 
 family than she was. She and her husband owned a car and lived in a worn 
high- rise apartment building in the center of the city. She often joked with 
me about the oddities of Americans whom she had observed when she and 
her husband spent a year living in the United States. Clara straddled diff er-
ent class environments.

Clara’s voice grew tense, “Look, I’m  middle class.  We’re all  middle class 
 here. I’ve fought for what I have and I come from the barrio. In this country, 
the  middle class  isn’t like it is in the United States or Spain.” Clara paused, 
resting her eyes on Pilar and me. She took on a didactic tone, noting, “ Here 
 there  were five families who had the money. Every one  else in this country 
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comes from the barrio. Our  middle class  isn’t like it is in other places.  We’re 
unique  because  we’re an oil country.”

Gregorio, who was sitting beside Clara, weighed in. “Well, I  don’t con-
sider myself  middle class. The  middle class comes from the east,” Gregorio 
explained, referring to the largely affluent eastern end of Caracas. A Catia 
TVe staff member in his mid- twenties, Gregorio lived in the poor neighbor-
hood where he grew up. He was soft  spoken and lanky, with light-brown 
skin and thinning curly hair. “But,” Gregorio wondered, “I guess the  middle 
class in the west [a poor region of Caracas] is diff er ent?” Trying to quell the 
tension between Pilar and Clara, he smiled and noted, “Anyway, I’ve been 
learning that it’s always the  middle class who starts the revolutions.  Wasn’t 
Marx or Engels a factory owner or something like that?”

We had met that morning to generate ideas about programming con-
tent for a new tele vi sion station; instead, we found ourselves debating the 
meaning and role of the  middle class in the Bolivarian Revolution. New 
experiments in community and offi al state media created the opportunity 
for  people from diff er ent class backgrounds— like Clara, Pilar, Gregorio, 
and me—to exchange knowledge, make social connections, and strug gle 
over leadership. Informed by their vari ous life experiences and ideological 
commitments, this group of Catia TVe producers was divided over  whether 
certain sectors of the  middle class formed part of what Gramsci termed the 
“power bloc”— the eco nom ically, po liti cally, and culturally dominant sec-
tors—or if they  were they part of “the  people,” a multivalent term (which I 
analyze in the following chapter) that often refers to the oppressed majority. 
Which groups and individuals would and should assume leadership of the 
revolutionary state proj ect? Who had the authority to determine what revo-
lutionary tele vi sion looked like?

New state and community media proj ects formed an impor tant battle-
ground for class confli t and formation. Class antagonism and collaboration 
 were at once symptoms and catalysts of the effort to remake state institu-
tions. Catia TVe producers  were for the most part (although, crucially, not 
entirely) from poor neighborhoods. The  people I came into contact with 
at ViVe tv , the offi al state station,  were generally (although, again, not 
entirely) from middle- class backgrounds. Both cohorts viewed tele vi sion 
production as the central instrument to create the socialist values necessary 
to challenge elite hegemony and cap i tal ist culture. In conversation with the 
philosophy of Paolo Freire and media theory fi st elaborated in the 1970s 
 under the broad aegis of the New Latin American Cinema Movement, Catia 
TVe’s and ViVe tv ’s leadership held that challenging the traditional class 
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division of  labor between elite media producers and impoverished media 
consumers was part and parcel of their broader proj ect to overcome cap i-
tal ist class relations. Drawing on a blend of Marxist and Gramscian ideas, 
together they embraced the notion that in order to produce socialist men 
and  women, they needed to create tele vi sion content— and culture indus-
tries more broadly— capable of generating socialist hearts and minds. Even 
while, as I have been arguing, Catia TVe producers  were often focused on 
advancing social transformation during the pro cess of production rather 
than through the effects of programming, they nevertheless saw both their 
pro cess and their products as part of a  battle for cultural hegemony.

Catia TVe producers argued that the knowledge and culture of the poor— 
known in Latin Amer i ca as the “popu lar class”— was central to creating this 
new anticapitalist cultural hegemony. They sought to valorize poor  people’s 
culture as providing the necessary au then tic foundation to advance what 
they saw as genuine Venezuelan socialism. The symbolic centrality of popu-
lar culture to the Bolivarian Revolution afforded Catia TVe producers an 
opening to assert their leadership and exercise leverage over their allies in 
state institutions. Th s dynamic contributed to the growth of interdepen-
dencies between community and offi al state proj ects. Yet community and 
state media producers aligned with the Bolivarian Revolution had multi-
ple, at times inconsistent, understandings not only of what it meant to be 
 middle class but also of the meaning of “popu lar culture” or the “culture of 
the poor.”

Catia TVe producers’ attempts to defi e and validate the culture of the 
urban poor as the foundation for Venezuelan socialism overlapped in sig-
nifi ant ways with their allies’ efforts at ViVe tv , the offi al state channel, to 
promote national popu lar cultural forms. What often emerged through their 
joint efforts to characterize the poor as the keepers of Venezuelan authen-
ticity was a version of poor  people’s culture and social existence that  little 
resembled  those  people’s everyday lives, pleasures, and aspirations. At times, 
producers at both Catia TVe and ViVe tv  advanced a limited understand-
ing of popu lar and poor  people’s culture. Th s limited portrayal of popu-
lar culture undermined barrio producers’ equality with their middle- class 
counter parts. In certain moments, a reifi d notion of national popu lar 
culture worked to marginalize blackness, hybridity, and internationalism, 
and ultimately bolstered middle- class leadership. Yet I found that in other 
moments, barrio- based producers challenged such a limited notion of their 
lives and ways of being and  were able to upend—if only briefly— traditional 
power hierarchies.
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The Class Heterogeneity of Chavismo
The questions Clara, Pilar, and Gregorio raised about who counted as  middle 
class underscored the complexity of class relations among supporters of 
the Bolivarian Revolution. Social class is a complex puzzle in Venezuela, as 
elsewhere.1 Rather than a fi ed identity or unchanging social position, so-
cial class is best approached as a relation of owner ship, authority, taste, and 
accumulation of resources, always si mul ta neously interwoven with other 
hierarchies of power, including race, gender, and sexuality. The categories 
of  middle class, upper class or affluent, and the poor or popu lar class that 
I use in this chapter are rough approximations meant to draw attention to 
broad patterns of access to income, wealth, living and working conditions, 
prestige, and privilege. My approximate characterization of the  people I 
observed and interacted with as “ middle class,” and  others as “barrio based,” 
“poor,” or a member of the “popu lar class,” is based on my best assessment of 
an individual’s access to economic and cultural resources.

The conversation between Clara, Pilar, and Gregorio at the outset of this 
chapter highlights some of the dilemmas in identifying  people in terms of 
class categories. Clear defin tions of the  middle class, as Miguel Tinker Salas 
points out, are particularly tenuous (2009, 11). Many in the professional and 
managerial  middle class do not control the means of production, but rather 
often control and manage the  labor of  others (Portes 1985, 9, cited in Tin-
ker Salas 2009, 11). Middle- class cultural producers— academics, artists, and 
media makers, for example— occupy ambiguous positions, often producing 
systems of repre sen ta tion that maintain and mask class in equality, while not 
directly managing the poor. While life experiences are more complex than 
 these class categories allow, it is nevertheless vital to name and analyze class 
locations  because they broadly indicate unequal power, inherited privilege, 
wealth, and access to institutions. The Venezuelan  middle class has histori-
cally dominated the Venezuelan poor by managing their  labor, extracting 
profit, and participating in the production of ideas and repre sen ta tions that 
legitimized class in equality.  These power inequalities  shaped Catia TVe pro-
ducers’ interactions among themselves and with producers at other stations.

Chávez, his supporters, and detractors often depicted chavismo— the po-
liti cal alliance formed  under Chávez’s leadership—as uniformly poor and 
working class. In turn, most observers and participants described the po-
liti cal opposition to Chávez and the Bolivarian movement as almost entirely 
middle- class and affluent, with greater economic wealth and a historic claim 
to social esteem. While  these generalizations certainly had some merit, the 
real ity on the ground was far more complex.
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Beginning in the early 2000s, many in the Venezuelan  middle and upper 
sectors rejected the Bolivarian Revolution and viewed Chávez as a rising 
dictator. They saw Chávez as an impediment to their ascent into the safety 
and security of modern First World existence (Ellner and Hellinger 2003, 
225–26). As I outlined in previous chapters, the Chávez government’s efforts 
to reor ga nize the oil industry and advance agrarian reform, as well as Chávez’s 
increasingly hostile posture  toward the previous governing elites, alienated 
business groups and the established  middle and upper classes. Class confli t 
had an obvious and overt racialized dimension. Some affluent and middle- 
class  people disdained not only Chávez’s policies, but also his colloquial 
speech, his use of song and narrative, and his informal manner, which many 
upper- class sectors associated with the darker poor majority. Their intertwin-
ing class and racial prejudice solidifi d into a visceral rejection of Chávez 
and chavismo. While Chávez’s critique of class in equality, his reference to his 
poor, black, and indigenous roots, and his embodied per for mance alienated 
affluent Venezuelans,  these same qualities appealed to and inspired the poor, 
the majority of whom shared Chávez’s mixed- race ancestry.

And yet the broad brush strokes that depict chavistas as poor and black 
and the opposition as middle- class, affluent, and white conceal not only the 
heterogeneity within each sector, but also the cross- class alliances and con-
fli t that I observed to be vital in shaping the emerging state. Rather than 
being forged exclusively by poor and historically marginalized Venezuelans, 
a diverse group of differently positioned actors, including  those from the 
Venezuelan  middle class, international intellectual elites, the upwardly 
mobile poor, and the most marginalized embraced the pro cess of revolu-
tionary state formation  under Chávez.2 While most, but signifi antly not all, 
Catia TVe staff and volunteers grew up in poor neighborhoods, middle- class 
participants, as I described in the previous chapter,  were vital to the creation 
of Catia TVe, lending technological knowledge, grant- writing skills, and flu-
idity with the history of socialism, Marxism, and media theory. Even while 
 these differently situated actors had unequal access to resources and privi-
lege, they had a joint interest in challenging global capitalism. Nevertheless, 
their shared po liti cal and ideological commitments did not erase inherited 
patterns of privilege. Moreover, my interlocutors’ analyses of the class domi-
nation of capitalism often overlooked how racial and gender oppression are 
integral to the accumulation of capital.

In what follows, I focus my analy sis on the cross- class collaboration 
and confli t that emerged at joint training workshops between Catia TVe 
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producers— the majority of whom lived in Caracas’s barrios— and their al-
lies at ViVe tv , most of whom  were from middle- class families. As Catia 
TVe producers joined forces with their counter parts at ViVe tv , they strug-
gled over ideological orientations, organ izing symbols, and legitimizing log-
ics. Joint workshops  were marked by class distrust and injustice, as well as 
by cooperation and dialogue. Before I pres ent this ethnographic data, I  will 
fi st expand on the history of class formation in Venezuela.

In equality and Class Formation in Venezuela
Changes in the national and global economy over the course of the twen-
tieth  century  shaped the complex class relations I witnessed in 2006 and 
2007  in Caracas. As Clara noted at the outset of the chapter, Venezuela’s 
class history is indelibly  shaped by its role as a major exporter of oil. Be-
ginning in the 1920s, the oil industry generated a massive influx of foreign 
capital. The former agrarian elite, which was predominantly of Eu ro pean 
descent, monopolized control of this capital to build a commercial base fo-
cused on the importation of commodities. As the burgeoning oil economy 
began to displace agricultural production in the 1920s and ’30s, massive 
numbers of peasants— the descendants primarily of African and indigenous 
populations— migrated to Venezuela’s cities. Although oil workers  were 
successful in demanding high wages through  labor  unions, only a small 
percentage of the Venezuelan workforce labored in the oil industry, as oil ex-
traction (as compared with the coal industry, for example) does not require 
a large workforce (Tinker Salas 2009, 11). Rather than becoming an urban 
proletariat, by the 1950s rural mi grants had shifted from the category of 
peasant to “other” (Roseberry 1994, 65). They worked short- term jobs in 
construction, commerce, and ser vice (Roseberry 1994, 69).

A sector of the population grew into a  middle class by gaining positions 
in the private arena of petroleum- related commerce and in the growing 
state bureaucracy. Given their new roles as technicians, man ag ers, and bu-
reaucrats, this growing  middle class exercised a relatively large degree of 
po liti cal power as “upper-  and middle- level man ag ers” (Tinker Salas 2009, 
11–12). With close ties to American oil companies, this  middle sector de-
veloped tastes and aspirations for American culture and commodities. The 
business- owning elites and the  middle class saw Caracas’s explosive popu-
lation growth and the self- constructed housing— the ranchos— that the new 
urban poor created as a threat to order and modernity (Velasco 2015, 28–34).
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The two major po liti cal parties in Venezuela that dominated politics 
between 1958 and 1999, Acción Democrática and c opei, mobilized hetero-
geneous groups of supporters by using oil profits to subsidize food, education, 
and transportation, while funneling massive resources to the business sector 
(Roberts 2003, 56–57). Demo cratic leaders created stability and quelled class 
confli t by serving both “the consumption demands of the majority and 
the accumulation demands of private capital” (Smilde 2007, 21). Between 
the 1950s and the early 1980s, minimal concessions to social and economic 
equity improved the quality of life in many barrio neighborhoods. The 1970s 
oil boom expanded job opportunities, and public ser vices improved across 
classes (Buxton 2003, 115). Middle- class and elite Venezuelans increased 
their consumption of luxury items, ranging from imported foods to  houses 
in Miami. The poor experienced lowered infant mortality rates, improved 
access to health care, and higher rates of immunization (Smilde 2007). The 
poor continued to  labor mostly in conditions that some scholars describe 
as “informal”: cleaning middle- class and elite homes; selling food, clothing, 
and trinkets on the street; and  running small, non- capital- intensive busi-
nesses out of their homes.

Orthodox Marxist understandings of class as one’s relationship to the 
means of production have been ill- equipped to analyze conditions in Ven-
ezuela, where, as in many places, the impoverished and marginalized have 
not had a straightforward or singular relation with pro cesses of material 
production and the uneven distribution of profit generated from that pro-
duction. Th s is not only  because, as feminist scholars have long pointed 
out, conventional understandings of production exclude the  labor of social 
reproduction, but also  because the vast majority of Venezuelan workers have 
not been industrial workers. Instead, they have been ser vice workers, self- 
employed merchants, and small entrepreneurs.  These groups have formed 
part of what historian Steve Ellner (2013) calls the “traditionally unor ga nized 
and unincorporated sectors” of Venezuelan society.

As I explored in previous chapters, the Venezuelan government’s mas-
sive development proj ects of the 1970s fueled widespread expectations that 
wealth would fi d its way to all Venezuelans (Ewell 1984, 193).  These expec-
tations  were quickly dampened by the debt crisis of the early 1980s, which 
hit the poor the hardest. The turn  toward neoliberal austerity and privatiza-
tion in the 1980s and 1990s undermined what was left of the agricultural 
base and the fl dgling efforts at expanding national industry. A service- based 
economy solidifi d as the primary source of employment for the vast majority 
(Roberts 2003, 60). As the national and international elite imposed struc-
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tural adjustment policies that made the poor even poorer, the shallow ve-
neer of class harmony and inclusivity violently and vividly dissolved. The 
bloody Caracazo— the anti- neoliberal uprising of 1989— was perhaps the 
most blatant expression of the period’s class- based vio lence and injustice.

In Caracas, an already highly class- segregated city, the disparity between 
the rich and the poor had grown even more pronounced by the end of the 
neoliberal 1990s. The vast majority of the urban poor remained without le-
gally recognized property, well- resourced schools, or regular municipal ser-
vices such as  water, electricity, or waste collection. The poorest built their 
homes out of sheets of zinc on squatted hillsides of Caracas, derisively called 
los cerros (the hills). Th s majority, which included the families of most of 
the staff and volunteers at Catia TVe, had  little access to formal higher edu-
cation or steady public- sector or private- sector employment. At the same 
time, encouraged by fear of the growing impoverished masses, middle-  and 
upper- class neighborhoods installed fences and gates around their modern 
highrises built on more geologically stable land, reverentially referred to as 
las colinas (the hills) (Lander 2007, 22).  These fortressed neighborhoods enjoy 
regular access to electricity,  water, and waste management.

While poverty statistics are notoriously politicized, concrete improve-
ments in the quality of poor  people’s lives  under Chávez have been well 
documented.3 Many non- cash benefits in health care and education are ex-
cluded from standard mea sure ments of poverty, but played a fundamental 
role in improving quality of life for Venezuela’s poorest. Urban and rural 
social movements advanced initiatives, which  were regularly taken up by 
the Chávez government, to challenge structural inequalities. For example, 
urban land committees fought for  legal title to the government- owned land 
where barrio inhabitants had built their own homes (Antillano 2005). The 
poor gained increased access to primary health care and secondary educa-
tion (Briggs and Mantini- Briggs 2009; Buxton 2011; Cooper 2015). Between 
1999 and 2007, the number of primary care physicians working in the pub-
lic sector increased from 1,628 to 19,571, a rate of more than twelve times 
(Weisbrot 2008). During the same period, enrollment in higher education 
increased 86  percent (Weisbrot 2008).

Nevertheless, even while the or ga nized poor joined forces with middle- 
class and some elite allies to make inroads in challenging structural in-
equality, cap i tal ist relations of production and dispossession continued to 
produce economic, social, and po liti cal marginalization of the poor. During 
the time of my research, the professional managerial  middle class who 
remained in control of many offi al state institutions  under Chávez resisted 
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worker control; some of this opposition involved the im mense difficulty of 
such a pro cess, while much of it stemmed from the enormous private appro-
priation of public fi ances that continued to occur  under Chávez (Azzellini 
2015; Hetland 2015; Purcell 2015). Caracas’s urban poor continued to work 
mostly as ser vice workers, self- employed merchants, small entrepreneurs, 
and,  under the social welfare institutions created by the Chávez government, 
low- paid participants in participatory governance and service- providing 
programs (Smilde 2011, 5). Many continued to lack social security and  labor 
legislation benefits that accompany formal employment. Millions of  people 
lived in self- constructed concrete and zinc homes on dangerously unstable 
land.

In other words, the “roofs of cardboard” that the famous leftist Venezu-
elan singer- songwriter Alí Primera sang about during the oil boom of the 
1970s in order to expose the hy poc risy of Venezuelan pro gress remained. 
And yet the Chávez government’s po liti cal discourse made it impossible to 
continue to sideline the urban and rural poor from po liti cal discussions or 
to perpetuate a myth of class or racial harmony (Coronil 2008). During the 
fi st de cade of the twenty- fi st  century, activists and allies opened a deep 
breach in the staid façade of social harmony that created revolutionary opti-
mism about the possibility of change through class strug gle.

Joint Catia TVe– ViVe TV Workshops
At the time of my fi ld research in 2007, I found Caracas to be intensely class 
segregated, more so than New York City, which I call home. Many  people from 
long- established middle- class families have limited experience interacting 
with  people from poor neighborhoods apart from the domestic laborers 
who work in their homes. For the most part, the middle- class  people I met 
had spent very  little time—if any—in barrios. On a number of occasions, 
they  were appalled to learn that I was living in a barrio; many middle- class 
 people  were terrifi d of entering poor neighborhoods, convinced that to do 
so would put their lives at risk.

Joint tele vi sion production workshops for state employees at ViVe tv , 
the newest state channel, and Catia TVe  were rare occasions when  people 
from poor and middle- class neighborhoods worked together to collaborate 
in conditions where they  were ostensibly framed as social equals. Although 
ViVe tv ’s leadership had made efforts to recruit staff from poor neighbor-
hoods, the majority of ViVe tv ’s staff continued to be from more privileged 
 middle sectors. Their life opportunities and class habitus differed markedly 
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from  those of most of their Catia TVe counter parts. While ViVe tv ’s middle- 
class staff learned the princi ples of tele vi sion production in traditional film 
and tele vi sion schools and on the job working for commercial outlets, most 
Catia TVe producers fi st gained access to media production as a tool to 
engage in po liti cal activism.

Joint video production workshops  were an explicit attempt on behalf of 
ViVe tv ’s leadership to instill revolutionary commitment in their predomi-
nantly middle- class staff through their contact with community media pro-
ducers from poor neighborhoods. Daniel, a video production teacher who 
led one of the joint workshops that I observed, noted, “The idea is for ViVe 
tv  staff to absorb the vibe [la nota] of Catia TVe.” In line with tactics em-
ployed  under previous socialist proj ects, the masses—in this case Catia TVe 
producers— were supposed to reeducate ViVe tv ’s staff

Cross- class collaborations between ViVe tv  and Catia TVe produced 
some lifelong friendships. ViVe tv  attracted a cadre of young middle- class 
activists from Eu rope and Latin Amer i ca, many of whom took up residence 
in poor neighborhoods, where they formed unusual cross- class neighborly 
bonds. During the period of my research, members of Catia TVe and ViVe 
tv  staff regularly socialized at a handful of bars, where they shared beers, 
danced, and gossiped. Although I observed several long- term romantic re-
lationships develop between colleagues,  these intimate bonds never crossed 
class lines, drawing my attention to the enduring limits of cross- class 
sociality.

As I recounted in the introduction, one of ViVe tv ’s founding goals, 
fi st articulated at the time of its 2003 debut, was to produce educational 
and cultural programming that highlighted historically disenfranchised 
populations.  Under the leadership of Blanca Eekhout, Catia TVe’s original 
director, and Thie ry Deronne, who had been active in community media 
since the early 1990s, ViVe tv  aimed not only to make marginalized sectors 
the subjects of the station’s programming, but also to train the rural and 
urban poor to make their own media. Eekhout and the middle- class col-
leagues who joined her in building ViVe tv  explic itly privileged a notion 
of “popu lar knowledge” as fundamental to the advancement of their state 
media proj ect. In order to break with the traditional model of dominant 
tele vi sion, Thie ry Deronne, ViVe tv ’s vice president, argued that it was 
necessary to encourage “ongoing socio- political training so that a team of 
media producers is a revolutionary group at the ser vice of the  people, act-
ing as ‘organic intellectuals.’ A team well equipped in history, economics, 
sociology, philosophy,  etc. would be able to cross their scientific knowledge 
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with popu lar knowledge in order to generate transformative action before, 
during, and  after a program” (2009, 2–3).4 Deronne’s approach  here refl cts 
the broader discourse of the Bolivarian Revolution, which valorized popu lar 
knowledge, prioritized nonelite experiences and perspectives, and sought 
to encourage the development of leaders from the popu lar class. President 
Chávez, for his part, insisted that knowledge and culture did not entail “only 
classroom study in high school or the university, or in the [educational] 
missions.” Rather, he argued that revolutionary knowledge and values in-
volved “the search for knowledge from the countryside, the cerros [hillside 
shantytowns], the street, and in books” (Chávez 2007, 12). He challenged the 
privileging of elite formal education as the only legitimate knowledge. Th s 
represented a signifi ant departure from established practices in Venezuela, 
where to be considered a journalist, for example, one needed to be offi ally 
credentialed and licensed by exclusive institutions.

What Deronne’s vision of integrated multi- class teams that incorporated 
multiple forms of knowledge overlooked, however, was the difficulty of en-
couraging traditional middle- class intellectuals to cede power and authority 
to the “organic” intellectuals of the urban poor. The joint Catia TVe– ViVe 
tv  video production workshops that I observed provided ample material to 
examine the class confli t over authority and the meaning of popu lar culture 
that took place among revolutionary allies. What was immediately clear was 
the palpable mistrust between class actors and the historic injustices that 
class in equality had infli ted.

On the second day of a joint video production class held at Catia TVe in 
October 2006 for ViVe tv  staff and Catia TVe producers, Daniel, the work-
shop leader, was over half an hour late. An event at the presidential palace, 
located a half mile down the road, left traffi congested for blocks. Cars and 
crowded buses honked angrily outside Catia TVe’s door. Six ViVe tv  staff
squeezed into Catia TVe’s small reception area and patiently waited for Dan-
iel to arrive. They entertained themselves by reading the bulletin boards of 
Catia TVe’s reception area. A flier with a menacing caricature of George W. 
Bush denounced the neoliberal North American  Free Trade Agreement. 
Another poster advocated solidarity with the  people of Bolivia and Palestine. 
A third celebrated Chávez’s presidency with the phrase, “Eight years . . .  for 
now!”

Catia TVe’s security guard, a bald man in his early fi ies and the  father 
of one of Catia TVe’s found ers, made conversation with Viviana and Talia, 
two employees from ViVe tv . Both  women  were in their mid- twenties. Ob-
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serving the traffi outside, they speculated about what Chávez might be up 
to that morning. “Poor  thing, he looked exhausted on tele vi sion last night,” 
Talia said, fid eting with a long string of colorful wooden beads around her 
neck. Her jewelry, which looked like it was made by local artisans, was in 
style at the time among middle- class young  people who  were aligned with 
the Bolivarian Revolution. In place of gold or silver accessories, the  humble 
material and local origins of her wooden necklace, just like her presence at 
Catia TVe that morning, signaled a commitment to a certain understanding 
of an au then tic autochthonous culture.

Rosemery, a Catia TVe volunteer in her early forties, and Jesica, a Catia 
TVe staff member in her mid- twenties, arrived next with a burst of laughter. 
They abruptly ended their conversation when they saw that the workshop 
participants from ViVe tv   were already  there.  After a tepid set of greetings, 
Rosemery and Jesica scribbled their names quickly on a sign-in sheet. While 
the ViVe tv  staff had to wait to be invited past the reception area, Rosemery 
and Jesica breezed past us and headed upstairs to Catia TVe’s small cafete-
ria. Before they slipped out of sight, Rosemery turned and beckoned me to 
follow her, claiming me and granting my passage as a further show of her 
authority. Rosemery and Jesica’s confide t display of access and belonging 
momentarily upended the historic hierarchies between  people from the bar-
rios and middle- class employees of state institutions. The poor are usually 
the ones made to wait (Auyero 2012).

Leaving the ViVe tv  staff downstairs, Rosemery, Jesica, and I settled into 
the plastic chairs in the cafeteria upstairs.  After helping ourselves to the pot 
of hot sugary coffee brewed by one of the two  women who work as custo-
dians at Catia TVe, Rosemery turned to discuss the events of the previous 
day, the fi st day of the joint ten- day workshop. She rolled her eyes, “La 
gorda from ViVe tv  thinks she’s so superior, no?” Jesica and I nodded our 
heads, agreeing that Viviana, a plump  woman from ViVe tv  whom Rose-
mery had bitingly dubbed la gorda or “the fat one,” seemed to have an air 
of entitlement.5 “They  don’t even recognize that Catia TVe is the  mother 
of ViVe!” Rosemery complained. Her kinship meta phor, which referred to 
Catia TVe’s role in the creation of ViVe tv , expressed her view that Catia 
TVe should not feel beholden or inferior to middle- class media producers 
employed by central state institutions; rather, from Rosemery’s perspective, 
the state channel and its employees should pay deference to Catia TVe. Her 
discussion of Viviana’s sense of entitlement and the lack of re spect that she 
felt ViVe tv  staff had extended to Catia TVe producers served Rosemery as 
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an “alternative vocabulary” to discuss the class tensions that emerged on the 
fi st day of the workshop (Walley 2013, 8).

Rosemery’s criticism of Viviana and her defensiveness at any perceived 
slight  were  shaped by her many experiences of social exclusion. In the pre-
vious few months, I had spent several eve nings with Rosemery in the tiny 
apartment that she shared with her two  daughters in Manicomio, the neigh-
borhood where Catia TVe got its start. In her late thirties, Rosemery was 
unemployed at the time. She explained to me that her sporadic participation 
at Catia TVe was a welcome distraction from the depression she had suffered 
since her husband was killed five years earlier in a random shooting in the 
barrio. Rosemery recounted several times to me how the commercial media 
misreported her husband’s murder as an ajuste de cuentas (a settling of ac-
counts), suggesting that her late husband was a participant in gang warfare. 
Rosemery insisted that his murder had been random and unprovoked. The 
social stigmatization of the poor who inhabited Caracas’s barrios as crimi-
nals usually served to justify relations of domination (Antillano 2013, 589). 
The commercial media’s narrative deeply upset Rosemery. While I often 
heard  people at Catia TVe identify commercial media as the “ enemy” and 
complain about its discriminatory coverage of poor neighborhoods, Rose-
mery’s anger  toward the private media had a par tic u lar kind of intensity. 
The media workers who had once stigmatized Rosemery and her  family 
 were part of the same middle- class social milieu as many staff members 
at ViVe tv . Her experience of the loss of her husband, compounded by its 
misrepre sen ta tion, informed her distrust of ViVe tv  staff embers.

Class Injuries and Per for mances
In Venezuela, as in many contexts, distinct knowledge, skills, and tastes pro-
duced through access to wealth have helped to legitimize economic inequal-
ities by making it appear that power hierarchies are based on merit. To be 
sure, the  middle class do not stay  middle class only  because they have par-
tic u lar kinds of cultural capital. But elite knowledge and skills help to justify 
their leadership and grant them insight into how to best benefit in the shift-
ing symbolic and material economies that order life. At joint workshops, I 
observed how Rosemery and her Catia TVe colleagues’ lack of middle- class 
cultural capital infli ted what Richard Sennet and Jonathon Cobb (1993) call 
the “hidden injuries of class.”  These injuries included a “feeling of vulnera-
bility in contrasting oneself to  others at a higher social level, the buried sense 
of inadequacy” (Bettie 2003, 43). Catia TVe producers at times defended 
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themselves from  these injuries and, at other times, uncomfortably tolerated 
the reassertion of class- based stigma and hierarchy.

It fell to Daniel, the workshop facilitator, to bridge the gap between Catia 
TVe and ViVe tv  producers during the weeklong training for new tele vi-
sion producers. Daniel was a documentary film professor in Belgium in his 
early forties, whose  family had fl d Pinochet’s Chile when Daniel was four 
years old. He had light skin and fi e light- brown wavy hair. Th s was his 
fourth trip to Venezuela at the invitation of ViVe tv ’s internal filmmaking 
school. As he explained to the workshop participants, “I’m  here to support 
the Venezuelan pro cess and pick up a thread broken in Chile.” Daniel saw 
his engagement with ViVe tv  as a way to contribute to the long strug gle 
to build socialism in Latin Amer i ca. Initially, Daniel’s outsider status as a 
foreigner seemed to exempt him from the dynamics of class tension appar-
ent between Catia TVe and ViVe tv  producers. Daniel’s passionate embrace 
of the Bolivarian Revolution allowed him to establish rapport quickly with 
both cohorts of students. Aspects of Daniel’s relatively privileged upbringing 
overlapped with the Venezuelan middle- class folks from ViVe tv , while his 
leftist militancy created affi ty with Catia TVe producers. Daniel’s inter-
national mobility and access to formal documentary film training granted 
him authority over both groups. Yet, despite the camaraderie he established, 
Daniel strug gled to maintain  favor with both groups at once. The histories 
of class injury and disparate access to cultural and fi ancial capital proved to 
be formidable challenges to easy collaboration.

Early in the weeklong workshop, we assembled our metal chairs into a 
semicircle around a twelve- inch tele vi sion in Catia TVe’s windowless base-
ment classroom. Unforgiving fluo rescent lights glared down from a low ceil-
ing. Daniel screened short clips from an eclectic film oeuvre. He urged the 
class to establish intimate relationships with their subjects as French ethno-
graphic filmmaker Jean Rouch had done, to grapple with revolutionary con-
tradictions following the model of Mikhail Kalatozov’s 1963 Soviet– Cuban 
film Soy Cuba, and to be attentive to details of frame composition in the tra-
dition of British filmmaker Alfred Hitchcock. Viviana— whom Rosemery from 
Catia TVe had dubbed “the fat one”— made a show of taking feverish notes 
of Daniel’s lecture, loudly turning the pages of her notebook. The Catia TVe 
producers in the room, none of whom had fin shed high school, did not take 
notes.

We watched a long clip from Hitchcock’s 1960 film Psycho. “Notice,” Dan-
iel instructed, “not a single camera movement, cut, or frame is gratuitous. 
Every thing is well thought out. It all builds to tell a story.” Augosto, a Catia 
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TVe volunteer, repositioned his chair to have a better view of the small tele-
vi sion screen. In his mid- forties, Augosto’s many years of heavy smoking 
and drinking made him look far older. Augusto was just completing his high 
school diploma through one of the government’s new educational programs. 
We watched several minutes of an early scene in Hitchcock’s film, which 
included some quick dialogue. “Coño,” Augosto muttered, “it’s too quick.” It 
took me a moment to understand that Augosto was having trou ble reading 
the subtitles. While he was certainly literate, Augosto did not read quickly.

When the clip ended, Harlan, a ViVe tv  staff member in his early twenties 
who had studied communications at the Central University of Venezuela, 
raised his hand and asked Daniel his opinion about a diff er ent Hitchcock 
film, Rope. Rosemery from Catia TVe sighed loudly, making no effort to 
disguise her boredom. She conspicuously pulled out the cell phone she had 
lodged in her cleavage and began to compose a text message. Even while 
Daniel insisted that they use the tools of film to upend historic inequalities, 
his teaching style and materials often favored the middle- class  people in the 
room— the ViVe tv  staff  who  were highly literate and familiar with the 
film canon he introduced. The ViVe tv  staff ’s skill set and tastes, honed in 
middle- class  house holds and institutions, made them comfortable and well 
equipped to participate in the conversation. Rosemery and her Catia TVe 
mates  were subtly disqualifi d from aspects of Daniel’s lesson. Rosemary’s 
disinterest was a symptom of class injury; she was bored  because she was 
excluded from the conversation. Her explicit per for mance of apathy and 
disrespect— the loud sigh and text messaging— was a way for Rosemery to 
reject this marginalization.

Daniel briefly addressed Harlan’s question about Hitchcock, but, sensing 
that he was losing some of his audience, he moved on to express his passion-
ate vision for revolutionary tele vi sion. He noted, “You see, we  can’t repro-
duce what already exists! We have to reinvent our language, our values, with 
our ideas. We  can’t simply make an rc t v  [the prominent commercial sta-
tion] of the left. That’s not what  we’re about. . . .  We need to invent a new 
language, reappropriate the media and revolutionize it!” Daniel challenged 
his students to think more boldly about how to rework established ap-
proaches to tele vi sion production. Reinvention was a central concept for 
Daniel, as for many advocates of the Bolivarian Revolution. Yet even as he 
pushed for new ways of thinking during his video production class, he 
subtly reproduced long- standing class hierarchies. At  these cross- class 
workshops, middle- class participants subtly enacted and legitimized their 
power.
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Popu lar Class Stigma
Catia TVe producers’ authority was undercut not only by the ViVe t v’s  staff
per for mance of competency, but also by how Daniel approached popu lar 
culture and knowledge. Th s became clear when Daniel shifted gears to in-
volve the students in hands-on filmmaking. He sent the class into the streets 
with small camcorders, asking each of them to tell a story in three long film 
takes. When we returned, sweaty from the blazing Caracas sunshine, we 
spent several hours reviewing the footage.

We began by examining the scene that Jesica, Catia TVe’s newest staff 
member, had shot. Jesica was the  daughter of Colombian mi grants to Ven-
ezuela. In her mid- twenties, she had brown skin, jet- black eyebrows, and 
straight dark hair. Although she explained to me shortly  after we fi st met 
that her minimum- wage paycheck was a much- needed addition to her par-
ents’  house hold, she sheepishly confid d that she had devoted much of her 
fi st earnings to a new mp3  music player, which she loaded up with salsa, 
some reggaeton (a musical genre that combines reggae, dancehall, and hip-
hop), and a smattering of American pop  music.

Daniel lavished praise on Jesica’s footage. She had filmed a long line of 
 people waiting for public transportation on the side of a street that was 

FIGURE 3.1. Catia TVe video production workshop, April 1, 2007. Photo by the author.
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densely packed with vendors hawking inexpensive clothing made in Asia, 
fried foods, phone ser vices, and pirated  music. Daniel’s discussion of Jesica’s 
footage celebrated what he deemed au then tic repre sen ta tions of the lives 
and experiences of the  people (el pueblo).

Daniel paused the playback, freezing the film on the image of six  women 
grasping multiple shopping bags, with several  children in tow. He asked 
Jesica, “What do you see?”

“Well,  people [gente]?” Jesica responded hesitantly.
“But they are just any  people [gente] in any place?” Daniel encouraged 

Jesica to continue.
“No, they are  going to my community,” Jesica answered, referring to the 

barrio where she lived in the west of the city.
“What do we learn about  these  people [gente] by how they look?” Daniel 

prodded. “Are they middle- class  people?” His question hung in the air. All 
eyes in the room rested heavi ly on Jesica. She laughed awkwardly and pulled 
down on her tight black T- shirt, which read in En glish “The Night Queen: 
Fashion Girl.”  After a moment of uncomfortable silence, Agosto intervened 
to ask Daniel a technical question about the camera. The question of Jesica’s 
class status was left u answered. The conversation moved on.

Although Catia TVe leaders and producers often celebrate their popu-
lar class perspective and belonging (as I explore in the next chapter), Jesica, 
clearly embarrassed, refused to answer Daniel’s question concerning the 
class status of the  people from her neighborhood. While she referred to 
them as gente, literally  people, Daniel invoked the term el pueblo, which, as 
I explore in depth in the next chapter, means “the  people” and often con-
notes the oppressed, noble, united majority. As I understood it, Daniel was 
encouraging Jesica to characterize her neighbors as representatives of the 
popu lar classes— objects of reverence, for sure— but also distanced ideal noble 
types, the perfect material for revolutionary tele vi sion. His explicit attention 
to Jesica’s popu lar barrio origins in “mixed” class com pany was potentially 
a stigmatizing practice, given that barrios  were so often equated in main-
stream discourse with vio lence and disorder. Many view poverty as a sign of 
inferiority, not structural in equality. Jesica, in other words, had much to lose 
in being classifi d as poor. Moreover, she had aspirations to leave  behind 
the poverty of her community. Being forced to endure long lines to catch a 
crowded bus in order to make her way home from a harried experience of 
bargain shopping, all the while weighted down by several  children, was an 
experience Jesica wanted to escape, not celebrate.
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Daniel and the workshop participants did not address the interrelation-
ships of racialized, gendered, and class oppression, or the practice of sham-
ing that often accompanies poverty. Instead, Daniel promoted a symbolic 
economy that privileged the heroism and authenticity of the revolutionary 
urban poor. His approach existed alongside a long- standing symbolic order 
that associated the barrios with depravity. Neither set of symbols provided 
Jesica a solid foundation to assert her own authority and knowledge.

While I have highlighted moments of class confli t that emerged during 
the workshop, I would be remiss if I did not also point to moments of col-
laboration and mutual recognition. A mock dialogue that participants in the 
workshop produced between a Catia TVe producer assuming the perspec-
tive of a chavista and one of ViVe tv ’s staff pretending to be a member of 
the po liti cal opposition to the revolution proved particularly unifying as it 
highlighted their shared commitment to the Bolivarian Revolution.

Informal conversations that unfolded outside the classroom  were per-
haps the most successful in building trust between some ViVe tv  and Catia 
TVe producers. One  woman from ViVe t v,  named Talia, joined Daniel and 
the group from Catia TVe in celebrating the end of the workshop with a 
long eve ning of drinking beer at a local barrio bar. Talia complained that 
she was disappointed by her ViVe tv  colleagues’ lack of po liti cal commit-
ment. Daniel echoed Talia’s observation, adding that he thought that Catia 
TVe producers  were more dedicated to the revolution. He noted that ViVe 
tv  workers  were just in it for a paycheck. “That’s right!” Rosemery cheered, 
raising her beer, happy to celebrate her Catia TVe colleagues’ revolutionary 
commitment.

Daniel and Talia affirmed the importance of Catia TVe’s work and held 
up Catia TVe staff and volunteers as models for their middle- class counter-
parts. Yet this reverence over- idealized Catia TVe producers, misrepresent-
ing them as untroubled by internal strug gles for power and unmotivated by 
individual economic need or desire for upward mobility. Catia TVe produc-
ers  were, in fact, divided by unequal access to resources and control. Al-
though Catia TVe’s claim to be the au then tic foundation of the new offi ally 
sanctioned approach to revolutionary televisual culture was a way to chal-
lenge the experience of degradation and the hidden injuries of class, this 
romanticized portrayal of Catia TVe producers left  little room to explore the 
prob lems and power strug gles within Catia TVe. The story of the purity of 
Catia TVe producers’ po liti cal commitment denied the complexity of their 
motivations and their equality with their middle- class counter parts.
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Defining Popu lar Culture
In her 2001 coauthored undergraduate thesis, Blanca Eekhout observes, 
“Tele vi sion has displaced most activities that make up  people’s pastimes 
in the communities [poor neighborhoods]. Traditions, customs, meeting 
spaces, identities, and belonging have been replaced by mass culture” (Eek-
hout and Fuentes 2001, 479). Global mass media, according to Blanca and 
her coauthor Gabriela Fuentes, had all but destroyed traditional culture in 
Manicomio, the barrio where Catia TVe originated. Although they acknowl-
edge the complexity of popu lar culture, noting that “We do not intend to 
sustain an idyllic vision of the popu lar” (Eekhout and Fuentes 2001, 34), 
their analy sis of the impacts of global mass media on poor communities 
contains certain blind spots. Notably, they overlook not only how barrio 
inhabitants themselves understand mass commercial media, but also how 
the traditional Venezuelan cultures that Blanca and  others lament as having 
been lost  were, in fact, themselves products of colonial histories, cap i tal ist 
relations, previous nation- building proj ects, and deep inequalities of race 
and gender (Garcia Canclini 2001; Martín- Barbero 1993; Yúdice 2003).

As a founding member of Catia TVe, president of ViVe tv , and  later min-
ister of communications and National Assembly member, Blanca’s analy sis 
represents an impor tant strain of thinking among middle- class intellectu-
als involved in the Bolivarian Revolution. State offi als and barrio- based 
organizers veered between what Stuart Hall has identifi d as the two poles 
of “pure ‘autonomy’ ” from the degradation of commercial mass culture in-
dustries and “total encapsulation” of local culture by foreign influence (1998, 
447). Despite Blanca’s radical leftist po liti cal orientation, her inclination to 
defi e au then tic or pure popu lar culture as an ideally local and autonomous 
form of national culture reproduced historic efforts by the middle- class sec-
tors and elites to summon an au then tic basis for their po liti cal proj ects and 
leadership.6

As early as the 1920s, young Venezuelan elites involved in an incipi-
ent student movement for democracy argued that the true essence of “the 
 people,” and the foundation of genuine Venezuelan identity, could be found 
in the popu lar masses, the poor, indigenous, black, and mixed- race groups 
that populated the countryside (Skurski 1993, 180). As elsewhere in Latin 
America, elite nation builders and folklorists invoked popu lar culture as 
a nostalgic marker of an  imagined tradition uncorrupted by urbanization, 
colonialism, and imperialist modernity (Abercrombie 1998; García Canclini 
1995). In fact, far from being “precapitalist,” large sectors of the Venezuelan 
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peasantry had long been engaged in coffee and cacao economies and  were 
affected by fluctuations in the world market (Roseberry 1994, 60). Never-
theless, ruling elites have approached popu lar culture as if it had a “primor-
dial solidity” (Joseph and Nugent 1994, 16) that developed unconnected to 
dominant cultures. Th s search for a national au then tic subaltern culture 
ultimately bolstered existing hierarchies of class, color, and nation.

Delineating who had authority to defi e and identify the culture of the 
poor or popu lar class proved to be central in the strug gle for power over the 
Bolivarian Revolution’s new experiments in tele vi sion. At stake in the col-
laborative workshop between Catia TVe and ViVe tv  producers was  whether 
the valorization of popu lar knowledge and culture would produce a roman-
ticized objectifi ation of the poor or would account for their complex and 
contradictory social existence.

The effort to identify, salvage, and celebrate traditional subaltern culture 
emerged repeatedly during the joint Catia TVe– ViVe tv  workshop. When 
we reviewed footage shot by Agosto, a Catia TVe volunteer, Daniel, the work-
shop instructor, was adamant about defini g popu lar culture. Agosto had 
filmed a street performer in the Plaza Bolivar who remained eerily still  until 
someone placed a bill in his bucket, which was labeled with a hand- printed 
sign that read “popu lar artist.” Pausing the tape, Daniel scoffed at the notion 
that this man was a popu lar artist, noting that he had seen similar per for-
mances in several Eu ro pean cities. His comment highlighted not only his 
own social mobility and class privilege, but also his assumption that popu lar 
culture was national culture. In contrast to the street performer, Daniel 
praised footage one group had taken of a stooped el derly  woman who was 
making arepas out of a cart on the street.  These small corn cakes are a staple 
in the Venezuelan diet. “Th s is the popu lar,” Daniel declared. He encouraged 
the group to understand popu lar culture as national in origin and seemingly 
uncontaminated by mass mediated international fl ws. “Does popu lar wisdom 
[sabiduría popu lar] exist?” Daniel asked. He quickly answered his own ques-
tion, “Yes, it exists. We have to evaluate it. We have to learn how to see it, 
detect it.” Despite his invocation of “we,” Daniel positioned himself as having 
the necessary expertise to “detect” popu lar culture and knowledge. He did 
not create space for anyone in the room who enjoyed Agosto’s street per-
formers to express their own “wisdom.”

For Daniel, popu lar culture and wisdom encompassed practices and 
traditions that seemed fi mly rooted in Venezuela’s rural past. He also cel-
ebrated the gritty everyday experiences and related knowledge of the urban 
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poor, insofar as  those experiences did not betray too explic itly the influence 
of globalized mass culture. Daniel’s approach to popu lar culture as the au-
then tic culture of the poor was undoubtedly part of a broader effort to chal-
lenge historic patterns,  shaped by racism and classism, which dismissed the 
poor as abject and vulgar. Daniel’s veneration threatened to solidify into a 
form of invention and idealization that dismissed the complexity of  people’s 
lives and relegated them to the past. For one  thing, this cele bration of popu-
lar culture overlooked popu lar forms of racism, sexism, homophobia, and 
nativism (Mukerji and Schudson 1991, 36). Daniel’s approach reproduced a 
binary opposition between “pure autonomy” from mass culture industries 
and “total encapsulation” of local culture by foreign influence.

Rejecting Reggaeton and Telenovelas:  
The Dubious Strategy of Cultural Essentialism

It is impor tant to note that Daniel and his middle- class counter parts at ViVe 
tv   were not alone in drawing a stark boundary between mass mediated 
cap i tal ist culture and popu lar national culture. An effort to jettison poor 
 people’s engagement with globalized media formed an impor tant part of 
Catia TVe producers’ discourse. During Catia TVe’s frequent outreach cam-
paigns at crowded high schools, noisy barrio patios, carpeted international 
conference rooms, and at their own tele vi sion station, Catia TVe staff and 
volunteers underscored how community media made it pos si ble to revive 
their cultural mores and learn their own history  after de cades of cap i tal ist 
mass media indoctrination. They consistently emphasized the importance 
of “rescuing their culture” from elite and foreign domination. Carlos, Catia 
TVe’s director, often spoke passionately about how Caracas’s urban poor had 
been taught to see elite culture and foreign commodities as superior, drink 
Coca- Cola, desire straight hair and light skin, and watch Latin American 
soap operas that denigrated or whitewashed the experiences of the poor. 
Th s critique was rooted in a rejection of the racism and classism that barrio 
inhabitants constantly faced. Yet Carlos’s description of the poor overlooked 
impor tant complexities.

Even as Carlos lamented the impacts of cap i tal ist culture on the lives of 
the poor, Carlos insisted that unlike the Venezuelan elites who— buoyed by 
oil wealth— had forever traded their au then tic national identity for Western 
values, consumerism, and modernity, the poor remain rooted in their au-
then tic traditions. Producing their own tele vi sion, Carlos explained, would 
allow  people to reclaim their “true” identities. He argued for attention to 
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specific dances like the joropo, foods such as papelón con limón (a drink 
of raw sugar and lemon), and  music for the cuatro, a Venezuelan musical 
instrument similar to a ukulele.  These cultural practices, associated with 
the rural countryside, served as an invaluable touchstone for Carlos and for 
many barrio inhabitants, particularly the older generations. Declaring that 
the urban poor had their own au then tic cultural practices was a way to as-
sert the worth and creativity of the barrios outside the oppressive logics that 
valued middle- class consumption and whiteness. Nevertheless, many of the 
cultural practices they upheld as pure and autonomous  were themselves 
formed in the crucible of Eu ro pean settler colonialism and cap i tal ist expan-
sion. The characterization of the au then tic practices of the poor as pure 
and original denied acknowl edgment of how oppressed  peoples have long 
 adopted, modifi d, and blended diff er ent traditions and influences, generally 
not in conditions of their own choosing.

The particularly strenuous rejection of two par tic u lar forms of mass 
mediated culture, reggaeton and telenovelas, highlighted the pitfalls of an 
approach to popu lar culture that excludes such negotiations and hybridiza-
tion. During the same Catia TVe– ViVe tv  joint workshop that I have re-
counted above, Jhonny, a long- time Catia TVe volunteer in his mid- forties 
from a poor neighborhood, harshly criticized the material that one partici-
pant from ViVe tv  had shot of young black men on a nearby basketball 
court dancing to reggaeton. “Listen, we  shouldn’t be promoting that crap 
 music,” Jhonny insisted. He argued that reggaeton did not represent Venezu-
elan culture or popu lar art, asserting his authority over that of his middle- 
class ViVe tv  counter parts to detect and defi e popu lar culture. Jhonny 
maintained that reggaeton encouraged vio lence and depravity. He dismissed 
the plea sure and identifi ation that many young  people experienced with 
reggaeton. Jesica, who I knew listened to some reggaeton and enjoyed it, did 
not contribute her perspective to this discussion.

Although scholars and many fans approach reggaeton as a “trans- 
Caribbean” genre “whose history and aesthetics do not abide by nation and 
language as chief organ izing princi ples” (Rivera, Marshall, and Hernandez 
2009, 11), many Catia TVe producers saw reggaeton as a symbol of “Yankee” 
domination. They disliked the overt sexuality and its close relationship to 
American rap and hip- hop, which they associated with cele bration of the 
drug trade. The vehemence with which Jhonny and many producers at Catia 
TVe rejected reggaeton was striking. For them, the sudden ubiquity of reg-
gaeton’s throbbing beat in Caracas’s barrios in the mid-2000s signaled the 
total saturation of poor communities by an immoral cap i tal ist culture that 
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promoted the depraved values that, many in the  middle and elite classes 
claimed, originated in poor neighborhoods. Their experiences in poor 
neighborhoods, where drug wars and addiction have taken many lives and 
disrupted the ability of the poor to or ga nize their communities,  shaped their 
fervent rejection of  these new musical genres and youth cultures. Never-
theless, Catia TVe producers’ disdain for reggaeton unwittingly reproduced 
middle- class and elite discourse that poverty and delinquency among young 
men was attributable to “vulgar” cultural forms rather than to the structural 
inequalities of classism, racism, and patriarchal heterosexism.  There was 
 little exploration of how globalized cultural forms combine complicity with 
and re sis tance to cap i tal ist commercial forces and domination.

While I understood Catia TVe producers’ rejection of reggaeton as an 
effort to escape the stigma of criminality, it also signaled their disidentifi-
cation with diasporic black culture. While Catia TVe producers dismissed 
traditional understandings of Venezuela as a harmonious café con leche mes-
tizo nation, the blackness (and Indianness) that they embraced was largely 
historical, tied to saints and historic black heroes. Catia TVe producers  were 
 eager to document and broadcast urban fie tas and religious cele brations 
that activists explic itly linked to their black and enslaved ancestors. The 
recreations and interpretations of traditional cele brations and religious 
fiestas, such as the cele bration of San Juan in the Caracas parish of San 
Agustín, allowed the urban poor to connect con temporary antiracist and 
classist strug gles to the past (Fernandes 2010b, 125).  These connections, as 
Fernandes has described, serve as a foundation from which to make claims 
for resources (Fernandes 2010b, 158). But while Jhonny and the leadership 
at Catia TVe often expressed pride in how traditional Venezuelan culture 
was influenced by their African ancestry, they rejected links with a kind of 
“modern blackness” (Thomas 2004) that a genre like reggaeton makes pos-
si ble for many enthusiasts.

Catia TVe producers’ embrace of what they understood as their au then tic 
culture was an effort to reject intertwining class and race domination, yet 
it paradoxically reproduced nationalist and racist logics. Ultimately, their 
rejection of reggaeton and suspicion of rap and hip- hop culture compro-
mised their success in sustaining the participation of young  people at Catia 
TVe, particularly young black men, who form the most marginalized sectors 
of the urban poor. Catia TVe’s leadership often labeled young  people who 
 adopted reggaeton and hip- hop clothing and hairstyles as marihuaneros— 
pot- smoking stoners who lacked a revolutionary commitment and analy sis. 
During the time of my research, they regularly discouraged Catia TVe staff
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and volunteers from including rap and reggaeton  music in their produc-
tions. I observed Catia TVe leadership exclude young  people who displayed 
such styles from one of the station’s  free video production classes.

Telenovelas  were another favorite target of disdain for Catia TVe pro-
ducers. Telenovelas are melodramatic serial programs much like soap op-
eras in the United States, but with some key differences. Most telenovelas in 
Venezuela and elsewhere in Latin Amer i ca are broadcast during prime- time 
eve ning hours and are often the highest- rated programming among both 
 women and men. Middle- class and elite intellectuals have long scorned the 
popularity of telenovelas in ways that indicate a paternalistic air of superi-
ority. Although Catia TVe producers’ condemnation of telenovelas focused 
predominantly on the genre’s cele bration of elite lives, consumerism, and 
its class- harmonious conclusions, their approach also contained traces of a 
condescending dismissal of the tastes of the masses. Despite this open dis-
dain, many chavistas I knew  were ardent telenovela viewers.

The gap between their harsh analy sis of telenovelas and the ongoing plea-
sure that  people experienced watching them came to the fore one after noon 
in early 2007. At a meeting held at Catia TVe for about fi y  people from 
the surrounding poor neighborhoods, Hector, Catia TVe’s assistant director, 
expressed his disgust for the ongoing popularity of telenovelas. He noted,

 There are still a lot of the  people who see Chávez and scream in excite-
ment who also scream for nightly telenovelas on some of  these [com-
mercial] channels. They are still watching telenovelas. So we [Catia 
TVe] provide a type of education where we begin to tell  people, “Look, 
pull yourself away from  there,”  because they [the telenovelas] have a 
certain intention.  There’s always the story about the poor girl who gets 
married to the rich guy. So  there’s always that hope and  there’s no need 
to fi ht for the revolution or anything like that. You can just wait for 
your prince. They always repeat the same story.

Hector’s contempt for telenovelas included the assumption that poor 
audiences— particularly  women— are passive receivers of telenovelas’ mes-
sages. Echoing the critique of cultural imperialism fi st advanced in the 1970s 
(Dorfman and Mattelart 1975), Hector assumed that televisual messages have 
direct and obvious effects.

As Hector fin shed his commentary against telenovelas, a  woman sitting 
 behind me in Catia TVe’s small auditorium whispered to another  woman 
sitting beside her, “Did you hear that la negrita [the  little black  woman] died 
last night on Blessed City?” Her seatmate whispered in feigned shock, “No!” 
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Both  women chuckled quietly. Blessed City (Ciudad Bendita) was a tele-
novela broadcast during eve ning prime time on Venevisión, a commercial 
tele vi sion station. In one of the telenovela’s many subplots, a character played 
by an Afro- Venezuelan actress had met her untimely end during the previ-
ous eve ning’s episode. The few black characters who appeared in telenovelas 
always seemed to make an early exit.

The  women’s exchange about this juicy plot development on Blessed 
City contradicted Hector’s assertion that  women who enjoyed telenovelas 
would be lulled into waiting for a wealthy man to solve their prob lems 
rather than participating in local politics. Although Hector argued that 
support for Chávez and interest in telenovelas  were contradictory, the ex-
periences of his audience did not sustain this critique.  These  women  were 
devoted community organizers and telenovela viewers. Hector’s assess-
ment overlooked how media reception is a fi ld of ideological strug gle. 
His analy sis was disconnected from the complexity of  people’s experiences 
as audiences.7

Although Catia TVe’s leadership approached the pro cess of media pro-
duction as a weapon for barrio producers in the ongoing po liti cal strug gle, 
they dismissed poor  people’s enjoyment of commercial tele vi sion as a symp-
tom of ruling- class domination. Alongside their deep belief in the creative 
forces of the poor, they held an abiding assumption that barrio inhabitants 
 were passive viewers of elite and foreign media. And like Catia TVe produc-
ers’ dismissal of reggaeton, their analy sis of telenovelas did not account for 
the ways that most  people’s lives are characterized by an eclectic blending 
of cultural material drawn from a wide variety of sources. Hector himself 
was an avid consumer of commercial satellite tele vi sion and Hollywood 
films, as well as the collected works of Marx and Lenin. By overlooking 
their own day- to- day practices that included contradictory desires and plea-
sures, Catia TVe producers and their middle- class interlocutors obscured 
how meaning is a product of strug gle  shaped by  people’s experiences and 
perspectives. Moreover, their nationalist framework for popu lar culture and 
their rejection of what they understood as foreign influences cut them off 
from global solidarities.

Catia TVe’s leaders’ assertion of the essential or primordial nature of 
popu lar culture recalls the dilemma that Beth Conklin (1997) observed in 
the late 1990s, wherein indigenous groups in Latin America employed a 
“pragmatic politics” that relied on reproducing an essentialist understand-
ing of their culture in order to gain the visibility and support necessary for 
survival. Cultural essentialism is sometimes an expedient path to win re-
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sources and rights. But it portends further marginalization by reinforcing 
ideas that indigenous  peoples are non- modern, homogenous, and outside 
of history. Catia TVe’s leadership posited a primordial culture of the poor 
as a way to resist the racism and classism of dominant cultural forms and to 
claim authority. Although cultural essentialism had short- term rewards, it 
provided a dubious foundation for the poor to assert themselves as leaders 
in the long- term strug gle for equality and justice.

Struggling for Authority over Popu lar Communication at ViVe TV
“I remember when this place had just a few walls and chairs,” Margarita 
commented to me, as we arrived at ViVe tv ’s headquarters. The station 
was  housed on the fourth fl or of the National Library, a vast modernist 
structure of poured concrete nestled at the base of the Avila mountain range 
just a few blocks north of Caracas’s Plaza Bolivar. Margarita and I arrived at 
ViVe tv  that after noon to attend a weeklong joint workshop for ViVe tv  
and Catia TVe staff members. Unlike Daniel’s workshop, which I described 
above, this collaborative workshop prompted Catia TVe and ViVe tv  pro-
ducers to address the class inequalities that boiled just beneath the surface. 
Th s workshop provided an opportunity to assert barrio- based leadership 
and allowed Catia TVe staff to defi e popu lar culture as everyday practice, 
rather than as a revitalized au then tic tradition.

Margarita invited me to accompany her to the workshop that week, and 
I eagerly accepted. In her early forties, Margarita was an ardent community 
activist and one of Catia TVe’s fi st volunteers. She lived with her extended 
 family, many of whom also participated at Catia TVe, in a barrio high in the 
hills of west Caracas. At ViVe tv ’s reception desk, a young man inspected 
our identifi ation cards and gave us ViVe tv  visitor passes to hang around 
our necks. We passed through a metal turnstile and entered the station. 
Margarita paused just outside a glass- encased tele vi sion studio, where a live 
news program was being filmed, to chat with a ViVe tv  staff member whom 
she knew. Having only been inside ViVe tv  a handful of times, I was mes-
merized by the behind- the- scenes  labor of the news program. Margarita was 
nonchalant; the inner workings of the state station  were, by this time, famil-
iar to her. The ease with which she moved through this offi al state tele-
vi sion station reminded me that despite the challenges that arose in Catia 
TVe’s collaboration with ViVe tv ’s staff, the po liti cal changes created by the 
Bolivarian Revolution granted unpre ce dented openings for popu lar partici-
pation in the production of nationally broadcast state- run media.
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Margarita led the way to a cavernous tele vi sion studio where Gregorio 
and Antony, two other staff members from Catia TVe, and seven ViVe tv  
staff  were already gathered. Unlike Daniel’s workshop, which was pitched at 
beginners, the aim of this workshop was to train already experienced tele-
vi sion producers to lead their own workshops. All of the participants had 
years of experience producing tele vi sion at their respective stations. Mar-
garita’s younger Catia TVe colleagues Gregorio and Antony had not yet led 
their own workshops for new volunteers. Margarita had over five years’ ex-
perience leading training workshops in poor urban communities.

In his late twenties, Nicholas, the workshop leader and ViVe tv  staff
member, had moved to Caracas from Paris five years earlier. He was among 
a cadre of young  women and men from Eu rope and Latin Amer i ca who 
had initially traveled to Venezuela to learn more about the Bolivarian move-
ment. Finding new state institutions  eager to hire trained professionals who 
 were sympathetic to the leftist proj ect, many of  these young  people found 
employment and deci ded to stay. Unlike Daniel, the Belgian- Chilean work-
shop leader described above, Nicholas lived year- round in Caracas, where 
he rented a small apartment in a poor neighborhood. In his previous few 
years of work with ViVe tv ’s internal filmmaking school, Nicholas had 
given countless media training workshops not only to the staff at ViVe tv , 
but also to groups of community organizers across Venezuela. ViVe tv ’s 
effort to spread or “massify” community media practices was thoroughly 
 shaped by the presence of  these international socially mobile immigrants. 
Nicholas’s long- term engagement with ViVe tv  allowed him to become 
privy to the complex negotiations around class privilege that the new state 
proj ect entailed.

Class tensions between Catia TVe staff and ViVe tv  staff surfaced at the 
outset of the workshop. A young man from ViVe tv  spelled a word incor-
rectly on the dry- erase board at the front of the room. Quickly erasing his 
perfect handwriting, which was one of the many embodied signs of middle- 
class privilege that ViVe tv  producers possessed, he made a joke that he was 
a student in Misión Robinson, the government program that teaches basic 
literacy.8 In response, a  woman from ViVe tv  turned  toward the Catia TVe 
staff and remarked apologetically, “ People from Catia, ignore this! Th s is 
what we are like at ViVe.” Her declaration indicated an awareness that his 
joke could be interpreted as a sign of elite disparagement of the uneducated 
poor. Her command to ignore her colleague’s comment was meant as an 
apology and an indictment of the class chauvinism of ViVe tv  workers, but 
it served to draw attention to the class lines between the two stations.
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Margarita, who at the age of thirty- nine had fin shed her high school 
diploma through the Chávez government’s program in secondary education 
(Misión Ribas), noted in response, “No one should be embarrassed. We all 
make  mistakes.” Margarita’s comment momentarily eased the tension by ex-
cusing the ViVe tv  employee’s fl ppant remark as a cover for his insecurity. 
The class tension between the two cohorts remained a steady feature of the 
weeklong workshop.

Nicholas broke the participants into groups to discuss how to create a les-
son plan to teach diff er ent filmmaking concepts, including narrative struc-
ture, sound, and editing. I joined Margarita’s group of four, which included 
her and three ViVe tv  staff members, in their discussion of how to teach 
narrative structure. Carolina, a ViVe tv  employee, suggested that they begin 
by explaining the vari ous components of a narrative, which, she confide tly 
noted, included “main characters, an objective, an obstacle, confli t, and a 
resolution.” Margarita interrupted Carolina mid- sentence: “You  can’t just 
begin that way  because  people  won’t understand what  you’re talking about.” 
Carolina disagreed. But rather than backing down, Margarita quickly re-
sponded, “Look, have you ever given workshops in popu lar communication? 
It’s  really not that easy.”

Carolina froze, taken aback. She paused to study Margarita. Her eyes 
traveled up Margarita’s forehead to the gray roots peeking through her 
magenta- dyed hair. Margarita wore a tight synthetic pink T- shirt, matching 
beaded earrings, and a headband. Her eyebrows  were drawn with a dark-
red pencil. In contrast, Carolina’s hair was arranged in a perky bob of what 
seemed like professionally dyed chunks of blond and brown locks. She had 
on minimal makeup and a tailored cotton blouse. Carolina’s skin was several 
shades lighter than Margarita’s. Roughly the same age, their diff er ent styles 
indexed their differing class- based tastes and disposable income. Carolina 
backed down, “Well, it’s you who knows; you obviously have the experience.”

Margarita assumed leadership of the discussion. She insisted that rather 
than teach abstract categories, they should instead invite  people to tell their 
stories about strug gles in their communities. As an example, she recounted 
how her neighbors had cleaned up an area that had become an informal 
trash dump in order to create a basketball court for their sons. “See how 
 there’s a beginning,  middle, and end?  There’s confli t and then  there’s what 
you called a ‘resolution.’ ” For Margarita, teaching popu lar participation in 
media production demanded focusing fi st and foremost on  people’s experi-
ences with community organ izing rather than on the technical components 
that make up narrative structure. Margarita claimed that  people like her, 
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who have dealt with and challenged oppression, would be brimming with 
stories to tell. Moreover,  these stories, she argued, would contain the nec-
essary narrative components and analytical perspective. Margarita insisted 
on replacing Carolina’s formal approach to narrative not with traditional 
folktales or other widely accepted repre sen ta tions of static popu lar culture, 
but with the experiences of everyday life in poor neighborhoods, which 
included a globalized pastime, basketball, that many in Caracas associated 
with African Americans. Carolina nodded her head in agreement and took 
notes in a small spiral notebook.

Margarita’s knowledge and familiarity with teaching media production 
to poor and oppressed communities emboldened her to object to Carolina’s 
approach and take charge of the discussion. Their interaction was influenced 
not only by their individual personalities and experiences but also by the 
power hierarchies and changing institutional structures in which they  were 
embedded. The broader po liti cal environment of offi al and activist proj-
ects to assert the centrality of popu lar knowledge bolstered Margarita’s au-
thority. While the class and racial differences  were stark, they shared the 
position as students in the context of an offi ally sanctioned workshop to 
teach popu lar methods of media production.  These  factors contributed to 
Margarita’s ability to challenge Carolina’s authority and the historic privileging 
of elite knowledge as naturally superior. For Carolina’s part, her acquiescence 
to Margarita signaled a willingness to retreat, at least momentarily, from a 
position of privilege and to re spect Margarita’s leadership. It was a brief but 
nevertheless signifi ant moment of confrontation over authority and class 
power. Their dialogic development of ideas represented precisely the kind 
of collaboration that ViVe tv  and Catia TVe leaders hoped to stimulate 
through their joint workshops.

As the workshop drew to a close, Nicholas asked  people to refl ct on what 
they had learned. First he shared that he thought that Catia TVe’s staff was 
more po liti cally engaged than ViVe tv ’s, echoing what I heard in the fi st 
workshop I described in this chapter. Turning to the ViVe tv  staff in the 
room, he noted, “You have to insist on the commitment with all your col-
leagues.” A young  woman staff member from ViVe tv  noted, “The com-
rades from Catia have allowed us to see that  there are many alienating  things 
at ViVe. Every one is  here to get paid. They are far from being po liti cally 
committed.” Margarita, Gregorio, and Antony remained  silent about the on-
going confli t at Catia TVe between volunteers and the paid staff about how 
resources  were distributed.
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Nicholas steered the conversation to address the prob lems that  shaped 
ViVe tv ’s commitment to challenging class exclusion at the tele vi sion sta-
tion. He noted,

At least now  there are more  people working at ViVe from the com-
munities [poor neighborhoods]. But it’s hard to employ  people from 
the communities  because the schedule is  really demanding. If  people 
have kids or lots of  family, it’s difficult to travel or work fi een hours a 
day. But also  there are a lot of class issues.  People who have come  here 
from the barrios have had a difficult time fitting in and  haven’t been in-
tegrated well.  They’ve been ostracized or ignored  because of their style 
or the way they speak. And they leave  because they  aren’t integrating 
socially.

Gregorio from Catia TVe immediately responded, “Or  people from the 
barrios [who begin working at ViVe tv ] simply change their style and how 
they are to fit in  here.” Gregorio’s comment acknowledged that most often, 
rather than middle- class  people at offi al state institutions changing their 
practices to sustain widespread participation, the few  people from poor 
neighborhoods who worked at ViVe tv  had to adjust their lives to adapt to 
the demands and ways of being of their middle- class colleagues as best they 
could, or leave their positions.

Nicholas concluded the workshop by stating, “We all need to be aware 
of  these prob lems so that we keep working hard to not reproduce old ways. 
Th s is a historic  thing that we are building.” Unlike the experience of Dan-
iel’s workshop at Catia TVe, which I recounted above, Nicholas explic itly 
highlighted that addressing class inequalities within the Bolivarian move-
ment was fundamental to their effort to collaboratively produce tele vi sion 
and to advance the creation of a revolutionary state.

Success Stories
The Bolivarian movement’s success in redistributing resources to poor com-
munities had some troubling consequences: new inequities emerged as some 
barrio- based activists gained greater upward social mobility than  others, a 
change which, in turn, created confli t. Catia TVe producers found them-
selves negotiating historic class injustices while si mul ta neously coping with 
the emergence of  these new imbalances among barrio- based activists and 
between some barrio- based activists and their middle- class counter parts. 
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 These strug gles  were often invisible to their middle- class interlocutors, as I 
have indicated above, who projected a vision of an autonomous barrio sub-
ject with pure revolutionary commitments and culture, unsullied by cap i-
tal ist values, global cultural fl ws, and the desire for middle- class comforts. 
The reductive schema of autonomy or encapsulation, which Catia TVe staff
and volunteers themselves advanced, made it even more difficult for Catia 
TVe producers to address their internal hierarchies, aspirations, and con-
tradictory desires. In fact, many committed revolutionaries aspired to the 
middle- class lives that they so vehemently critiqued. As I have been suggest-
ing, many  people’s stated values about commercial tele vi sion and cap i tal ist 
consumerism often did not correspond with how they lived. Th s dynamic is 
certainly not unique to Venezuela, but it did create particularly marked ten-
sions within the context of the Bolivarian Revolution.  These confli ts proved 
signifi ant as anger over unequal access to resources among chavistas frac-
tured precious alliances and solidarities.

Catia TVe became a path of upward social mobility for several of its staff 
members and volunteers. Many volunteers  were frustrated that Catia TVe 
did not pay them for their video productions. A small group built on the 
video production skills they learned at Catia TVe to fi d better- paying jobs 
at ViVe tv  and other professional media outlets. Several staff members sup-
plemented their minimum- wage incomes at Catia TVe by filming weddings 
and parties or by selling programming to media outlets. I found it difficult to 
evaluate exactly how far the minimum wage of $400 a month could stretch 
in Caracas in 2007. Some producers at Catia TVe rented their homes or liv-
ing spaces.  Others lived in homes they or their parents had built on squat-
ted land and did not pay rent. Only some paid electricity bills. Food prices 
varied widely, even in 2006 and 2007, depending on where one shopped: 
private grocery stores, informal open- air produce markets, or government- 
subsidized food stores. While gasoline was incredibly inexpensive,  people at 
Catia TVe spent at least a dollar a day on buses and the metro to commute 
to work. While employment at Catia TVe provided much- needed stability, 
most of my interlocutors at Catia TVe found that it was difficult to support 
their families on one or even two minimum- wage salaries. Many tried to 
supplement their Catia TVe salaries with other employment.

One morning, on our way to the ViVe tv  workshop described above, 
Margarita confid d in me about her frustration with the unequal access to 
additional income that she saw among her colleagues at Catia TVe. “You know 
what  really bothers me, Naomi? So many  people use what we have taught 
them to get jobs or make money elsewhere. I know that we have [video pro-
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duction] skills and that  people  will work on the side but, honestly, I feel 
frustrated that I dedicate all my time to Catia. I’m feeling very frustrated that 
some  people spend so much time  doing  these other proj ects. Sure, I know 
that they need money. We all need money.” Margarita’s comments made 
clear that some who worked at Catia TVe  were taking advantage of new op-
portunities for income far more than  others. For Margarita,  these side jobs 
compromised the amount of time and energy that her Catia TVe colleagues 
devoted to their work at the station. She felt increasingly angry and resent-
ful of her colleagues who capitalized on their new skills for their individual 
economic advancement.

The differences between the lives of barrio- based participants at Catia 
TVe that I have uniformly glossed as “poor”  were, in fact, striking. The lives 
of two Catia TVe staff members, Jesica, a young and fairly new staff member, 
and Carlos, the director of Catia TVe at the time of my research, capture 
the complexities of class experiences and the sharp internal differentiation 
among  people from poor barrios.

Jesica
When I fi st met Jesica shortly  after she joined the station’s staff in 2006, 
she did not strike me as particularly passionate about or ga nized or formal 
politics. Unlike her colleagues, she did not engage in debates at the station 
about how best to reor ga nize the media world of Caracas or how to apply ex-
isting theories of socialism to the Venezuelan context. When I accompanied 
her around Caracas to film events, she rarely expressed interest in discuss-
ing with her colleagues or me the dynamics we observed. She did, however, 
communicate a deep commitment to the importance of the fair and equal 
distribution of resources, regularly referencing a quotation, widely attributed 
to Che Guevara, that many of her colleagues at Catia TVe also frequently 
invoked: “If  there  isn’t coffee for every one, then  there  isn’t coffee for anyone.”

I recounted earlier in this chapter how Daniel, the leader at the workshop 
held at Catia TVe, had encouraged Jesica to claim her status as part of the 
popu lar class and how she had demurred, rejecting his invitation to make 
herself or her neighbors into representatives of “the  people” or “the poor.” A 
visit one eve ning to Jesica’s cousin’s home perched high on the hillside above 
Catia TVe focused my attention on the diff er ent levels of poverty that barrio 
inhabitants endure and the folly of overlooking  these differences.

We boarded a crowded microbus that Jesica hailed with an expert fl p 
of her wrist.  After fifteen minutes on the stifling minibus, Jesica loudly 
commanded, “La parada, por  favor!” (Stop, please!), and the bus driver came 
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to a sudden halt. We squeezed our way off the bus and headed for a nearby 
bodega where Jesica bought a three- liter  bottle of pineapple soda for her 
cousin Angelica’s  house hold. As in many poor neighborhoods, the barrio 
where Angelica lived had only intermittent access to  running  water. Jesica 
explained that she always tried to bring something to drink when she vis-
ited. We descended a long fli ht of steep cement steps hemmed in by two- 
story  houses. Some had neat patios bordered with cement blocks that  were 
plastered with stucco and painted bright colors.  Others, like Angelica’s,  were 
roughly fin shed with dirty gray cinder- block walls. Jesica rapped on a thin 
metal door. As we waited for Angelica to answer, we took in the view below. 
Caracas’s aging skyscrapers, middle- class apartment buildings, and winding 
highways spread out in the distance.

Angelica appeared, wearing a sweatshirt embroidered with a picture of 
Mickey Mouse. She welcomed us in. In her late twenties, she had light-brown 
skin and curly brown hair dyed with streaks of blond. Jesica introduced me as 
the American ambassador, pointedly acknowledging my status difference. “I 
was just cleaning,” Angelica remarked as she ushered us onto a small couch 
draped with a worn sheet. The small sitting room smelled of bleach, and 
the cement fl ors and walls  were bare except for a calendar with images 

FIGURE 3.2. View from a west Caracas barrio, November 5, 2006. Photo by the author.
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of Jesus. Jesica asked how Angelica’s mom, who had diabetes, was feeling. 
“The same,” Angelica sighed, looking upward from where we could hear the 
familiar tune of the seven  o’clock telenovela on Venevisión, one of the com-
mercial tele vi sion channels.

Angelica recounted how the previous week she had taken her mom to 
the nearby Barrio Adentro clinic in her neighborhood, one of the thousands 
of  free primary health clinics built in poor neighborhoods by the Chávez 
government starting in 2003. Angelica noted that they had received medical 
attention  there before. But that night, she explained that although she could 
see the doctor sleeping inside, the  woman who answered the door claimed 
that the doctor was not  there. “I said it was an emergency, but they  didn’t pay 
any attention.” We empathized with her frustration. Angelica exclaimed, her 
anger rising, “I should denounce that doctor!” Jesica suggested that Angelica 
come to Catia TVe to rec ord a complaint on tele vi sion. Angelica raised her eyes, 
intrigued by the suggestion, but quickly changed the subject and dis appeared, 
reemerging with large plastic glasses filled with the pineapple- flavored soda.

While Angelica was out of the room, Jesica explained that Angelica’s fur-
niture had once belonged to her parents, making clear that the poverty of 
her cousin’s  house hold was much more extreme than that of her own. While 
Angelica was a single  mother of two with a disabled  mother to care for, 
Jesica’s  family was far more secure. Her  father had steady employment as a 
bus operator, and Jesica’s regular income and health benefits at Catia TVe 
 were suffici t to cover her own needs.

We drank the sugary soda and played with Angelica’s two sons, two and 
eight years old. The older boy begged Jesica to let him play with her digital 
 music player. Angelica was  eager to learn En glish and asked me to teach her 
some curse words. I obliged and we spent the next half an hour giggling as 
Jesica and Angelica awkwardly insulted each other in En glish. Before we 
left, Angelica pleaded with Jesica for 250 bolivars (about ten cents) to buy a 
cigarette. Her work washing and ironing clothes for  house holds in more af-
fluent neighborhoods had been slow. Jesica replied that she had  little money. 
I knew that Jesica was saving up for an expensive pair of hiking sandals. The 
day before we visited a shoe store in central Caracas and she had carefully 
inspected the nylon, rubber- soled shoes designed by an American com pany 
and made in China. Jesica handed Angelica a 1,000- bolivar bill. Angelica 
sent her eight- year- old son to the  house next door, where an old  woman sold 
loose cigarettes and cold beer through a barred win dow.

Angelica and Jesica directly experienced the failings as well as the ben-
efits of new social programs initiated by the Bolivarian movement. The 
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conditions of Angelica’s life help place in relief the opportunity that Catia 
TVe afforded Jesica. Like Angelica, Jesica had not fin shed high school. An-
gelica remained, as far as I could tell, unincorporated in the new structures 
of po liti cal participation, which also served some as a path to greater in-
come. Catia TVe offered Jesica steady employment  doing something creative 
and prestigious. Jesica had new, if limited, purchasing power for a wider 
range of imported commodities, like the  music player and the American 
sandals she coveted. Her passion for fairness and equality existed alongside 
her desire for commodities and enjoyment of global mass culture.

Carlos
The additional income some staff members at Catia TVe generated outside 
of their work at the station allowed them access to upward mobility far be-
yond that which Jesica experienced. Th s was most vis i ble to me in Carlos’s 
 house hold. Although they lived in a poor barrio, over time I observed how 
the inside of their home began to include many of the accoutrements of 
a middle- class  house hold. Although Carlos’s salary as Catia TVe’s director 
was only marginally larger than the minimum wage earned by the station’s 
staff, the job had come with other perks, including collecting rent from me 
and traveling internationally. Carlos’s wife also held a salaried staff position 
at Catia TVe. Their two steady salaries made them comfortable enough that 
they could use my contribution to the  house hold bud get to send their older 
child to a private college, where she gained skills to enter a middle- class pro-
fession usually far out of reach for most young  people from the barrios. On 
weekends at home from college, Carlos’s  daughter spent hours surfi g the 
Internet while si mul ta neously fl pping between telenovelas on Venezuelan 
stations and American programming on Fox and Friends and the Discovery 
Channel, accessible through the  family’s satellite subscription to DirecTV.

Carlos’s access to upward mobility was paradoxically predicated on the 
po liti cal clout he gained as the leader of a barrio- based popu lar organ-
ization. Activists, politicians, and university groups regularly invited Carlos 
to travel internationally to speak about the emergence of Venezuelan com-
munity media and the Bolivarian Revolution. In his fi st five years as di-
rector of Catia TVe, he visited South  Korea, Spain, Bolivia, and the United 
States. During his travels, Carlos often took advantage of the comparatively 
low prices of consumer goods outside of Venezuela to stock up on electron-
ics and other commodities. His trips abroad exposed him to new tastes, 
middle- class knowledge, and new allies. Carlos’s  house hold boasted several 
computers and cameras that he had purchased abroad.  After he returned 
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from his trip to Spain, Carlos insisted that his wife buy olive oil, declaring 
it far superior to the corn oil that is a staple in most barrio homes. Over the 
months and intermittent years I spent in Carlos’s  house hold, I watched his 
wife redecorate their kitchen and living room. She installed an oven in their 
kitchen, an unusual luxury in barrio homes, which typically use one or two 
burners to cook. Relationships Carlos formed with visitors like me and through 
his travel abroad linked him to a middle- class network of international 
activists and scholars that he continued to draw on long  after his trips.

One after noon, I accompanied Carlos and his  family on a short trip in 
their  uncle’s car to a massive supermarket called Éxito, which means “success” in 
Spanish. The shopping trip exposed the incongruous desires and commit-
ments that  shaped Carlos’s life. Unlike the small supermarkets near Car-
los’s barrio in west Caracas, Éxito had clean wide aisles abundantly stocked 
not only with a wide variety of food products, but also with appliances and 
electronics. Éxito was known for its discount prices, but  because it was in 
a wealthy area of the city and easily accessible only by car, the clientele ap-
peared predominantly affluent.

Carlos, his wife, his wife’s  uncle, and I waited outside the massive super-
market for Carlos’s brother- in- law to fin sh his shopping. Conversation 
turned to a recent march in support of Chávez. Carlos’s wife’s  uncle, Jorge, 
noted that he had been impressed with the turnout. Carlos responded, 
“That was nothing, you should see the marches they have in Cuba.” Jorge 
responded, “The Cubans are not joking around; they take their marches 
seriously.” They discussed how the U.S. blockade had crippled the Cuban 
economy and the po liti cal righ teousness of the Cuban  people. Many chavis-
tas I encountered, including Carlos, had gained fi sthand experience of Cuba, 
traveling  there for medical treatment. Carlos glowingly affirmed the Cuban 
 people’s dedication to their revolution, their unity, and their lack of compro-
mising desire for meaningless possessions. The conversation turned lighter, 
and Jorge and Carlos began trading jokes.

“An egg gets out of a plane in Cuba,” Carlos began, “and the Cuban  people 
go crazy.  They’re hungry;  they’ve never seen an egg quite this nice. The crowd 
goes  after the egg, chasing him down the street.” Jorge listened attentively, 
seemingly ready for a good laugh. Carlos had a remarkable gift for oratory. 
His memory for details, his persuasive delivery, and his energy made listening 
to him a treat. “So the egg is huffing and puffing, just fi y meters out of the 
crowd’s hungry reach. The egg makes a sharp turn to hide in an alley and he 
encounters a big juicy steak that is casually leaning against the wall, smok-
ing a cigarette.” Carlos drew two fi  gers to his lips and dramatically exhaled 
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make- believe smoke. “The egg says to the steak: ‘Damn,  brother, let’s get out 
of  here!  They’re  going to get us!’ But the massive steak remains calm.  After 
taking another leisurely puff of his cigarette, the steak says to the egg, ‘Me?! 
 They’re chasing you, my friend. Around  here, they  don’t even know me!’ ”

Jorge erupted in laughter. We all joined him, slowly grasping the mean-
ing of the joke.  People in Cuba  were so poor they  wouldn’t even recognize a 
succulent piece of beef.

Although Jorge and Carlos respected Cubans for what they perceived as 
steadfast ideological commitment to socialism, the joke made plain their 
desire not to replicate the Cubans’ lack of access to luxuries like steak. Carlos 
venerated Cubans in ways that reminded me of how the leftist  middle class 
often idolized the urban poor of Caracas. Carlos’s idolatry was dependent on 
overlooking the complexity of Cuban experience and was mixed with a kind of 
pity. Like many other committed chavistas, Carlos wanted éxito, success, in 
the form of consumer goods and packaged foods. They coveted the com-
modities of which they had long been deprived. Th s was part of their strug-
gle for social justice. No one at Catia TVe openly talked about this. Carlos 
and  others publicly denounced cap i tal ist consumerism even while it was an 
impor tant part of their daily life.

The uneven access to material privilege and prestige that diff er ent barrio- 
based Catia TVe producers gained as a result of their involvement in the 
community media movement drove a wedge between Carlos and some of 
the other Catia TVe staff and volunteers.  These inequalities compromised 
their unity. Margarita was  bitter and jealous that she continued to dedicate 
her time to Catia TVe while her colleagues pursued moneymaking ventures 
on the side. Jesica occasionally shared her suspicions with me that some 
staff members  were unfairly gaining access to Catia TVe’s resources. Carlos 
shielded his colleagues from certain aspects of his life that made evident his 
upward mobility. As some Catia TVe producers achieved far greater material 
gains that  others, some long- term participants openly wondered  whether 
their community tele vi sion station reproduced rather than challenged his-
toric patterns of in equality.

Conclusion
The strug gles over class authority, identity, and culture which I describe in 
this chapter  were part of an ongoing pro cess of class formation and reforma-
tion that characterized the Bolivarian revolutionary state. The re distribution 
of resources, both symbolic and material, created openings for Catia TVe 
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producers to challenge long- standing patterns of class injury and injustice. 
Cross- class efforts to produce revolutionary tele vi sion created opportunities 
to challenge entrenched class privilege and to recognize popu lar culture as 
an unfolding way of being and knowing that drew creatively on the past, as 
well as other sources. Yet I have also charted how limiting notions of popu-
lar culture and knowledge threatened to undermine positive gains  toward 
equality.

Middle- class allies often reduced Catia TVe producers to caricatures, as 
 either brainwashed mimics or virtuous idols with an unchanging cultural 
tradition. Catia TVe producers also contributed to this limited analy sis as part 
of a proj ect to resist entrenched racism, classism, and cap i tal ist co- optation. 
Such fi ed understandings of popu lar culture  were ill- suited to account for 
the multidimensional lives of the urban poor and the complexity of their 
entanglements with capitalism. Without an assessment of  people’s multidi-
mensional pleasures, aspirations, desires, and identifi ation with commercial 
media and their dialogic engagement with global cultural productions—in 
short, without consideration of the contest over hegemony taking place in 
and through the terrain of popu lar culture— I found that cele brations of 
popu lar knowledge and culture reinforced class hierarchies. Reductive ap-
proaches to popu lar culture, moreover, leaned on the oppressive logic of 
nationalism that cut off lobal solidarities.

The cross- class collaborations and strug gles that I observed  were pro-
cesses not only of class formation and reformation but also of state forma-
tion. Th ough  these strug gles, participants in the Bolivarian Revolution 
determined who would lead and on what premises this leadership would 
be based. The effort of Catia TVe producers to assert their leadership and 
perspectives  shaped the kind of state that was being produced, even as they 
strug gled, often unsuccessfully, to upend historic class inequalities. In the 
next chapter, I continue to explore how Catia TVe producers attempted to 
assert barrio- based leadership over the revolutionary state building pro cess. 
I focus on their identifi ation as “the  people” and their efforts to use the 
figu e of Chávez to bolster their authority.
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CHANNELING CHÁVEZ

Multiple times a week,  people from the barrios surrounding Catia TVe ar-
rived at the tele vi sion station asking for media coverage of their denuncias. A 
denuncia is a well- recognized mode of expression in Venezuela that  people 
use to make complaints, demands, and denunciations.1 Since the early 1960s, 
the production and dissemination of denuncia reports has been a corner-
stone of the Venezuelan media world and a key pro cess in the production 
of po liti cal movements (Samet 2017; Samet and Schiller 2015).  People from 
the barrios around Catia TVe looked to the community tele vi sion station to 
broadcast their demands for desperately needed resources, such as housing, 
or to denounce mismanagement of offi al state programs and institutions. 
Catia TVe producers  were adamant that their station disseminate criticism 
of the shortcomings of the Bolivarian Revolution and expose the ongoing 
hardship that barrio inhabitants faced. The practice of broadcasting denun-
cias over Catia TVe airwaves, however, was never straightforward. Report-
ing and disseminating denuncias involved tense deliberation among Catia 
TVe producers and their vari ous interlocutors about the meaning of the 
ubiquitous “key symbols” (Ortner 1973) of the Bolivarian Revolution: “the 
 people” and the figu e of Hugo Chávez.

When I began my fi ldwork I anticipated that, given Catia TVe’s state 
funding and alliance with Chávez government, fears of state censorship or 
other threats of recrimination would interfere with community producers’ 
ability to broadcast criticism of the government and state institutions. Dur-
ing the period of my research, domestic opposition groups, international 
 human rights organ izations, and global media outlets focused an enormous 
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amount of attention on the threat that they claimed the Chávez government 
posed to press freedom. I was surprised to fi d, given this context, that the 
threat of censorship was not a primary concern of Catia TVe producers. 
Production staff occasionally expressed unease that denuncias critical of 
the government could “one day,” as they said, jeopardize their funding from 
state institutions. Nevertheless, during my research, Catia TVe producers 
did not, to my knowledge, face direct pressure from any government offi al 
or state institution to curb their criticisms. Of course, it was pos si ble that 
Catia TVe producers concealed instances when state offi als censored their 
work. However, discussions and interviews with my in for mants, as well as 
my long- term ethnographic observation of the station, convinced me that 
this was not the case.2

Over the course of my fi ldwork, I discovered that rather than censor-
ship, the most pressing prob lem Catia TVe producers faced in their coverage 
of denuncias was how  people from poor neighborhoods understood their 
own roles in the Bolivarian Revolution and characterized their relationship 
to President Chávez. Denuncia makers regularly approached Catia TVe as if 
its airwaves could serve as a conduit to the president, who, they  imagined, 
could resolve their prob lems directly. Although the president had been suc-
cessful in encouraging massive participation in barrio- based organ izations, 
involving the population in local prob lem solving, decision-making, and 
social change, Catia TVe producers nevertheless regularly encountered in-
habitants of barrios who identifi d Chávez as the primary agent of change 
and the lifeblood of the revolution. Denuncia makers often characterized 
themselves fi st and foremost as supporters and petitioners of Chávez. Many 
of Catia TVe’s interlocutors in poor neighborhoods emphasized Chávez’s 
power at the expense of their own.

In this chapter, I explore how Catia TVe producers negotiated the central 
contradiction in the po liti cal pro cess at the time of my research: Chávez’s 
leadership and his use of the concept of “the  people” encouraged massive 
po liti cal participation among the popu lar sectors, while at the same time he 
was the central force that undermined the transformative impacts of popu-
lar participation through his centralization of power. The opposing and in-
tertwined forces of popu lar empowerment and domineering centralized rule 
 were pres ent in  every Catia TVe event, film shoot, live studio program, and 
video production workshop that I observed. In  every instance, the under-
lying question was who controlled and benefited from the pro cess of state 
formation and to what end. During the period of my fi ldwork, it was 
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far  from certain how the contradictions of Chávez’s leadership would be 
resolved.

In contrast to their interlocutors’ efforts to cast Chávez as the main agent 
of change, Catia TVe producers attempted to characterize the urban poor 
and their communities as the righ teous, self- determined “ people” who par-
ticipated and led revolutionary state formation. Catia TVe producers en-
deavored to use the pro cess of media production of denuncias to challenge 
the concentration of power in Chávez’s hands and to cultivate a sense of 
subaltern po liti cal identity beyond the stance of being a Chávez supporter, 
even as they rejected total in de pen dence from state institutions and Chávez. 
Catia TVe staff and volunteers encouraged a sense among their interlocutors 
in the barrios and at their tele vi sion station that they could and should par-
ticipate in the proj ect of state formation in collaboration with offi al state 
institutions.

In Catia TVe’s workshops for new volunteers and Catia TVe producers’ 
practice of denuncia reporting, I found evidence of how Chávez’s leader-
ship and the concept of the  people created openings as well as obstacles for 
Catia TVe staff ’s goals of encouraging activism in poor neighborhoods and 
ensuring that the interdependence they sought to develop with offi al state 
institutions did not devolve into a demobilizing de pen dency. In Catia TVe’s 
classrooms, tele vi sion studios, and in poor neighborhoods, the symbols of 
Hugo Chávez and the  people had the potential not only to contain and 
silence barrio- based activists, but also to embolden and authorize their lead-
ership. Even as they created close relationships and alliances with middle- 
class intellectuals and cultural producers, as I described in the previous chap-
ter, they insisted that “the  people” referred to the popu lar or poor class. Catia 
TVe producers resisted reducing the term the  people to a fluid referent that 
could encompass a wide spectrum of class actors. A class- inclusive notion 
of the  people, from their perspective, decentered the role of the poor as 
the leaders of the revolution. Catia TVe producers used the symbols of the 
 people and Chávez in ways that challenged the power of  those who did not 
cede leadership to the poor, including government offi als, social movement 
allies, and the president himself.

Much of the scholarship that has assessed Chávez’s rule draws on the 
concept of pop u lism, a heavi ly debated and much- abused approach. Th s 
framework, I argue, overlooks the competing visions among supporters of 
the Bolivarian movement of Chávez’s role in the revolution and the mean-
ing of “the  people.” In this chapter, I bring  these competing visions to the 
fore and examine the role of televisual communication in the strug gle over 
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the direction of the Bolivarian Revolution. I show how Catia TVe producers 
wrestled with the contradictions that Chávez’s leadership created between 
centralized and popu lar power. In  doing so, I explore some of the limits 
and possibilities of theories of pop u lism to understand politics and media 
in Venezuela. Efforts to resolve the contradiction of Chávez’s leadership in 
 favor of popu lar movements faced what would prove to be insurmount-
able obstacles. Nevertheless, the strug gles I document in this chapter reveal 
that the hope for other pos si ble  futures was grounded in the tenuous and 
uneven, but nevertheless real pro gress in poor  people’s access to rights, re-
sources, and authority.

Chávez and the Analytic Lens of Pop u lism
Some scholarship on pop u lism, particularly more recent revisionary ap-
proaches, rejects the negative connotations and oversimplifying logics that 
undergird widespread understandings of populists as demagogues and 
dictators (Arditi 2005; Laclau 2005; Panizza 2005; Samet 2017; Sánchez 2016). 
Po liti cal scientists and anthropologists have described pop u lism as an anti– 
status quo movement that (1) unites a “ people” by linking together dispa-
rate grievances against an established structure of power controlled by an 
“other”; (2) relies on a seemingly direct relationship between a charismatic 
leader and his or her supporters; and (3) promises po liti cal redemption 
(Hawkins 2010; Laclau 1977; Roberts 2003; Weyland 2001). Given that most 
movements labeled as populist aim to restore mass participation and rule by 
and for the  people— ideals that form the very basis of democracy— scholars 
disagree about  whether pop u lism is an obstacle or a corrective to the prac-
tice of liberal democracy.

It is easy to fi d evidence that Chávez used the aforementioned po liti cal 
strategies. Many if not most leaders of mass movements rely to a certain 
degree on  these mechanisms to build support for their leadership. Thus, 
Francisco Panizza argues that pop u lism may best be thought of as a kind 
of “intervention” and a “mode of identifi ation” employed by a wide variety 
of actors as part of broader repertoires of po liti cal action (2013, 106). The 
vast lit er a ture on pop u lism helps us to think through the dangers and pos-
sibilities of charismatic leadership and the mobilization of the concept of the 
 people. The possibility that a strong leader  will become a tyrannous leader 
encourages many scholars, such as Benjamin Arditi, to emphasize “the un-
decidability between the demo cratic aspects” of populist modes of identifi-
cation and its more “ominous tones” (Arditi 2007, 7). Additionally, Ernesto 
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Laclau’s approach to pop u lism, which I draw on in this chapter, provides in-
sight into how divergent unmet social demands can be connected in order to 
form broad po liti cal movements in and through the concept of the  people. 
Laclau’s focus on social demands makes his analy sis particularly useful in 
exploring the stakes of broadcasting denuncias in Venezuela (Samet 2017).

Notwithstanding  these impor tant contributions, a weakness of much 
of the lit er a ture on pop u lism is that it privileges style (how a leader relates 
to supporters) at the expense of content (what specific po liti cal proj ects a 
leader and a group of  people seek to advance). Many scholars argue that 
pop u lism is ideologically promiscuous as a mode of intervention and ar-
ticulation; the po liti cal left, right, and center can all advance populist poli-
tics. Th s tendency makes it pos si ble for both cap i tal ist white supremacist 
movements and socialist antiracist movements to be considered populist. 
The populist analytic, therefore, can obfuscate the vital difference between 
efforts to challenge social inequalities and  those that seek to deepen them. 
Th s emptying out of politics is what makes the concept of pop u lism par-
ticularly attractive to mainstream journalists seeking to explain and contain 
diverse movements around the world that have formal similarities.

Pop u lism is not, to be sure, a neutral scholarly framework removed from 
the confli tive po liti cal contexts it is often deployed to explain. In many 
cases, scholars, politicians, and journalists have invoked pop u lism as a theo-
retical metonym or shorthand to decry the po liti cal backwardness of Latin 
Amer i ca. Furthermore, much of the criticism of the Latin American po liti-
cal movements that scholars and pundits defi e as populist draws tacitly 
on liberal cap i tal ist demo cratic norms to judge po liti cal movements.  These 
analyses privilege procedures of checks and balances, due pro cess, and the 
rule of law to protect private property and cap i tal ist accumulation as cen-
tral to democracy. The attachment and passion that Chávez supporters often 
expressed for the president disturbed a liberal sensibility that envisions dis-
tance and autonomy from leaders and the state as foundational traits for 
proper demo cratic engagement.3

Given what po liti cal theorist Francisco Panizza (2013) has labeled the 
“toxic” connotations of widespread understandings of pop u lism, I was not 
surprised to learn early in my fi ldwork that Catia TVe producers rejected 
the characterization of Chávez as a populist leader and the revolution as a 
populist movement. Catia TVe producers defi ed a populist in ways that 
overlapped with prevalent disparaging understandings; for them a populist 
was a charismatic politician who manipulated followers through the oppor-
tunistic distribution of resources, concealing his or her true motivations to 
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concentrate power rather than foment revolutionary anticapitalist change. 
In the interest of decentering Chávez, many of my in for mants at Catia TVe 
generally avoided calling their movement chavismo, referring to it instead 
as the Bolivarian Revolution. Likewise, they did not identify as chavistas, but 
instead as revolutionaries or el pueblo organizado (the or ga nized  people). 
Even while Catia TVe producers rejected the characterization of their move-
ment as populist, they strug gled over a central question that many scholars 
of pop u lism have raised:  whether mass mobilization could precipitate a re-
demptive demo cratic practice or  whether it would concentrate power in the 
hands of the “ great leader” and a self- serving upwardly mobile bureaucratic 
class.

Many scholars who have drawn on a populist analytic argue that Chávez 
ultimately undermined the po liti cal agency of  those participating in the Bo-
livarian movement by emphasizing fi st and foremost the role of the leader 
in determining the po liti cal terrain (see Hawkins 2010; Paramio 2006, 72). 
My data largely supports this perspective. I highlight the ways that Catia 
TVe’s interlocutors emphasized Chávez’s power at the expense of their own. 
However, while most scholars who employ a populist analytic to analyze 
Venezuela argue that the concentration of power was inevitable, the efforts 

FIGURE 4.1. T- shirts for sale in west Caracas, January 25, 2006. Photo by the author.
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of my in for mants to challenge this dynamic, in part by claiming the  people 
for their own ends, makes clear that  there  were other potential outcomes. 
 There  were organ izations through which to build this challenge to the con-
centration of power precisely  because the revolution included proj ects like 
Catia TVe, which redistributed access to the tools of media production. 
Scholars of pop u lism have largely overlooked the strug gles among Chávez 
supporters over the direction of the revolution. Catia TVe producers, as I 
have been illustrating in previous chapters, worked to cultivate radical 
interdependence with Chávez and offi al state institutions. They resisted 
Chávez’s (and  others’) efforts to mobilize the concept of the  people in ways 
that undermined the leadership of the poor. A populist analytic is often mo-
bilized by scholars and critics in ways that ignore the ideological proj ect at 
the center of mass movements and insist that a leader is alone in creating 
collective identifi ation of actors who demand social change. Th s perspec-
tive disregards the heterogeneity at work and overlooks the messy pro cess 
and divergent stakes of po liti cal strug gle.

The Chávez Contradiction
The contradictory role that Chávez played in undermining and encouraging 
the participation of marginalized actors in state formation became particu-
larly clear to me one eve ning when I watched Chávez’s live talk show Aló 
Presidente (Hello President) at the home of a volunteer at Catia TVe whom I 
call Carmen. I had spent the after noon observing Carmen and another Catia 
TVe volunteer edit a program about a local artisan who made cuatros, a 
small string instrument. Carmen lived with her  daughter in a lower middle- 
class apartment building along the bustling Avenida Sucre in a low- income 
region of west Caracas. She was a short  woman with light-brown skin in her 
early fi ies. Unlike the majority of my in for mants at Catia TVe who had  little 
access to higher education in the traditional university system, Carmen held 
an undergraduate degree in psy chol ogy from the prestigious Central Uni-
versity of Venezuela. Her degree, however, had not granted her a stable foot-
hold in the  middle class. Carmen strug gled to provide for her two  children 
on her salary as a teacher.

When we entered her sparsely furnished two- bedroom apartment, Carmen 
switched on a small tele vi sion on the kitchen  counter. Chávez appeared on 
vt v , the principal state tele vi sion channel, presiding over his weekly pro-
gram, Aló Presidente. Like many  people I knew, Carmen regularly watched 
Aló Presidente. Beginning in 1999 when Chávez fi st came to power, his un-
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scripted talk show was broadcast consistently, fi st on radio, then on tele vi-
sion,  until 2012, a year before his death.4 At times, Aló Presidente resembled 
an extended cabinet meeting. Chávez regularly called on his chief ministers, 
who formed part of the president’s audience, to answer questions and dis-
cuss state programs. The show also served as a kind of tribunal. Select audi-
ence members had the opportunity to gain direct access to Chávez, air their 
demands, and receive an immediate response. Given the frequency and ex-
tended periods for which Chávez spoke— often as long as five or six hours— 
Carmen, like  others I had observed, directed her attention to Chávez only 
intermittently.

When we sat down to eat our dinner of sweet corn pancakes filled with 
salty hunks of white cheese, we focused on the tele vi sion. Wearing a charac-
teristic red button- down shirt, Chávez spoke that eve ning from the presi-
dential palace. He described how he had just committed large sums of 
money to the local governance structures called communal councils. “Power 
for the  people [el pueblo]. I have said it a million times: ‘if we want to conquer 
poverty, we need to give power to the poor [los pobres].”5 In this moment, 
Chávez defi ed the  people as the poor. But when he went on to discuss infla-
tion, his defin tion of the  people expanded to include all the “good” Venezu-
elans who  were being cheated by their domestic and international cap i tal ist 
enemies. The president drew stark lines between an ambiguous “ people” and 
their opportunistic enemies. Although Chávez often emphasized that the 
 people  were the impoverished, oppressed members of the population, in this 
speech as in  others he used the term pueblo in variable ways: to defi e all 
 those aligned against cap i tal ist speculators, all Venezuelans, the poor, and 
the  middle class. Chávez’s invocation of this ambiguous  people allowed di-
verse groups to unite  under his leadership.

“El pueblo” (the  people) is a potentially totalizing category for an entire 
citizenry, or even all of humanity. As such, the concept can be mobilized 
to serve reactionary, militaristic, or anti- imperialist proj ects. Julie Skurski 
argues that the concept of el pueblo has had an ambiguous place in the his-
tory of Venezuelan nation building; it was “at once inclusionary and exclu-
sionary, horizontal and hierarchical” (1993, 18). At the dawn of Venezuelan 
in de pen dence, elite nation builders asserted their legitimacy by arguing that 
the  people, rather than gods or kings,  were the source of po liti cal power. 
However,  these elites defi ed themselves as the qualifi d “pueblo soberano” 
(the sovereign  people) and excluded  those whom they saw as the ignorant 
and racially suspect masses for not having the education or culture that the 
elites believed was necessary for self- rule (Hébrard 1998, 198; Skurski 1993, 
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30). Chávez’s frequent claim that the true  people of Venezuela  were the poor 
and oppressed and that they could speak for themselves—on their own and 
through him— challenged this long history of elite classes claiming to act 
for the poor (Skurski 2015). Nevertheless, as he did that eve ning, President 
Chávez often invoked the term the  people to signify not only the oppressed 
poor, but also all  those who supported him and his government and who 
had grievances against the previous status quo.

Watching Chávez speak for hours on end on a regular basis about topics 
both esoteric and mundane gave many of my in for mants a sense that they 
intimately understood him and that, in turn, the president understood 
them. In usual form that eve ning, Chávez shifted between ornate rhe toric 
and colloquial speech to explain a series of graphs that itemized the rising 
costs of basic food items. Chávez made complex economic pro cesses acces-
sible. With amusement, Chávez recounted how when he was a child his 
 uncle rewarded him for knowing the date of Simón Bolívar’s birth— July 24, 
1783—by giving him five bolivars, a laughable sum in 2007 given successive 
currency devaluations. Carmen laughed along with Chávez. “Ay, sí, mi presi-
dente,” she said nodding her head knowingly. On numerous occasions, I had 
heard Venezuelans reminisce about how far a few bolivars had stretched in 
their youth. Chávez referenced this widely shared memory to announce that 
the government would begin exploring how to introduce a new currency to 
 counter inflation. The president described his thought pro cess about the 
dangers and possibilities of such a move, creating the sense that audiences 
 were included in his decision-making.

Chávez’s declarations reached my in for mants on an almost daily basis 
via tele vi sion, and to a lesser degree by radio. By some estimates, Chávez 
spent more time live on tele vi sion than any leader, anywhere, ever (Coronil 
2008). Regular exposure to Chávez via tele vi sion contributed to what Arditi 
calls “virtual immediacy,” a sense of a direct and personal relationship with 
a politician (2007, 68). Simulated proximity, Arditi argues, veils the distance 
between citizens and a leader in a way that grants the leader the legitimacy 
to act on his (or her) own without following the institutional procedures re-
lated to the division of powers between branches of government that are cen-
tral to liberal representative democracy. Of course, most mainstream forms 
of democracy also rely heavi ly on “media- enhanced closeness” to reach sup-
porters and bypass intermediaries (Arditi 2007, 69). Arditi asserts that what 
differentiates pop u lism from other practices is that the leader achieves such 
intimate identifi ation that he or she can claim the ability to act not only 
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as a spokesperson or representative of the  people, but as the  people. Thus, 
Chávez declared, “I am a  little of all of you” (cited in Panizza 2005, 18).

While Arditi’s analy sis of virtual immediacy is vital to understanding the 
importance of Chávez’s use of tele vi sion to sustain a close relationship with 
supporters like Carmen, his analy sis suggests that audiences have only one 
register of engagement with a leader. Carmen’s thoughts on Chávez’s form of 
rule and  those of my other in for mants at Catia TVe indicated, however, that 
the relationship between the president and his supporters was far more var-
ied. As we  were fin shing our meal, Carmen refl cted critically on Chávez’s 
speech. “Notice,” she instructed me, “the way that Chávez says, ‘I passed this 
new law’ or ‘I designed this new system.’ Th s teaches a lesson and reiter-
ates old  mistakes. It  really centers  things on him.” Carmen suggested that 
Chávez’s assertion that he governed alone was subtle but destructive.

Carmen, like most of my interlocutors at Catia TVe, supported the presi-
dent’s bypassing of liberal procedure, such as his use of presidential decree 
(known as the “Enabling Law”) to circumvent the National Assembly in 
order to create laws on his own. Catia TVe staff and volunteers did not see 
Chávez’s efforts to sidestep po liti cal parties, other elected offi als, and, at 
times, the rule of law as a dangerous concentration of power. Rather, as Gre-
gorio, one of Catia TVe’s staff explained to me, Chávez’s action was “a neces-
sary response to the reactionary forces that seek to resist revolutionary 
change in this par tic u lar moment in time.” Gregorio and  others emphasized 
to me how the mediating bodies of their elitist liberal representative democ-
racy had been historically unresponsive and inadequate to create a fair and 
just system. Although they did not want Chávez to rule in perpetuity, for the 
most part my interlocutors believed that Chávez not only acted in their in-
terest but also responded to their  will of creating a socially just state. But 
regardless of  whether Catia TVe producers accepted Chávez’s bypassing of 
other branches of government or rejected it, like Carmen, they analyzed 
potential dangers and weighed the benefits of diff er ent strategies in response. 
They did not grant Chávez an unconditional or boundless ability to act as 
the  people.

What was even more striking to me than Carmen’s rejection of Chávez’s 
rhetorical efforts to centralize po liti cal agency in his own hands  were com-
ments she made a few minutes  later when she appealed to Chávez as all- 
powerful, reinforcing the very dynamic she had critically evaluated minutes 
before. We  were clearing the  table when Chávez began to speak directly to 
a  woman who had called in to his show to request help from him. Chávez 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679092/9781478002529-005.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



138—Chap ter 4

frequently appeared live on tele vi sion and radio, granting needed resources 
or directing a member of his government to right the wrong that had been 
exposed.

Chávez listened carefully as the caller explained her prob lems addressing 
teen delinquency in her neighborhood. She requested computer equipment 
for a proj ect she developed with her neighbors to create programs for young 
 people. In typical form, the president quickly conjured the appropriate bu-
reaucrat and promised the needed computer equipment. Chávez went on to 
respond to the requests and complaints of about twenty additional callers, 
performing his ability to meet  people’s needs. Creating what Laclau (2005) 
calls an “equivalential chain” between their diverse denunciations and de-
mands, Chávez described  these varied discontented groups as the good 
and noble “ people” and defi ed them against a corrupt, conspiring  enemy. 
Chávez’s live per for mances of his successful effort to fulfill demands encap-
sulated the central contradiction of his leadership. Even as he advocated for 
the  people to advance bottom-up social change, he fostered the illusion that 
only he could solve the country’s prob lems. He defi ed the  people in a way 
that not only depended on his effort to articulate this group as a cohesive 
entity, but also diluted its working- class character.

I fully expected Carmen to condemn the president’s elaborate per for-
mance of directly meeting poor  people’s demands. Instead, as we washed 
and dried the dinner dishes, Carmen launched into  great detail about the 
denuncia she wanted to pres ent to Chávez about the difficulties she faced 
at the school where she worked. Despite her criticism that Chávez over-
looked the broader po liti cal movements and actors that made his actions 
pos si ble, Carmen daydreamed out loud, imagining how Chávez could ex-
ercise his power on her behalf. Supporters of the president, in other words, 
could be both critical of and enthralled by the president’s per for mances of 
his power.

A few weeks  later I had another opportunity to listen to Aló Presidente, 
this time with Carlos, Catia TVe’s director. We listened to Chávez on a car 
radio on our way to Catia TVe. At a standstill in traffic I had begun to day-
dream when Carlos suddenly raised his voice, jolting me to attention. Chávez 
had turned to discuss the importance of popu lar organ izing, encouraging the 
poor to join their neighbors in collective action. Stuck in traffic we listened 
to the president reiterate for a dense twenty- five minutes that it was only 
through daily work in local organ izations that Venezuela would be trans-
formed. “Only the  people can save the  people,” Chávez declared. Even as 
Chávez asserted himself as the embodiment of the  people, capable of single- 
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handedly meeting their demands and granting them unity, Chávez si mul-
ta neously called on his supporters to develop initiatives and assume local 
leadership. Carlos banged on the steering wheel in excitement, physically 
energized by Chávez’s words. “That’s right! The  people have the power!!” 
Carlos shouted. “Th s is why I love you, Chávez!” Carlos belted out the car 
win dow, startling the pedestrians along Liberator Ave nue.

Carlos’s loyalty and affection for Chávez was intense. As with many  people 
I knew, the emotional attachment that Carlos felt for Chávez contributed 
to his po liti cal commitment to the Bolivarian proj ect. But far from repre-
senting blind devotion to Chávez as the singular savior of the  people, Car-
los’s connection to the president was predicated on his analy sis that Chávez 
aimed to respond to the demands of poor communities and to recognize 
the role they had to play in the transformation of the state. For Carlos and 
other longtime activists, the Chávez government represented the fruition 
of their social movement organ izing. Many saw Chávez as their creation 
(Ciccariello- Maher 2013).

In the following section, I explore how Catia TVe producers sought to 
focus expectations for change by asserting that “the  people”— who they defi ed 
as the poor— were the righ teous actors bringing into being a revolutionary 
state through their ordinary and per sis tent local po liti cal activism,  whether 
in the role of health clinic volunteer, overseer of public administration, or as 
community media producer.

Teaching New Catia TVe Volunteers to Be the Voice and Image of the  People
Catia TVe’s video production courses for new volunteers provided instruc-
tion not only in how to make tele vi sion, but in how to assume a class perspec-
tive. At orientation workshops, Catia TVe producers attempted to nurture a 
sense among their interlocutors that they shared more than just support for 
Chávez; they shared a class identity and experience as well. Th s class expe-
rience was not based on a clear relation to the means of production, as in 
classic Marxist terms, nor on a sense of unifi ation through  union repre sen-
ta tion or incorporation into a po liti cal party. Instead, Catia TVe producers 
harnessed the experiences of marginalization and precarity that their inter-
locutors from poor neighborhoods shared. The central antagonism that they 
emphasized was not between a vague “ people” and their  enemy, or between 
the po liti cal opposition and chavismo, but rather between the poor and the 
economic elites. The antagonism they most often highlighted was a prod-
uct of the dispossession infli ted through cap i tal ist accumulation (Harvey 
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2003). Catia TVe producers attempted to decentralize the role of Chávez in 
producing po liti cal identities.

On the fi st day of one of Catia TVe’s regular ten- day workshops for new 
volunteers at the station, Gregorio, the workshop leader and a Catia TVe 
staff member, was visibly ner vous. The workshop marked Gregorio’s fi st 
time leading a video production class on his own, and signaled his rise in 
the ranks of leadership at the station. The training he received at the ViVe tv  
workshop, recounted in the previous chapter, emboldened him to assume 
this new role. Slender and soft  spoken with light-brown skin and thinning 
curly hair, Gregorio had joined Catia TVe four years earlier when he was 
twenty- three years old. From a nearby poor neighborhood, Gregorio at-
tended a technical high school and had a job installing computer software 
when his boss, who lived in Manicomio, introduced him to Carlos, then 
Catia TVe’s assistant director. Although Gregorio had explained to me that 
he was fi st drawn to Catia TVe by his fascination with computers, he em-
phasized that what kept him involved was his growing commitment to poli-
tics and social justice.  After several months of participating in the station’s 
operations as an unpaid volunteer, Gregorio joined the staff in 20 3.

Gregorio’s students that after noon  were, like him, from poor backgrounds. 
Although Catia TVe’s longtime volunteers and staff included some from 
middle- class families, the station’s staff focused their recruitment on the sur-
rounding barrios. New participants in workshops  were required to  or ga nize 
themselves into production teams of four to seven  people loosely oriented 
around a specific social issue or neighborhood. The seventeen students in 
Gregorio’s class that morning included four groups, three of whom  were 
heavi ly involved in newly created state programs that encouraged and relied 
on local participatory action. The fi st group consisted of four young men 
from a neighborhood almost an hour away by public transport from Catia 
TVe, who  were studying together in the Bolivarian University of Venezuela, 
a new public university created in 2003 by the Chávez government. A sec-
ond group, all in their early twenties, worked together in a government pro-
gram dedicated to homeless outreach called Misión Negra Hipólita.6 A third 
group, in their forties, was studying communications at a community col-
lege created through the state’s higher educational program, Misión Sucre. 
The fi al group was made up of  people in their early twenties who lived in a 
barrio just a short bus  ride from Catia TVe. Of the seventeen  people enrolled 
in the workshop,  there  were five  women and twelve men. Some had very 
dark skin and one person had very light skin; most fell in a  middle range 
that caraqueños refer to as mestizo. Th s variation in age, gender ratio, skin 
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color, and ongoing involvement in offi al state programs in education and 
poverty alleviation was representative of  those who regularly participated at 
Catia TVe.

When the workshop participants had assembled in the windowless base-
ment classroom at Catia TVe, Gregorio kicked off the class by initiating a 
conversation on the dynamics of power that  shaped mainstream education 
and tele vi sion. Miguel, a workshop participant in his early forties, eagerly 
engaged Gregorio’s discussion of the prob lem with mainstream traditional 
forms of education. Miguel focused on the social class implications of edu-
cation by referencing the stratifi d class geography of Caracas, remarking, 
“Education was a way to get an apartment in the east [the affluent region of 
Caracas] and forget your community.”  Others agreed with Miguel that “get-
ting ahead” traditionally meant the opportunity to relocate to a wealthier 
neighborhood with paved roads, reliable  water, electricity, gas lines, and, 
perhaps most importantly, greater security. In contrast to this long- held goal 
of leaving the barrio, Marta, a  woman in her early fi ies, affirmed that they 
should use education to improve their barrios.

When Gregorio asked them to describe their motivations for joining the 
workshop, they spoke of a desire to “unite our community,” “spread the news 
of what we are  doing,” and “rescue our values.” They referenced a “we” and 
an “us” that indexed their immediate geographic neighborhoods or their 
involvement in the state- funded proj ects and programs to combat poverty 
(“our work”). Drawing on the Latin American use of the word popu lar 
to mean marginalized, they identifi d as the pueblo popu lar (the popu lar 
 people)— a group whose values and lives, they asserted, had been histori-
cally maligned and dismissed by past governing elites, the national media, 
and the dominant global culture. The workshop participants named a shared 
experience of marginality but avoided specifying a class position. Gregorio 
pushed back.

Gregorio insisted that they recognize themselves explic itly as class ac-
tors.  After half an hour of boisterous discussion of the purpose of education, 
Gregorio had grown more comfortable in front of the classroom. He raised 
his voice to regain the group’s attention and direct the conversation back to 
Catia TVe’s orientation and central aims. “Look, friends, we came  here to 
advance a proj ect, and it’s much more than just filming and saying, ‘Look 
how pretty my documentary is.’ It’s a tool for organ ization, to help your com-
pañeros [comrades], to create a film club so that your community comes 
and sees who did  things, how we are, what do we need, how we see ourselves 
and how are we  going to see ourselves.” Popu lar communication, Gregorio 
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explained, required producers to involve themselves in the social dynamic 
of the barrios they  were documenting. “ Here we put down the camera to 
argue and discuss  things. Then  we’ll grab the camera to start recording,” 
Gregorio instructed. The work of instigating social change rather than sim-
ply documenting everyday life, Gregorio emphasized, required an explicit 
embrace of a popu lar class perspective.

Gregorio described himself and his students as belonging to a class and 
equated this collectivity with the concept of “the  people” based on their 
common experience of economic and po liti cal subordination. Taking some 
of the participants by surprise, Gregorio argued that as community media 
producers they needed to reject a stance of neutral impartiality. He declared, 
“We are totally partial  toward the  people.” Gregorio used the term  people 
to refer not to the collective totality of the nation or Chávez’s supporters, 
but rather the poor. Gregorio noted, “The country is divided into two and 
this is a class strug gle. That’s what we are saying. Are we  really impartial? 
We  aren’t. . . .  If we attempt to cover ourselves with this veil of impartiality 
we  will only confuse ourselves.” Gregorio insisted that the confli t divid-
ing the country was rooted in the fundamentally opposed class interests of 
the wealthy (whom he referred to as “the elites” and “the opposition”) and 
the poor (which he called “the  people,” “the popu lar  people,” “the popu lar 
class,” and “the community”). Unlike the defensive stance Catia TVe produc-
ers often assumed when they worked with their middle- class allies at ViVe 
tv , as I highlighted in the previous chapter, Catia TVe staff was far more 
comfortable expressing a class analy sis in the courses they led exclusively for 
barrio residents.

For many  people working in informal sectors of the economy— particularly 
the younger generations— the Bolivarian Revolution’s experimental pro-
grams in health care, education, housing, and media production offered the 
fi st opportunity to participate extensively in formal politics. They  were in-
corporated into the Bolivarian state’s programs. During the video produc-
tion course, Gregorio attempted to forge a unifi d po liti cal subjectivity out 
of the “traditionally unor ga nized and unincorporated sectors” of Venezuelan 
society (Ellner 2013). As I explored in the previous chapter, class identity is a 
complex historical pro cess. Regardless of  whether or not  there was a preex-
isting or organic link between the social condition of the lives of Gregorio’s 
students and their understanding of their own collective po liti cal subjectiv-
ity, Gregorio encouraged new volunteers at Catia TVe to see themselves as 
a class and to equate “the  people” with the poor. While Chávez’s leadership 
 shaped the grounds on which Gregorio cultivated this form of identifi a-
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tion, the president was not, in this moment, the key actor forming the bonds 
between his supporters. Laclau’s analy sis of the leader’s role in sustaining a 
chain of equivalence between individuals overlooks how actors create bonds 
of identifi ation based on specific class claims. Gregorio emphasized the com-
monalities his students faced as inhabitants of barrios and their responsibility 
before their neighbors to embrace each other. Against the potential vague-
ness and emptiness of the term the  people, Gregorio specifi d their par tic u lar 
shared class position.

Much of the scholarly lit er a ture on pop u lism falls short of capturing this 
aspect of the Bolivarian pro cess. Laclau, for example, argues that the  people 
is an “empty signifie .” He is adamant that the individuals or groups that call 
themselves “the  people” are not united by a preexisting shared experience 
such as social class. In other words,  there is no a priori immanent social an-
tagonism that brings together demand makers. The  people that is formulated 
through the pro cess Laclau describes “has  little to do with Marxist notions of 
class alliances against the eco nom ically dominant class” (Panizza 2005, 16). 
Laclau’s “post- Marxist” perspective (echoed in much of the scholarship that 
embraces a populist analytic) obscures the ongoing importance of the histor-
ical and material pro cess of class formation through which some poor  people 
form alliances as the poor. Th s does not happen organically, spontaneously, 
or naturally. But in Gregorio’s workshop, we see that it was happening.

It is also impor tant to note how Gregorio’s categories did not allow discus-
sion of the way that the popu lar class was, in fact, internally differentiated. 
Gregorio and his students faced diff er ent forms of discrimination based on 
color, sexuality, nation of origin, and gender, for example. As I highlight in 
the following chapter, Catia TVe’s efforts to invoke the  people had signifi ant 
gendered dimensions that privileged the role of men. Additionally, Catia 
TVe producers at times excluded recent and historically rooted immigrant 
populations in Venezuela from the category of the  people. Although my dis-
cussion of the concept of the  people points to the possibility for this concept 
to extend to an international dispossessed popu lar class, rather than stop-
ping at the bound aries of the nation, I found that my interlocutors’ nation-
alist discourse often included a xenophobic and racialized criminalization 
of poor mi grants to Venezuela, especially from neighboring Colombia. The 
Bolivarian Revolution’s nationalist discourse provided a central unifying 
motif that was, at times, connected to an internationalist vision. However, 
anti- immigrant sentiment furthered an essentialist ethnonationalist view of 
difference and superiority that undermined Catia TVe producers’ ability to 
effectively or ga nize around a concept of working- class or popu lar identity.
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With  these complexities in mind, the key point I want to make  here is 
that Catia TVe producers encouraged their interlocutors— a traditionally 
unincorporated informal sector of workers—to embrace a collective po liti-
cal identity in order to bypass de pen dency on Chávez for po liti cal cohesion.

Documenting Denuncias and Constructing the  
People in a Poor Neighborhood

Catia TVe producers focused on shaping social action and mobilizing col-
lective identifi ation during the pro cess of media production, rather than 
through the impact of their tele vi sion programs on potential audiences. 
Catia TVe’s coverage of denuncias expressed support for the revolution 
and Chávez not by emphasizing Chávez’s centrality and indispensability, 
but rather by advocating for popu lar or poor  people’s ability to resolve local 
prob lems together with allies in par tic u lar offi al state institutions.

The history of mass mediated denuncias in Venezuela provides impor-
tant clues about the stakes of Catia TVe’s coverage of shortcomings of the 
revolution and their efforts to avoid a form of populist politics that centered 
po liti cal alliance around support for a  great leader and nothing more. With 
the crisis of po liti cal parties and leadership in the early 1990s, print report-
ers and tele vi sion newscasters turned to a “journalism of denunciation” to 
expose government corruption and hasten the collapse of the failing two- 
party system (Botía 2007; Samet 2012; Yi Ng 1993). The commercial media 
exposed and catalyzed broad discontent by highlighting varied grievances 
with the existing po liti cal systems. As I have noted, business elites used this 
mobilization of popu lar discontent against the failure of the state to ade-
quately deliver ser vices to argue for privatization of  these ser vices. Yet this 
same mobilization of discontent against the status quo served what would 
become the anticapitalist po liti cal proj ect of Bolivarianism.

 After Chávez came to power in 1998, denuncias continued to be a central 
aspect of media content and an impor tant component in producing com-
peting meanings of the  people. By the mid-2000s, denuncias that appeared 
in the Venezuelan media tended to be explic itly anti-  or pro- Chávez, mak-
ing their alignment clear by  either exonerating or implicating Chávez in 
the prob lems that the denuncia highlighted. Denuncias that suggested that 
the only solution to the ineffici cies of the mission programs, insecurity, 
or corruption was to oust Chávez and topple the Bolivarian Revolution 
 were found exclusively in opposition- aligned commercial media outlets. 
Commercial media highlighted  people’s demands and criticisms against the 
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Chávez- led state, which they portrayed as unresponsive and inept. Private 
media outlets claimed that their in de pen dence from government alliances 
and state funding made them uniquely able to launch sober, objective analy-
sis of the Chávez government. During the Chávez years, commercial outlets 
attempted to contribute to building a wide consensus for regime change in 
much the way the commercial media had in the 1990s. Th s time, however, 
 owners of the private media not only emphasized denunciations, but also 
used their considerable powers to catalyze regime change directly by par-
ticipating in the 2002 coup attempt and supporting the 2003 lockout by the 
man ag ers of the national oil industry.

In contrast to the private media’s effort to mobilize denuncias against the 
government, offi al state- run media outlets used denuncias to strengthen 
support for the government. As I detailed in the description of Aló Presi-
dente, denuncia makers who  were given airtime on state tele vi sion had 
their prob lems resolved quickly and easily, often by the president himself. 
In demonstrating his ability to meet poor  people’s demands for equal access 
to resources, Chávez at times cast the historically oppressed as his personal 
benefic aries, rather than as state makers or citizens. At the same time, by 
facilitating and legitimating neighborhood- based organ izations and media 
such as Catia TVe, Chávez also strengthened the class politics of the poor.

Departing from both commercial and offi al state media’s approach to 
denuncia coverage, Catia TVe producers broadcast reports of unfulfilled de-
mands that emphasized the role of barrio- based actors as participants, orga-
nizers, and leaders of revolutionary state proj ects. They attempted to avoid 
characterizing  people from poor neighborhoods as  either discontented ac-
tors against the state or as allied petitioners before the state. Catia TVe in-
cluded coverage of denuncias in their live talk shows held in their studio, in 
edited programs that followed denuncia makers in the surrounding poor 
neighborhoods of Caracas, and, occasionally, through short reports that fea-
tured visitors to the station who stated their demands. The station’s staff, in 
line with the vision that Gregorio had outlined for community producers, 
did not simply document  people’s demands and complaints about corrup-
tion or bureaucratic failings. Instead, they used the opportunity of media 
production to cultivate local po liti cal leadership and engage in community 
organ izing.

 These dynamics became apparent to me one after noon in 2007 when Ana, 
one of Catia TVe’s assistant directors, invited me to join her on a trip to a nearby 
neighborhood “to investigate,” as she put it, a complaint at a health clinic. A 
 woman in her late thirties, Ana had been one of the fi st volunteers trained 
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by Catia TVe’s found ers in 1998. Ana spent most of her time as a member 
of Catia TVe’s Community Outreach Department, where she planned the 
station’s video production classes and or ga nized local events to advocate for 
community media. She also regularly met with  people from the surrounding 
poor neighborhoods who showed up at Catia TVe to solicit help in broad-
casting their denuncias.  After I had accompanied Ana on several trips to the 
fi ld to document vari ous complaints and demands, she discovered that my 
video production skills, camera, and flex ble schedule could be useful to her. 
Delegating the filming to me, Ana focused on po liti cal organ izing, which I 
had begun to understand was her primary concern.

The health clinic that Ana and I visited was located in a neighborhood 
that inhabitants had built on squatted public land around a busy two- lane 
highway. Marisol, the coordinator of the health clinic, wanted Catia TVe to 
broadcast her denuncia about prob lems at her clinic. The clinic was part of a 
broader network of clinics called Misión Barrio Adentro (Inside the Neigh-
borhood Mission), a program fi st implemented in 2003 to place direct pri-
mary health clinics in poor neighborhoods.7 Local volunteers who formed 
health committees worked with Cuban doctors to staff the clinics. (The 
Cuban doctors replaced their Venezuelan counter parts who, from the very 

FIGURE 4.2. Catia TVe producer filming a denuncia, October 24, 2006. Photo by the author.
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outset of the program, had refused to participate.)8 Like many of the govern-
ment’s newly designed social welfare programs, Barrio Adentro depended 
on the participation of the citizens of the affected community for its imple-
mentation and operation. Apart from the Cuban doctors, Barrio Adentro 
did not provide salaries for the members of the committees who staffed the 
health clinics. Marisol was attempting to remunerate the health committee 
workers through a diff er ent new program known as Misión Madres del Bar-
rio ( Mothers of the Neighborhood Mission), which promised stipends for 
 house wives.9 A series of bureaucratic errors left the  women waiting for more 
than six months for their promised stipends, which equaled roughly two- 
thirds of the minimum wage.

Marisol met us along the side of the bustling highway. We followed her up 
a narrow fli ht of stairs and down a series of paths that connected densely 
stacked homes,  until we reached a small cement block structure that  housed 
the clinic. The chipping plaster walls  were covered with cheerful photo graphs 
of community events and several bright- red posters that offi als had dis-
tributed during the presidential elections. One showed Chávez, his arms 
extended, with a caption that read “Con Chávez, manda el pueblo” (With 
Chávez, the  People Rule).

Ana sat down in a chair across from Marisol and pulled out a small note-
book and pen from her canvas bag. I began filming. Ana invited Marisol to 
describe the reasons she had invited us: “Why  don’t you tell us your story of 
what the prob lem is, what your proposals are, and  we’ll take a walk through 
the community to investigate, okay?” Ana’s suggestion that Marisol include 
in her denuncia not only a description of the prob lem but also her proposals 
for how the community could remedy the situation was unusual. Denuncias 
aired on state and commercial tele vi sion typically did not include denun-
cia makers’ proposals to resolve the prob lem they described. Ana’s primary 
concern was to encourage Marisol and her colleagues not only to demand 
change from formal state institutions but also to work to build stronger com-
munity organ izations.

Marisol described how she and her neighbors had formed their health 
committee in 2003. In addition to coordinating appointments for the Cuban 
doctor and the Venezuelan nurse (a medical student in a state educational 
program called Misión Sucre), she described how they had or ga nized vac-
cination brigades, delivered vitamins, and visited very sick neighbors. In her 
mid- fi ies, Marisol had light skin, a thin frame, and thick stick- straight gray 
hair that reached her shoulders. She explained that she was the only one at 
the clinic who had an income. Marisol collected a pension  after retiring from 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679092/9781478002529-005.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



148—Chap ter 4

years working as a secretary in the Ministry of Education. Marisol claimed 
that she devoted most of her income to maintaining the clinic and organ-
izing community events.

“How many  people are involved with you in this social work?” Ana prod-
ded. Marisol thought for a moment. “Thi teen  women,” she answered. Ana 
jotted down the figu e in her notebook. Arranging the stack of newspapers 
on her desk, Marisol began to describe their prob lems with security. Plastic 
chairs and light bulbs had been stolen from the clinic. Marisol’s demand 
that health clinic volunteers receive the promised stipends proved to be the 
tip of the iceberg. As was often the case with denuncias, Marisol’s testimony 
expanded to include the many prob lems her community faced and demands 
that the government deliver on multiple promises.

In response to Marisol’s long list of complaints and demands for account-
ability from offi al state institutions, Ana redirected the focus of the con-
versation to the work of local organ izing. “So, for how many  people does the 
health clinic provide ser vices?” Ana asked.

“We are 1,500  people,” Marisol responded.
“Uh huh,” Ana said, resting her pen in the crease of her notebook. “Apart 

from the small group of  people who act as the pi lot and move the  whole 
community— because this happens in practically all neighborhoods— what 
about your friends, the  people who sometimes come by asking for  favors, 
 can’t they help you? Maybe you could form a security committee?” Rather 
than scrutinizing and documenting Marisol’s complaint about the miss-
ing stipends or the other unfulfilled government promises, Ana proposed 
a local approach to address the prob lem of security that Marisol had raised. 
Drawing on her own considerable experience as a community or ga nizer 
and founder of Catia TVe, Ana acknowledged that many community organ-
izations rely on a dedicated core of activists who assume much of the re-
sponsibility. She suggested strategies for how to incorporate and mobilize 
the health committee’s social networks to expand their force. Although Ana 
condemned the institutional failures that Marisol and her colleagues faced, 
at  every opportunity she insisted that in addition to making demands of 
offi al institutions they needed to assume local control and leadership. Ana 
behaved more as a community or ga nizer than an investigative journalist, 
devoting her energy to shaping the way Marisol understood her own poten-
tial as a community leader.

Marisol responded to Ana’s insistence that they focus on local organ izing 
by noting, “Well, it has been very difficult to get the community involved. I 
think  there’s still a lack of consciousness. The community is like, if you give 
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me love, I’ll give you back love . . .  they say, ‘No, I need this or that. Why 
should I help?’ ” Marisol explained that her neighbors resisted volunteering 
their  labor without the promise of something in exchange. She described 
how they had waited nine months for the Ministry of Nutrition to deliver 
bags of food (bolsas de alimentación) that the health committee had solic-
ited for  those in the community who qualifi d as living in extreme poverty. 
“ Wouldn’t you call this negligence?” she asked pointedly.

At the mention of the distribution of bags of food, Ana hastily snapped, 
“I’m against the ‘Bag of Food’ program. We  don’t need  people coming 
around  here to be patrons [patrocinar]. We need to provide workshops so 
that  people can learn skills and improve their lives. That’s why the state has 
all  these social programs in education and health.” Ana marked a difference, 
 here, between what she considered sporadic handouts, used by politicians to 
win po liti cal support, and social programs that relied on local initiative and 
direction to distribute food and to provide education and health care. Ana 
had no patience with politicians who, she thought,  were seeking to exchange 
resources for po liti cal  favor. From previous conversations, I knew that Ana 
associated  these practices, which scholars refer to as clientelism, with previ-
ous governments that distributed goods as a way to control the poor and win 
votes without fundamentally challenging the distribution of power.10

As she listened to and documented her neighbor’s complaints and de-
mands, Ana confronted how redistributive policies to transfer oil wealth to 
the poor and include them in local governance threatened to create a verti-
cal relation between the government and the benefic aries of social welfare 
programs in poor neighborhoods. Most proj ects that  were created through 
the Bolivarian Revolution to address the needs of poor sectors, like Barrio 
Adentro,  were facilitated, funded, and or ga nized by state institutions  under 
the direct oversight of Chávez.  These proj ects  were hugely successful in in-
corporating large sectors of poor communities into local activism. Yet even 
as  these programs expanded possibilities for local leadership, they threat-
ened to subordinate grassroots actors to the centralized decision-making of 
Chávez and other state offi als, reproducing the very dynamics of patronage 
that many activists argued the Bolivarian Revolution was meant to overturn.

Despite Ana’s efforts to discuss what could be done at the local level to 
alleviate some of their prob lems, Marisol was determined to redirect the 
conversation back to the unfulfilled promises of the government and to em-
phasize the need for Chávez’s direct attention to her health clinic. Marisol 
noted, “If this is  going to come out [be broadcast] on Catia TVe, then the 
president needs to fi d out.”
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Although during the previous half hour of filming, Marisol and Ana had 
pretended to ignore my presence filming their exchange, suddenly Marisol 
directed her gaze directly at my camera and said:

Presidente, I was one of the  people that believed that you needed to get 
ten million votes or more [in the 2006 presidential election]  because 
we are a lot, we are the majority. What happens is that  there are a lot of 
government offi als who help  people that claim to support the revolu-
tion in order to fill their empty pockets. But it was us  women work-
ing, we work together in this Barrio Adentro, so that you could be 
in Mirafl res [the presidential home and workplace]. . . .  And Bar-
rio  Adentro has changed my  human sensibility. Before, I never knew 
much  under that other democracy; we used to be like monkeys: blind, 
deaf, and dumb. Who had hypertension in the community? Who 
needed an identifi ation card? Was  there a child that  wasn’t  going to 
school? But now we know. And this is thanks to this revolution, this 
socialism. For me socialism is what I’m advancing  every day in my 
community.  These  people in the ministries have to attend to us and 
know who is  really  doing the work in the community. We are the ones 
who know how many sick  people  there are. Oh, but it’s just  great that 
we do the work, the doctors hand in their reports, and then they tell the 
president something diff er ent. No, President, not all Barrio Adentros 
 [clinics] are working properly. No, President, not all Barrio Adentros 
have doctors. Enough with the runaround [rosca], the bureaucracy, 
and all  those  people who are negligent and do  things just to do them. 
 Because  there are many  people who do want to work with the president 
for socialism. It  can’t be any other way. One has to work for socialism, 
fi ht for it. . . .  What happened with the bags of food [the ministry 
promised]?  Aren’t  these  women in extreme poverty? Nine months we 
had to wait, President! Is this the socialism you want to see? . . .  But 
from  here, my comrade Chávez, comandante [commander] Chávez, 
we say, we are  going to support you, count on this Barrio Adentro and 
its fi hting  women.

At fi st glance, Marisol’s testimony appears to exhibit a traditional clientelist 
relationship between populist leader and follower, one in which votes are 
exchanged for resources. She reminds Chávez that he owes his election to 
her vote and  those of the  women who work in the clinic (“you needed to 
get ten million votes . . .  so that you could be in Mirafl res.”) Yet her claim 
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did not simply demand goods in exchange for her po liti cal support. Marisol 
attempts to hold Chávez accountable for prob lems (“enough with the run-
around,”) even while she excused him from primary responsibility for short-
comings by claiming he had been kept ignorant (offi als “tell the president 
something diff er ent.”) Establishing her commitment to Chávez allowed her 
the rhetorical space to criticize the president, his government, and state in-
stitutions for not supporting the socialism and revolution she was working 
to create. She asserted her own moral status and revolutionary credentials 
while complaining about unfulfilled promises, negligence, and bureaucracy. 
Echoing narratives of religious deliverance, Marisol explained that once— 
under previous governments— she was blind, but the revolution had al-
lowed her to see.

While I had previously observed  people addressing Catia TVe’s camera 
as if they  were speaking directly to Chávez, my participation in this instance 
as videographer drew my attention to the intensity of the direct address. 
I looked at Marisol through the camera’s viewfi der; she looked back and 
addressed Chávez. While the president’s effort to sustain “virtual immediacy” 
(Arditi 2005, 85) with supporters via radio and tele vi sion was obvious, 
Marisol’s address points to an overlooked aspect of the role of media pro-
duction in constituting the  people and sustaining the relationship between 
leader and supporters. Marisol approached the camera as a direct conduit 
to the president. She behaved as if tele vi sion was a two- way portal. She is 
not only a subject interpellated or called into being as part of the  people by 
Chávez through his use of the airwaves, she also summoned his presence via 
the camera.

Regardless of  whether Marisol actually believed that Chávez was igno-
rant of the shortcomings of government programs and would one day see 
the footage of her testimony, by claiming Chávez as her audience, she spoke 
on the authority of having a direct relationship with him. The supposed di-
rect relationship that Marisol assumed between herself and Chávez allowed 
her momentarily to claim his influence for herself. When she angrily ad-
monishes Chávez, “Nine months we had to wait, President!” and asks him, 
“Is this the socialism you want to see?” Marisol draws on the moral authority 
of Chávez’s  will to demand a more just system. She uses her relationship 
with Chávez to bolster the legitimacy of her own view of how  things should 
be. Nevertheless, even though Marisol highlighted her own agency in creat-
ing socialism on a day- to- day basis in her community and used the figu e of 
Chávez to reinforce her authority, at the same time her testimony positioned 
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herself and her community as dependent on Chávez and his ministers to 
remedy their prob lems.

During Marisol’s direct address to Chávez, Ana appeared frustrated. She 
stayed unusually  silent, denying Marisol verbal cues that would encourage 
her testimony, and she avoided eye contact. Marisol was interested in using 
the tele vi sion camera primarily as a means to effect change elsewhere, by 
influencing her potential televisual audience of Chávez and other government 
offi als. In contrast, Ana focused on the importance of local direct action. 
She approached media making as a pro cess that ideally mobilized commu-
nity engagement in collective prob lem solving. When Marisol eventually 
directed her attention back to Ana and away from “Chávez,” Ana insisted 
that the solutions to the prob lems that Marisol faced could not be found only 
in Chávez or in state institutions. She told Marisol, “One has to keep fi ht-
ing. We have to keep building the missions.  Because who is  going to resolve 
this mess? Us, the  people, well or ga nized.” Ana attempted to redirect Mari-
sol’s focus away from el comandante Chávez as a messianic arbiter of justice 
to mobilizing participation in everyday state formation— building the social 
welfare organ izations—in her community. Ana claimed that she, Marisol, 
and the  women who volunteered in the health clinic  were “the  people,” and 
suggested that only they had the capacity to advance the revolution.

At the end of our visit, we visited a volunteer in the clinic who had been 
waiting six months for her stipend. Marisol asked, “Do you think that if 
the president knew about this situation, he would stay quiet?” Looking at 
Ana, she quickly followed this question with the claim, “ There are failures 
in the missions, okay, fi e, let’s correct them.” Ana nodded vigorously, af-
fi ming Marisol’s assertion that barrio- based organ izations needed to as-
sert leadership and to work not outside, against, or as dependent on state 
institutions, but rather through a relationship of radical interde pen dency. 
While Marisol and her colleagues  were seemingly held hostage to the monu-
mental ineffici cies of state institutions, Ana suggested that they needed to 
approach the challenge of improving life in their community on multiple 
fronts.  Unless they mobilized widespread participation and generated in-
novative strategies to assert local authority, the missions had the potential to 
re- create the paternalistic distribution of resources that Ana so adamantly 
rejected. She encouraged Marisol to view the success of the health clinic and 
the Madres del Barrio mission as contingent not only on effici t state insti-
tutions but also on neighborhood action, thereby urging Marisol to embrace 
the state as a collective work in pro gress.
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Like other Catia TVe producers, Ana sought to convince her interlocu-
tors that the Chávez- led state could fulfill its promise of a better world if, and 
only if, the  people from poor neighborhoods assumed local leadership. They 
advocated that their interlocutors embrace Chávez and the state, not in the 
position of patron, but from the stance of activists working to build emerg-
ing state institutions. As with Gregorio’s video production workshop, which 
I described above, we see Catia TVe producers working to produce a form 
of popu lar po liti cal action and identifi ation that was not dependent on 
Chávez’s centralized power.

Ana’s effort to defl ct attention away from state institutions left  little 
room to address the question of what to do about the failing structures of a 
revolutionary state. While greater participation from the community might 
lighten the load of  these volunteers and could potentially solve the prob-
lem of security, local participation could do  little to resolve bureaucratic 
failures and the lack of accountability of offi al institutions. Expanded 
participation, in this case, seemed incapable of speeding up or guarantee-
ing their access to promised resources. Members of Marisol’s community 
had previously participated in street protests or ga nized by chavistas against 
the Chávez government. However, one of Marisol’s coworkers in the health 
clinic noted that they had suspended such action  until  after the upcom-
ing presidential election out of fear that their demands would undermine 
Chávez’s reelection. In order for Marisol’s demands not to coalesce into an 
antigovernment stance, Marisol and her colleagues had  little choice but to 
appeal to the leader and invoke Chávez’s moral authority to legitimize their 
demands. Laclau’s formulation— which speaks only to the inception of a 
populist mobilization and does not account for its maintenance— overlooks 
the ongoing importance of the leader in making vital space for criticism and 
grievance.

I wondered, too, about the extent to which Ana’s effort to shape Mari-
sol’s testimony was an effort to improve the per for mance of her demand so 
that Marisol had the best chance of successfully appealing to offi al state 
actors. Their interaction had semblances of the practice of “speaking bit-
terness”  under Mao Zedong, through which communists tutored peasant 
populations in how to frame their laments (Rofel 1999).  After all, Ana’s in-
sistence that the  people of or ga nized communities  were the protagonists of 
change did not challenge offi al discourse. In fact, Ana provided Marisol 
with cues on how to pres ent her denuncia in terms that reproduced offi al 
government discourse that the  people led the Bolivarian Revolution from 
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the bottom up.11 The impossibility of separating social movement and of-
fic al state discourse presented Marisol and Ana both the opportunity to 
hold Chávez and other offi als accountable for their words and the risk that 
proclamations of the importance of “the  people’s power” would ultimately 
legitimize top- down control. Marisol’s savvy per for mance for my camera, 
however, indicated that she could employ her own strategies for harnessing 
Chávez’s authority.

Over the next week, I reduced the ninety minutes of footage to a twenty- 
minute segment edited in a documentary realist style, which included Mari-
sol’s address to Chávez, her description of the labyrinthine state bureaucracy 
she faced, and her interactions with Ana. Before the segment was broadcast, 
I screened a rough cut for vari ous Catia TVe staff members. Ana seemed 
pleased that her work as a community or ga nizer had been showcased; the 
male leadership tended to dominate the public face of Catia TVe, as I high-
light in the next chapter. I asked Ana what she thought of broadcasting 
Marisol’s criticism of the government. She noted, “The government should 
know.” Catia TVe broadcast the segment over their airwaves multiple times 
over the following weeks.

In the months  after our visit, Marisol occasionally visited Ana at the station 
to discuss new prob lems she faced and to vent frustrations. When I bumped 
into her several months  later, she told me that the  women in her health 
committee still had not received their stipend from the Misión Madres del 
Barrio program. Catia TVe’s broadcast of her denuncia had not produced 
the results that she had hoped for. Nevertheless, she was optimistic, describ-
ing a vaccination brigade her health committee was planning. “If you  don’t 
have health, you  can’t even make a denuncia!” she told me, laughing.

With or without Chávez? Denuncias Live on Catia TVe
At the start of Chávez’s second presidential term in 2006, the president was 
seemingly everywhere. Not only did he have a constant presence on live tele-
vi sion and radio broadcasts, his image also appeared on billboards, graffiti, 
murals, bedroom walls, hats, bags of state- subsidized rice, T- shirts, and ban-
dannas. Scholars assert that Chávez’s constant presence on the airwaves and 
throughout the visual landscape of the city on billboards and graffiti con-
tributed to his exercise of “top- down direct democracy” (López Maya and 
Panzarelli 2013, 254). Indeed, Catia TVe producers and their allies regularly 
faced government offi als who used the symbol of Chávez in an attempt 
to silence dissent. Catia TVe producers, in turn, invoked Chávez and the 
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 people to defl ct top- down impositions of authority. Careful attention to the 
immediate contexts in which vari ous actors invoked Chávez and the  people 
permit us to understand the strug gle to manage internal class and status in-
equalities while at the same time maintaining solidarity in the face of a for-
midable opposition. Catia TVe producers regularly faced situations in which 
their efforts to advance their vision for the revolutionary state involved con-
tentious debates in which all sides linked their perspective to Chávez’s. As I 
have been arguing thus far in this chapter, Catia TVe producers attempted 
to mobilize both the symbol of Chávez and the concept of the  people to en-
courage barrio- based leadership and local prob lem solving. The ubiquity of 
Chávez’s image created opportunities for Catia TVe activists to channel the 
meaning of the president in ways that undercut not only top- down leader-
ship, but also existential de pen dency on the  great leader.

I observed a telling example of competing efforts to invoke Chávez and 
the  people one eve ning at Catia TVe when a large crowd gathered at the 
station to debate a denuncia against the then mayor of the metropolitan 
district of Caracas, Juan Barreto, a distant Chávez ally. Mayor Barreto’s sup-
porters and detractors had converged at Catia TVe to appear on a live studio 
talk show hosted by Luis, one of Catia TVe’s found ers. Over the course of 
the three- hour program, the participants consistently invoked Chávez in an 
effort to position themselves as the truly righ teous and revolutionary  people 
capable of knowing and fulfilling Chávez’s  will.

I had never before seen so many  people at Catia TVe. In addition to the 
seventy- five  people who rallied in support of the mayor in the street out-
side the station,  there  were about a hundred more  people inside. Some  were 
 there to support the mayor.  Others  were aligned with his critics. Every one 
pres ent that eve ning openly embraced the Bolivarian movement and declared 
their support for Chávez. Catia TVe— the physical space of the station as 
well as the ephemeral broadcast over their vhf  airwaves— served in this 
moment and in  others as a vital site for reckoning with internal dissent 
within the Bolivarian movement.  Those crammed inside the station sat and 
stood in the passageways around Catia TVe’s central atrium and crowded 
in front of the small tele vi sion set in the cafeteria area watching Luis’s talk 
show, which was being filmed in the adjacent studio.

 Those launching the accusation of corruption against the mayor  were for-
mer participants in an anticorruption program known as “social oversight” 
(contraloría social). Social oversight committees  were designed to allow 
citizen involvement in the administration of public institutions in order to 
improve transparency and effici cy (Wilpert 2007, 61).  After receiving a 
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brief training session from the mayor’s offi , local groups formed com-
mittees to monitor hospitals around Caracas. They kept track of the medi-
cines and supplies entering and leaving the hospital and advocated for 
patients’ rights. Early in the development of this program, participants 
agreed with the mayor’s offic that their work should be done on a vol-
unteer unpaid basis to ensure their in de pen dence. Volunteers  were nev-
ertheless granted a monthly stipend for travel expenses and food, which 
the mayor’s offic called an “incentive.” The incentive or stipend equaled 
about two- thirds of the offi al minimum wage at the time. Although the 
group of social overseers asserted that the primary reason for their de-
nuncia against the mayor was that he had intentionally covered up theft at 
the hospital, it quickly became clear that what had brought the confli t to 
a head was that this group had not received their incentive pay for several 
months.

Th s group of now former social overseers had invited Luis to document 
their testimony and film a rally they had or ga nized the day before. Luis deci-
ded to continue to explore the story by inviting offi als from the mayor’s 
offic and some of the former social overseers to pres ent their cases on his 
weekly eve ning talk show, filmed live in Catia TVe’s studio.  Under the bright 
studio lights, six  people from the pro- mayor faction sat on Luis’s left, and six 
 people from the former social overseer group sat on his right. In contrast to 
the electric tension in the station, Luis’s voice remained calm and upbeat as 
he welcomed his viewers.

Luis’s opening comments provided impor tant cues to understanding 
the stakes of that eve ning’s program and the role of mediation in the power 
strug gle within chavismo. Luis began by sending salutations to a long list of 
community media organ izations around the city. In  doing so, Luis aligned 
Catia TVe with a host of other barrio- based groups, creating a sense of an 
abstract collectivity of popu lar barrio- based activists. Luis had, in fact, ac-
knowledged to me on several occasions that few  people watched Catia TVe’s 
programming on a regular basis but did tune in during po liti cally signifi ant 
moments. Luis was well known among activists and government offi als 
not  because they saw him on tele vi sion, but  because he had been involved 
in neighborhood organ izations for more than twenty- five years. His associa-
tion with the tele vi sion station, however, elevated his status among fellow 
activists and acquaintances. The possibility of a broader viewing audience 
was critical to his ability to convene his immediate face- to- face audience that 
eve ning. He communicated to all  those pres ent that “the  people”— the po liti-
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cally or ga nized poor— existed out  there somewhere and  were paying atten-
tion. Th s assertion made it clear that Chávez was not alone in using tele vi-
sion to constitute the  people as the subject of politics.  Whether or not  there 
 were large audiences who would respond to his call, this absent presence of 
the “popu lar  people” helped grant Luis the po liti cal influence to challenge 
the government offi als who  were guests on his show that eve ning. The con-
tentious debate that unfolded during Luis’s talk show made clear how the 
po liti cal unity of variously positioned actors within the revolution depended 
on the symbols of Chávez and the  people.

Luis introduced his guests and invited Pablo, the former coordinator of 
the social oversight committee, to explain his group’s denuncia. Pablo wore 
red, the color associated with the Bolivarian Revolution, and a red baseball 
hat with the slogan, “With Chávez, the  people rule” (Con Chávez, manda 
el pueblo). First used during the 2000 presidential elections, the slogan de-
clared Chávez as a vehicle for the fulfillment of democracy’s promise of the 
population’s sovereignty or self- rule. Pablo was not alone in wearing a piece 
of clothing that referenced Chávez. Five other  people in the circle wore a hat 
or T- shirt that invoked the president’s image or name.

Pablo described how he and his colleagues had discovered medi cations 
and supplies hidden in an unused area of the hospital, which they suspected 
 were  going to be diverted for illicit sale elsewhere. He suggested that the 
mayor was complicit in pilfering the hospital supplies. Pablo asserted that 
the social overseers  were  doing what Chávez had asked of them. He claimed 
to know Chávez’s  will and argued that it was being transgressed by the may-
or’s offi , which was not granting him or members of his committee the re-
spect they deserved. Before he relinquished the microphone, he complained 
about their missing pay.

In contrast with the T- shirts and jeans worn by almost all Luis’s guests, 
Francisco Ochoa, the next guest to join the debate, sported a fi ely tailored 
gray suit and white button- down shirt, which typically signaled professional 
middle- class status. Ochoa worked in the mayor’s offic and was responsible 
for coordinating the social oversight committees in the region. He defended 
the mayor by claiming he acted to fulfill Chávez’s vision and was follow-
ing through on Chávez’s proposal to create oversight committees. He denied 
the charge of corruption and reminded the participants that social overseers 
 were not contracted workers or employees, but had agreed to lend their ser-
vices voluntarily. Th s formulation implied that the mayor’s offic owed no 
explanation for the missing incentives.
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The next speaker, Samira, who also worked in the mayor’s offi , cor-
roborated Ochoa’s assertions. She was dressed more informally than her 
colleague, in a jean jacket and a tight red tank top. She grew heated as she 
spoke. “When the president said that the functionaries needed to go out 
to the street, Licenciado Ochoa was the fi st one out  there.” She declared 
that Ochoa was united with  those who inhabited “the street,” a euphemism 
for the poor. Yet by calling him “licenciado,” which referred to his offi al 
status as a university gradu ate, Samira highlighted his elevated class posi-
tion. Samira admitted that she did not know why the social overseers had 
not been paid. She belittled their demand to be remunerated for their  labor, 
scolding the ex- overseers: “I ask that you refl ct for a moment; the revo-
lutionary desire to do social oversight should come from inside, from the 
passion of wanting to fi ht for our communities, for our hospitals.” She dis-
missed the overseers’ focus on their fi ancial incentive, noting, “You are par-
ents that have to maintain families, you  can’t rely on 600,000 bolivares in 
any case. I’m sure with all the talent you all have you could fi d good jobs, 
if you look for them.”

Samira’s statements refl cted a socioeconomic position and perspective 
that differed from that of the  people I knew who lived in barrios. She derided 
the former social overseers’ focus on what she suggested was an insignifi ant 
sum of money, and she cast the job market in a way that  little resembled the 
experience of most  people from poor neighborhoods, who strug gled to fi d 
stable formal employment.

On the other side of the semicircle, an older man named Tómas gestured 
for the microphone and adjusted his posture. Tómas’s red baseball cap was 
embroidered with white thread that read “El Bravo Pueblo Con Chávez” 
(The brave  people with Chávez). Tómas identifi d himself as an activist from 
El 23 de Enero, the massive poor neighborhood of west Caracas that boasted 
a history of revolutionary commitment. He declared:

One  doesn’t learn to be a revolutionary by taking workshops; this is 
proven in the strug gle, in years of strug gle. My witnesses that I’m a 
revolutionary  aren’t in the government. No, my witness is the  people. 
I agree with the licenciado and the licenciada [referring to Ochoa 
and Samira] that we should unite ourselves. . . .  We need to know the 
origins of each one of us to see who we  really are. And yes, I think 
that being guided by the pocket book or your stomach is a weakness. 
But when  there is in equality, the issue is diff er ent. It’s easy to say what 
 you’re saying when you have a job and monthly salary. I call on 
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 offi als to put their salaries on the line, make your salaries available! 
What we need is social oversight of the social oversight program!

Tómas argued that the notion that the poor should contribute volunteer 
 labor based on their revolutionary commitment was absurdly hypocritical 
coming from  those safely ensconced in salaried government positions. He 
suggested that Ochoa’s university education and position of offi al power 
rendered his claims to being part of the  people suspect. Tómas asserted that 
a person’s “origins,” which si mul ta neously referenced po liti cal, geo graph i-
cal, and class background, provided a key to deciphering one’s true commit-
ments. As he fin shed, a tremendous round of applause could be heard from 
the adjacent cafeteria where dozens  were watching the program.

When the cheers fi nally died down, Ochoa reclaimed the microphone to 
respond to Tómas. “When you say that it seems to you that we are from the 
outer sphere, or some height, look, my friend, I’m from the 23 de Enero [bar-
rio]. I graduated from Central University of Venezuela and it was a strug-
gle.” Ochoa rejected the divide Tómas had asserted between himself and “the 
 people” by revealing his own origins in the same poor and famously revolu-
tionary neighborhood that Tómas was from.

Debates like this one reveal how in everyday life in Caracas the concept 
of the  people was endowed with what Thomas Hansen calls “ideological 
knots” (1999, 25). In the face of middle- class professionals who claim to be 
part of the  people, Catia TVe and their allies worked hard to tighten the 
knot that binds the  people to the oppressed and disenfranchised poor. De-
spite Ochoa’s counterclaim that he too was part of the  people and shared 
roots with Tómas, Ochoa’s access to a university education and a position 
of power in the mayor’s offic made this assertion tenuous. The claims and 
counterclaims around who belonged to the  people and who could declare 
their belonging as part of the popu lar class  were made more complex by 
the fact that the Bolivarian Revolution aimed to allow the poor access to 
higher education and leadership in state institutions. Ochoa’s upwardly 
mobile status ostensibly represented what the revolution could accom-
plish. Nevertheless, for Tómas the class- tinged condescension that Ochoa 
and his colleague Samira had expressed about the volunteers’ demand for 
their promised stipend rendered suspect their claims of belonging to the 
 people.

With his claim that he was part of the  people falling flat, Ochoa redi-
rected every one’s focus to a statement that Tómas had made about Chávez 
on camera at a rally the day before. Ochoa argued that video evidence from 
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the rally made clear Tómas’s disloyalty to the president. Luis, the Catia TVe 
host, interrupted to suggest that we all watch the video Ochoa referenced 
alongside footage he himself had shot of the same rally.

The audience turned their attention to the flat- screen tele vi sion at the 
back of the studio. First we watched eight minutes of haphazard, unedited 
footage that Luis had filmed of interviews with both the ex- volunteers and 
the mayor’s representatives. Next we watched the mayor’s video of the same 
rally. The video had been selectively edited by someone in the mayor’s of-
fice to cast Tómas and his allies as traitors to the revolution. In the video, 
Tómas accused the cameraperson of being an elite functionary who had no 
knowledge of revolutionary strug gle. The word “threat” suddenly appeared 
on the screen above Tómas’s image. The editors slowed down the footage, 
distorting Tómas’s movements and giving his voice a menacing quality. The 
video concluded with Tómas’s strident assertion, “We continue to be revo-
lutionaries, with or without Chávez.” The video’s editor looped this fi al clip 
so that we heard Tómas repeat the phrase “with or without Chávez” five 
times in rapid succession. Tómas’s comment suggested that while he and his 
allies supported Chávez, the president was not an essential aspect of their 
revolutionary strug gle.

Up  until this point in the eve ning, Luis, the program’s host, had stayed 
almost expressionless, betraying  little sympathy with any of his guests’ in-
terventions. But watching the video, Luis fid eted uncomfortably in his seat. 
Evidently, the mayor’s video edged him out of a stance of neutrality. Before 
letting his guests respond, Luis noted, looking straight into one of the mas-
sive studio cameras, “I just have to say  here, and I hope all the producers at 
Catia TVe are listening, never ever try to make a film like the one we have just 
watched made by the mayor’s offi . Such a horrendous display.” Ignoring 
Tómas’s assertion, which provocatively concluded the video, that revolution-
aries could persist “with or without Chávez,” Luis condemned the mayor’s 
offic for deliberatively misrepresenting events, his voice trembling in anger. 
He directed his attention to his guests from mayor’s office “In truth, this 
seems to me a grave manipulation.”

A member of the mayor’s staff named Edward tried to redirect the con-
versation back to the question of Tómas and his allies’ loyalty to Chávez, 
which he seemed to assume would make clear that the denuncia makers 
 were traitors with unjustifi d claims. “To the comrade who says that he is a 
revolutionary with or without Chávez, look at me, my friend,” he said address-
ing Tómas from across the circle. “With Chávez every thing, without Chávez 
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nothing!” The mayor’s faction asserted complete devotion and connection to 
Chávez as a litmus test of revolutionary commitment. Cheers erupted from 
supporters of the mayor inside the studio and in the adjacent room.

The effort of the mayor’s representatives to push the dissident group out 
of the category of the  people into the category of the  enemy fell flat. Luis’s 
strident accusation that the mayor’s film manipulated the truth, together 
with his uncut footage of the same event, made it impossible for  those siding 
with the mayor to gain control of the narrative. Luis defended the ability of 
the denuncia makers to challenge Chávez’s indispensability and question the 
righ teousness of government actors.

Luis’s program made abundantly clear that the Bolivarian movement was 
rife with dissent and disagreement and that it was far from clear  whether the 
poor  were gaining meaningful access to power. Catia TVe had proven to be 
an arena to expose and discuss this question. The debate exposed the shifting 
lines of identifi ation with the concept of “the  people.” Tómas argued that 
the people’s  enemy was not only an elite oligarchy, but all  those who stood 
in the way of meaningful challenge to class in equality. Yet despite the efforts 
of Tómas and his group to pitch themselves as the au then tic  people against a 
rising new  middle class of government offi als, the lines  were not in fact so 
clear. Offi als working in the mayor’s offi , like Ochoa, occupied ambigu-
ous positions. Some  were from and continued to live in poor neighborhoods 
and built on experiences of popu lar organ izing. Moreover, as I explored in 
the previous chapter, Catia TVe’s leadership itself included not only  people 
who  were from solidly middle- class backgrounds, but also  people from poor 
neighborhoods but who had managed to become upwardly mobile. Who 
counted as the  people was an ongoing strug gle. The challenge Catia TVe pro-
ducers and their allies like Tómas faced was to keep the strug gle for social 
justice central so that the voice and outlook of the oppressed  were not ex-
cluded from emerging state institutions, even if at times the category of the 
oppressed was ambiguous and shifting.

During Luis’s program, the figu e of Chávez was open to appropriation in 
ways that challenged offi al state actors; their lack of transparency and dis-
missal of class inequalities within the Bolivarian movement  were exposed. 
Denuncia makers invoked Chávez to challenge calls for unity that concealed 
corruption and inequity. Even as Chávez and many of his supporters drew 
on the Manichaean distinction between friend and  enemy, Catia TVe pro-
ducers and some of their interlocutors resisted this simplifying logic to open 
up debate among supporters of the revolution. They did so by claiming to 
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know Chávez’s  will and by suggesting that they could build the revolution 
without him.

Conclusion
Catia TVe producers often confronted practices of devotion to Chávez in 
their interactions with  people in poor neighborhoods that undermined 
local prob lem solving and concentrated power in the figu e of the president. 
Moreover, in their dealings with some offi als in state institutions they con-
fronted bureaucracy and its class privileges and opacities. In the face of both 
 these challenges, Catia TVe producers continually worked to unify  people 
from poor neighborhoods and to assert them as agents of change, prevent-
ing “the  people” from being an interpelletive move performed only by the 
president. Catia TVe producers’ denuncia coverage allows us to understand 
how they attempted to channel faith in Chávez’s superhuman capacities into 
popu lar power. During the period of my fi ldwork, the outcome of  these 
efforts was still unclear. Ten years  later, it is apparent that Catia TVe produc-
ers and their allies  were not able to sustain the contradiction that Chávez’s 
centralized leadership presented between demobilizing and emboldening 
popu lar activism.

My ethnographic accounts in this chapter have illustrated how  under 
Chávez’s leadership the concept of the  people was thrown asunder. Nei-
ther Chávez nor other state offi als controlled the meaning of the  people. 
We have seen how community media producers and their interlocutors 
used the pro cess of tele vi sion production to constitute the  people and call 
for accountability from Chávez and his government. I have illustrated how 
Chávez’s ubiquity created opportunities for social actors, like Catia TVe 
activists, to challenge  those who invoked Chávez in order to quell dissent. 
What the president represented and what his wishes  were proved to be elas-
tic, and so Catia TVe producers and denuncia makers could reference Chávez 
in ways that undermined efforts to silence criticism. Catia TVe producers 
and their allies invoked the president not simply to extend his power but 
to bolster the standing and legitimacy of the poor as a class. Catia TVe’s 
organ izing approach challenged both liberal norms, which assert politics 
as a practice of autonomous individuals, and demagogic strategies, which 
aim to produce the  people as a fluid category existentially reliant on a leader.

Contradictions, as David Harvey reminds us, are rarely resolved once 
and for all. Instead, prob lems are shifted around, leaving “marks and some-
times scars from their passage” (2014, 3). Even while  toward the end of the 
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president’s life and in the post- Chávez era, efforts to centralize power over-
whelmed the attempts to assert popu lar leadership, my interlocutors from 
Catia TVe continue to strug gle and strategize about how to challenge sys-
temic inequalities given the changed po liti cal circumstances. It  will be some 
time before we know if or how the marks left by efforts to develop class con-
sciousness and popu lar po liti cal identities during the period I documented 
come to shape  future movements.
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MEDIATING  WOMEN

A central aim of Catia TVe’s staff, as I have noted in previous chapters, has 
been to encourage participation in state formation through the pro cess of 
media production. I have explored how Catia TVe staff attempted to situate 
the marginalized poor as revolutionary actors and leaders never wholly sep-
arate from nor determined by offi al state actors and institutions, but rather 
in a relationship of radical interde pen dency. In this chapter I continue this 
exploration of the interde pen dency between offi al state actors and barrio- 
based organ izations by demonstrating how Catia TVe producers, together 
with their allies from the state- run ViVe tv , produced a gendered dynamic 
of power that prioritized male leadership and authority.

Gendered oppression persisted despite the fact that activists inside 
and outside offi al institutions worked to make considerable gains for 
 women’s rights during the Chávez era. Building on a groundwork of ac-
tivism in the 1940s and legislation in the 1990s, the new 1999 constitution 
included considerable advances for gender equality, including rights to 
pensions for  women who work at home and protections for  women who 
are breastfeeding (Espina and Rakowski 2010, 181). For the fi st time, the 
constitution used nonsexist language. New  women’s rights legislation in-
cluded laws against domestic vio lence and for  women’s equal employment 
opportunities. Although they  were still vastly outnumbered by men,  women 
from multiple racial, ethnic, and, to a limited degree, class backgrounds 
 were appointed or elected to positions of leadership in the upper ech-
elons of the Chávez government. With the development of the Bolivar-
ian Revolution’s social welfare programs,  women from poor communities 
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in Venezuela became increasingly active in local politics through their 
participation in community health initiatives, community governance 
councils, soup kitchens, educational programs, and community media 
organ izations.

Nevertheless, stark gender inequalities and traditional gender norms 
continued to shape Venezuelan society and marked the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion. Although  legal changes  under Chávez represented steps forward for 
 women’s rights, many of the princi ples and rights expressed in the consti-
tution  were not implemented or have been “so general and poorly writ-
ten as to be un- implementable without signifi ant reform” (Rakowski and 
 Espina 2011, 163).1 The 1999 constitution omitted the right to safe and  legal 
abortion (as had the previous constitution).2 Venezuela continues to trail 
 behind other Latin American countries in gains for  women’s and lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, queer, and trans rights (Buxton 2015).3 The revolution’s social 
welfare programs in health, nutrition, and housing invoked and enacted a 
maternalist discourse that naturalized  women as caregivers of families and 
communities.

FIGURE 5.1. The 1999 constitution for sale on Caracas street, January 25, 2006.  
Photo by the author.
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Many proponents of the Bolivarian movement, including my in for mants 
at Catia TVe, focused almost exclusively on class in equality as the central 
form of discrimination around which to unite, overlooking the ways, 
for example, that class is always a gendered and racialized pro cess. Catia 
TVe leaders and staff, for the most part, did not prioritize a critique of gen-
dered relations of power as vital to advancing Bolivarian socialism.  Women 
who participated at Catia TVe made remarkable gains in the fi ld of media 
production, an arena long dominated by men. Nevertheless, men at Catia 
TVe enjoyed greater opportunities than  women to develop their technical 
knowledge, as well as their skills in public speaking and leadership. Men and 
 women participants at Catia TVe most often explained  these inequities as 
individual defic ts and the result of cap i tal ist culture rather than as a prod-
uct of the Bolivarian Revolution. They saw attention to gender oppression 
as separate from their strug gle against the class domination of capitalism.

The per sis tence of traditional gender hierarchies and inattention to inter-
sectionality that I observed at Catia TVe  were not unusual.4 The sidelining of 
gender hierarchies and the lack of analy sis of the interrelations of class, race, 
and gender by progressive social movements has numerous historical ante-
cedents in Latin Amer i ca and elsewhere. Feminist scholars of Latin Amer i ca 
noted in the early 1990s how in many male- dominated progressive and revo-
lutionary movements in the region, “ women and ‘their issues’  were invariably 
relegated to secondary positions” (Sternbach et al. 1992, 209). Unlike other 
revolutionary contexts where mass organ izations of  women emerged to politi-
cize sexist oppression, such as the Federation of Cuban  Women, the All- China 
 Women’s Federation, and the Isabel Amanda Espinoza Association of Nica-
raguan  Women,  women in revolutionary Venezuela  were not participating 
in large numbers in  either offi ally state- led or self- proclaimed “autono-
mous”  women’s organ izations (Rakowski and Espina 2011).

Prominent explanations for why  there was no cogent  women’s movement 
within the Bolivarian Revolution have largely missed the mark. Central in 
much scholarly analy sis of the ability for feminist movements to make in-
roads during the Bolivarian Revolution are the concepts of state and non-
state. Scholars often explain the absence of a mass  women’s movement by 
highlighting the lack of autonomy of  women’s groups from centralized state 
management. According to many feminist scholars and critics, the Chávez 
government’s top- down state management of social movements inhibited 
the development of a strong  women’s movement in Venezuela (Blanco 2007; 
Espina 2007; Rakowski and Espina 2006).
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 These scholars’ contributions to understanding the failures and successes 
of strug gles for  women’s rights in Venezuela have been enormous. However, 
their categories of analy sis— nonstate (sometimes referred to as nongovern-
mental or popu lar) and state— make it difficult to recognize the dynamism 
and interrelation between spheres. While scholars  were justifi d in their 
concerns about the vertical decision-making that characterized many of the 
new social programs, the distinction between demo cratic community and 
a domineering masculinist state apparatus prevents us, methodologically 
as well as theoretically, from tracing the way that gender oppression was 
coproduced in the overlapping and mutually constituting fi lds of state and 
society.

Building on the analy sis I have advanced in previous chapters of the in-
suffici cies of a binary approach to state and society, this chapter extends 
the argument to the domain of gendered power. Rather than seeing the state 
as a separate and coherent site in which power is concentrated and legiti-
mated, I redirect focus to the perpetuation of gender inequalities through 
the radical interdependencies that emerged between and among community 
and offi al state institutions such as, in this case, Catia TVe and ViVe tv . 
As I have explored, state institutions  were created and re- created during in-
teractions between multiple differently situated actors. I highlight that what 
happens in  these interactions— that is, the construction of state power and 
the construction of gendered power— not only rehearses previously given 
relations, but also generates emergent relationships of power. It was not only 
or even principally male dominance from within the ranks of offi al state 
institutions that threatened  women’s po liti cal participation in barrio- based 
organ izations like Catia TVe or prevented the development of a revolution-
ary  women’s movement. Catia TVe producers negotiated and produced gen-
dered dynamics of power in the mutually constituting fi lds of community 
and offi al state media production. I document and analyze how efforts to 
sidestep gender oppression within and beyond the Bolivarian movement 
 were joint productions of community activists and offi al state actors who 
together  were involved in a pro cess of state formation. From this perspec-
tive, we can better understand that the prob lem barrio  women faced in gain-
ing access to leadership and decision-making was not the state as a separate 
monolith apart from community organizers, but rather the coconstitutive 
patriarchy, classism, racism, heterosexism, and cap i tal ist logics that ordered 
local and global relations and  were internal to the revolutionary movement 
itself, not imposed upon it from without.
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In order to make recognizable how male supremacy and sexist oppression— 
what is locally referred to as machismo— was produced and reinforced in 
the media world of Caracas, in part through men’s dominant presence on 
tele vi sion, I closely examine discursive practices (Gal 1995; Kulick 1993) and 
tele vi sion production choices during one talk show that proved exemplary 
of the relations I documented throughout my fi ldwork. Linguistic anthro-
pologists and gender theorists have long explored the interplay between 
interpersonal interaction and large- scale structures of power (Butler 1990; 
Cameron 1997; Gal 1991). I build on this theory to understand speech and 
gender as kinds of social per for mances that create relations of power and 
ways of being. The talk show I analyze provided useful data for me to exam-
ine how gendered inequalities  were produced and enacted through the so-
cial practices of speaking and media production in a setting unambiguously 
 shaped by both community and state media makers. I uncover how media 
production decisions shape speech events and can create and reproduce 
gender inequalities in access to public speaking. Fi nally, I consider some of 
the reasons why my in for mants at Catia TVe avoided analyzing and chal-
lenging the traditional gender order.

Gender Oppression and Maternalist Discourse at Catia TVe
In both offi al state arenas and neighborhood settings,  women Catia TVe 
producers embodied a break from the traditional gendered division of media 
 labor. Th ough their filmmaking,  women at Catia TVe regularly challenged 
the notion that only elite male professionals could be journalists. Unlike the 
professional environments of offi al state and commercial tele vi sion pro-
duction, where  women  were sidelined from certain jobs such as studio 
camera operator, Catia TVe’s leadership embraced the notion that staff and 
volunteers should learn to be what they called “integral producers,” equipped 
to perform all the tasks involved in tele vi sion production. Often, as I have 
noted in previous chapters, staff and volunteers from Catia TVe  were the 
only female camera operators and only nonprofessional media producers 
pres ent at an event. In their work at Catia TVe and elsewhere,  women faced 
gender bias and discrimination.

Although, as I highlighted in the introduction, Catia TVe’s earliest incar-
nation was as a male- dominated film club,  under Blanca Eekhout’s leader-
ship this dynamic shifted; by the late 1990s, 75   percent of the  people who 
participated in the community tele vi sion station  were  women (Eekhout 
2004). Refl cting on Catia TVe’s history, Blanca noted, “traditionally audio-
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visual production has been an elite and masculine activity . . .  nevertheless, 
our experience in the community media has been extraordinary. The inter-
est of  women of the barrio to learn and create is so enormous that now we 
have to worry about attracting men to be producers” (2004, 42). Blanca’s 
concern proved unwarranted. The numbers of female staff and volunteers 
at Catia TVe declined from the 75   percent that Blanca documented in the 
late 1990s to 36  percent by the time of my research in 2007. Given the dis-
proportionate burden that poor  women shoulder in caring for their fami-
lies and the intense time commitment that tele vi sion production requires, 
the difficulty of sustaining widespread participation among  women was not 
surprising. Catia TVe’s leadership— Blanca and the men who succeeded her 
as director— did not direct explicit attention to the gendered dynamics of 
power at Catia TVe, thus creating  little possibility for challenging male privi-
lege or developing strategies to support  women’s participation.

When I interviewed Ana and Margarita, who helped found Catia TVe, 
both  women described how dominant gender norms  shaped their ability 
to participate. Ana’s and Margarita’s commitment to their po liti cal work at 
Catia TVe caused considerable confli t in their  house holds. Ana often men-
tioned that her husband was not supportive of the long hours she dedicated 
to Catia TVe. Margarita’s partner was far more intolerant, and their relation-
ship ended. She noted, “He  didn’t believe in Catia TVe and he  didn’t want me 
 here. But I did believe in it and I am still  here.” Burdened with most if not 
all of the  labor of childcare, Ana and Margarita frequently had their young 
 children in tow. In contrast, the men at Catia TVe who had  children only 
occasionally brought them to the station.

Ana explained to me that when she began devoting more energy to com-
munity activism in the late 1990s, she and her  women friends explic itly rec-
ognized the need to address what they called “ family dynamics” as an arena 
of politics that required transformation. Ana noted,

We began to meet in the communities and something that we said 
was, “the Revolution has to begin inside the  family.”  Because it  can’t 
be that we participate in meetings, but then I have to do every thing in 
the  house. If your partner is also  there, then he has to understand the 
situation and collaborate. In my case, this more or less happened. But 
for other compañeras [female comrades], this  didn’t happen. Instead, 
they  were  running around trembling  because their husbands  were 
calling and they  couldn’t go to the workshops. . . .   These are gigantic 
steps that  women are taking to be apart from men and be able to 
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complete goals like studying and participating in assemblies, in poli-
tics, decisions, and work.

Ana explains that her and her compañeras’ participation in politics chal-
lenged central aspects of the dominant ideology of machismo in Venezuela, 
including the belief that  women “should stay in man’s shadow and in the 
private realm” (Acosta- Alzuru 2003, 275). Machismo is often understood 
as virulent sexism and a par tic u lar per for mance of tyrannical masculinity 
in Latin Amer i ca and Spain that promotes and legitimizes gender strati-
fi ation (Gutmann 1986).5 For de cades  women in Venezuela have headed 
25  percent of  house holds; in poor neighborhoods, this proportion rises to 
half (Friedman 2000).  There are, nevertheless, widely held assumptions 
that a man works to provide for the  family and in return should exercise 
total authority and command re spect (Smilde 2007; Zubillaga and Briceño- 
León 2001).

Even as Ana and Margarita highlighted the injustice of the gendered divi-
sion of  labor in the domestic sphere, the idealization of  women as caretakers 
of  family and community was, in fact, a central trope that many activists 
mobilized to celebrate  women’s contributions to the Bolivarian Revolution. 
Th s discourse, which scholars call maternalism, held that  women had a 
par tic u lar kind of moral and po liti cal authority based on their traditional 
roles as  mothers caring for their families and their broader communities 
(Chase 2015). In an interview, I asked Hector about the role of  women at 
Catia TVe and in state- supported community organ izations more broadly. 
He responded:

The strength of the Bolivarian Revolution is in the communities. With 
other revolutions it has been the workers, the peasants.  Here in Ven-
ezuela, one sees that it is the community. And the community is the 
 women, fundamentally. When we are working in the neighborhood, 
 every time we do social work, we always encounter  women; they are 
the ones working in the neighborhood, concerned for their  children, 
the  family. I think this has also given strength to the [po liti cal] pro-
cess. On the po liti cal level of direction,  there’s a lot of po liti cal concern 
for including  women. Since the revolution started,  women have been 
the protagonists. They have been the most concerned about feeding 
their families and began to take to the streets.

Hector’s assertion that  women’s  labor represents the central force propelling 
the Bolivarian Revolution is an impor tant recognition of  women’s contribu-
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tions. Yet the classifi ation of  women as “most concerned” about the well- 
being of their families naturalized  women as caretakers without drawing 
attention to both the economic conditions and gender ideologies that sus-
tain such a division of  labor and responsibility. Hector frames community 
organ izing as “ women’s work” (see also Fernandes 2007). He characterizes 
 women as the protagonists of the revolution insofar as they  labor as  mothers 
and caretakers.

Although Ana and Margarita drew overt attention in our interviews and 
conversations to the need for a revolution in both gender and class relations, 
neither Ana nor Margarita explic itly incorporated questions of gender- 
based oppression into their efforts to or ga nize around the democ ratization 
of access to media in poor neighborhoods. Moreover, neither  woman regu-
larly spoke about the need to address gender oppression and its relationship 
to class oppression at Catia TVe.

An exchange between Ana and Hector, coassistant directors at Catia 
TVe, revealed some of the barriers Catia TVe  women producers faced in 
drawing attention to gendered dynamics of power and assuming roles as pub-
lic speakers. I joined Ana in Catia TVe’s production offic one after noon 
watching ViVe tv ’s live broadcast of a meeting of the  Women’s International 
Demo cratic Federation (wid f ), an international organ ization holding its 
conference that week in Caracas. wid f  is an explic itly socialist, antiwar, 
antifascist  women’s rights organ ization founded by communist  women in 
Paris in 1945. On the opening day of the five- day conference, hundreds of 
 women from more than one hundred countries sat in a large assembly hall 
in downtown Caracas listening to a Brazilian  woman give a speech about 
the importance of fi hting for gender equality. The Chávez government’s 
effort to host the wid f  in Venezuela signaled an offi al affirmation of the 
importance of fi hting for gender equality as part of the pro cess of build-
ing socialism. Yet discussion between Ana and Hector made clear the lack 
of consensus at Catia TVe about the need to examine gender oppression. 
Passing through the offi , Hector paused to watch the broadcast with us. 
 After a few minutes, Hector dismissed the conference as “opportunistic.” He 
suggested that  these  women  were defl cting attention from the more impor-
tant issue of class in order to advance their individual  careers. Hector repro-
duced a widely held belief at Catia TVe, expressed most prominently by the 
male leadership, that liberation for every one— including  women— would 
be achieved once socialism was fi mly established. In this view, countering 
the sexist, racist, and heteronormative oppression that is part and parcel of 
capitalism was not central to the pro cess of constructing socialism.
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Ana exhaled loudly. “It’s  because of  people like you,” she said to Hector, 
“that working- class  women  haven’t developed a consciousness about gender 
and  aren’t participating!” Jabbing her index fi  ger heatedly into the air, Ana 
continued, “It’s our job to educate working- class  women and teach them 
a diff er ent ideology than what they know, what  they’ve learned from the 
crap on tele vi sion.” While many supporters of the Bolivarian Revolution fre-
quently blamed commercial tele vi sion for exploiting  women and propagat-
ing oppressive gender norms to sell products, Ana went further, suggesting 
that her longtime colleague Hector, a strident socialist, was implicated in 
the perpetuation of gender oppression. Hector dismissed Ana’s assertion by 
laughing and walking away. His stigmatization of  women’s efforts to high-
light gender- based subordination as opportunistic and divisive contributed 
to an environment at Catia TVe that discouraged open attention to gendered 
power and male supremacy.

A traditional gendered division of  labor informed by maternalist ideol-
ogy  shaped Catia TVe. For example, men did all the driving. The cleaning 
staff was made up exclusively of  women. All the security guards  were men. 
Despite a stated commitment among the leadership to training media makers 
capable of undertaking  every aspect of production, the gendered division 
of  labor among the staff extended to the arena of tele vi sion production. 
Margarita, who was among the fi st cadre of Catia TVe volunteers, taught 
video production to many of the men at Catia TVe who  later became her 
colleagues. Over time, however, her former male students surpassed her 
in their knowledge of the technical aspects of filmmaking. Margarita often 
looked to Gregorio, her former pupil, for help in resolving prob lems with a 
computer or a camera. Unlike Margarita, Gregorio did not hesitate to dis-
sect electronics, unplug and reconnect cables  until he found a solution or 
concluded that  there was a prob lem he could not fix. Overall, men at Catia 
TVe  were much more comfortable than  women in experimenting when they 
encountered a technical prob lem. Margarita’s lack of confide ce with elec-
tronics undermined her status at the station. While this division of  labor is 
not surprising and certainly refl cts broader societal and global patterns, 
given the social upheaval in other areas of everyday life during this period 
in Caracas, the lack of refl ction and critique of the gendered order was a 
noteworthy blind spot.

Male dominance was particularly stark in the area of public speaking and 
leadership of community media organ izations. My observations of larger 
gatherings that brought together community media organ izations from 
across Venezuela— both radio and television— revealed that men led the 
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majority of  these media groups.  These fi dings corroborate what other 
scholars have documented about male- dominated leadership of commu-
nity media (Fernandes 2011; Tanner Hawkins 2006).  After Blanca Eekhout 
left Catia TVe to lead ViVe tv  in 2003, only men have filled the position 
of Catia TVe’s director. Ana, who held the position of coassistant director 
at the time of my research, exerted considerable influence at the station 
through her organ ization of the station’s community outreach initiatives. 
Often, however, she was left out of decision-making by the male director 
and her male coassistant director. Ana’s authority, like that of her  women 
colleagues, was often undermined by her male colleagues’ domination of 
competitive public speaking arenas and the lack of support for her develop-
ment of technical skills.

As the following ethnographic examples illustrate, gendered in equality 
was not a top- down practice but was instead created in the mutually con-
stitutive and interdependent fi lds of state institutions and barrio- based 
organ izations. First, I show how ViVe tv  and Catia TVe producers created 
conditions that did not encourage Darnelis, a  woman Catia TVe producer, to 
develop her skills as a cinematographer. Next I consider how staff from the 
two stations used the tools of media production to shape the speaking fl or 

FIGURE 5.2. Catia TVe volunteers learning to edit, January 14, 2007. Photo by the author.
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of a televised talk show in ways that buttressed men’s leadership and silenced 
Ana, the only  woman guest on the show.

Gendered Power On and Off Screen
The filming of a live studio talk show coproduced by Catia TVe and ViVe 
tv , which I observed one morning in April 2007, nicely illustrates the dis-
cursive and media production dynamics that  shaped the gendered strug gle 
for power at Catia TVe, and to some extent the Bolivarian Revolution more 
broadly during the time of my research. To commemorate the fi h anniver-
sary of the failed 2002 coup, when major commercial tele vi sion networks 
aligned with leaders of the po liti cal opposition to orchestrate Chávez’s re-
moval and create a media blackout of the popu lar re sis tance, ViVe tv  fil ed 
its broadcast schedule with programs that focused on community media pro-
ducers’ memories of the dramatic events. For Chávez supporters, the coup 
had come to represent the manipulative power of the commercial media and 
the capacity for popu lar organ ization to shape history. The fi h anniversary 
of the coup was an opportunity for the government and its supporters to 
highlight the antidemo cratic practices of Chávez’s opposition, to celebrate 
popu lar social movements, and to highlight the government’s expansion 
of press freedom to the poor. What had been an unplanned outpouring of 
support for Chávez and the Bolivarian Revolution in 2002 was carefully re- 
created and restaged by barrio activists and offi al state institutions in 2007.

The producers of one of ViVe tv ’s morning talk shows asked Carlos, 
Catia TVe’s director, if ViVe tv  could film their program on the morning of 
the coup’s anniversary at Catia TVe. Carlos readily granted ViVe tv ’s re-
quest. The decision to stage ViVe tv ’s show at Catia TVe was a way to enact 
the message that ViVe tv , an offi al state tele vi sion station, was supported 
by and connected to popu lar sectors. As I have recounted in previous chap-
ters, the two stations frequently collaborated. Hosting this program at Catia 
TVe was one of the many ways that the government and offi al state actors 
depended on Catia TVe for legitimacy and ongoing support. Given the sym-
bolic weight of the day’s commemoration of the 2002 coup, this program 
held rich potential to assert the role of the poor in determining the meaning 
and direction of the Bolivarian Revolution. While Catia TVe and ViVe tv  
carefully staged the program in ways that emphasized the expansion of popu lar 
power in order to legitimize the revolutionary proj ect,  these per for mances 
always had the possibility of moving beyond empty gestures to produce 
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meaningful analy ses and advance popu lar demands. Yet even as  these allied 
media producers advanced popu lar empowerment, they did so in ways that 
re- created and reproduced gender oppression.

ViVe tv ’s crew arrived at Catia TVe at 6 a.m. that April morning, just as 
the sun began to blaze across the valley. Of the nine- person ViVe tv  pro-
duction crew, which included a producer, a director, three camera operators, 
two hosts, and one assistant, only the assistant and one of the hosts  were 
 women. As in many ViVe tv  productions,  women  were assigned the tasks 
of helpers and hosts. The director and camera operators arranged a bare- 
bones set of eight plastic chairs in a semicircle on the roof of Catia TVe’s 
headquarters. Vis i ble from the roof  were several nearby barrios, the presi-
dential palace, and the Caracas metro. Intermittent car horns and alarms 
from the street below placed the program almost directly in the street, sub-
stantiating the message about ViVe tv ’s connection to the barrio and the 
barrio’s centrality to the revolution. The two hosts, a young man and  woman 
from ViVe tv , settled into chairs in the  middle of a semicircle, flanked by 
six guests. The ViVe tv  hosts had grown up in middle- class neighborhoods. 
The guests on the program that morning included Ana and Luis from Catia 
TVe, representatives from a pro- Chávez website, the director of a community 
radio station, a Catia TVe volunteer, and a singer- songwriter well known 
among government supporters in Caracas. Carlos, Catia TVe’s director, ar-
rived midway through the program. Of the six guests on the program, Ana 
was the only  woman.

Missed Lessons
Although the ViVe tv  crew included three camera  people, in the spirit of 
collaboration, the director of the show invited Catia TVe staff to operate the 
studio cameras for the program. Werner and Nestor, two male Catia TVe 
staff members, and Darnelis, a female staff member, volunteered to do the 
camera work. Werner, Nestor, and Darnelis regularly filmed live talk shows 
in Catia TVe’s studio using similar equipment. Nestor, eigh teen years old, 
and Darnelis, twenty- eight years old, joined Catia TVe’s staff at the same 
time the year before and had equal experience in filmmaking. Werner, in his 
late thirties, had worked at Catia TVe for several years and had far more ex-
perience as a camera operator. Darnelis’s participation as a cameraperson on 
a ViVe tv  studio show was unusual. During my research, I never observed a 
 woman operating a large studio camera at ViVe tv , although this was com-
mon practice in Catia TVe’s studio.
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Darnelis’s identifi ation as a lesbian was widely known at Catia TVe, al-
though I had never observed her openly discussing her sexuality with her 
coworkers. Her gender per for mance was overtly masculine in certain ways. 
Darnelis wore her hair short and always dressed in baggy T- shirts, jeans, 
and hiking boots, a style popu lar among the men at Catia TVe. Darnelis 
faced regular harassment from several of her Catia TVe colleagues, mostly 
couched in derogatory jokes about her attraction to  women and her taste in 
hairstyle and clothing. The sexism she faced was compounded by homopho-
bia and heterosexism.

As the crew continued to set up, I took the narrow stairs down from the 
roof to the fi st fl or of the station where the ViVe tv  crew had set up their 
mobile transmitting unit. The show’s director sat  behind a series of moni-
tors; three screens displayed the three diff er ent camera  angles being filmed 
on the roof above. The director looked to be in his fi ies. He impatiently 
barked commands over his headset at the camera operators, Werner, Nestor, 
and Darnelis.

I returned to the roof just before the program began to observe the be-
ginning of the show. Just before they  were set to go live on the air, Darnelis 
shook her head and removed the enormous headphones she was wearing. 
Looking around, she asked the male ViVe tv  cameraperson to take over the 
camera she had been operating. Darnelis excused herself, explaining that 
she had forgotten that she had an appointment and would have to leave be-
fore the program was over. Despite this claim, Darnelis not only stayed to 
observe the entire program, but remained long afterward to help clean up.

During prior months of fi ldwork with Darnelis, I had observed her ne-
gotiate discrimination at Catia TVe and in the vari ous venues in which she 
filmed events on behalf of Catia TVe, including poor neighborhoods and 
the presidential palace.  These observations along with interview data en-
couraged me to understand Darnelis’s decision to observe rather than par-
ticipate as  shaped by her anxiety about her competence as a studio camera 
operator and the lack of support at Catia TVe in developing both knowledge 
and confide ce. In an interview a few months before this incident, Darnelis 
had explained to me her uneasiness at filming in certain venues: “I think 
in the community [in poor neighborhoods] it’s more normal to see anyone 
with a camera. But at a press conference for example,  there are only trained 
journalists. At a press conference when one goes to film Chávez, it’s only 
men  doing camera, only men, and one feels, ‘Ahhh, what am I  doing  here? 
Why? What’s happening? [laughter]. Oh God!’ But they [the male cam-
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era operators] are usually  really friendly  because  you’re a  woman and they 
act all gentlemanly. They help you with the cables.” Darnelis’s comments 
reveal a level of discomfort in production arenas dominated by profession-
ally trained middle- class male camera operators. She questions  whether she 
belongs (“What am I  doing  here?”). Th s anxiety seemed to be  shaped by 
Darnelis’s experience of intersecting gender, sexuality, and class hierarchies. 
As with other  women, Darnelis was subjected to the practice of “gentle-
manly” be hav ior, which superfic ally was a sign of re spect, but rendered her 
incapable of certain crucial aspects of camera work, such as moving cables. 
At the same time, Catia TVe and ViVe tv   were environments often marked 
by heteronormative expectations and homophobic humor, making many 
arenas of production hostile places for Darnelis to negotiate. In addition, 
the ViVe tv  producer, a man with considerable professional experience in 
the tele vi sion industry, exerted middle- class authority over Darnelis.  These 
multiple and intersecting expectations of her limited competence worked to 
undermine Darnelis’s participation.

Th oughout the recording of the show that morning, one of the unoc-
cupied members of ViVe tv ’s crew took Nestor, Darnelis’s colleague,  under 
his wing, providing Nestor with pointers on how to manage the brightness 
and focus in the difficult outdoor filming conditions. For Nestor, the pro-
gram became an opportunity to sharpen his camera skills and gain familiar-
ity with ViVe tv ’s production style and expectations. Darnelis missed  these 
valuable lessons.

“Taking the Word”
Tele vi sion talk shows in Caracas  were “locally meaningful speech events” 
(Hymes 1972) through which social actors competed to assert themselves as 
leaders. As in many places, talk shows  were usually loosely structured con-
versations, during which hosts often dominated what scholars of language 
call the “speaking fl or” (Edelsky 1981) at the beginning and end of each seg-
ment between breaks for promotional information. Before they went on the 
air that morning, ViVe tv ’s cohosts distributed two handheld microphones 
to the show’s guests. Javier, a heavyset man in his fi ies who directed a com-
munity radio station, reached out for one of the handheld microphones, 
and Luis, a founding member of Catia TVe, gestured for the other. Gazing 
steadily into one of the cameras, the female host opened the show. Dabbing 
the beads of sweat from her upper lip, the  woman cohost noted, “We are 
broadcasting live from the headquarters of Catia TVe, where five years ago 
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on a day just like  today, Catia TVe was fi hting the good fi ht.” By 7 a.m. 
the sunshine on the open roof was fie ce. Piercing horns grew louder as the 
traffic elow intensifi d.

Before inviting the program’s guests to speak, the cohosts read a brief 
news summary. “Yesterday, Chávez affirmed that the socialist  woman of the 
twenty- fi st  century is anti- machista. He affirmed that twenty- fi st  century 
socialism should differentiate itself from capitalism in its fi ht against 
 machismo.” They described Chávez’s speech the previous day to the  Women’s 
International Demo cratic Federation, the international organ ization holding 
its conference that week in Caracas. Th s was the same conference that Hec-
tor had dismissed as “opportunistic” in the exchange with Ana I described 
above. Reading from a paper he held in his lap, the male cohost noted that 
Chávez stated, “ Women have been so mistreated throughout time. Socialist 
society should be one of equals, without any type of exclusion, where all 
kinds of  people fit and gain access without any kind of discrimination.”

Although initially Chávez did not appoint any  women to cabinet po-
sitions and did not address gender in equality explic itly in his speeches, 
 under the pressure and influence of activists long involved in the strug gle 
to advance  women’s rights in government and in social movements, Chávez 
began to back efforts to elevate gender equality (Rakowski 2003). Chávez began 
to incorporate some aspects of a feminist analy sis into his speeches to argue 
that the socialism  under construction in Venezuela needed to be antisex-
ist. Chávez’s insistence on gender equality as the basis for Bolivarian so-
cialism was always at odds with his own patriarchal style and strains of 
his discourse, particularly the masculine model of heroism he celebrated 
(Valdivieso Ide 2004). That morning’s events made clear that the president’s 
words alone  were far from suffici tly power ful to compel his supporters to 
enact his stated vision. The disjuncture between Chávez’s declaration of the 
Bolivarian movement’s commitment to gender equality and the discrimi-
natory practices of committed revolutionaries involved in producing that 
morning’s program would prove enormous.

Moving on from the opening segment, the show’s hosts asked their guests 
to refl ct on the role of the commercial media on the day of coup. “I  don’t 
know who wants to speak,” the  woman cohost began. “ Here, we are com-
pletely demo cratic.” The cohosts had small wireless microphones pinned to 
their clothing, enabling them to interject in the conversation and assume the 
speaking fl or at any time. The guests on the show, however, had to negoti-
ate control over the two handheld microphones, which they passed between 
them. The host’s claim that the show was or ga nized demo cratically belied the 
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power- laden strug gle between participants on the program who exerted dif-
fer ent kinds of gendered and class authority in their effort to gain and hold 
the speaking fl or.

Javier, the community radio producer who had already claimed one of 
the mobile microphones, discussed how, during the coup,  people used cell 
phones, megaphones, and flie s to  counter the commercial media’s claim 
that Chávez had resigned. When Javier fin shed his turn, he settled the 
 microphone on his lap and looked at the hosts. The  woman host then directed 
her attention to Ana and Luis, asking them to explain Catia TVe’s activi-
ties during the coup. Having secured possession of the microphone before 
the program began, Luis immediately responded, describing how Catia TVe 
producers took to the streets with camcorders to document popu lar re sis-
tance and to spread the news that Chávez had been kidnapped. He spoke 
for five minutes without interruption.  There was no light on the top of the 
cameras to indicate which of the three cameras the program’s producer was 
choosing to broadcast in each moment. However, a tele vi sion monitor tuned 
to the broadcast was set up facing the guests so that they could see which 
camera the producer was transmitting over ViVe tv ’s airwaves. Luis peri-
odically glanced down at this monitor to see himself on screen. Being on 
screen seemed to provide him encouragement to continue.

Five minutes into Luis’s speaking turn, he paused to take a particularly 
long breath. Ana seized the opportunity to reach for the microphone, which 
Luis readily relinquished. Ana began, “Also on that day, the twelfth [of 
April 2002], we  didn’t have much equipment, but with the  little equipment 
we did have we supported Channel Eight [Venezolana de Televisión, the 
state channel]. And with this equipment, Channel Eight came back on the 
air. . . .”

“Hold on one second Ana,” the female host broke in. “Excuse me for in-
terrupting you but they are giving me the signal that we have to take a quick 
pause.”

Ana immediately respected the request and stopped talking, ceding au-
thority to the host. She held the microphone with the expectation that she 
would continue her turn. During the seven- minute break, ViVe tv  broad-
cast material that promoted the channel’s programming and celebrated the 
accomplishments of vari ous state institutions. Ana ner vously fid led with 
the microphone, passing it back and forth between her hands. When the pro-
gramming break ended, the male host welcomed viewers back to the program. 
Ana was poised to speak. But rather than returning to Ana, the male cohost 
shifted the focus of the conversation. Ana readily complied. She relinquished 
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the microphone and folded her arms across her chest. In contrast, Carlos, 
Catia TVe’s director— who had arrived during the program break— gestured 
for the microphone, demanding that one of Catia TVe’s volunteers, who was 
poised to speak next, hand it over. Carlos deci ded when to speak and disre-
garded  others’ claims to the speaking fl or. Ana did not successfully regain 
the speaking fl or for the remainder of the hour- long show.

Context shapes the meaning of speech and silence. Linguistic anthro-
pologists have revealed how verbal skills are not universally requisite for 
po liti cal power, and silence can generate authority in certain contexts 
(Gal 1991). However, at Catia TVe, producers and volunteers explic itly in-
voked the act of expressing one’s “voice” and “taking the word” (tomando 
la palabra) as a meta phor for asserting oneself as a po liti cally signifi ant 
actor. One of the tele vi sion station’s prominent slogans claimed that Catia 
TVe represented “the voice and the image of the  people.” Speaking and hav-
ing a “voice” was equated with asserting one’s po liti cal rights and abilities.6 
In this context, for Ana to be interrupted and passed over by the talk show’s 
hosts signaled a denial of rights and po liti cal influence. Dominant gender 
norms and expectations  shaped access to “voice” and, thus, to authority in 
ways that neither the leadership of Catia TVe nor their ViVe tv  colleagues 
acknowledged.

Catia TVe’s male leadership regularly spoke at  great length to audiences 
about the need for “el pueblo” to assert their voices, while the  women at Catia 
TVe, who did most of the work organ izing meetings, often watched from 
the sidelines or from the audience, far from the spotlight. Almost all Ana’s 
 women colleagues at Catia TVe during the time of my research assiduously 
avoided speaking in front of large groups. I found that men at Catia TVe 
dominated both formal and informal conversations where they competed 
with other men to display rhetorical fluidity— their ability to tell a story or 
joke quickly, with compelling detail and confide t delivery. Th s fluidity 
granted male speakers considerable re spect from their peers.

In the media world of Caracas, authoritative leadership was constituted 
and depended on the ability to gain the speaking fl or and to hold it by 
expressing oneself with ease and confide ce in front of large groups and 
often in the face of multiple tele vi sion cameras.7 Ana did not fl urish in this 
context of competitive public talk, an arena in which her male working- class 
colleagues practiced regularly and  were learning to thrive in, although their 
ability to do so was always  shaped by par tic u lar contexts and relations of 
power. A longer in- depth analy sis of gender, class, and language in Caracas 
would be necessary to do justice to the patterns I observed. For my purposes 
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 here, it is crucial to note that in exploring the gendered dimensions of public 
speaking, I follow Deborah Cameron (1997) in understanding that the way 
men and  women talk is not the result of hardwired innate differences, but 
rather that speech is accomplished jointly by men and  women in par tic u-
lar contexts.  People speak and are verbally fluid in par tic u lar ways  because 
of power relations of dominance and subordination, not  because of their 
nature as men or as  women (Gal 2001).

In this context, Ana’s input was neither encouraged nor respected. She 
complied with the hosts’ interruptions and instructions; her male colleagues 
defi d their efforts to control the fl or. Ana’s subordination— during this 
program and in other moments— denied her an opportunity to develop flu-
idity and confide ce as a public speaker and undermined her status as a 
leader. The host’s redirection away from Ana may have been an effort to 
ensure that representatives from each of the vari ous media outlets pres ent 
had an opportunity to participate. Nevertheless, it suggested not only a lack 
of re spect for Ana as a leader, but also a disregard for the imbalance of men 
and  women participants on the show.

In an interview I conducted with Margarita weeks  later, I asked why 
 women from Catia TVe did not speak on behalf of the station as much as 
men. Margarita noted:

If we examine the past, they taught us [ women] to be unable to involve 
ourselves or speak. . . .  Look, I feel sometimes inhibited to say a lot of 
 things  because I think I’m  going to say something wrong, or mix some-
thing up and not make sense or that it’s not the right moment to say 
something. . . .  It’s a barrier I create for myself  because I’m ner vous. . . .  
I have to dominate the camera, not let the camera dominate me. I dom-
inate the camera when I film a documentary, but I  don’t dominate it 
when I see it and it sees me. Th s is what I need to do and  there are a lot 
of  women at Catia TVe just like me. I know they are  really good. They 
are triumphant [triunfadoras]; they are power ful. My compañeras 
have a lot to give, like I do. But still, we  haven’t become accustomed to 
speaking in front of a camera and saying what we  really feel.

Margarita acknowledges that she has been taught patriarchal gender norms 
that undermine her familiarity with speaking on camera.  Here she also attri-
butes her heightened anxiety around public speaking to her own par tic u lar 
insecurities.

Margarita was painfully aware of how the ability to be a persuasive public 
speaker was linked to social recognition and authority. Although I observed 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679094/9781478002529-006.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



182—Chap ter 5

Margarita assume central speaking and leadership roles in small groups, 
such as the ViVe tv  workshop I described in chapter 3, she never spoke in 
front of the large gatherings of community members and new volunteers that 
she or ga nized in poor neighborhoods or at Catia TVe. Margarita worked on 
her own at home, she told me, to develop her ability to speak comfortably in 
front of groups and on tele vi sion. She explained, “When I am angry, I speak 
with myself in front of a mirror and say, ‘If I can talk with myself in front of 
a mirror, why am I still like this?’ ”

Margarita often expressed to me that she felt that her work at the station 
was underappreciated. Indeed, I observed on several occasions how male 
producers cut footage of Margarita out of tele vi sion programs they  were ed-
iting about Catia TVe’s work  because they found her manner of speaking 
indirect and unpersuasive. One colleague described her speech as “watery.” 
Despite her frustration, Margarita avoided an exploration, at least with me, 
of the gendered hierarchies at Catia TVe that  shaped her confide ce in the 
social world around the camera. Without a collective effort to examine and 
challenge male supremacy at Catia TVe, Margarita’s only recourse was to 
practice in front of her bedroom mirror, away from the social relations that 
contributed to her lack of confide ce.

Gregorio, who led the workshop that I detailed in the previous chapter, 
also acknowledged to me that public speaking made him ner vous. Like Mar-
garita, he explained that he forced himself to practice. When I asked him 
about the gendered inequalities in public speaking at the station and his own 
path to becoming more comfortable speaking in front of groups, he noted,

I deci ded to learn and in one way or another I learned to insert my-
self into discussions with fear or without fear. So, why  can’t  women 
do this? . . .   There are examples, right? Blanca Eekhout is an example. 
Blanca speaks and she has a discourse and Blanca  didn’t just come up 
with it from nothing. She  wasn’t born with this discourse. She trained 
herself for this, see? . . .  And you could say, perhaps, that men have 
more opportunities than  women. Maybe. That could be one of the 
prob lems. But I believe that part of it is also that  women need to de-
mand the opportunity.

Gregorio, like most men and  women at Catia TVe, acknowledged that flu-
idity with public speaking was a learned skill, rather than an innate capac-
ity. Yet, despite Gregorio’s usual attentiveness to class power, his analy sis of 
Blanca’s ability to learn to be an effective, well- respected public speaker did 
not take into account her middle- class education or her very fair skin, which 
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granted her privileges in the barrios where she developed her public speaking 
skills. Gregorio, like many of his colleagues (both men and  women), charac-
terized the barriers that  women face as individual rather than structural. He 
did not assess the role that both men and  women play in creating environ-
ments that undermined  women’s public speech. He, like many of his male 
colleagues, exhorted  women to “be more stubborn” about their speaking 
capacities, placing the burden on  women to fix the prob lem rather than em-
bracing it as a collective challenge necessary for all to assume in the strug gle 
for Bolivarian socialism.

Calling the Shots
During the next break between segments in the joint ViVe tv — Catia TVe 
talk show, I revisited the control room two fl ors below, where the show’s 
director brusquely issued a command over his headset. He instructed Nestor 
to focus his camera on the metro, which passed directly in front of Catia 
TVe. The ViVe tv  director had three pos si ble camera  angles to choose from 
in order to stitch together or edit in real time the visual text of the program. 
In addition to broadcasting images of the program’s hosts and guests, he 
directed the three camera operators (the two Catia TVe men, Nestor and 
Werner, and one ViVe tv  operator) to compose shots of the surrounding 
environment. The director cut between images of guests on the show speak-
ing and listening to shots of the cityscape.

It was commonplace on ViVe tv  talk shows for directors to include not 
only shots of the surrounding landscape but “behind- the- scenes” images 
of the production of the show itself. The show’s producer included several 
shots of Nestor, Werner, and the ViVe tv  cameraperson— all mestizo men— 
operating the cameras. While the inclusion of behind- the- scenes shots com-
promised the realist construction of the text,  these images crucially drew 
attention to the participatory pro cess of media production and the entrance 
of young brown men from the barrio into state institutions. The attention 
that ViVe tv  regularly drew to the technology of mediation worked to bol-
ster not only the feeling that their station’s practice included the total real ity 
but also that this real ity was demo cratic and egalitarian; the station seemed 
to hide nothing and to exclude no one. In one striking instance, the ViVe tv  
cameraperson panned from images of the surrounding poor neighborhood 
to Nestor operating the massive studio camera. Nestor was connected to 
and placed within the landscape of the barrio.  These images served to sup-
port the program’s explicit message that “the  people” had seized the tools of 
media. And yet, although the program emphasized specific racial and class 
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traits of the  people, a move that bolstered claims for the leadership of the poor 
(as I argued in the previous chapter), as in many moments, the  people repre-
sented during this ViVe tv  show, with the exception of Ana,  were all male.

The female host introduced the fi al section of the program by fram-
ing Catia TVe as the emblematic case of the  people’s empowerment  under 
Chávez. “We are coming to you from Catia TVe,” she said, “ because Catia 
TVe is a magnifice t example of community media that symbolizes that 
communications are for, by, and made by the  people and the control and 
management of the  people.” The male host invited each guest to refl ct on 
the importance of community media. Carlos gestured with an outstretched 
hand to the female host that he wanted to speak. She turned the speaking fl or 
over to him. Carlos, however, changed his mind. “Actually,” he said, “come 
back to me, I’d like to speak in closing.” Instead, Harlan, the Catia TVe volun-
teer, spoke at length for a second time, followed by the website producer.

Just as the hour- long program was coming to an end, the  woman host 
turned  toward Ana and asked her, “How do you think that we can continue 
to consolidate our media, made by the  people and for the  people?” The 
image of the female host appeared on the screen but Ana did not. Rather 
than cut to a shot of Ana, the program’s director switched to a shot of the 
surrounding scenery that Nestor had been composing and practicing with 
 great care over the previous few minutes with the assistance of the ViVe tv  
cameraperson. Nestor carefully panned the camera from the cityscape in the 
distance to a wide shot of Carlos and several of the other guests, sitting on 
the other side of the semicircle from Ana.

Ana held the microphone and was about to respond when Carlos spoke 
up, noting, “ There’s something I’d like to say about this. . . .” Rather than cut 
to the camera that was focused on Ana, the program’s director kept broad-
casting the wide image that included Carlos. The visual text broadcast over 
ViVe tv ’s airwaves excluded any trace of Ana’s second attempt to speak and 
Carlos’s interruption. Her effort to speak went unsupported. While the abil-
ity of men to dominate conversation is often buoyed by what sociolinguist 
Judith Baxter (2006) calls “sidekicks,” peers who help male speakers take 
and keep the speaking fl or, in this instance, the camera, operated by a male 
cameraperson, served as Carlos’s sidekick, encouraging his mono poly of 
the airtime. Speaking strategies combined with the pro cess of visual produc-
tion to undermine Ana’s ability to win a turn in the competitive speaking 
arena. With the support of his coparticipants and the program’s producers, 
Carlos once again took and held the fl or.
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The program’s director, who literally called the shots, could have followed 
closely Ana’s thwarted attempts to speak. He had the power to choose what 
aspects of the social fi ld to highlight. Viewers of the broadcast  were privy 
only to the camera  angles he chose to include, not the surrounding world 
beyond the frame of the image. Together with the camera operators, the 
director omitted from the broadcast Ana’s unsuccessful strug gle to speak, 
making it appear as if it was a fluid and seamless conversation without mis-
cues, inequalities, competitive clashes, or strug gles for power.

“Long Live  Women”
The minute details of this strug gle provide clues to understand how diff er ent 
participants constitute power relationally. The gendered inequalities I am 
highlighting cannot be explained by pointing to how a masculinist hierar-
chical state was dominating the demo cratic grassroots. Autonomy from of-
fic al state institutions could not contribute to greater gender equality given 
that the production and reproduction of  these inequalities took place in the 
relations between and among actors who inhabited multiple positions in 
and outside offi al state institutions.

The seemingly spontaneous and unconstrained conversation during this 
studio talk show was, in fact, produced through strug gle,  shaped by and 
productive of social hierarchies, and influenced by the production choices 
of camera operators and producers. Kulick notes that conversations do not 
simply “reproduce already existing relations of [gender] dominance” (1993, 
534). In the space of the program, men constituted themselves and  were 
privileged as representative of popu lar empowerment. Subtle and overt in-
teractions between  those in front of and  those  behind the cameras under-
mined Ana’s participation. In the moments when Ana attempted to speak, she 
was not “on camera” and therefore did not have the visual attention of  either 
the director of the program or the potential tele vi sion audience.

 After Carlos interrupted her, Ana dropped the microphone to her lap. In 
a barely audible voice, she murmured, “They  don’t let me speak.”

“ We’re inviting all . . . ,” Carlos continued. As he spoke, Ana smiled un-
comfortably and handed the microphone to Luis, sitting at her side. Ana shook 
her head and Luis patted her on the back. Ana muttered, “They are machistas.” 
As she was no longer holding the microphone, her comment was inaudible 
over ViVe tv ’s airwaves but had attracted the attention of the female host, 
Luis, and a community radio volunteer. Carlos raised his voice in an effort to 
regain every one’s attention. “ We’re inviting all the community committees 
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to come to Catia TVe for a meeting next week,” he belted out. Carlos spoke 
for another four minutes, giving special thanks to all the “anonymous he-
roes” of the day of the coup. In the moment when Carlos “stole” the speaking 
fl or, talking out of turn despite the fact that he had thoroughly dominated 
the time of the program, Ana was off creen.

When Carlos fin shed, the female cohost announced that they needed to 
wrap the program up. The ViVe tv  director instructed her that they  were out 
of time. Immediately, the Catia TVe volunteer and the community radio di-
rector pointed at Ana, indicating that she wanted to speak. Luis encouraged 
Ana, handing her the microphone. Unlike Carlos, some of Ana’s colleagues 
grasped how Ana had been repeatedly excluded from the conversation.

“Well,” Ana began, “what I wanted to say is that we have a country full of 
machistas [sexists].” She paused as the train rumbled by the building, mak-
ing it more difficult to hear. Luis laughed uneasily.

“What?” asked the male cohost, confused about what Ana was referenc-
ing, seemingly unaware that Ana had been interrupted the two times that 
she had attempted to speak.

“We should borrow the slogan of the  women who spoke last night,” Ana 
said and paused.

“Last night . . . ,” the community radio producer repeated, in an attempt 
to encourage Ana to go on. Traffi noise from the street below made it in-
creasingly difficult for the program’s participants to hear one another.

“What?” Ana asked.
“Last night,” the female host repeated, also encouraging Ana to fin sh her 

thought.
“That we  shouldn’t be machista,” said the radio producer, speaking for 

Ana. Ana could not hear him. She looked confused and did not continue her 
thought.  After an awkward pause, Luis began chanting and clapping, “¡Qué 
viva la mujer! Long live  women!” Another guest began to clap. “¡Qué viva la 
mujer!” In an effort to recognize Ana and the exclusion she experienced on 
the show, Luis interjected this cele bration of  women. Even as the chant drew 
attention to the dynamic of gendered oppression that had unfolded during 
the program, without discussion of what had taken place, his cele bration 
of  women’s lives further concealed rather than opened up the workings of 
 patriarchy. Ana passed the microphone back to one of the hosts. Luis stopped 
chanting and laughed uncomfortably. Disregarding the female host’s effort 
to end the show, the radio director insisted on speaking for another minute 
about an upcoming event at his station. He seemed entirely unshaken by the 
urgent time pressure to close the show.
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On national state tele vi sion, Ana had denounced her community and 
state media colleagues as sexist and accused them of impeding her right to 
express herself. She clearly identifi d her experience of marginalization as a 
product of machismo. Given what was broadcast, viewing audiences would 
not have been able to follow what tran spired or why Ana had labeled her 
colleagues as sexist. When the program ended,  there was no discussion of 
what had happened. Ana’s effort to participate in the discussion was unsuc-
cessful. She made speaking on tele vi sion neither look nor sound easy, traits 
that  were crucial to managing the social authority on and off tele vi sion. 
Although Gregorio and  others tried to explain  women’s absence as public 
speakers at Catia TVe as a result of their lack of per sis tence, it was clear 
in this instance that men from Catia TVe and ViVe tv  repeatedly blocked 
Ana’s efforts to speak.

Although the program was intended as a display and reaffirmation of 
the unity and pro gress of “the  people,” the difficulty Ana faced in asserting 
herself into the speaking fi ld directly contradicted the notion that this pro-
cess of empowerment had been universal for the poor and working classes. 
Despite the hyperconscious valorization of popu lar expression and Chávez’s 
condemnation of machismo,  there was no attention among the male partici-
pants and female host to the structure of hierarchy they created,  either dur-
ing that program or within the revolution more generally. The men on the 
program—to varying degrees— were able to successfully “break and enter” 
into the speaking fl or, control the microphone, gain the hosts’ consideration, 
and attract the cameraperson and director’s attention. They communicated 
the message that the  people had assumed the reins of history, while deny-
ing the only  woman guest on the program the opportunity to participate. 
Chávez’s assertion, cited at the outset of the program, that “socialist society 
should be one of equals, without any type of exclusion,” gained  little traction 
in the space of this program.

A few days  later, a diff er ent ViVe tv  program came to film another live 
talk show at Catia TVe. Th s time  there  were no  women included among the 
speakers or producers. I asked Hector, Ana’s coassistant director, about the 
exclusion of  women from the program. He assured me that  women had been 
invited but none had shown up. Just then, Ana and Gregorio walked over to 
us and joined the conversation. Hector pointed out that Ana had been on the 
ViVe tv  program the week before, described above, and noted that she had 
not spoken.

“Ana tried to speak several times and each time someone interrupted her,” 
I noted.
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“Well, she has to be more forceful,” Hector responded.
Gregorio added laughing, “Yeah, when Ana  really wants to talk, she 

screams!”
“It’s true,” Ana said smiling. She seemed reluctant to continue the conver-

sation and avoided the opportunity to address the issue of machismo, which 
she had highlighted at the end of the talk show.

During the program, Ana explic itly named gender bias as the force im-
peding her access to the speaking fl or. Scholars note that when gendered 
inequalities of public speaking are addressed, it is often not “the ‘fl or’ that is 
judged as inauspicious, rather  women are seen as timid or unable to express 
themselves” (Gal 1991, 188). Gregorio and Hector blamed Ana for her own 
exclusion. Signifi antly, she was  either not forceful enough, or when she did 
speak, Gregorio marked Ana’s speech as “screaming,” a classifi ation that 
rehearsed a common disparaging association between  women and unrea-
sonable emotion. Gendered relations of power, produced and reproduced 
in this arena of state and community collaboration and interrelation,  shaped 
Ana’s supposed “lack of forcefulness” and her unwillingness to disobey the 
hosts’ directions.

The hierarchies exercised and constituted during the program under-
mined the inclusion and ongoing empowerment of poor communities that 
the ViVe tv  talk show intended to promote and celebrate. For brief mo-
ments, as with her analy sis of Hector’s sexism and the machismo of her col-
leagues on live tele vi sion, Ana challenged the notion that  there was a unifi d 
 people supporting the revolution and men’s claim to represent it.

However,  there was neither support nor incentive for Ana to launch a 
sustained critique of the exclusion she faced during the joint Catia TVe– 
ViVe tv  show. Ana had multiple bonds and affiliations not only at Catia 
TVe but also with ViVe tv . She regularly championed ViVe tv  as a model 
of inclusion when she spoke in poor neighborhoods about Chávez’s trans-
formation of the fi ld of communications. Many close relations (including 
her sound- technician husband), po liti cal allies, and acquaintances worked 
at ViVe tv .  Later, when we  were alone, I asked Ana about her experience on 
the talk show. She downplayed the issue of machismo, attributing the men’s 
domination of the speaking fi ld to their passion and excitement at partici-
pating. As I see it, Ana’s refusal to address the entrenched sexism that she 
faced was not as a sign of passivity or false consciousness. Instead, I interpret 
Ana’s silence with me and in the interactions I observed with her colleagues 
as a “strategic response” (Gal 1991) that indicated her view that highlighting 
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gendered inequalities could have potentially divisive consequences for the 
Bolivarian Revolution. Nevertheless, by calling attention to machismo during 
the talk show, Ana revealed a fault line, a constitutive flaw in the celebratory 
discourse of popu lar empowerment.

An analy sis that concludes that ViVe tv ’s sexism was a result of a top- 
down authoritative state structure ignores how gender inequalities are con-
stituted relationally, in language and through the social practice of media 
making in the collaboration between Catia TVe and ViVe tv . As I have ar-
gued in previous chapters, we require a dialectical approach to state forma-
tion that can capture the unfolding and unbounded character of the social 
fi lds that Catia TVe producers created and negotiated. Just as talk and gen-
der relations on this talk show  were joint accomplishments, that is, the prod-
uct of collective interaction, so too was the pro cess of state making. During 
this collaboratively produced talk show,  there  were several opportunities 
to address gender inequities and craft a more equitable state proj ect. From 
Chávez’s assertion that socialism entailed the destruction of machismo, 
cited at the start of the program, to Ana’s interventions about the sexism she 
experienced during the program,  there  were openings to enact a state that 
acknowledged and rejected gender bias. What they coconstructed during 
the program, instead, was a flawed per for mance of popu lar empowerment 
that rested on the subordination of a barrio  woman activist. Male supremacy 
did not emanate from above— from the masculinist vertical structures of the 
state— but was instead created through practices and interactions between 
differentially situated actors involved in state making.

The Strug gle for Gender Equality in Venezuela  under Chávez
Since the “second wave” of global feminism in the 1970s, debates about 
gender in equality have constituted a vital aspect of po liti cal strug gle in 
Venezuela among left  leaning po liti cal parties and organ izations. In many 
arenas, the social policies,  legal protections, and welfare programs put in 
place by the Chávez government, building on de cades of previous organ-
izing, improved the lives of poor  women. Despite a context seemingly ripe 
for challenging individual and institutional sexism, several dynamics  were 
at work that encouraged Catia TVe producers and their allies at ViVe tv  
to avoid extending revolutionary change to the domain of gender relations. 
 These  factors include the Bolivarian Revolution’s embrace of a maternalist 
discourse and practice, the history of liberal feminism in Venezuela, and the 
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re sis tance to an intersectional analy sis of the relationships between class and 
gender (as well as other social dimensions of in equality).

Bolivarian Maternalism
 Women  were the majority of  those who not only benefited from but also 
staffed the Bolivarian Revolution’s largest programs (called “missions”) in 
health care and education (Cooper 2015; Espina and Rakowski 2010, 187). 
New social welfare programs attempted to alleviate class inequalities that 
 were particularly burdensome for poor  women.  These programs collec-
tivized and formalized domestic tasks as  labor rather than placing  these 
burdens on individual  women. Efforts to pay  women for the social repro-
duction of families and communities— the  labor of feeding, cleaning, and 
caretaking— made vis i ble that  women  were part of the relations of produc-
tion and that they produced value through their work. Yet aspects of the revo-
lution’s legislative and welfare initiatives confi med rather than contested 
institutionalized gender oppression, in part  because they  were guided by 
maternalist ideology that legitimized  women’s place in the domestic sphere 
(Fernandes 2010a).8 The  Mothers of the Barrio mission, for example, recog-
nized and respected  women’s work in the home, but reaffirmed an ideology 
that framed  women’s burden of responsibility for  family and community as 
a natu ral outcome of  women’s innate qualities.9 The initiative to create soup 
kitchens to feed the hungry in poor neighborhoods was or ga nized around 
the assumption that  women would do the work of food preparation. Vene-
zuelan feminist scholar Giaconda Espina suggests that paying  women to do 
the domestic work for which they have historically been held responsible sig-
naled a retreat rather than pro gress in challenging gender hierarchies (2007).

Nevertheless, for many poor  women the revolution’s social programs 
extended vital, immediate support that improved their quality of life. Dis-
missing  these gains as a retreat from the movement to end sexist oppres-
sion overlooks how practical issues around which  women organize— such 
as food, education, infrastructure, and media democ ratization— can create 
po liti cal space for the strategic advancement of campaigns for social justice, 
not only by increasing  women’s access to needed resources but also by grant-
ing them visibility and leadership experience.10

Liberal Feminism
Since the 1970s, the strug gle against  women’s oppression in Venezuela has 
been divided largely between  those who embraced the term feminism and 
prioritized a notion of individual autonomy, and activists from poor neigh-
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borhoods, who did not or ga nize  under the banner of feminism (Friedman 
2000). Groups of poor  women advocated for easing the day- to- day burdens 
of poverty, while middle- class and more elite  women most often sought to 
raise consciousness about the kinds of gender oppression that formally ed-
ucated  women faced (Friedman 2000, 165). Affluent middle- class  women 
in Venezuela built on liberal commitments to the importance of individual 
self- determination for producing freedom. Poor and  middle-class  women 
managed to collaborate successfully in the early 1980s to mobilize for the 
reform of Venezuela’s Civil Code. The revised Civil Code ended married 
 women’s  legal subjection to their husbands and advanced the equal  legal 
status of all  children. Much of the reform, however, did not speak to the real-
ity facing poor  women,  because it prioritized the rights of  women who  were 
formally married, a practice common only to the  middle and upper classes 
(Friedman 2000, 186).

For many feminist activists working in Latin Amer i ca, the question of 
autonomy gained greater importance as  women across the region increas-
ingly began working to advance feminist agendas within state institutions 
 (Alvarez et al. 2003). Elizabeth Friedman argues that as Venezuelan  women’s 
organ izations began in the 1990s to rely on state funding and close collabo-
ration with state institutions, they saw a rise of internal hierarchy and clien-
telism (2000, 234). Nevertheless, even  women’s movements that sought to 
distance themselves from the offi al state apparatuses  were in vital ways en-
trenched in social relations and institutional arrangements in Venezuela and 
abroad, arrangements that belie their claims to act in de pen dently. The abil-
ity to claim autonomy from state institutions is a class- based capacity that 
affluent  women have been far better positioned to invoke than poor  women 
who, regardless of their po liti cal views, rely on offi al state resources.

Long- standing divisions between more affluent  women and poor  women 
became more pronounced and difficult to bridge during the Chávez era. Partly 
informed by the divisions that emerged in the 1990s as  women’s organ izations 
began to work with state institutions, middle- class feminist intellectuals 
and the traditional leaders of the formal  women’s movement in Venezuela 
 were distant, critical, and deeply suspicious of Chávez and his government. 
Chávez’s patriarchal and hierarchical leadership style, as well as his military 
background, further alienated them. They viewed the tendency of Chávez’s 
supporters in the highest echelons of government and the poorest barrios 
to characterize him as the sole agent capable of improving  women’s lives 
as a sign of the maintenance of patriarchal power and the lack of necessary 
autonomy. Venezuelan feminist scholar and activist Jessie Blanco argues, 
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“to make a god of  Father Chávez is once again to render invisible the role 
of  women” (Blanco 2007). Attributing  women’s po liti cal participation and 
leadership to Chávez, according to Blanco, undercuts the accomplishments 
and authority of  women leaders. Middle- class and elite  women’s emphasis on 
the need for autonomy from the state rendered feminism anathema to  women 
and men at Catia TVe who embraced the possibility of revolutionary libera-
tion through the pro cess of collaborative statecraft

Prominent feminist scholars attempted to overcome divisions between 
 women aligned with the Bolivarian government and  those aligned with the 
po liti cal opposition by arguing that Venezuelan  women needed to put aside 
their po liti cal, ideological, and class differences and unite in the interest of 
 women. Some advocated for an autonomous “Broad Movement of  Women” 
that was not directed by Chávez or his government (Huggins 2005; Rakowski 
and Espina 2006, 326).11 Th s impetus to downplay differences recycles many 
of the pitfalls of second- wave feminisms (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983). The 
notion that  either impoverished or elite  women could “put aside” the experi-
ence of class and race to unite as  women does not sufficiently acknowledge 
that gender, class, and race are not isolatable vectors of experience.  Women 
at Catia TVe  were not  eager to affirm a specific po liti cal identity around 
their experiences as  women or even as barrio- based, government- aligned 
 women activists. Although Catia TVe producers including Ana  were con-
cerned about the capacity for grassroots groups to challenge offi al state 
discourse and gain meaningful access to decision-making, the view that 
 women should assert their autonomy from the state to align with middle- 
class and elite  women in the interest of “ women” had  little strategic appeal.

While my in for mants at Catia TVe generally supported the idea of 
 women’s equality in the abstract, most Catia TVe staff identifi d feminism 
as a middle- class  women’s movement that sought to privilege  women’s rights 
over men’s. Blanca Eekhout expressed contempt for her academic colleagues 
who she asserted or ga nized in the name of “ women’s rights” but only de-
fended the interests of affluent  women (Eekhout 2004, 41). My in for mants 
at Catia TVe viewed separate and autonomous movements for  women’s em-
powerment as being against the interests of the poor. Indeed, the notion 
that they needed to fi ht for “ women’s equality” with “men” overlooked how 
class and race intertwine with gender to create hierarchies; working- class 
men— particularly  those of color— did not enjoy equality with wealthy light- 
skinned men in Venezuela’s racist, cap i tal ist, patriarchal class structure, a 
structure that continued to exist within the emergent institutions of Bolivar-
ian socialism.12
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My in for mants at Catia TVe largely understood feminism as the counter-
part of machismo or male dominance. For example, Gregorio noted,

The  woman committed an error; when she had the opportunity to de-
stroy machismo, what she did was to create feminism. Th s [feminism] 
was a force to  counter it [machismo] but it continued to have the same 
posture.  There  isn’t another option, an option to  really destroy ma-
chismo. Now one puts feminism out  there and now feminism is  going 
to be equal to machismo, but for  women. So in order for us to think 
about being equals we have to destroy both feminism and machismo. I 
think we have to have the same conditions and the same opportunities 
for every one.  There should be equality for every one.

I found that Gregorio’s perspective— that feminism represents a movement 
to assert  women’s domination of men— was common among Catia TVe pro-
ducers. They expressed that  women’s oppression was typically blamed on 
men, when it  ought to be blamed on capitalism. Missing from the discussion 
was how gender oppression and racism are fundamental to cap i tal ist exploi-
tation. When the general assumption was that feminism was divisive and 

FIGURE 5.3. Catia TVe producer filming an interview, July 21, 2008. Photo by the author.
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concerned with middle- class  women’s supremacy, it was not surprising that 
most producers at Catia TVe did not embrace the strategic expression of the 
need for  women’s advancement through the term feminism.

Conclusion
Th s chapter has demonstrated how community and offi al state producers 
of the Bolivarian revolutionary media undermined  women’s public speech 
and leadership through their collaborative work of statecraft and media pro-
duction. I have detailed how  women at Catia TVe encountered their male 
colleagues’ re sis tance to thinking through gender oppression, as well as 
impediments to developing their technical filmmaking and public speak-
ing skills. On screen, in the national televisual sphere,  women at Catia TVe 
faced steep barriers in advancing themselves as representatives and leaders 
of or ga nized popu lar communities. Off screen and on screen, male lead-
ers at Catia TVe publicly represented, spoke for, and asserted themselves as 
ideal embodiments of the unifi d popu lar class; popu lar power and voice 
 were often implicitly equated with men’s voices and experiences. I also noted 
a crosscurrent of  women’s efforts to contest the reinforcement of male su-
premacy and the rare incidents when Catia TVe leaders highlighted gen-
der in equality and the ideas and actions that framed and followed  these 
occasions.

In many ways, this is a familiar story. Gendered inequities in technical 
knowledge and public speaking are far from unique to Catia TVe or to Ven-
ezuela. Media production in most contexts worldwide is male- dominated. 
Moreover, the move to privilege class inequalities over gender or race 
inequalities and other experiences of exclusion has numerous pre ce dents 
in the 1960s and 1970s Latin American male- dominated leftist movements. 
What is critical to understand about the dynamics I have described in this 
chapter is that a conceptual divide between state and community only ob-
scures an understanding of how and why  people perpetuate gendered in-
equalities. Gendered in equality was produced in and across the mutually 
constitutive realms of offi al state and community media. Th s sidelining 
of explicit strug gles against  women’s oppression was not only a top- down 
practice, emanating from offi al state actors, but was produced relationally 
across multiple social fi lds. “Community” or “the  people” and “the state”  were 
interrelated at  every point. Catia TVe producers and their allies perpetuated 
gender hierarchies while si mul ta neously challenging class hierarchies in 
their work to craft repre sen ta tions, discourses, and institutions of the state. 
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More of this kind of ground-up analy sis is necessary at a range of sites in 
order to understand how the Bolivarian Revolution (re)produced gendered 
norms.

My observations of ongoing inequalities do not discount the ways that 
Catia TVe’s efforts to or ga nize  people in poor neighborhoods changed how 
 women  were viewed by expanding their visibility as media makers. Never-
theless, despite impor tant practical improvements in  women’s lives that did 
go some distance to challenge gendered inequalities, without an explicit 
politics that articulated how injustice of gender subordination was intimately 
connected with, rather than distracting from, inequalities of class, race, and 
sexuality,  there was  little ground to critique hierarchies and demand that 
 women have equal access to public speaking and social authority. What was 
missing was a locally  viable discourse that characterized critiques of gender- 
based inequalities within the Bolivarian Revolution as absolutely central to 
advancing, rather than undermining, the pro cess of building socialism.
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si x

RECKONING WITH PRESS FREEDOM

 “Who pays you?” asked the tourist from Mas sa chu setts. He tapped his 
sandal against the mildewing carpet of Catia TVe’s basement auditorium. 
During the previous hour, Luis had described the origins and goals of Catia 
TVe to twenty- seven U.S. and British tourists, who  were visiting as part of 
a “real ity tour” of Venezuela coordinated by a San Francisco– based  human 
rights organ ization. They arrived in Caracas in January 2007, hoping to learn 
about the polarizing changes taking place in Venezuela almost ten years 
into Chávez’s presidency. Luis often fi lded similar probing questions from 
groups of foreign visitors to the station. They expressed solidarity with the 
Bolivarian Revolution’s stated aims of redistributing power and resources in 
Venezuela, but they also voiced concern over Catia TVe’s ability to exercise 
press freedom, given the station’s close alliance with and fi ancial depen-
dence on the Chávez- led state.

Luis calmly refl cted, “We are diff er ent from state tele vi sion stations. It’s 
obvious that the Chávez government pays them. What the state gives us is 
permission to broadcast.” Before Luis could continue, another visitor asked, 
“Does the state give you the money?” Luis emphasized Catia TVe’s editorial 
in de pen dence from the Chávez government before disclosing that state in-
stitutions had provided around $25,000 to purchase Catia TVe’s equipment 
in 2000. He avoided discussion of the station’s ongoing agreements with state 
institutions to broadcast state publicity spots in exchange for the resources 
to maintain the station. Luis strug gled to describe the implications of Catia 
TVe’s fi ancial dependence on and po liti cal alliance with the leftist govern-
ment in a way that would not confi m the visitors’ suspicions that the station 
operated as a mouthpiece for the Chávez government. Grounded in selective 
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FIGURE 6.1. Street banner celebrating the new tele vi sion station TVes, reading “ People, 
how good you look. Chávez guarantees freedom of expression,” May 26, 2007.  
Photo by the author.

tenets of liberalism that have held par tic u lar sway in public discourse about 
the press in both the United States and Venezuela, the visitors assumed that 
fi ancial and po liti cal autonomy from the state was necessary for Catia TVe 
producers to maintain their freedom and act as a critical “watchdog.” As I 
have argued in the previous chapters, Catia TVe producers’ shifting relation-
ship with state offi als and institutions encouraged them to question the 
bedrock assumption that the state was a threat to their freedom.

Some liberal press traditions maintain that an interventionist state is a 
necessary apparatus to sustain liberty; the United Kingdom’s bbc  is testa-
ment to this idea (Born 2005). Nevertheless, the common idea that  shaped 
much of the international criticism of Venezuela’s changing media world 
held that state involvement was a danger to  free expression. Luis’s encounter 
with the U.S. and Eu ro pean visitors raises two key issues I address in this chap-
ter. The fi st concerns how a dominant con temporary strain of liberalism— 
one that maintains that state and society are separate spheres and that con-
nections between the two threaten freedom— shaped the conditions of 
possibility for the Bolivarian Revolution and critical analy sis of media in 
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Venezuela. This version of liberalism prioritizes attention to po liti cal and 
civil liberties and largely ignores economic and social rights. Th s par tic-
u lar understanding of liberal rights decisively  shaped debates about press 
freedom in Venezuela.1

Catia TVe’s producers’ po liti cal practice and aspirations for the meaning 
of press freedom  were created in a context in which this liberal episteme was 
si mul ta neously reaffirmed and rejected, both by the producers themselves 
and by offi als in state institutions. Although Catia TVe producers formu-
lated a strident critique of the limits of such a liberal approach to press 
freedom, they intermittently reasserted expectations that a media outlet’s 
autonomy was necessary for liberty as they strug gled to protect dissent and 
difference.

My second concern in this chapter is to uncover how the efforts of 
Venezuelan community media activists to reckon with liberal ideals of press 
freedom  were  shaped fi st and foremost by how they understood the state 
and participated in statecraft 2 Using ethnographic accounts, I extend the 
argument of previous chapters to illustrate that media producers at Catia 
TVe embraced the state as pro cessual, by which I mean as an unfolding and 
uncertain pro cess. The disproportionate focus in scholarly and journalistic 
work on the threat that Chávez posed to liberal ideals diverted attention 
from consideration of everyday pro cesses of state making and of how Bo-
livarian activists engaged liberal norms. I chart the confli ts that emerged 
for Catia TVe producers who  were fi mly allied with the Bolivarian Revolu-
tion but who nevertheless had misgivings about the Chávez government’s 
changes to the media world. Their concerns differed from  those expressed 
by globally dominant governments, politicians, and other observers about 
the Chávez government’s transgression of the autonomy of civil society and 
the liberal commitment to equality of opportunity; indeed, my interlocutors 
viewed this liberal commitment as sustaining a cap i tal ist ruling- class he-
gemony. Catia TVe producers strug gled instead to advance a meaningful 
re distribution of media resources.

My analy sis of the liberal episteme at work in this context and of Catia 
TVe producers’ view of the state as pro cessual lays vital groundwork  toward 
the development of a critical anthropology of press freedom, a neglected 
subject within the anthropological lit er a ture on the state and, more broadly, 
within liberalism. We face abundant and confli ting claims about press free-
dom. Although in the fi st de cade of the twenty- fi st  century many journalists 
around the world risk their lives to do their jobs in the face of arrest and 
assassination, newspapers,  human rights organ izations, and governments in 
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Eu rope and the United States have devoted disproportionate attention to 
threats to press freedom in places such as Venezuela, Bolivia, and Argentina, 
where the ruling parties challenged commercial media conglomerates and 
expanded public, state, and community media outlets.

With a few exceptions, however, anthropologists have been reluctant to 
take up press freedom as a subject of ethnographic inquiry, even though 
press freedom is part and parcel of a liberal po liti cal vocabulary that has 
been amply critiqued in the discipline for its assumption that individual 
 autonomy and choice are central to  human freedom (Mahmood 2004; 
 Povinelli 2006).3 Although distinct approaches to the state are central to how 
producers make media and how press freedom is understood, few anthropo-
logical analyses of media producers have thoroughly engaged analyses of the 
state or of liberalism.4 We need greater attention to what “the state” means 
in vari ous sites of media production and how the legacy of liberalism and 
its disciplining dichotomy of freedom and constraint shapes “media worlds” 
(Ginsburg, Abu- Lughod, and Larkin 2002).5 Establishing an anthropologi-
cal approach to press freedom requires assessing ethnographically the local 
meanings, experiences, and limits of liberal norms as well as critically ana-
lyzing the kinds of freedom media producers aspire to and practice.

In this chapter, I explore ethnographically how Catia TVe producers ne-
gotiated liberal expectations about media autonomy from the state in the 
context of the Chávez government’s controversial December 2006 decision 
not to renew the broadcast license for Radio Caracas Tele vi sion (rc t v ).6 
One of four major commercial tele vi sion stations in Venezuela, rc t v  
formed a cornerstone of Venezuela’s corporate- dominated media landscape 
for over fi y years and was stridently critical of Chávez and the Bolivarian 
Revolution. The government’s decision not to extend rc t v ’s broadcast li-
cense dominated po liti cal discussion in Venezuela for much of 2007. Na-
tional groups in opposition to Chávez, prominent international governance 
and  human rights organ izations, and many foreign governments character-
ized privately owned corporate media in Venezuela as vital “in de pen dent” 
voices and depicted the move as a brutal attack on press freedom. Chávez 
government offi als, in contrast, argued that the decision was a  legal deci-
sion of a sovereign state and insisted that they  were replacing the private 
mono poly on communications with genuine pluralism by opening up the 
broadcast space occupied by rc t v  to vaguely defi ed “public ser vice” pro-
gramming. The government noted that rc t v  had broken content laws 
 designed to protect  children and had instigated violent insurrections of 
the population during the 2002 coup and the three- month anti- Chávez strike. 
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The government’s renewal of the licenses of other commercial stations that 
 were responsible for similar transgressions in 2002 and 2003 but had since 
toned down their critique and outright deceptive reporting suggested that 
rc t v ’s nonrenewal was meant, at least in part, to  counter the opposition’s 
efforts to weaken Chávez and his government.

For their part, Catia TVe producers celebrated the decision to not renew 
rc t v ’s broadcast license as a step  toward creating widespread access to the 
means of media production. Many long- term members of Catia TVe fi st 
started advocating for the government to exercise greater regulatory control 
to  counter the power of commercial media in the wake of the 2002 coup, 
in which the commercial media had played such a prominent supportive 
role. They saw the government’s decision about rc t v  as the fruition of their 
 efforts to work  toward radical change of the media world.

In my analy sis of Catia TVe producers’ uphill  battle to generate popu lar 
support for nonrenewal of the license and to shape the direction of the new 
state- managed tele vi sion channel that would replace rc t v , I uncover how 
Catia TVe producers approached statecraft as an uncertain pro cess and at-
tempted to forge a radical interde pen dency with offi al state institutions 
and actors. I track their unsuccessful bid to challenge middle- class control 
over the new station that replaced r c t v.  In certain moments, my in for-
mants and their allies advanced a critique of commercial and mass media 
that emphasized the importance of venezolanidad (venezuelanness), down-
played the centrality of class confli t over media resources, and overlooked 
how  people strug gle over the meaning of media’s messages. The efforts of 
Catia TVe producers to reckon with liberal expectations about press free-
dom exemplifi d their strug gle to establish terms of engagement with offi-
cial state institutions and middle- class allies that would allow for both their 
embrace of the Bolivarian Revolution as a necessary path to construct social 
and economic justice and their ongoing constructive critique of the short-
comings of the po liti cal pro cess.

Catia TVe’s Approach to Press Freedom
When journalists asked Argentinean workers in 1945  whether they  were 
concerned about the possibility of losing their freedom of speech if Juan 
Perón  were elected, the workers replied, “Freedom of Speech is to do with 
you  people. We never had it” (James 1988, 17). I heard versions of this refrain 
repeatedly from community media producers as they  were peppered with 
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questions, including my own, about the possibility that rc t v ’s “shutdown” 
would stifle press freedom. In the period leading up to and following rc t v ’s 
license expiration, journalists at private domestic commercial newspapers and 
tele vi sion and radio stations asserted openly and per sis tently that Chávez 
was undermining freedom of expression. The terms of this account, which 
characterized massive private media outlets as “in de pen dent” and state- 
aligned media outlets as always already “unfree,” allowed  little opening to 
consider alternate conceptions of freedom or, for that  matter, of the state. As 
the confli t over the  future of rc t v ’s airwaves gained steam in 2006, Catia 
TVe producers voiced an increasingly explicit critique of dominant liberal 
norms of press freedom.

Julio, a Catia TVe producer in his mid- twenties, who was from a nearby 
poor neighborhood, echoed many of his colleagues when he told me, “The 
 people who complain about freedom of expression have always had their 
stomachs full.” (Julio, like most  people I encountered in Caracas, freely in-
terchanged the concept of “freedom of expression” with “press freedom.”) 
Julio argued that the basic preconditions necessary for the exercise of press 
freedom, which include rights to food, health care, housing, and education 
as well as access to the means of media production,  were usually overlooked 
in the chorus of concern about the Chávez government’s threats to press 
freedom. International attention to the violation of press freedom in Ven-
ezuela overwhelmingly privileged the middle- class and elite sectors of soci-
ety, which historically had their perspectives, lives, and creative production 
well represented in the mass media.

Carlos explained, “Freedom of expression has become a kind of cliché.” For 
him, the corporate media rendered the concept of press freedom meaning-
less. Within the media world of Caracas, the phrase “press freedom” immedi-
ately worked to legitimize the commercial media’s rights and proj ects while 
undermining state- sponsored and state- aligned proj ects. For Julio, Carlos, 
and many of their colleagues, the campaign by the  owners of private media 
companies to defend  free expression was, in actuality, an effort to protect 
the privileges of the wealthy by monopolizing the airwaves, while ignoring 
the inequalities that worked to stifle the expression of the majority. In the 
name of  free expression, private  owners of media and their allies defended 
the accumulation of private capital.

As I prepared to do formal interviews with Catia TVe producers, I felt 
that no  matter how I tried to phrase the question, asking about freedom of 
expression or press freedom seemed unavoidably to reassert the dominant 
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view of private business as the terrain of freedom and the state as a coherent 
headquarters of power that menaced liberty. One after noon, I awkwardly 
asked Gregorio, “Do you think  there’s a way to think about freedom of ex-
pression that  doesn’t repeat the approach to freedom that seems to dominate 
this discussion?”

We sat in Catia TVe’s frigid, windowless editing offi . Two staff members 
 were at work at the computers beside us, editing footage of a communal 
council election that they had filmed that morning. Gregorio fid led with the 
usb  flash drive that hung around his neck and told me,

I  don’t use the notion of freedom of expression exactly. I  don’t use 
 these words  because it  doesn’t  really exist. We  aren’t  free. We are tied 
to norms, borders, concepts, ideologies. And perhaps some of  these 
make you more or less  free. It depends on how you use them. I believe 
that freedom has to do with understanding the possibility of mutual 
re spect, collective construction, and a series of  things that capitalism 
itself  doesn’t allow. It [capitalism] makes you become an individual. 
You become individualistic so that you can be  free. But  free from what? 
From  people? So ultimately, you can enter a shopping mall where they 
tell you where to walk, how to walk, how to speak, how to dress. Th s 
 isn’t freedom.

 Here Gregorio points to the illusory character of individual social autonomy 
and the self- authorizing subject. Perhaps what is most in ter est ing about his 
statement is that he does not address media at all. For him, my question 
about press freedom was an invitation to criticize the way that  human free-
dom is defi ed  under capitalism. Gregorio dismisses the idea that freedom 
means being unfettered or in de pen dent of norms, of an ideology, of politics, 
or of other  people. Dependence on or adherence to po liti cal proj ects, he 
suggests, may make you more or less  free, but this depends on “how you 
use them.” Gregorio points to the pitfalls of liberal cap i tal ist notions of free-
dom, insisting instead that  people are interdependent and  shaped by their 
environment.

Catia TVe producers like Gregorio, Julio, and Carlos viewed explicit in-
vocations of the right to press freedom with skepticism and disdain. Rather 
than experiencing this liberal discourse as an empowering and accessible 
framework of rights, they argued that claims to press freedom  were part of 
an underhanded attack on their efforts to channel—or, in Gregorio’s terms, 
“use”— statecraft to dismantle systemic inequalities. They explained that 
while the commercial media characterized the Chávez government’s efforts 
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to challenge the power of private for- profit media corporations as “intoler-
ance” to difference, in fact what was unfolding was a revolutionary campaign 
to de moc ra tize access to media production and make tele vi sion program-
ming attuned to the life experiences of the majority of the population.

At the same time, Catia TVe producers  were aware of the possibility 
that their efforts to make media production accessible to the poor majority 
might be co- opted by professional managerial middle- class  people who 
claimed revolutionary commitments but resisted radical change to sys-
tems of media production and challenges to their own influence.  Despite 
their rejection of the dominant global perspective that the Chávez govern-
ment was stifli g freedom of expression by silencing rc t v , Catia TVe pro-
ducers and their interlocutors in poor neighborhoods did express concerns 
about the commitment of offi al media outlets to cover what they some-
times referred to as “the revolution inside the Revolution,” meaning internal 
criticism.

Community media producers debated how to protect dissent and differ-
ences of opinion within a shared goal of radical social change while being 
suspicious of  those that aimed to maintain class in equality. Julio, for example, 
was strident in stating that discussions among community media producers 
 were characterized by “contradictions and criticisms of the pro cess.” But he 
quickly added, “One assumes that if you are being critical it’s  because you 
are part of this mess [esta vaina]. If someone is outside it, then one would 
be more than critical, one would be directly part of the opposition. But we 
are inside this pro cess. We criticize it in order to improve it, in order to make 
it a pro cess that’s more from below.” Julio expressed that community media 
producers wanted tele vi sion programs to disseminate critique, but from a 
perspective that sought to redress and advance the revolution in the interest 
of popu lar power and leadership. Yet as I highlighted in the previous chap-
ter, committed participants in the Bolivarian pro cess often faced steep barri-
ers when they attempted to articulate criticism of power inequalities within 
the movement.  There was often disagreement about  whether criticism was 
in the interest of popu lar power.

During the period leading to the nonrenewal of rc t v ’s license, I ob-
served Catia TVe producers manage their interdependencies with allies in 
offi al state institutions in multiple sites. Catia TVe producers attempted to 
hold the leadership of offi al state institutions, specifi ally the Ministry of 
Communication and Information and ViVe tv , accountable to their own 
commitments to remake media outlets by and for the poor. To this end, Catia 
TVe producers emphasized the interde pen dency between state institutions and 
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popu lar participation. As I recount in the following sections, Catia TVe pro-
ducers expressed confli ting ideas about the importance of autonomy from 
and relatedness to the state as they worked with diverse allies, mourned the 
loss of rc t v ’s telenovelas, and challenged and reasserted liberal notions of 
press freedom.

Experiencing the Pro cessual State at ViVe TV
Catia TVe engaged in countless meetings, rallies, conferences, and 
discussions— many of which they broadcast on their airwaves—in an effort 
to support the nonrenewal of rc t v ’s license and discuss the kind of chan-
nel that should replace it. Many of  these meetings  were or ga nized together 
with state institutions;  others included only community media producers. I 
attended a meeting convened by ViVe tv ’s leadership to discuss proposals 
for a new station and to strategize with community media producers and 
local barrio activists about how to generate popu lar support for the decision 
not to renew rc t v ’s license. Thie ry Deronne, the vice president of ViVe 
tv , who had a long  career promoting popu lar education in media produc-
tion, invited community media producers to gather at ViVe tv ’s headquar-
ters in Caracas. I joined forty  people, including Ana and Carlos, sitting 
in a circle in ViVe tv ’s glass- walled conference room. In addition to many 
familiar  faces of community tele vi sion producers from stations across the 
country,  there  were also participants who identifi d themselves as members 
of nearby community organ izations. Th ough the glass, we could watch the 
buzz of the station’s staff working on computers and setting up studio lights 
to rec ord an upcoming program.

A young man from a community station in Maracaibo, a city eight hours 
away from Caracas by bus, told the group, “We have been trying to or ga nize 
discussions in our community . . .  but it’s difficult.  People are  really misin-
formed about what’s  going on with rc t v .” Carlos responded that the strug-
gle over rc t v ’s  future was vital to deepening the Bolivarian revolutionary 
pro cess.

Thie ry nodded enthusiastically and asserted, “Our challenge is to make the 
new channel [that would replace rc t v ] a space for the  people [el pueblo] 
to produce media.” He continued, “The best way to respond to commercial 
media is to make your own media  because then you  really understand how 
lies are produced. You can take video production classes at Catia TVe and 
 here at ViVe tv . And ViVe tv  is always available to go to your communi-
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ties and transmit your debates.” Echoing the treatise on “imperfect cinema” 
advanced by Cuban film theorist Julio García Espinosa in the 1970s, Thie ry 
concluded, “The division of  labor between  people who make media and 
 people who make other  things is a form of censorship.” Thie ry recast the 
standard liberal defin tion of censorship as the constraint of ideas, highlight-
ing instead how censorship could be embedded in the broader class- based 
orga nizational structure of media production. From this perspective, press 
freedom did not rest on the unconstrained expression of ideas or auton-
omy from the state but on the organ ization of access to the means of media 
production.

 Others also endorsed this nuanced idea of freedom as access. A  woman 
who identifi d herself as a member of a community organ ization in a nearby 
low- income neighborhood embraced Thie ry’s invitation. “Sometimes it’s 
difficult to get the confide ce to speak. But we need to appropriate this space 
of ViVe tv , which is so close to where we live, in order to strengthen this 
po liti cal pro cess.” The participants deci ded to hold more meetings for com-
munity organizers aligned with the Chávez government in diff er ent parts of 
Caracas to discuss rc t v ’s impending loss of its license and generate pro-
posals for the profile and content of its replacement. For Thie ry and his in-
terlocutors, greater access to the means of media production was achievable 
by embracing the Bolivarian movement and participating in the offi al state 
proj ect to reclaim the broadcast airwaves of rc t v .

Scholars and observers of Venezuela during the Chávez era often wondered 
 whether  these kinds of interactions between community organ izations and 
state offi als  were anything more than an empty orchestration of popu lar 
empowerment meant to bolster the power of  those in charge of state institu-
tions (García- Guadilla 2011). Undoubtedly, in addition to the stated goal of 
encouraging widespread participation in media production, the meeting I 
attended met a pressing need for state offi als to create vis i ble evidence of 
“grassroots” action in support of the rc t v  decision. Nevertheless, reducing 
Catia TVe and other community organizers to pawns of state actors over-
looks both the signifi ance of  these experiences for participants and their 
own savvy understanding of the dynamics of interde pen dency between the 
or ga nized activist poor and offi al state actors and institutions.

For many participants, this meeting was an impor tant opportunity to see 
 behind the scenes of the production of state institutions and media. Their 
involvement inside offi al halls of power was a way for them to gain con-
fidence in their capacity to contribute to po liti cal outcomes. Moreover, 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679095/9781478002529-007.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



206—Chap ter 6

collaborating with ViVe tv  by showing up at meetings like this one allowed 
many producers from community tele vi sion stations to develop the neces-
sary contacts and knowledge to advocate for support for their proj ects in 
towns and cities far from the power center of Caracas.

Despite ViVe tv ’s goal of “giving voice” to marginalized Venezuelans, 
community media producers and activists often criticized the station’s pro-
gramming for sidestepping urgent prob lems plaguing new social welfare 
programs. Together with many supporters of the revolution, community 
media activists recognized the shortcomings of the programming and in-
ternal structure of existing state- run media outlets— particularly the older 
state channel, vt v , but also of their allied station, ViVe tv . My interlocu-
tors  were not interested in seeing  these inadequacies replicated by newly 
created tele vi sion outlets. Much of the programming on existing state- run 
media outlets mimicked the format and aesthetics of for- profit commercial 
tele vi sion but replaced advertisements for consumer goods with messages 
that attempted to promote socialist values. Even while Catia TVe producers 
understood the dilemma that their colleagues who worked in  these offi al 
outlets faced in trying to  counter the constant onslaught of commercial me-
dia’s manipulative reporting, which framed the revolution as a total failure, 
Catia TVe producers  were nevertheless adamant that the offi al state media 
needed to provide space for internal criticism and substantial debate. They 
 were acutely aware of the frequent disjuncture between ViVe tv ’s goals and 
its practice. Yet, signifi antly,  these attendees also saw ViVe tv  as a space of 
potential to participate in media production and fi ht for the inclusion of 
meaningful debate.

From the perspective of  these community media producers, the com-
mercial media’s claims that Chávez was the chief threat to press freedom 
seemed ludicrous. The dominant liberal ideals of press freedom so avidly 
espoused by commercial media  owners, which assert autonomy from state 
institutions as a necessary condition for freedom, did not account for how 
state institutions might expand poor communities’ access to rights and re-
sources to participate in media production. Th s example makes clear how 
community media producers embraced ViVe tv  as a space of possibility. As 
I have traced in previous chapters, in Catia TVe’s effort to collaborate with 
ViVe tv , many community media producers saw offi al state employees as 
allies and state institutions as within their reach. As I have also illustrated, 
however, this collaboration was compromised by the reproduction of power 
hierarchies.
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The Artist’s House
As I accompanied Catia TVe producers to the varied spaces where they 
engaged in debate about the  future channel to replace rc t v , the class divi-
sions regarding what should be done with the new channel became clearer. 
The In de pen dent National Producers Association, a state- managed organ-
ization led by professionally trained tele vi sion producers and artists, held a 
well- publicized meeting in central Caracas at a state- operated foundation 
known as the Artist’s House to discuss the  future channel. “In de pen dent 
national producers”  were media producers who  were offi ally licensed by 
the state but  were deemed in de pen dent or autonomous  because they  were 
unaffiliated with any established state- run or commercial media network. 
In de pen dent national producers  were an outgrowth of the 2004 Law of 
Social Responsibility of Radio and Tele vi sion, which required tele vi sion 
stations to increase domestic in de pen dent production. In order to become 
certifi d,  these producers  were required to use 70  percent Venezuelan capi-
tal, locations, and  labor, and, by law, also had to have the “experience 
and capacity to produce quality national productions.” The quality require-
ment proved to be a major barrier for  those who  were not professionally 
trained media producers. According to my in for mants, and as confi med 
by my own observations, most in de pen dent national producers  were from 
middle- class backgrounds and had prior professional training in private 
schools and corporate media. Many state offi als celebrated the so- called 
in de pen dence of  these producers as a symbol of the government’s commit-
ment to deepening media democ ratization, overlooking the dependence of 
 these media producers on the unequal opportunities afforded to them by their 
class power. The growing prominence of  these media producers was testa-
ment to the inconsistent politics of the Chávez government regarding the 
concept of liberal autonomy.

Despite their misgivings about the class character of this association, 
many volunteer producers at Catia TVe registered as in de pen dent national 
producers, hoping to be able one day to support themselves fi ancially by 
selling their video productions to tele vi sion outlets. Given their inexpen-
sive video equipment and minimal experience, most community tele vi sion 
producers did not meet the established quality standards. Almost  every vol-
unteer group from Catia TVe that had attempted to sell programming to a 
state channel had been rejected on the grounds that their video production 
did not meet sound and image criteria. Despite the appearance of an equal 
playing fi ld, their low- priced equipment and nonprofessional training did 
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not allow them to compete. In this context, as in most, the ability to  assert 
oneself as autonomous was contingent on unequal, class- based access to 
resources.

The daylong conference at the Artist’s House focused primarily on culti-
vating middle- class cultural producers’ support for the government’s deci-
sion on rc t v  by emphasizing the employment possibilities the new station 
might afford them. Community media producers had a minimal presence 
at the meeting. Carlos, Catia TVe’s director, and Carmela, a Catia TVe staff
member who worked as Catia TVe’s accountant and rarely participated in 
events outside of the station,  were invited to speak about the  future of 
Venezuelan tele vi sion alongside ten professionally trained male media pro-
ducers, artists, intellectuals, and politicians. Carlos expressed to me intense 
skepticism about the opportunism of the Organ ization of In de pen dent Na-
tional Producers, but nevertheless recognized that it was impor tant to be 
pres ent and advocate for the poor to control the  future channel.

At the outset of the conference, the middle- class cultural producers who 
spoke touched on familiar themes including the negative influence of for-
eign commercial media on the masses. One  after another, the professional 
media producers on stage argued that rc t v  sold “anti- values” of vio lence, 
promiscuity, and individualism and seduced Venezuelans to want  things and 
behave in ways that  were foreign. Several speakers emphasized the impor-
tance of promoting venezuelanness on tele vi sion. One screenwriter noted, 
“In Venezuela we have so much talent. Are we  going to watch Argentinean 
or Brazilian tele vi sion or are we  going to show our own culture, histories, 
heroes, and faults?”

Although  these largely middle- class intellectuals and artists echoed de-
bates I had heard among community media producers about the importance 
of developing national talent and creativity through tele vi sion production, 
the notion of “the artist” that they referenced did not resemble Catia TVe’s 
discourse— expressed by Carlos and Carmela— about media production as 
a tool of popu lar collective empowerment. Carlos and Carmela’s effort to 
argue for radical re orientation of the media world was largely drowned out 
by the other speakers, who avoided any discussion of the possibility of re-
making Venezuela’s media world as part and parcel of a broader proj ect of 
radical re distribution of class power. As one of the speakers, a light- skinned 
screenwriter, emphasized, “Th s pro cess is about including the excluded 
without excluding the included.” According to this man, in other words, the 
 middle class should have nothing to fear from Chávez. For their part, Catia 
TVe producers’ own dismissal of “popu lar tastes” together with their anti- 
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imperialist, nationalist discourse made them bedfellows with upwardly mo-
bile and elite media producers and intellectuals with whom they competed 
to shape the new space for media production. In this venue, nationalist 
sentiment momentarily smoothed over the class divisions between barrio- 
based and more affluent media producers.

An Uphill  Battle to Generate Popu lar Support
Catia TVe producers devoted enormous energy to building support for the 
government’s decision and advocating for their vision of a new station that 
would replace rc t v . In promotional audio- visual segments repeated many 
times daily on state and community media, the government and commu-
nity media producers described rc t v ’s exile as a move to allow the state to 
control national resources in ways that benefited Venezuela’s poor majority. 
At the same time, rc t v  broadcast constant appeals from famous telenovela 
actors and writers who protested what they termed the government’s clamp-
down on freedom, particularly the freedom to choose what programming 
they wanted to see. Hosts of rc t v ’s talk shows regularly appeared on air 
with tape over their mouths. Groups of predominantly middle- class univer-
sity students, many linked to opposition parties, attracted worldwide media 
attention when they closed down major arteries in Venezuela’s largest cities 
to protest rc t v ’s shutdown.

Catia TVe producers faced re sis tance to the decision to replace rc t v  not 
only from a diffuse group of po liti cal parties, private media outlets, business 
groups, and “civil society” organ izations that made up the opposition, but 
also from barrio- based supporters of the Chávez government. The  battle 
over rc t v ’s  future divided the more militant po liti cally engaged activists 
involved in the Bolivarian Revolution, such as Catia TVe producers, from 
 those who supported Chávez and his government but did not regularly par-
ticipate in or ga nized po liti cal activism or discussions.

In my conversations with  people from this latter group in the poor 
neighborhood where I lived and in visits to other poor neighborhoods 
where Catia TVe or ga nized, I noted that many  people believed that much of 
rc t v ’s programming was manipulative and untruthful. Even while critical 
of the station’s  owners, however, they expressed attachment to some rc t v  
programs. In response, Catia TVe producers argued that corporate media 
 were not in de pen dent but refl cted the outlook and politics of the rich and 
power ful classes. They argued that ViVe tv , in contrast, refl cted the con-
cerns of the poor. Catia TVe’s arguments, however, gained  little traction and 
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 were ultimately unconvincing to many of their interlocutors in poor neigh-
borhoods. In the fi st place, the corporate media did sometimes address 
issues pertinent to the poor that the offi al state media avoided.  People in 
poor neighborhoods  were frustrated by the limited space for criticism of the 
government on state- run media. Moreover, in unexpected and sometimes 
contradictory ways, it was on the private commercial media’s telenovelas 
that  people in  these neighborhoods sometimes found their lives, contradic-
tions, hopes, and fears refl cted. In interviews I conducted at Catia TVe and 
in the barrios where the station ran workshops, many  people expressed frus-
tration about the impending loss of their favorite entertainment programs 
on rc t v , particularly the telenovela that they  were watching at the time. 
Th s concern for the loss of their soap operas was not apo liti cal, nor was it 
a sign of their false consciousness, as many ardent revolutionaries claimed. 
Catia TVe’s leadership’s contention that popu lar audiences  were totally 
encapsulated, overdetermined, and controlled by the dominant elite ideolo-
gies via telenovelas, as I discussed in chapter 3, reproduced a patronizing 
logic that mistrusted the ability of the poor to judge and make decisions for 
themselves.

A Revolutionary Mourns the Loss of Her Telenovela
While most Catia TVe producers disparaged telenovelas,  there was a small 
cohort that  were both militantly committed to the revolution and avid fans 
of telenovelas. One after noon Darnelis invited me to her  house to have 
lunch. With a smirk, she whispered that we had to leave Catia TVe immedi-
ately so that we would not miss a moment of her favorite telenovela. In the 
ten- minute walk to the  house where Darnelis, her younger  brother, and 
their  mother shared a single rented room, Darnelis exchanged greetings with 
almost  every person we passed. Darnelis was active in local politics, trying 
to form a communal council in her neighborhood. As she waved to a group 
sitting in front of the corner bodega, Darnelis laughed, “All  these  people 
think  you’re my girlfriend!” Darnelis’s identifi ation as a lesbian was pub-
lic knowledge in her neighborhood. (In chapter 5, I observed the subtle ef-
fects of sexism, homophobia, and heterosexism on Darnelis from within the 
ranks of Catia TVe and ViVe tv .)

When we arrived at her  house, we found Darnelis’s  brother, in his early 
twenties, sprawled out on one of the two full- size beds in a square, dimly lit 
room, watching the telenovela, which had already begun. He worked at an 
American- owned fast-food chain in the food court of a shopping mall in 
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central Caracas. Their  mother was at work in a wealthy neighborhood on 
the other side of the city, where for many years she had spent half the week 
as a live-in maid. One wall of the small room was crowded with images 
and memorabilia, which represented Darnelis’s many interests. A poster 
from the 2006 World Social Forum held in Caracas hung between a collage 
of Krishna iconography that Darnelis had made on a spiritual retreat and 
an election placard of Chávez smiling widely. A black- and- white photo of 
Madonna, the American pop idol, was tacked between colorful posters that 
advocated recycling. Piles of clothes, books, dv ds, and cd s  were stacked 
haphazardly in  every available inch of space. A refrigerator hummed be-
tween the two beds.

During the fi st commercial break of the telenovela, The Kings (Los 
Reyes), Darnelis stepped onto an outdoor balcony where  there was a single 
hot plate and a dish rack. As Darnelis doled out portions of chicken and 
pasta for each of us, she quickly tried to fill me in on the plot of The Kings, 
a Colombian- produced show broadcast on rc t v . She explained that the 
central protagonists  were a poor  family called the Kings, who suddenly be-
came fabulously wealthy. But an evil rich  family was attempting to thwart 
their happiness. In an added twist, the head of the evil  family had fallen in 
love with one of the  daughters from the King  family. Darnelis noted that the 
 daughter was what she called a transformista, both in the telenovela and in 
real life. A transformista is a term used in Venezuela for individuals who are 
labeled male at birth but who live their lives as  women (Ochoa 2008, 150). In 
the U.S. taxonomy, transformistas fit into the category of transgender.

My lesson was interrupted when The Kings resumed  after the commer-
cial break. Darnelis laughed heartily as a humorous scene unfolded over the 
King  family breakfast  table. The transformista character was certainly the 
main comedic foil, and her depiction could be interpreted as demeaning. 
Yet the program provided ambiguous cues for sympathy, not just humor. 
Darnelis adored this character.

“She is who she is,” Darnelis remarked, “and the rest of them can go to 
hell.” Darnelis expressed empathy and identifi ation with a character who, 
like her, transcended and challenged gender and sexuality norms. At the 
next commercial break, Darnelis fl pped herself back against the mattress. 
She moaned dramatically, laughing at herself, “Why, Chávez? Why do you 
have to take this channel away?”

Darnelis’s grief over the loss of her beloved tele vi sion show and her own 
laughter at this predicament signaled her confli ting thoughts and experi-
ences both about the telenovela and the state- building proj ect of which she 
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was a part. On many occasions, I had heard Darnelis vehemently defend 
the Chávez government’s effort to challenge the power of the commercial 
media. For example, in an interview, she explained,

They [the commercial media]  aren’t interested in the beautiful  things 
that happen in your community. On the contrary, they are interested 
in harming you. Harming your consciousness and selling you mod-
els that are impossible to copy. . . .  The novela, the commercials— they 
had us blind. . . .  Every one [on a telenovela] who lives in a barrio has to 
be a thief and the  woman has to be a whore. Why do they sell us  these 
images? It’s always the maid who comes from a barrio that goes to live 
in a wealthy  house and aspires to marry the owner of the business, 
which is never  going to happen. They paint poor  people in  really gro-
tesque ways. . . .  The commercial media  will remain grotesque forever 
while we remain quiet. I think the  people [el pueblo] have to have this de-
bate of what we  really want to see on tele vi sion. We have to go out into 
the street and ask the  people [el pueblo], “What do you  really want to 
see? What do you hope to have? How should the perfect society be?”

The complex plea sure and identifi ation that Darnelis experienced with 
The Kings was nowhere refl cted in her critique of the way commercial media 
denigrated poor men and  women. Her disgust at the trope of the maid char-
acter was particularly piercing given the many years she had watched her 
own  mother  labor as a live-in maid in Caracas’s wealthy east side without 
experiencing the life- transforming benevolence of her employers. Darne-
lis, however, did not seem “blinded,” as she put it, by telenovelas. The Kings 
contained certain ele ments, such as the rags- to- riches story, that Darnelis 
dismissed as harmful fantasy. Yet Darnelis identifi d and felt clearly embold-
ened by aspects of this show. Her focus on the commercial media’s class bias 
did not account for how The Kings’ inclusion of a character who challenged 
conventional norms of gender and sexuality provided her with something 
rarely found on the open broadcast airwaves,  whether on state, commercial, 
or community channels.

Commercial media in Venezuela have largely excluded positive depic-
tions of gay, lesbian, and transgender characters, although the increased ac-
tivism of gay and lesbian groups attracted some mainstream press attention 
(Muñoz 2003; Ochoa 2008). While community media afforded some pos-
sibility for transgressive depictions of gays and lesbians,  these openings on 
Catia TVe  were extremely narrow. The only images of openly gay, lesbian, or 
transgender  people broadcast on Catia TVe during the period of my research 
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 were produced by Darnelis and a former staff member who also identifi d 
as gay. Together they documented a gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
pride parade a year earlier. Th s was the one program from a list of hundreds 
of Catia TVe productions that the station’s leadership designated as “inap-
propriate” for prime time viewing hours and was instead broadcast on Catia 
TVe during eve ning hours. Even while Darnelis celebrated how The Kings’ 
transformista character lived her life as she chose, confide tly dismissing 
any who would get in her way, the real ity for transformistas in Caracas was 
far more violent. The offi al security apparatuses run by state institutions— 
such as the Metropolitan Police— regularly perpetrated deadly force against 
the transformistas who worked as sex workers along one of Caracas’s main 
ave nues.

Darnelis connected with the pursuit of social justice and the indictment 
of capitalism, which she believed was at the core of the Bolivarian move-
ment. For her, in de pen dence from the revolutionary state proj ect was not 
the answer to the discrimination and injustice she faced. Nonetheless, she 
connected with The Kings in ways that she could not connect with much of 
the programming produced by community and state outlets. Consequently, 
even while she rejected other aspects of the telenovela’s politics of repre sen-
ta tion and scorned rc t v ’s  owners’ claims to be defending press freedom, 
Darnelis wanted to continue seeing this transgendered character from Th  
Kings. In fact, what seemed to constitute a “perfect society” for Darnelis in-
cluded tele vi sion’s regular depiction of diverse gender identities and sexu-
alities. Darnelis’s enjoyment of commercial tele vi sion involved a  battle for 
meaning, one that was often overlooked or misunderstood by other Catia 
TVe producers and their allies, who dismissed  people’s plea sure in com-
mercial media as a symptom of their ideological domination. Darnelis’s 
 po liti cal analy sis excluded consideration of her own contradictory experience 
of commercial media as bringing both plea sure and multiple forms of injus-
tice. The complex issues of plea sure, power, and strug gle that characterized 
everyday engagement with popu lar culture  were entangled with, though not 
identical to, the  battle over the meaning of press freedom.

Rejecting the Ministry of Communication and Information’s  
Approach to Quality and Press Freedom

A month before the expiration of rc t v ’s broadcast license, the Ministry of 
Communication and Information, together with the Ministry of Participa-
tion and Social Development, called a meeting with community tele vi sion 
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stations from across the country. The meeting further highlighted state of-
fic als’ inconsistent approaches to liberal ideals of freedom. While some 
state offi als, such as  those at the ViVe tv  meeting highlighted at the outset 
of this chapter, challenged liberal norms of autonomy, in this meeting the 
Ministry of Communication and Information representatives lauded liberal 
princi ples of equal opportunity and media producers’ autonomy from the 
state.

The explicit aim of the meeting or ga nized by the ministries was to solicit 
proposals for the content of the new station to replace rc t v . Twenty- six 
community tele vi sion producers gathered in a circle in a squat room with 
harsh fluo rescent lights. At the meeting, Catia TVe staff and volunteers pro-
posed that rc t v  be replaced with a nationally broadcast channel of content 
created by nonprofessional community media producers from around the 
country. During a mini– press conference at the start of the meeting, report-
ers from state tele vi sion and radio outlets asked Carlos, who dominated the 
spotlight, to share his thoughts on the  future shape of the new channel. 
Dressed in his bright-orange Catia TVe T- shirt, Carlos noted, with a clever 
play on words, “I believe that it’s impor tant to remind the minister and all 
the  people that are responsible for this that we make the parrilla for the new 
channel with the  people.” The Spanish word parrilla means both barbeque 
and, in the tele vi sion industry, a lineup of tele vi sion programs. Carlos con-
tinued, with a glimmer in his eye, “ Because one makes a parrilla [barbeque] 
in the street, nothing would be better than trying to set up the new parrilla 
[lineup] of the new channel in the street with all the sectors: the farmers, the 
fishermen, the workers, and every one  else.” With this pun, Carlos empha-
sized the necessity of the channel’s being in the hands of  those on “the street,” 
a euphemism for the common or poor  people. He argued that a channel 
dedicated to broadcasting community media would allow for the consolida-
tion of the power of the  people (poder popu lar), making clear that the  people 
 were the historically disenfranchised and poor. A persuasive public speaker, 
Carlos pressured the state offi als to be accountable for the claim that the 
government was dedicated to shifting the dynamics of power to the histori-
cally disenfranchised poor.

A  woman from the Ministry of Communication and Information was 
careful to emphasize in response that she and her colleagues  were consulting 
not only with community and alternative media producers, but also with 
groups of in de pen dent national producers about what shape the new station 
should take. She explained that she hoped to learn from “the accumulated 
experiences of our community tele vi sion stations.” She paused awkwardly, 

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/679095/9781478002529-007.pdf
by NATIONAL CHENGCHI UNIV user
on 05 October 2020



Reckoning with Press Freedom—215

quickly clarifying, “I say ‘our’  because I feel refl cted in them, not ‘our’ 
 because the government imposes an editorial line. Th s has to be very clear. 
If any collective is critical of the actions of the government and incisively, 
with good judgment, shows how state institutions are not acting correctly, 
well, it is the community media.” Her effort to emphasize the in de pen dence 
of community media outlets from state institutions, in fact, drew attention 
to how the relationship was  under constant contestation.

By the  middle of the meeting, ministry representatives made it obvious 
that their central and most urgent concern was to fill the programming 
schedule for the new station with a steady stream of what they called “quality” 
content. Ministry representatives suggested that they should replace rc t v  
with a public ser vice tele vi sion station that would purchase programming 
from in de pen dent national producers, the licensed media producers who 
 were offi ally unaffiliated with any tele vi sion outlet and drew on Venezuelan 
talent, capital, and  labor. Exasperated, Hector, Catia TVe’s assistant direc-
tor, explained to ministry representatives that in de pen dent national pro-
ducers served what he called “private interests”  because they depended on 
private capital for fi ance and development. The celebrated in de pen dence of 
 these producers, he maintained, was illusory. Hector pointedly warned that 
while opening a new channel dedicated to the work of in de pen dent national 
producers might appear to be a step  toward democ ratization of access to the 
broadcast airwaves, this model would instead perpetuate class inequalities 
if “quality” was evaluated largely according to standards of market- oriented 
programming, meaning high production values in sound and lighting and 
a par tic u lar editing aesthetic. Although the idea of the in de pen dent national 
producer fulfilled liberal tenets of equal opportunity and the autonomy of 
producers from existing tele vi sion networks, this model did not recognize 
the in equality of conditions, the conflation of private capital with autonomy, 
or the dominance of a commercial media aesthetic.

Together with other community media producers at the meeting, Hec-
tor argued that state institutions needed to reor ga nize the po liti cal economy 
of communications to prioritize newly trained nonprofessionals from poor 
communities. In their attempt to assert this radically reconstituted media 
world, Catia TVe producers argued that state institutions needed to more 
equally redistribute media resources and increase integration between state 
and community media outlets.

At this meeting, Catia TVe producers openly criticized the proposals put 
forth by state offi als.  Here they experienced fi sthand how a state institu-
tion that leaned on liberal tenets to legitimize its proj ects was creating 
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impediments to gaining access to the rights and resources of communi-
cation. The community media producers suggested that a truly  free and 
demo cratic press required state management of resources and the joining 
of official and community efforts to ensure access to the materials necessary 
to enable broad participation. They cast state support and integration with 
community media not as a threat to their autonomy or freedom but as a path 
 toward challenging class inequalities that have barred them from access to 
the means of media production.

In their work with vari ous state institutions, Catia TVe producers en-
countered a range of priorities and approaches to liberal ideals. Th s vari-
ability further cultivated their awareness that the state was an inconsistent 
collection of institutions and individuals subject to contestation and rife 
with confli t, rather than a mysterious force or a monolith removed from 
the populace. Their experience of the state as an ongoing and uneven pro-
cess of deliberation was incomprehensible according to a liberal framework 
of press freedom in which the state is an intractable external force and free-
dom and constraint are assumed to be binary practices.

Catia TVe Producers Reassert Liberal Arguments  
for Autonomy from the State

At a gathering at Catia TVe just a few days  after the tense meeting with the 
representatives of Ministry of Communication and Information, the incon-
sistency and strug gle that characterized Catia TVe producers’ approach to 
the state came to the fore. In the interactions described above, producers 
had argued that close integration of offi al state and community media 
proj ects was necessary to expand broad and meaningful access to the means 
of media production and decision-making. At a meeting held for staff and 
volunteers at Catia TVe to discuss the status and  future of their station, how-
ever, some participants advocated greater fi ancial in de pen dence from of-
fic al state institutions.

Fifty  people gathered in Catia TVe’s musty basement auditorium. Carlos 
asserted, “It’s true that right now we have Chávez, but he  won’t always be 
 here. Catia TVe, however, has to stick around.” Carlos introduced a proposal 
to limit the station’s dependence on state funding. He framed station leaders’ 
reluctance to rely on state funding not as concern about Chávez’s con-
centration of power or the threat of imminent intervention by offi al state 
actors, but as a way to ensure Catia TVe’s longevity, even without the sup-
port of Chávez or of state institutions. His statement signaled an awareness 
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of the instability of the state proj ect and the possibility of a growing over-
reliance on the figu e of Chávez, a prescient concern given the president’s 
unexpected death six years  later.

Hector, who had pressed for greater state management of media resources 
in the ministry meeting described above, took the microphone and advo-
cated that Catia TVe decrease reliance on state resources by raising money 
from  people who lived in the producers’ own neighborhoods. Hector com-
mented that reliance on resources from state institutions produced com-
placency and overdependence of community media producers on state 
institutions to resolve prob lems. Hector’s comments made clear the uncer-
tainty and fears that many Catia TVe producers felt about their efforts to 
embrace offi al state institutions as a collective proj ect and foster radical 
interde pen dency. Hector explained that his proposal drew on the model of 
audience- funded media developed in the United States by kpfa , a radio sta-
tion that forms part of the listener- funded Pacifi a Radio network. Hector 
and Carlos had fi st learned about this model when they presented the work 
of Catia TVe in an exhibition at the Berkeley Art Museum in California in 
2006. Hector described how kpfa  relies exclusively on funds generated 
through donations and memberships.

Several Catia TVe volunteers expressed immediate outrage at Hector’s 
proposal. With palpable tension in his voice, Elario, a longtime volunteer, 
exclaimed, “The state’s resources are our resources. We’ve been fi hting 
tooth and nail to get the priorities straight  here and build Bolivarian social-
ism. Why should we reject what belongs to all of us?” Elario had been pro-
ducing short videos about his neighborhood to air on Catia TVe since the 
station fi st began broadcasting. A former taxi driver in his early forties who 
had recently secured a position on the local mayor’s commission for alterna-
tive media, Elario often expressed frustration to me about the difficulty he 
faced recruiting his barrio neighbors to become involved at Catia TVe with-
out any fi ancial compensation in the time- consuming task of making 
tele vi sion. A listener- supported model struck Elario and many  others at 
the meeting as wildly impractical given the poverty of their neighbors. 
More impor tant than this pragmatic concern, however, was the volunteers’ 
sense that demanding a share of state resources was not a stance of depen-
dence but a claim of rights, an impor tant aspect of a participatory and 
demo cratic socialism. Elario and several  others argued that they used funds 
from state institutions to fi ht for a state that serves the interests of the poor. 
Catia TVe members roundly rejected the suggestion that the station rethink 
its reliance on state funds.
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Hector’s suggestion that they embrace the model of the listener- funded 
Pacifi a Radio network, which emerged in the liberal cap i tal ist context of the 
United States, where autonomy from both commercial and state institutions 
is seen by many as a guarantee of editorial in de pen dence, exemplifies the 
strug gle of Catia TVe’s leadership to fi d a conceptual rubric to legitimize 
and defend freedom of communication.

The urge to assert fi ancial autonomy suggests that producers had fears 
about two  things: their ability to voice criticisms without endangering their 
funding and, second, more broadly, to maintain a radical long- run interde-
pen dency in which they could exercise control over the offi al state support 
they received so they could meet their objectives in their own ways. The 
most prominent perspective to emerge from the debate that after noon at 
Catia TVe was the view that popu lar activists needed to approach state insti-
tutions and resources as weapons of the poor in their strug gle to create free-
dom and equality. For most producers at the station, Catia TVe’s freedom 
and control over internal decision-making required intensive interchange 
and interde pen dency with state offi als, rather than atomistic decision-
making and a stance of autonomy. Nevertheless, this contentious meeting 
underscored how tentative Catia TVe’s leadership was about the station’s po-
sition vis- à- vis the pos si ble  futures of state institutions. Their experience of 
the intransigence of state offi als regarding proposals to transfer the new 
station to popu lar control encouraged such uncertainty.

Catia TVe Producers Embrace the State
In the fi al setting I describe in this chapter, a community meeting in a 
poor neighborhood in west Caracas, Catia TVe producers publicly displayed 
their embrace of state institutions and sought to redefi e freedom as an al-
liance with the Bolivarian revolutionary state. Catia TVe’s leadership had 
reservations about how to secure  future local editorial control and ongoing 
participation, and they had faced impediments in challenging liberal norms 
of equal opportunity and quality at the Ministry of Communication and 
Information. Even so, on the eve of rc t v ’s license expiration, Catia TVe’s 
leadership promoted hope among their neighbors that the new state- run 
station replacing rc t v  would make true communicative freedom pos si ble.

In the open- air patio of a high school located in a densely settled neigh-
borhood near Catia TVe, staff members set up one of their many pre sen ta tions 
about rc t v  and the importance of a new model of communication. Catia 
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TVe’s audience that eve ning consisted of students attending night classes as 
part of the Chávez government’s high school and community college pro-
grams. Two young girls, around eight years old, approached Margarita, a 
Catia TVe staff member,  eager to inquire about that eve ning’s activity. We 
learned that the girls’  mothers  were studying law as part of the commu-
nity college program. The girls registered no recognition of Catia TVe. 
One volunteered, “We like the shows on rc t v .” Her friend added, “Plus, 
rc t v  has been on the air for fi y- three years!” rc t v ’s argument against 
its shutdown— its duration as a fix ure of Venezuelan media— easily slid off 
their lips, testament to the success of rc t v ’s advertising campaign against 
the government’s decision. “Yes, mami,” Margarita answered, “but this station 
does nothing good for you. It  doesn’t teach you anything. Our new channel 
 will show you how to dance joropo [a traditional Venezuelan dance associ-
ated with rural life] and play tambores [drums with Afro- Venezuelan roots]. 
It  will teach you how to read and tell you  great stories.” Margarita embraced 
the new state- administered station that would replace rc t v  as “ours,” in-
dicating her hope that the new channel would be open to the participation 
and leadership of Venezuela’s poor, would serve pedagogical needs, and 
strengthen dedication to popu lar cultural forms tied to historically dis-
enfranchised populations. The fi st girl wrinkled her nose in an unpleas-
ant grimace, seemingly unconvinced by Margarita’s vision of educational 
programming.

Luis kicked off the group conversation, inviting the audience of about 
fi y  people to enroll in Catia TVe’s  free video production classes. With his 
typical confide ce in public speaking, Luis quickly captured the audience’s 
attention. He explained the technical and political- economic framework of 
tele vi sion in Venezuela, highlighting the meaning and importance of the 
invisible radio waves that carry tele vi sion signals. Luis noted,

Th s electromagnetic spectrum is ours; it is something that belongs to 
each one of us. Many years ago the government gave the rights to use 
this spectrum to [the commercial tele vi sion stations] without consult-
ing us. Now we have a diff er ent government. . . .  But outside this coun-
try, including in the United States, the information that arrives  there 
says that  there is a dictatorship  here in Venezuela. Th s is no secret. 
Do you think  there is a dictatorship in Venezuela? [The crowd chimed 
together in unison, “No!”] Well,  there is a dictatorship, but it’s a dicta-
torship of the private media who lie, manipulate, and misinform.
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Luis’s comments refl cted a heightened awareness of international criticism—
particularly originating from George W. Bush’s White House—of the nonre-
newal of rc t v ’s broadcast license. His rhetorical question pinned the threat 
of dictatorship on the commercial media’s domination of the airwaves, 
denaturalizing the model of advertising- supported commercial tele vi sion. 
Echoing political- economic critiques of commercial media, Luis decoupled 
commercial media from notions of freedom.

Luis insisted that the station replacing rc t v  would pres ent plural  opinions 
and repre sen ta tions of  human experience. Invoking his regular refrain, Luis 
noted, “You  will see  people just like us, fat, ugly, missing an eye, black, what-
ever.” He drew attention to the racism and classism of commercial tele vi-
sion and how, in contrast, community- produced media created positive 
and complex portrayals of  people who live in barrios. “But,” he continued, 
“ojo, watch out, in  these media outlets that we are  going to have, we  will 
say the good and the bad.” Luis pledged that the new channel would not 
reproduce the content of the already existing state channels, which he ar-
gued did not broadcast enough overt criticism or denuncias of state offi als 
and programs. In other words, he promised that the new station would not 
serve as a mouthpiece for the Chávez government. What was left implicit 
was that the kind of criticism he and his colleagues welcomed was criticism 
that was aligned with the Bolivarian Revolution’s overall goals of resource 
re distribution, the transfer of power to the poor majority, and the construc-
tion of socialism. In other words,  there would be freedom to critique what 
commercial media did not: the actions that advanced a cap i tal ist economy 
and world system and the class inequalities that such a system entailed.

Luis invited audience members to voice their perspectives, noting, “We 
are  going to have a debate.  Because if you want to come up  here and say ‘I 
support rc t v ,’ this is valid also. We believe in the  battle of ideas.” Students 
and teachers lined up in front of the microphone. A man in his late forties 
asserted, “Th s is a historic opportunity. Th s is the moment of the pueblo, 
the moment of the excluded, a historic moment.  Because the elite wants to 
own the spectrum and according to our constitution, this belongs to all of 
us. In other words, the state administers it, and decides  whether to renew 
[the broadcast license] or not.” A  woman who looked to be in her late twen-
ties gripped the microphone and passionately said, “We are  going to have 
a station open to our collaboration that says the truth about what happens 
in our communities from day to day.” Luis’s audience eagerly extended a 
discourse of constitutional rights to the electromagnetic spectrum and 
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declared rc t v ’s nonrenewal an act that would afford them greater oppor-
tunities for expression.

Above the din of cheers, the sound of metal on metal ricocheted around 
the open courtyard of the high school. Following the gaze of the audience, I 
looked up at the fi een- story apartment building adjacent to the school. In the 
distance, I saw someone leaning out of his or her apartment win dow, banging 
together two metal pots, an act of po liti cal protest known as a cacerolazo, 
which  people opposing the government had recently taken up. The com-
mercial media had begun advocating for audiences to perform collective 
cacerolazos at designated times to protest the government’s decision about 
rc t v ’s license. Ana, Catia TVe’s assistant director, energetically grabbed 
the microphone from Luis. Facing the building, she began to chant, “¡No 
volverán! ¡No volverán!” (They  will not return!). The audience in the patio 
joined in. The expression “they  will not return” was a common rallying cry 
among Chávez supporters, indicating a steadfast rejection of the previous 
ruling elite.

 After a few minutes of chanting, Ana gestured up at the building and 
exclaimed, her voice thick with anger: “ These are the few escualidos [liter-
ally, squalid ones, a pejorative term for the opposition to Chávez] that re-
main. But we have to talk about them.  Because we had a coup in 2002 and 
they participated in this. Although it  wasn’t  these  people,  because this  isn’t 
the elite class. It was the transnationals, the  owners of businesses. Not 
us.  We’re the ones who live in barrios. We are the  owners of the petroleum 
and of the radio- electric spectrum. And we tell them, ‘No more license!’ 
We own the radio- electric spectrum!” Ana promptly returned the micro-
phone to Luis. In her intervention, Ana characterized the dissenting voices 
in class terms, grouping them with the elite  owners of the commercial media 
who she pledged would not be allowed to return to power. But, notably, she 
changed direction mid- speech, remarking “Although it  wasn’t  these  people” 
in recognition that  those who lived in the building next to the patio where 
we sat, while not desperately poor,  were certainly not the counter parts of 
the  owners of much of Venezuela’s wealth. Ana’s framework of the  people 
(the historically oppressed poor) against rc t v ’s  owners (the usurpers and 
foreign exploiters of Venezuela’s resources) could not account for  those from 
poor and working- class backgrounds who defended the commercial tele vi-
sion channel.

Despite Luis’s claim that they would have a debate and engage in a “ battle 
of ideas,” no one from the patio audience voiced criticism or doubts about 
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the decision not to renew rc t v ’s license. The inability of Catia TVe leader-
ship to foster an open discussion about  people’s apprehensions was a product, 
in part, of the tense, polarized, and embattled context, where any opening to 
criticism of the decision was seen as a capitulation to the opposition. In fact, 
Luis, Ana, and Margarita’s confide t support for a new national station that 
would broadcast content created by nonprofessional, barrio- trained pro-
ducers belied the fact that they  were, in fact, quite frustrated with their ef-
forts to collaborate with the Ministry of Communication and Information 
to shape the new station. As I have detailed above, Catia TVe producers had 
experienced fi sthand how the government’s participatory proj ects  were 
plagued by inconsistency and contradiction. Nevertheless, in their public 
pre sen ta tions they did not allude to their own concerns about the new chan-
nel. Luis and other Catia TVe producers claimed instead that the new chan-
nel would de moc ra tize access and socialize owner ship. They did not discuss 
 whether this democ ratization would follow a liberal pluralist approach that 
privileged atomized autonomous media producers or if it would recognize 
class divisions and redistribute control.

Catia TVe producers’ reluctance to openly criticize state institutions at 
this meeting was  shaped by their own concerns that they would add fuel to 
counterrevolutionary sentiment at a hotly contested and tense po liti cal mo-
ment. Their emphasis on the possibility that the poor would gain greater 
access to a tele vi sion channel that operated in their interest, rather than on 
the prob lems Catia tv e producers faced in bringing this vision into being, 
emerged from the desire of Luis and his colleagues to encourage their inter-
locutors to participate in building this  future. However,  there was a glaring 
disjuncture between the “ future imaginary” (Coronil 2011a, 232) that Luis 
and his colleagues conjured—an ideal state- managed tele vi sion channel in 
the hands of poor communities— and their daily experiences of the uneven 
commitment to this vision on the part of many state offi als. Th s disjunc-
ture explains Luis and his colleagues’ mix of skepticism, hope, commitment, 
and apprehension vis- à- vis state institutions.

“It’s Out of Our Hands”
 After months of debate and efforts to promote popu lar support for the im-
pending nonrenewal of rc t v ’s license, the Ministry of Communication 
and Information fi nally provided concrete details about the new station that 
would replace rc t v . Two weeks before rc t v  went off the air, offi als an-
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nounced that the new station, named Tele vi sion Venezolana Social or TVes 
(a pun in Spanish that means “you see yourself ” or “you look”), would be 
a nonprofit government foundation, overseen by the ministry with funds 
granted by the executive branch. TVes would broadcast programs created 
by the largely middle- class groups of in de pen dent national producers, im-
ported educational programming from the United States and Eu rope, and 
the same state promotional segments that could be found on the two 
other state- managed tele vi sion stations. Lil Rodriguez, an Afro- Venezuelan 
middle- class  woman journalist, was designated president, a move that sig-
naled a departure from the status quo of white male leadership but the con-
tinuation of middle- class management.

Taking up the language of liberal pluralism and equality of opportunity, 
the new station avoided explicit alignment with social movements and the 
call put forth by community media activists to radically redistribute media 
resources. According to offi al publicity, TVes’s defi ed mission was to be-
come “a space for the creation and re- creation of a new televisual narrative 
of our own, with a national and Latin American identity, through the design 
of inclusive, diverse, plural, equitable, quality programming.” The Ministry of 
Communication and Information declared TVes’s programming would not 
be “imposed by the Executive,” and would not reproduce the models of the 
two already existing state channels. Instead, the government promised that it 
would offer a diversity of po liti cal opinion, philosophy, and culture.7 Th  struc-
tural, strategic, and po liti cal barriers to creating such an idealized sphere of 
open debate and refl ction  were not acknowledged.  Under pressure to deflect 
global and local criticisms,  there was  little latitude for community media 
producers and their allies to address the prob lems that plagued already existing 
offi al state media outlets.

The Ministry of Communication and Information made no explicit com-
mitment to including community- produced programming in TVes’s lineup. 
Community media activists at Catia TVe and from other stations had failed 
to promote their vision of a new state- run station dedicated to community 
media production. Catia TVe staff and volunteers complained that TVes was 
 going to be a channel for the “pe tite bourgeoisie,” supplying employment 
for in de pen dent national producers. Gregorio noted that the real ity was 
that community media producers  were in no position to be able to produce 
extra content for the new channel. “We  don’t make enough programming 
for our own station,” he noted. One longtime volunteer was reluctant to 
concede defeat in the strug gle for TVes, arguing that they needed to work 
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to immediately claim the channel for the  people. He asserted, “The time is 
now; we  can’t wait to make changes. No socialist government has ever lasted 
for very long.”  Others at Catia TVe  were less pessimistic, taking the long 
view that the station would improve and that the next generation of Venezu-
elans would benefit from it.

For their part, Catia TVe’s leadership, Carlos, Hector, and Ana, expressed 
to me their tremendous frustration with the Ministry of Communication 
and Information. “Now it’s out of our hands,” Hector told me. “ We’re not 
 going to get more involved.  There’s lots of opportunism and sectarianism 
 going on.” Carlos rejected the ministry’s invitation to join the group of ten 
prominent intellectuals, professional journalists, and university professors 
who had agreed to serve on TVes’ board of directors. Carlos was unusually 
reticent when I asked why he had rejected the invitation, suggesting only 
that he did not feel it was worth the hassle of getting involved. Following 
the months of debates, meetings, and resolutions that the  people needed to 
determine the shape and content of the new channel, Catia TVe leadership’s 
resignation about the  future of TVes was a marked reversal. Carlos’s reluc-
tance to join TVes’s board of directors indicated the contingency of Catia 
TVe’s alignment with state institutions.

Overall, it was unclear to many producers I spoke with at Catia TVe 
 whether the slow pace of the Ministry of Communication and Information’s 
inclusion of community groups in decision-making was part of a pro cess of 
a much- embattled po liti cal proj ect gradually heading  toward greater distri-
bution of power, or if it was an ominous portent of the formation of an un-
accountable new power elite uninterested in radical changes to Venezuela’s 
media world. At the forefront of this strug gle, as I have highlighted, was how 
to amend, reject, or assert liberal values of pluralism, equal opportunity, and 
autonomy.

Neither Watchdog nor Lapdog
From the foundational moments of liberalism in Venezuela to the pres-
ent,  people fi hting for universal equality and freedom have strug gled over 
 whether liberal princi ples can be mobilized to create a  free and fair world 
or if liberalism is a discourse that serves fi st and foremost to legitimize and 
protect elite privilege. Catia TVe producers  were taking up this long strug-
gle over liberal values, particularly around what has come to be a dominant 
notion that press freedom— and  human liberation more generally— requires 
autonomy from the state. Despite Catia TVe producers’ challenges to the 
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norms of liberalism— most observable in their questioning of the importance 
of media’s in de pen dence from the practices of statecraft— y interlocu-
tors at the station also occasionally appealed to liberal ideals. They rejected 
suggestions that they could or should assert autonomy from the state, given 
what they understood as a revolutionary context, even while exploring ave-
nues to decrease their fi ancial reliance on state institutions in the name 
of necessary in de pen dence. In managing the ongoing power asymmetries 
between their station and state institutions, Catia TVe producers attempted 
to create radical interde pen dency with state institutions, while also resisting 
the paternalism of offi al state actors. Producers continued to explore and 
draw attention to prob lems in poor neighborhoods. They  were adamant in 
their belief that only by creating trust and encouraging participation in the 
pro cess of producing a more just state could prob lems be resolved.

Many scholarly and journalistic critiques of the Bolivarian Revolution 
drew on a globally dominant liberal conceptual framework to describe the 
Chávez- led state as a unitary set of institutions  under Chávez’s tight control. 
Fieldwork with government- aligned community media producers allowed 
me to experience alongside my interlocutors the extent to which the state 
was, in fact, an incoherent and inconsistent collection of institutions and in-
dividuals. State institutions often worked at cross- purposes, at times aligned 
with the interests of community media producers at Catia TVe, and at times 
opposed. Th s inconsistency between ViVe tv ’s leadership and the Ministry 
of Communication and Information, for example, did not belie the potent 
influence of President Chávez or offi al state actors on state institutions; 
yet it made clear that offi al state actors and institutions followed multiple, 
sometimes competing agendas that  were far from singular in approach.

Recurring questions about press freedom, such as  those posed by real-
ity tourists and other domestic and international observers, required com-
munity media producers at Catia TVe to negotiate the liberal discourse of 
media autonomy. Understanding how media producers reckon with liberal 
approaches to press freedom requires an understanding of how they per-
ceived and negotiated the state, both as an idea and as a set of institutions, 
policies, and actors. As I have illustrated, producers’ perspectives on the 
importance of autonomy from state institutions varied as they moved be-
tween contexts. At certain moments, Catia TVe goals aligned with  those of 
state institutions; at other times, they demanded a far more radical depar-
ture from liberal norms than state actors  were willing to advance.  These 
contradictions  were also internal to Catia TVe’s own approach. What the 
state means and what threats or possibilities state institutions represented 
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 were  under negotiation. Considering a pro cessual approach to the state al-
lows us to grasp the context and dilemmas that Catia TVe producers faced 
in reckoning with the liberal discourse of press freedom. It also points to the 
inadequacy of a liberal framework to evaluate or analyze their strug gle to 
de moc ra tize access to media production and to challenge the class inequali-
ties that structured Venezuela’s media world.

While they debated the very terms through which to understand freedom, 
it was clear that Catia TVe producers and their allies had made  little head-
way in generating broad support for the creation of TVes. Each eve ning in 
the weeks that followed TVes’s replacement of rc t v , I heard the clanging of 
metal on metal in poor and famously militant neighborhoods of west Cara-
cas.  People  were performing cacerolazos to protest the nonrenewal of rc t v . 
Offi al rating mea sure ments showed that TVes captured only 5  percent of 
viewers, down from rc t v ’s 40  percent (Cañizáles 2007, 17). In poor neigh-
borhoods, long lines of customers overwhelmed booths selling DirecTV, the 
satellite cable station. The decision not to renew rc t v ’s broadcast license 
was the fi st move the Chávez government made since coming to power in 
1999 that generated widespread disapproval from his supporters. The glar-
ing lack of consensus for the rc t v  decision among the usual strongholds 
of Chávez supporters was an early indication of the shortcomings of the 
revolution’s approach to mass media and popu lar culture. In the conclusion, 
I examine Catia TVe producers’ assessments of why and how middle- class 
offi als maintained control over Venezuela’s media world. I analyze what 
went right and what went wrong in their efforts to embrace statecraft
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Nestor focused intently on a computer screen in the production offi  
of Catia TVe. He was struggling to condense four hours of footage he had 
filmed at a presidential press conference into a five- minute segment for 
broadcast on Catia TVe. Searching for a way to trim President Chávez’s sen-
tences, Nestor played and replayed Chávez’s statement: “I am an instrument 
of the  people, a collective that was repressed, persecuted, exploited, and 
lived in exclusion  under dictatorships disguised as democracies.” In defi-
ance of claims made by then U.S. president George W. Bush that Venezuelan 
democracy was in peril, Chávez denied his own considerable agency, assert-
ing instead that he acted on the  people’s  will to reverse the historic betrayals 
of democracy. Nestor replayed the president’s words multiple times as he 
considered what to include in his abridged version of Chávez’s speech. “Dic-
tatorships disguised as democracies . . .  dictatorships disguised as democ-
racies . . .  dictatorships disguised as democracies.” Chávez’s words bounced 
around the room.

Suddenly, Darnelis, who was working at a computer by Nestor’s side, 
slammed her fist on the desk. I assumed that Nestor’s noisy editing was both-
ering her. Instead, her frustration had another source.

“How absurd that the escualidos claim we live in a dictatorship! What 
the hell do they mean by that anyway?!” Darnelis asked angrily. Escualidos 
(squalid ones) was the derogatory term Chávez and many of his supporters 
used at the time to describe the po liti cal opposition to the Chávez govern-
ment. Darnelis  rose abruptly from her desk and crossed the room to a small 
bookshelf where she pulled down a thick dictionary.

CONCLUSION
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“Let’s see,” she said, thumbing through the thin pages. “A, B, C . . .   here we 
are! ‘Democracia,’ ” she said, reading aloud. “ ‘A po liti cal doctrine favorable 
to the intervention of the  people in the government.’ ” Darnelis paused to 
consider the defin tion. “Well, you know that the  people never participated 
in the government before,” she said to Nestor and me. “The  people  were 
never granted any importance at all. . . .  So then,  there  wasn’t democracy. So, 
dictatorship, that’s what we had?”

She shook her head and turned her attention back to the dictionary, 
clearly enjoying the exercise. “D, I, C, T, A . . .  ‘Dictadura. Government that 
 under exceptional conditions rules with sole authority.’ ” Darnelis looked up, 
considering the defin tion. “So if we  didn’t live in a democracy before, then 
we lived in a dictatorship. So it  can’t be a dictatorship now. The escualidos 
say that  there’s a dictatorship  because they say we have to do every thing that 
Chávez says. But he’s  doing  things in a socialist way, for the good of every-
one; he’s not dictating anything negative. Maybe  we’re in a socialist democ-
racy? . . .  The prob lem is no one likes it when someone shows up and creates 
rules. They like to claim they are  free.”

She turned back to the dictionary to look up the word regime when a song 
by r .e.m., an American rock band popu lar in the 1990s, emanated from the 
fanny pack strapped around her waist. It was her cell phone ringing. Some-
one from the Ministry of Communication and Information (minci ) was 
calling to invite Catia TVe to film an event in Caracas’s main theater the next 
day. Hanging up, Darnelis shot me a smirk. Laughing, she said, “We  can’t say 
no to minci,  other wise we  won’t get paid!”

Darnelis’s frustrated search for clear defin tions that after noon refl cts 
the contested nature of freedom, democracy, and dictatorship that she faced 
as she engaged in concrete strug gles to gain access to resources and rights. 
As I have traced throughout this book, under lying Darnelis’s pursuit of con-
ceptual clarity was the question, what did it mean to be truly  free, both as 
 people and as media producers? Her everyday experiences of greater access 
to education, health care, and the means of media production did not align 
with the claims being advanced by the opposition to the Chávez government 
that freedom was  under attack in Venezuela. She criticized Bush’s efforts to 
mea sure Venezuela by what she believed  were false standards of democracy 
and liberty. At the same time, Darnelis and her colleagues at Catia TVe ex-
perienced the considerable challenges and shortcomings of the Bolivarian 
movement. Darnelis’s quick comment referencing Catia TVe’s obligations 
to the Ministry of Communication and Information signaled her awareness 
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of the complexities of the tele vi sion station’s collaboration with state insti-
tutions, a relationship that was si mul ta neously constraining and liberating.

Th oughout this book, I have elucidated this confounding dynamic of 
intertwined constraint and liberation. Liberal epistemologies often lead us 
to imagine freedom as always the antithesis of constraint. Yet liberalism— 
the complex, polyvalent, and power ful po liti cal philosophy that few scholars 
agree how to describe— was absent from the list of concepts that Darnelis 
sought to defi e and understand. Some of the bedrock norms of the version 
of liberalism that  were central to po liti cal discourse in Venezuela as well as 
the United States at the time of my research included a binary understand-
ing of state and society, deep suspicion of the state as the  enemy of freedom, 
and a strident commitment to individual liberty, tolerance, and the rule of 
law. Often implicit in this dominant version of liberalism was the notion 
that capitalism constituted a prerequisite for freedom. As I have argued, this 
version of liberalism served as the central theoretical scaffolding for the per-
spective that democracy and freedom  were  under attack in Venezuela  under 
Chávez. Th s dominant version of liberalism sidelined any positive proj ect 
to use the state to build social equality and justice.

Many of my in for mants at Catia TVe, as I have indicated in this book, 
relied on certain liberal ideals while rejecting  others. Sometimes they explic-
itly invoked a liberal approach to freedom as autonomy from the state, as was 
the case when they debated how to produce fi ancial in de pen dence from 
offi al state institutions in an effort to protect their ability to denounce the 
government. At other times, however, they dismissed the dominant norms 
of liberalism. Th s dismissal was obvious in their support for Chávez’s dis-
regard for aspects of liberal procedure and in their disdain for dominant 
notions of press freedom, which they saw as a de facto class- based privilege 
that defended the interests of the power ful. Most consistently, they rejected 
 these dominant ideals of liberalism in their collaborative work with state 
institutions.

Rather than approaching “the state” in general terms, as if all states  were 
the same in  every place and time, I have paid attention to its historicity— 
how a specific constellation of resources, relationships, and historical cir-
cumstances  shaped Catia TVe producers’ practice of statecraft during the 
fi st de cade of Chávez’s presidency. Although in many contexts state making 
undoubtedly can and often does have violently oppressive and co- opting 
outcomes for popu lar politics, Catia TVe producers’ statecraft challenges 
the basic assumption that the poor and oppressed are always clearly aligned 
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against state power. Poor  people and their allies, in certain contexts, engage 
in everyday state formation as part and parcel of progressive social move-
ments. Catia TVe producers’ statecraft was one piece of an extensive puzzle 
that needs to be understood in order to grasp the revolutionary po liti cal 
pro cess during the Chávez era.

Catia TVe producers’ practice of community media making and state for-
mation suggests that we must re orient the well- worn question of how com-
munity media or so- called grassroots social movements are compromised 
by state support; instead, we need to parse the mutual impacts and complex 
constellations of power that exceed the conceptual containers of “state” and 
“community.” I have argued throughout this book that Catia TVe producers’ 
practice of media making and state formation demand a shift in thinking 
about the concepts of the state, the media, and the autonomy of popu lar 
movements. Attention to the overlapping histories and interwoven practices 
of community and state media proj ects in Venezuela during this period— 
most vividly observable in Catia TVe producers’ roles in the formation of 
and participation in ViVe tv — reveals how exchanges and collaboration be-
tween community media producers and offi al state media employees cre-
ated provisional radical interdependencies.

Catia TVe producers’ efforts to sustain radical interdependencies with 
their allies who worked at ViVe tv  and other offi al state institutions reaped 
mixed results. In  every encounter, Catia TVe producers negotiated how to 
shape state institutions in the interest of the poor and gain the knowledge, 
funding, and equipment they needed to bolster their proj ect. Th ough their 
presence and participation at offi al meetings, joint tele vi sion production 
workshops, and press conferences, they demanded that middle- class ad-
ministrators, popu lar allies, and even President Chávez himself be held 
accountable to barrio- based activists. Their endeavor to produce radical 
interde pen dency at times degraded into mutual instrumentality or co- 
optation. Catia TVe producers’ frustrated attempts to shape the station that 
replaced rc t v  into an outlet for popu lar expression and leadership pro-
vides one example of their lack of power to shape outcomes. Leaders of state 
institutions—in this case, the Ministry of Communication and Information— 
were inconsistent in their support for Catia TVe’s radical proposal to so-
cialize the means of media communication, a pro cess that would entail a 
 challenge to Venezuela’s  middle class, which has historically produced both 
private and offi al state media. Yet, rather than work to seal themselves off 
from the uncertainty and compromises of alliances, Catia TVe producers 
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embraced offi al state institutions with an awareness that the ground was 
constantly shifting, and with a commitment to continue to fi ht to assert 
popu lar interests.

Analysts who describe the Bolivarian pro cess in the fi st de cade of the 
twenty- fi st  century as a “top- down” authoritarian proj ect overlook the daily 
strug gle among activists to channel the pro cess of state formation in the in-
terest of the poor. While a description of the Bolivarian Revolution as being 
si mul ta neously constructed from “two directions,” that is, “from above” and 
“from below,” more accurately grasps the real ity of the po liti cal terrain and 
the class strug gle (Azzellini 2010), this formulation also creates roadblocks 
for analy sis. My ethnographic data shows how interactions and relation-
ships could rarely be cleanly or accurately characterized as from above or 
from below, precisely  because the Bolivarian Revolution did have partial 
success in being a poor  people’s movement. Poor  people  were involved at 
vari ous institutional levels and collaborated with middle- class allies to ad-
vance progressive social change. As I have documented, the poor continued 
to face entrenched middle- class and elite power and  were divided by their 
own individual aspirations for upward class mobility and the maintenance 
of gender- based oppression. Nevertheless, the two- directions analy sis too 
easily slips into the replication of a state– society binary and does not suf-
ficie tly embrace the dialectical relationship between autonomy and de pen-
dency of social actors and spheres of action.

Gains, Openings, and  Mistakes
Exploring the everyday practice of politics in the fi st de cade of the Bolivarian 
revolutionary pro cess, I have uncovered how the Chávez- led revolutionary 
state was an ever- evolving ad hoc proj ect. Catia TVe producers’ efforts to 
transform offi al state institutions had provisional and uncertain impacts. 
Yet it is clear that Catia TVe producers expanded the media literacy of the 
thousands of  people from poor communities who, over more than a de cade, 
enrolled in the station’s hands-on media production courses and exchanged 
knowledge with community media producers. Th ough the pro cess of media 
production, Catia TVe provided space for debate about revolutionary strategy 
and the denunciation of shortcomings in the po liti cal pro cess. In their daily 
interactions with communities across Caracas, Catia TVe producers pro-
vided vital mentorship and encouragement for  people attempting to engage 
social change in their communities. At the same time, Catia TVe producers 
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challenged class in equality inside offi al state media institutions like ViVe 
tv , demanding that media be produced by, for, and about historically op-
pressed communities.

We see in the Bolivarian movement an effort by the poor and their allies 
to reassert the language of class to describe the pro cess of dispossession, 
structural hierarchy, and confli t over class interests. I observed how my 
interlocutors strug gled with the challenge of exploring how class is always 
already a gendered and raced relation (for starters). And while the Bolivar-
ian movement drew energy from the experience of dispossession and the 
precariousness of life in the barrio, I have highlighted how the articulation 
of this experience was in no way fi ed. Despite Catia TVe’s efforts to ground 
the concept of the  people in a class identity, many of their fellow travelers 
embraced a vision that was more closely attached to the figu e of Chávez. 
The strug gle over what constituted the  people— a class identity or po liti-
cal allegiance to the president— refl cted a series of internal hierarchies and 
contradictions within the Bolivarian Revolution.

While making impor tant gains, Catia TVe producers’ bid to upend tra-
ditional power hierarchies was inconsistent. The internal inequalities, most 
prominently of class and gender, both at Catia TVe and within the broader 
Bolivarian revolutionary movement, went unaddressed. Th s failure eroded 
the possibility of confronting the crises that arose. The prominent notion 
advanced by Catia TVe’s leadership that the re distribution of material re-
sources would undermine other forms of oppression based on gender, 
race, or sexuality did not account for the ways social systems of domination 
are intertwined. Overlooking the relationships between class and gender 
and the social inequalities perpetuated and produced within the Bolivarian 
po liti cal pro cess contributed to the ability of a newly ascendant power elite 
to assert control.

In granting singular emphasis to Chávez, many scholars and journalists 
make history the story of an individual personality. Th s narrow focus not only 
overlooks contingencies of global power relations, it also obfuscates the ef-
forts of ordinary  people to construct popu lar identities, collectivities, and 
mass movements in dialogic relation with the symbol and actions of a leader. 
Although Chávez undoubtedly centralized control over formal procedures 
and offi ally recognized mechanisms of accountability, his supporters used 
the symbol of his leadership and the concrete reforms advanced by his gov-
ernment in unanticipated ways. Chávez’s supporters used the symbol of the 
president to bolster their challenge to class hierarchies and to encourage the 
leadership of poor  people. Observers who see the fi st de cade of the Bolivar-
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ian Revolution as laying the groundwork for the inevitable march  toward 
centralized control underestimate the tension that Chávez’s contradictory 
leadership and efforts to defi e “the  people” created. Th s contradictory dy-
namic opened offi al institutions up to far greater debate and strug gle than 
my interlocutors had ever experienced. We cannot overlook the dialectical 
relationship between social movements and leaders, between constitutive 
and constituted power. Nor can we, in appraising the Bolivarian Revolution, 
ignore the changing terrain of the world economy following the 2008 global 
economic crisis or the ongoing U.S. hostility to Venezuela’s challenge to 
Washington’s economic and po liti cal hegemony in Latin Amer i ca.

Confronting Crisis: Revisiting Catia TVe in 2015
Returning to Caracas in 2015, twelve years  after I fi st visited Catia TVe and 
seven years  after I concluded my long- term fi ldwork, I found that much 
had changed. I concluded my research just before a major crisis in capital-
ism unfolded in the United States and Eu rope. Governments in the world’s 
richest countries imposed harsh austerity mea sures, further reducing public 
ser vices and creating unpre ce dented levels of in equality. The immediate im-
pacts of this world recession in Venezuela  were unclear. The government’s 
flawed exchange rate policy, combined with a precipitous and sustained de-
cline in the global price of oil in 2014, created major inflation and contrib-
uted to scarcity (Weisbrot 2015, 214–17). In the midst of  these considerable 
challenges, Chávez died of cancer in March 2013. His vice president, Nicolás 
Maduro, was narrowly elected president. In 2014, an emboldened opposi-
tion instigated a cycle of street protests against what it characterized as an 
authoritarian government with failed economic policies.  These protests re-
sulted in more than forty dead, most of whom  were offi al state employees 
or chavistas.

In June 2015, I found my primary interlocutors engaged in a daily strug-
gle to make ends meet. Imported goods such as food and medicine had be-
come shockingly expensive and often impossible to fi d. Minimum wage 
salaries covered only a tiny fraction of  people’s basic needs. The poorest 
have been the hardest hit. The damage to social solidarity in the wake of the 
deep economic crisis has been far- reaching as  people face desperate situ-
ations. Catia TVe producers I reconnected with  were deeply critical of the 
Maduro government. They  were frustrated, outraged, and saddened by the 
collapse of many of the institutions of the Bolivarian movement that they 
had worked to develop. A small number of my Catia TVe in for mants had 
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begun to identify with the opposition around the time of Chávez’s death 
in 2013. They  were angry about inflation and scarcity and exhausted by the 
corruption they encountered in their dealings with  people who claimed 
allegiance to revolutionary politics but who seemed dedicated only to 
personal profit.

Conversations with Catia TVe producers with whom I worked most closely 
during my research in 2006 and 2007— Ana, Margarita, Nestor, Carlos, Hec-
tor, Gregorio, Jesica, Rosemery, Edilson, Darnelis, Cristina, and Luis— made 
clear that they continued to align themselves po liti cally with the govern-
ment of Chávez’s successor, Maduro, even in the face of a deepening po liti cal 
and economic crisis. Although they  were wary and critical of the Maduro 
government, they had not given up on their efforts to remake the state in the 
interest of the poor. Ana, who served as Catia TVe’s assistant director during 
the time of my research, noted, “Why should we give up our claim on state 
resources? The right wing never  will!” She insisted that the Venezuelan state 
was theirs to build and fi ht for. Despite all the shortcomings, the Maduro 
government continued to represent to Ana, and to  others who  were long- 
term activists, the possibility of advancing the strug gle to build socialism. 
They are adamant that efforts to bring down Maduro would ultimately re-
solve the crisis in the interest of capital, all while claiming to defend freedom 
and democracy. They viewed the opposition to Maduro as offering only a 
return to neoliberal rule. “We  will not go back,” Cristina, the former head of 
the production department, told me, reciting a refrain I heard repeated over 
the years of my fi ldwork in Caracas.

By the time of my 2015 visit, Catia TVe had been off the air for almost a 
year. The station’s transmitter was damaged and  there  were no funds to fix it. 
Catia TVe’s contracts with state institutions to broadcast publicity had dried 
up. The paid staff had been cut back to five  people, down from thirty during 
the time of my research. Brand new video equipment sat mostly dormant in 
locked cabinets. I learned that many of Catia TVe’s staff had left to work for 
the Ministry of Communication and Information or had joined ViVe tv  
or other state- run media outlets. A handful  were working at newer com-
munity media outlets that relied on Internet- based distribution. Many  were 
unemployed.

Despite the losses in resources and staff, Catia TVe was bustling with ac-
tivity. One after noon I observed a crew of men, paid by the mayor’s offi , 
hard at work covering the interior walls of the station with a fresh coat of 
white paint. A group of preteen kids from the nearby barrio entered the sta-
tion’s basement classrooms for a dance class. A small group of young, mostly 
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middle- class artists and documentary filmmakers had gathered in the station’s 
small theater to host a screening as part of their weekly documentary film se-
ries. A core group of activists continued to devote time, energy, and their lim-
ited resources to advancing the goals of Catia TVe. The station was alive—at 
least for the moment— but very  little of the activity involved producing media.

Spending time at Catia TVe in 2015, I wondered, by what metric and over 
what time frame should we judge the Bolivarian Revolution? What does the 
severe economic and po liti cal crisis that engulfed Venezuela a de cade  after I 
completed my fi ldwork mean for how we evaluate community media proj-
ects aligned with the Bolivarian Revolution? How might the approach to the 
state and press freedom for which I have argued help us to understand the 
latest crisis?

While some conclude that the current po liti cal and economic crisis is 
the inevitable result of the top- down authoritarian nature of the Bolivar-
ian movement from its beginning, my data and analy sis reveal instead how 
the fi st de cade of the twenty- fi st  century was a period of profound uncer-
tainty in Venezuela. It was a moment of tension, during which radical actors 
working inside, outside, and alongside offi al institutions  were vying for 
power and  were making some gains. While serious prob lems  were already 
apparent during the time of my research, the relations and institutions being 
built  were in flux. Assertions that the current crisis was unavoidable wrongly 
proj ect the pres ent into the past. The dispersed practice of statecraft that I 
have described in the previous chapters signals that the current crisis must 
be understood in terms of its par tic u lar conjuncture.

In the face of claims that the Bolivarian Revolution has faltered  because of 
failed socialist policies, my in for mants at Catia TVe assert that the prob lem 
has been that the government has not been socialist enough. The Chávez 
government’s contradictory approach to socialism combined efforts to col-
lectivize property and production while at the same time leaving consider-
able portions of Venezuela’s privately controlled banks and manufacturers 
untouched. Despite the vast gains that  were made in social equality, dignity, 
and po liti cal participation, the structural continuities in the accumulation 
of capital meant that the material basis of social and po liti cal relations re-
mained  little changed (Purcell 2015, 165).

The plunge in the price of oil starting in 2014 has had deep and pain-
ful repercussions. Given that 95  percent of Venezuela’s exports continued to 
come from its state- owned oil, when the international price dropped, the in-
come fl wing into state institutions declined precipitously. Despite much 
effort, the Chávez government was unsuccessful in diversifying the economy 
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and expanding national production. Oil de pen dency typically creates con-
ditions and incentives that make it enormously difficult to create an alter-
nate economic  future (Behrends, Reyna, and Schlee 2013; Karl 1997). The 
Bolivarian revolutionary government  under Chávez expanded Venezuela’s 
dependence on oil in its bid to end poverty, to extend fi ancial support to 
its Latin American neighbors, and to underwrite nationalized businesses 
(Lander 2016).

My interlocutors at Catia TVe devoted  little attention to analyzing the 
global oil industry beyond the demand that Venezuela’s oil wealth be in-
vested in improving living conditions for the majority. They saw investments 
in participatory programs in health care and education as having long- term 
positive consequences for radical democracy and capacity building. Yet, as I 
recounted at the outset of this book, when Hector lamented, “Th s revolu-
tion is too easy,” he was in part remarking on the prob lems of challenging 
individual aspirations for upward class mobility in a context of easily acces-
sible commodities and the apparent lack of need to develop forms of local 
food and commodity production.  There was a sense among most of Catia TVe’s 
producers that in the short term, they could continue to rely on the profits of 
the global oil economy to work  toward an alternate system. At the same time, 
some Catia TVe producers  were intensely preoccupied by the long- term 
ecological damage created by the burning of fossil fuels. But they  were torn. 
It seemed entirely unfair to impose the cost of remaking the global energy 
system on the poorest sectors of the world’s population.

Given  these sentiments, some  people I spoke with at Catia TVe in 2015 
viewed the collapse of oil prices as a healthy development. They hoped it 
would provide the necessary push to try to analyze unsustainable extraction 
industries and remake Venezuela’s mono- crop economy. Indeed, having the 
largest known oil reserves in the world has unclear long- term ramifi ations 
for Venezuela no  matter the price of oil, given that  these fossil fuels must 
remain in the ground in order to avoid catastrophic climate change (Lander 
2016). My Catia TVe in for mants recognized the many contradictions of the 
Bolivarian Revolution, but most continued to see it as the only  viable move-
ment for change.

Looking Back, Looking Ahead
Looking back at the previous de cade, my longtime interlocutors at Catia 
TVe debated what had gone wrong. In analyzing missteps, some Catia TVe 
leaders  were critical of their own stagnant approach to organ izing. Gregorio 
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refl cted, “We became very insular. We became an elite, in a way, isolated 
from the  people. And if it’s just about supporting our lives, sustaining our-
selves and no one  else, well, that  wasn’t the goal.” Indeed, in the years fol-
lowing my 2007 research, the participation of Catia TVe’s volunteer groups 
waned.  After completing initial training workshops, new participants did 
not return, lacking material support and encouragement. Some seasoned 
volunteers grew frustrated with Catia TVe’s leadership’s lack of openness 
to change and internal criticism. A certain degree of tension had always 
been latent between the paid decision- making staff and the volunteers, who 
had gained skills and responsibilities but had neither salaries nor decision- 
making power.  These issues  were compounded by Catia TVe staff ’s reluctance 
to tackle in equality within their ranks. Insularity blossomed in the absence 
of internal criticism and refl ction. The attrition that Catia TVe suffered was 
a result of internal power strug gles, the collapse of state funding, and the chal-
lenge of maintaining a tele vi sion station largely reliant on volunteer  labor in 
the midst of an economy that was still fundamentally cap i tal ist.

A further challenge that undermined Catia TVe’s ability to sustain par-
ticipation and media production was the constantly shifting po liti cal struc-
ture in which they operated. For example, the 2006 law that supported the 
development of local governance structures called communal councils 
presented a new possibility for how media might be produced by and for 
barrio communities. By 2007, Catia TVe leaders had begun to discuss how 
to adapt the existing orga nizational structure of their station to that of the 
communal council. For many revolutionaries, the communal councils and 
the nascent proj ect of building a communal state represented the next step 
of the po liti cal pro cess  toward an equal and just socialist demo cratic society 
(Ciccariello- Maher 2016). Nevertheless, Catia TVe leaders strug gled to fi -
ure out how to connect their proj ect and the web of social relationships that 
made it pos si ble with  these newer experiments in direct demo cratic gover-
nance. To some degree, my interlocutors perceived newer experiments as 
threatening their hard- won gains, even as they agreed with the importance 
of taking steps to advance socialist production of food, goods, and media.

 After de cades of organ izing,  there was  little consensus among the Catia 
TVe producers I reconnected with about how to approach the pro cesses of 
media production, distribution, and consumption in ways that could ad-
vance strug gles for social justice. Some questioned their long- standing em-
phasis on the pro cess of production as the central organ izing strategy and 
began to highlight the importance of the fi al products— compelling and per-
suasive programming— for advocacy and the dissemination of knowledge. 
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Hector, who during the time of my research shared the position of assis-
tant director with Ana, insisted that both middle- class cultural producers 
working at state- run outlets and community media activists alike had been 
dishonest about the kind of tele vi sion they wanted to see. Catia TVe produc-
ers  were unsuccessful in generating support for the nonrenewal of rc t v ’s 
license, in part  because they neither respected nor addressed the question of 
plea sure or the complexity of audience reception practices. The dismissal 
of  people’s passion for commercial media as simply false consciousness, a 
theme I explored in previous chapters, became a signifi ant roadblock to 
engaging the complexity of  people’s lives.

Hector was adamant that many state media producers at ViVe tv  re-
sponded to the constant barrage of commercial media attacks on state initia-
tives by focusing solely on the achievements and claiming the revolution as 
“already accomplished.” Hector was deeply critical of ViVe tv  for increas-
ingly broadcasting offi al speeches, programming that featured traditional 
dances and cele brations, and dry discussions of politics largely devoid of the 
messiness of confli t, doubts, and confusion that  people  were experiencing. 
Hector noted that many producers at ViVe tv  and other state outlets had 
 little trust in the ability of poor  people to make proposals and understand 
the revolution as a pro cess in motion that inevitably faced gaps between 
revolutionary goals and everyday practice. The prevailing faction of ViVe tv  
continued to see poor audiences as dependent receivers of ideas and “ben-
efic aries” of the revolution rather than as producers. Hector argued that the 
conventional commercial media training and middle- class perspectives of 
most ViVe tv  employees led them to approach the revolution as a fin shed 
product they needed to peddle to inert audiences. Yet, as Hector and Carlos 
 were  eager to acknowledge, for all of ViVe tv ’s many shortcomings, some 
of its programming, which featured the lives of the poor and historically 
disenfranchised populations of Venezuela and Latin Amer i ca more broadly, 
was an improvement on the narrow, racist, and classist depictions that had 
made up the majority of commercial tele vi sion programming for much of 
Venezuela’s history.

Reimagining Press Freedom
The media world of Venezuela in June 2015 was remarkably diff er ent from 
what I encountered when I fi st started conducting research on media re-
ception in the Venezuelan countryside in 1999. Activist and offi al efforts 
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to make community media production  legal and accessible, starting in the 
early 2000s, advanced a radical challenge to commonsense understandings 
about who could produce media. Even while many community outlets 
strug gled to survive the economic crisis intact,  people continued to experi-
ment with new ways to shape the media world. The Chávez government’s 
2007 move to replace rc t v  with an official state channel heralded the 
beginning of major transformations in Venezuelan mass media that have 
undermined the power of private media corporations. Since coming to power, 
the Maduro government has considerably narrowed the space for criticism 
of government policies on both private media outlets and offi al state- run 
media outlets.

While it is vital to question the possibilities for critical media to dissemi-
nate fact- based information, Catia TVe’s practice of media making threw 
into sharp relief the inadequacy of liberal understandings of press freedom 
as private owner ship, unfettered speech, and autonomy from the state. To 
advance a more rigorous understanding of communicative freedom and jus-
tice requires making central the importance of media production by, for, and 
about historically oppressed and exploited populations. To do so requires a 
holistic understanding of press freedom that includes not just the freedom 
to criticize  those in offi al positions of power, but also access to education, 
health care, housing, physical mobility, self- determination, and the means 
of media production. Without broader recognition of the interconnection 
between po liti cal and economic rights,  free expression is reduced in practice 
to a class- based privilege, accessible to  those who have their stomachs full, 
as my in for mants explained.

 Don’t Just Watch, Make!
Over the past thirty years,  there has been a remarkable continuity in the 
analyses that many scholars and pundits advance about prob lems in Ven-
ezuela. Observers on both the po liti cal right and left have claimed that at the 
root of the economic and po liti cal crisis in Venezuela  today, as in the past, is 
a culture of de pen dency on the oil- rich state. Venezuelans, according to this 
line of thought, believe that the state should fulfill obligations to provide for 
the population, but that they do not have a work ethic. That is, many propa-
gate the notion that Venezuelans do not want to work hard or to assume re-
sponsibility for their own prob lems. Th s appraisal relies on numerous faulty 
assumptions, including  those of the discriminatory culture of poverty thesis, 
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which explains poverty as the result of bad values and lack of self- discipline. 
What is especially striking, in light of the arguments I have elaborated in 
this book, is how this explanation remains mired in the perspective that all 
Venezuelans see the state as a magical, coherent, or separate force.

Catia TVe and other activists did confront  people in their neighborhoods 
who hoped that Chávez or “the state” would solve their prob lems. But Catia 
TVe producers fought hard to upend this inclination, as did many activists 
who built and supported the Bolivarian Revolution. Although barrio- based 
activists and their allies faced intransigence, corruption, and confusion in 
many of their dealings with state institutions, Catia TVe producers argued 
that the only way to resolve prob lems and advance popu lar leadership was to 
encourage broader participation in barrio- based programs aligned with the 
Chávez- led state. They urged their neighbors to engage in statecraft rather 
than leaving it to a managerial  middle class and elite.

Catia TVe and other activists did not wait for an outside force of unseen 
bureaucrats to do the work.  People who engaged in the everyday statecraft 
of building the Bolivarian Revolution attended long meetings, worked in 
soup kitchens, volunteered in local healthcare clinics, engaged in oversight 
programs, cared for the homeless, and attended and facilitated educational 
workshops. Sometimes they  were paid to do this work by state institutions; 
often they  weren’t. To grant the complex and uneven proj ect of the Bolivarian 
Revolution any chance of success required constant social mobilization, 
community organ ization, and the continuous per for mance and display 
of signs of popu lar empowerment to defl ct criticism and encourage wide-
spread participation. Th s was challenging  labor, but also meaningful. Th s 
work created social ties, granted activists status in their neighborhoods, and 
reaped rewards of better health outcomes, nutrition, and education. It gave 
them dignity and hope. My interlocutors carried out this collective  labor in 
the face of fie ce reaction from right- wing forces at home and abroad.

When Catia TVe producers urged their neighbors to make tele vi sion, 
rather than watch it, they pointed to how  people can remake the world they 
share. Th s task of transformation involved channeling the institutions and 
resources of the state. For Catia TVe producers and their allies, freedom 
meant the ability to engage in this pro cess of statecraft, not declare auton-
omy from the pro cess and its constellation of relations. Catia TVe producers 
worked hard to make revolution with the material available to them. The 
lessons  will not be lost.
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intr o ductio n
1. In all but a few cases, I use pseudonyms to protect identities.
2. Scholars debate  whether or not the Bolivarian Revolution was, in fact, a revolu-

tion. The central question is, as Benjamin Arditi asserts, “How radical must radical 
restructuring of the cosmos be in order to call it revolutionary?” I see “revolution-
izing” as “a transgression that questions the existing consensus” (Arditi 2007, 117) and 
“an attempt rationally to design a new po liti cal order” (Donham 1999, 1). It was clear to 
me from the fi st extended period of fi ldwork I conducted with Catia TVe in 2003 
that community media activists and many of their allies aimed to radically restructure 
their social order. My participants sought broad, sweeping societal change and  were 
part of a massive movement in popu lar po liti cal participation.

3. I have been strongly influenced by the work of Ferguson and Gupta (2002); 
Glick Schiller and Fouron (2001); Joseph and Nugent (1994); and Nugent and Alonso 
(1994).

4. Timothy Mitchell (1991) calls this the “state effect.”
5. For further discussion of the state and the possibility of “taking power,” see Wil-

pert (2007), debates over Holloway’s Change the World without Taking Power (2002), 
and Ciccariello- Maher (2013).

6. In Venezuela, the affluent population is largely light- skinned, while  people from 
poorer neighborhoods generally have darker complexions. Race is not understood 
in Caracas according to a black/white binary as it has been historically constructed 
in the United States. Racism works through a sometimes subtle demarcation of color 
hierarchy that, as elsewhere in Latin Amer i ca, ultimately “enforces and promotes the 
idea that ‘white’ is ‘better’ ” (Stam 1997, 45).  Under the Chávez administrations, Afro- 
Venezuelan activist organ izations had limited success in drawing attention to struc-
tural racism and advancing civil rights. The 1999 constitution and many government 
offi als  under Chávez continued to refuse to recognize Afro- descendant Venezu-
elans as a distinct group (García 2007). Nevertheless, Afro- Venezuelan groups made 
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strides. They worked to gain support for the 2011 Law against Racial Discrimination. 
Activist organ izations also succeeded in their effort to include a question about 
ethnic descent in the 2011 national census. In this fi st effort to gather national data, 
0.8  percent of  those queried identifi d as Afro- descendants, 52.1  percent as morenos 
(dark and mixed race), 3  percent as black, 43  percent as white, and 2.7  percent as 
indigenous.

7. Found ers of Venezuela’s democracy combined liberal demo cratic commitments 
to private property, individual freedoms, universal suffrage, and the constitutional 
rule of law with Simón Bolívar’s communitarian vision of the republic, which in-
cluded communal rights to resources. Coronil calls this hybrid philosophy “rentier 
liberalism”; it combines core liberal tenets, such as the right to private property, with 
the landowner’s commitment to distribute the profit from the oil trade, often called 
rent (1997, 88–89). The rentier liberal state, in other words, collects rents (or fees) for 
oil through contracts with oil companies and redistributes  these rents to the popula-
tion, while at the same time defending the rights of individuals to amass private 
capital (a basic commitment of liberalism). For an in- depth discussion of the rela-
tionship between land, capital, and  labor, and the importance of the capture of foreign 
exchange, see Coronil (1997, 45–66) and Purcell (2015, 168–73).

8. I join a group of researchers who have analyzed how grassroots groups in 
Venezuela that  were aligned with the Chávez- led state and supported fi ancially by 
state institutions negotiated their autonomy, “outsider” militancy, and local control 
(Antillano 2005; Azzellini 2010; Ciccariello- Maher 2013; Fernandes 2010b; Valencia 
2015; Velasco 2011). Ths scholarship challenges the mainstream po liti cal science 
approach that has long dominated research on Venezuela, as elsewhere in Latin 
Amer i ca.

9. Liberal thought tends to mark de pen dency as negative and constraining, and sees 
autonomy and de pen dency as contradictory. Liberal approaches can make it difficult 
to recognize “other kinds of po liti cal and social proj ects and moral- ethical aspira-
tions” (Mahmood 2007, 149). My understanding of dependence, in de pen dence, and 
interdependence draws on feminist and disability studies lit er a ture, as well as recent 
anthropological analyses of sovereignty. See Cattelino (2008), Fine and Glendinning 
(2005), and Fraser and Gordon (1994).

10. If the Chávez government’s commitment to liberal norms was unclear, so 
 were the liberal norms themselves. Internal debates among committed liberals rage 
about the limits of press freedom. What  those who dismissed Chávez as censor- in- 
chief obscured was how, even within in the liberal Western tradition of freedom of 
expression,  there is considerable disagreement about  whether this freedom should be 
“absolute,” i.e.,  whether  people should be able to say what ever they want regardless of 
the consequences, or if governments should play a role in regulating speech, including 
by deeming certain expressions unacceptable “hate speech.” While during Chávez’s 
presidency a narrow understanding of press freedom dominated how prominent 
observers evaluated Venezuela’s media world, the tradition of press freedom, like lib-
eralism itself, is in fact “heteroglossic,” meaning that it is “ under constant negotiation, 
reformation and critique” (Coleman and Golub 2008, 258).
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ch ap ter 1. st a te–  media r el a tio ns  
and the r is e o f ca ti a t ve

 1. Crespo was president from 1884 to 1886 and again from 1892 to 1898.
2. Consejo Nacional de la Cultura, 1976, Proyecto Ratelve: Diseño para una nueva 

política de radiodifusión del Estado venezolano, http:// saber . ucab . edu . ve / handle 
/ 123456789 / 31804.

3. Widespread disdain for the corruption and the lack of channels for demo cratic 
participation in the two- party puntofijista system pressured the government of Jaime 
Lusinchi (1984–89) to create the Presidential Commission for State Reform (c opr e). 
c opr e formulated proposals for major decentralization and electoral reform.  
Demands for decentralization dovetailed with an emerging neoliberal ideology (Hein 
1980, 241).

4. The offi al figu e is 277. Families of victims of the Caracazo claim 399 dead 
(Coronil 2011b, 65). Ellner notes that other estimates placed the death count above 
2,000 (E llner 2008, 95).

5. The Cisneros Group’s partnership with DirecTV ended in 2005.
6.  There are a variety of terms that prac ti tion ers, scholars, and activists use to 

categorize media produced by nontraditional nonprofessionals in the interest of social 
change. Categories include alternative media, which is identifi d principally by its 
methods of circulation and distribution (Anderson and Goldson 1993), and radical or 
guerrilla media, which refers to media made with the purpose of creating progressive 
social change informed by a po liti cal economy approach to media industries (Boyle 
1997; Downing 2001). Building on Chantal Mouffe’s approach to citizenship, Clemen-
cia Rodríguez (2001) argues for the category of “citizen’s media” as a practice that can 
facilitate a radically reconceptualized citizenship, based not on state- controlled  legal 
status but on disrupting established power relationships. The category of indigenous 
media is often defi ed by the par tic u lar identifi ation of its producers and their long- 
term strug gles against the legacies of colonialism (Ginsburg 1995).  These distinctions 
are not simply tedious taxonomies. They reveal a  great deal about the interests and 
intentions of producers and scholars. I follow my interlocutors in Venezuela in using 
the term community media. The concept of community has its own limitations and 
possibilities, which I explore throughout this book. As I make plain in this chapter 
and  others, I  don’t fi d it useful or theoretically rigorous to advance sharp distinctions 
between state- funded and supposedly autonomous media organ izations. Each case 
and the power dynamics that constitute it need to be examined in their specific ty of 
time and place, as the meaning of state shifts nd pres ents diff er ent possibilities at 
distinct conjunctures.

7. See Alejandro Velasco’s (2015) rich analy sis of the vio lence and possibility of 
modern urban planning for Caracas’s popu lar sectors during this period.

8. Many believed that state forces actively supported the drug trade to undermine 
the possibility of leftist organ izing in militant neighborhoods of Caracas (Ciccariello- 
Maher 2013, 77).

9. See Bessire and Fisher (2012) for anthropological approaches to the ongoing 
importance of radio.
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10. For a discussion of the history of community media in Venezuela, see Castillo 
(2003) and González (2001).

11. For further examples, see Dowell (2013), Fisher (2016), Ginsburg (1997), Himpele 
(2007), Turner (1991), and Wortham (2013).

12. The hospital was the highest building in the area— which provided a necessary 
boost for the signal— and had the infrastructure of security and air- conditioning to 
maintain the equipment.

13. By law, the station’s staff c uld contribute only 15  percent of the station’s content. 
Volunteers had to produce 55  percent. The remaining content could be filled by other 
noncommercial sources. The regulation also stipulates that the directors of commu-
nity media cannot be party offi als, members of the military, or work for private mass 
media.

14. Some of the most popu lar channels  were Cartoon Network, Discovery Kids, Fox 
Kids, Nickelodeon, mt v , Discovery Channel, and Fox Warner.

15. Ths quotation, which I have translated, appeared on a page of the Internet site 
noticierodigital . com, no longer in existence. It was reposted  later on page 21 of  
http:// www . redescualidos . net / forum.

16. For a discussion of the varied histories of state broadcast regulation and control 
in Latin Amer i ca, see Sinclair (1999) and Waisbord (1995).

17. The 2005 Law of Social Responsibility exerts  little regulation over satellite and 
cable tele vi sion, limiting itself to the networks granted concessions to broadcast on 
the electromagnetic spectrum.

ch ap ter 2. communit y media a s  
ever yd ay s t a te fo rma tio n

 1. The government borrowed this term from Doreen Massey, a British geographer 
and social scientist.

2. The community stations represented at the meeting  were Televisora Michelena, 
tv  Rubio, and Televisora Cultural from Rubio; Galopando tv  from Guárico; Catia 
TVe from the Federal District of Caracas; Camunare Rojo from Yaracuy; Canal z  and 
Quijote tv  from Zulia; Montaña tv  and Jaureguina from Táchira; Lara tv  from 
Lara; Selva tv  from Amazonas; Teletambores from Aragua; tv  Puerto from Anzoáte-
gui; Coro tv  from Falcón; and tv  Petare and Telecimarrón from Miranda.

ch ap ter 3. cla ss a ct s
 1. Recent ethnographies of class include Bettie (2003), Goldstein (2003), Ortner 

(2003, 2013), Jackson (2001), and Walley (2013).
2. It is also vital to recognize that a cadre of business elites in the private sector 

collaborated with the Chávez government at vari ous junctures over the course of 
Chávez’s rule. As Steve Ellner has explored (2015), while  these business  owners  were 
focused on the short- term fi ancial rewards of collaboration and did not endorse the 
po liti cal proj ect of revolutionary state formation, a group of domestic cap i tal ists in 
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the private sector  were nevertheless impor tant contributors in crafting the emerging 
state in ways that had long- term negative consequences for the ability of radical actors 
inside and outside offi al state institutions to develop collective worker control of 
wealth.

3. For differing analyses of poverty in Venezuela during the period of my re-
search, see Francisco Rodriguez (2008) and Mark Weisbrot (2008). Weisbrot makes 
a convincing case that Rodriguez and other journalists have incorrectly asserted the 
increase of poverty in Venezuela  under Chávez based on calculations that include the 
devastating impacts of the 2002–3 oil strike and management lockout, which opposi-
tion forces intentionally unleashed to cripple the economy.

4. Deronne, of course, borrows the term organic intellectual from Gramsci. For 
Gramsci, all intellectuals play a key role in maintaining and producing a given social 
order (Gramsci 1971). Gramsci scholar Nicholas Forgacs (2000) exp lains that in 
Gramsci’s formulation, for the working class to challenge elite hegemony and become 
itself hegemonic, it must create its own “organic” intellectuals.

5. Gorda can also be a term of affection.
6.  There are vari ous meanings of popu lar culture, only some of which Daniel and 

his students invoked during the workshop. For a group of orthodox Marxist scholars 
known as the “Frankfurt School,” popu lar culture is a term that suggests a defiled 
form of commercial culture that is manipulative, bereft f creativity, and imposed 
from “above.” In contrast, many British cultural studies scholars rejected this notion. 
Drawing on Gramsci’s notion of hegemony, they sought to understand popu lar cul-
ture neither as an arena of ideological domination by the ruling class nor of pristine 
expression of the oppressed, but rather a terrain of strug gle and appropriation.

7. It may well be that communication scholarship that seeks to highlight “re sis-
tance” has overstated the ability of audiences to form their own transgressive readings. 
Nevertheless, the producer never completely determines what  people learn from 
tele vi sion (Abu- Lughod 2005; Mankekar 1999). For scholarship on the complexity 
of audience practices, see Ang (1985, 1991), Hall (1980), Martín- Barbero (1993), and 
Radway (1988). For an assessment of how the thesis of audience agency has been 
overextended, see Curran and Park (2000) and Miller (2004).

8. See Donna Goldstein’s discussion of handwriting as one example of bodily move-
ment that serves to distinguish an individual’s cultural capital and class membership 
(2003, 91).

ch ap ter 4. channeling ch ávez
 1. A denuncia may take the form of an offi al report of a crime filed with the 

police, a letter that expresses a grievance submitted to a relevant state institution, or a 
spoken complaint or demand. Denuncias are related to testimonial discourse, a genre 
of expression that usually denounces a situation of oppression or exploitation (Gugel-
berger 1996, 9; Himpele 2007).

2. Scholars have argued that media producers in Venezuela are well aware of the 
bound aries of acceptable speech established by their own speech communities (i.e., 
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their set of po liti cal allies), as well as by the Chávez government and its  legal regime, 
and thus exercise considerable levels of “self- censorship,” making offi al acts of repres-
sion less necessary (Acosta- Alzuru 2013). My perspective, following Boyer (2003) and 
 others, is that all knowledge production is a pro cess of se lection  shaped by dominant 
hegemonies. From this perspective, the deployment of the concept of self- censorship 
to describe par tic u lar contexts and not  others signals a strug gle for power over and 
through the idea of  free speech, rather than a move that helps us capture something 
unique about the pro cess of knowledge production in a par tic u lar place and time.

3. My analy sis  here draws from a discussion that unfolded at a panel I participated 
in at the 2014 meeting of the American Anthropological Association on populist 
politics and mass mediation, or ga nized by Amahl Bishara and Frank Cody. I am 
indebted to William Mazzarella’s illuminating discussant remarks for advancing my 
understanding of the connections between liberalism and pop u lism.

4. For six months in 2007, instead of the marathon Sunday program, Chávez ap-
peared for an hour- and- a- half program on Thursday nights, with additional radio 
appearances on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday eve nings.

5. Aló Presidente, no. 265, Thursday, February 15, 2007.
6. The program takes its name from Simón Bolívar’s nurse, Hipólita Bolívar, an 

enslaved  woman.
7. The health, education, and food distribution missions  were created outside the 

traditional institutional structures of public health and education administered by 
state ministries. Th s alternative structure of ser vices allowed for more local involve-
ment in the administration of programs, but also left he programs vulnerable to 
strategic manipulation and inconsistent operation.

8. Barrio Adentro was designed to meet the 1999 constitution’s mandate to create a 
health system that was “decentralized and participatory . . .  guided by the princi ples of 
 free cost, universal availability, intersectoriality, equity, social integration, and solidar-
ity” (cited in Briggs and Mantini- Briggs 2009, 550).

9. Launched in 2006, the Madres del Barrio program aimed to provide poor 
 women who have  children a stipend of $176 a month, about 60 to 80  percent of the 
minimum wage, to work at home caring for their families. The program is based on 
Article 88 of the constitution, which recognizes  women’s work at home as economic 
activity. In 2006 about 200,000  women, or 8  percent of poor  women,  were enrolled in 
the program (Wilpert 2007, 143).

10. Corrales and Penfold argue that the Chávez government’s programs  were not 
unlike previous populist programs in Venezuela, some even claiming that Barrio 
Adentro and other programs  were designed to “buy votes” (2007, 106). Kirk Hawkins, 
however, challenges this notion, fi ding that aid through the Chávez government 
programs was not dependent on overt or coercive demands for po liti cal support, even 
though programs  were concentrated in areas that supported Chávez (2010, 213).

11. The language of “popu lar empowerment” and “participation,” which formed a 
key aspect of Ana’s approach, is a central component not only of progressive po liti-
cal proj ects, but also of neoliberal policies that have unloaded public ser vices and 
 labor to “responsibilized” citizens (Paley 2002, 2004). Unlike neoliberal discourses of 
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participation, the Chávez government’s programs included heavy involvement of state 
institutions in redistributing resources, along with calls for local action. Despite  these 
differences, Chávez’s nascent socialist programs, like neoliberal programs, have placed 
the burden of community ser vices on  women, suggesting that gender oppression was 
extended rather than upended by the revolution’s participatory programs in local gov-
ernance and resource distribution. See my discussion in chapter 5. For an exploration 
of the Chávez government’s reliance on neoliberal logics, see Fernandes (2010b).

ch ap ter 5. media ting  women
 1. See Rakowski and Espina (2011) for a detailed analy sis of the gains and short-

comings of the institutions, policies, and laws concerning  women’s rights advanced 
during the Chávez presidency.

2. The 2007 effort to alter the constitution also excluded the right to choose to ter-
minate a pregnancy. As of 2015, abortion remains illegal even in cases of rape, incest, 
and fetal impairment (Buxton 2015).

3. Although  there are four provisions in the constitution that prohibit employers, 
landlords, and fi ancial institutions from discriminating against citizens based on 
sexuality, enforcement has been slow. As Buxton (2015) notes, as of 2015  there is no 
 legal recognition of gender change, same- sex civil  unions or marriage, or same- sex 
adoption. In the 2015 National Assembly elections, Tamara Adrian, a transgender 
 woman and member of the opposition party Voluntad Popu lar, was elected, marking a 
major milestone for transgender visibility in Venezuela.

4. Intersectionality is a contested term. I approach the concept as a framework for 
understanding how race, class, gender, sexuality, and other  factors are coconstitutive 
and interrelated. Rather than referring to points of intersection of diff er ent stable 
vectors of identity, as some theorists have suggested, I follow Yuval- Davis (2006) in 
highlighting how the term might capture how dimensions of social relations can never 
be disentangled. Th s framework, ideally, challenges the fragmentation and essential-
izing of social identities. Class, for example, always has gendered meanings in specific
places and times, and  these meanings and material consequences shift ver time.

5. Th s broad categorization, as Guttman (1986) notes, negates impor tant differences 
among classes, regions, ages, and ethnic groups throughout Latin Amer i ca and Spain.

6. Lynn Stephen’s book, We Are the Face of Oaxaca (2013) documents how the right 
to speak and be heard is equated with access to po liti cal citizenship.

7. See Jeff impele’s exploration of similar dynamics on a Bolivian talk show (2007).
8.  There is an extensive scholarly lit er a ture on the paradoxes and possibilities of 

state welfare assistance programs created to alleviate  women’s poverty. See Gordon 
(1990) and Orloff ( 999).

9.  Madres del Barrio, in its incarnation during the period of my research, de-
pended on essentialized notions of gender difference.  Later, Madres del Barrio began 
to challenge gendered  labor ideologies. In December 2008, together with the Metro 
of Caracas, the Madres del Barrio launched a program to train  women to be metro 
conductors in the Caracas subway system.
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10. Many feminist scholars have argued that the distinction, fi st advanced by 
Maxine Molyneux (1985), between “practical” interests in improving access to nutri-
tion, education, and local infrastructure and “strategic” efforts to challenge gender 
in equality is a false binary (Fernandes 2007; Lind 1992, 2005).

11. Elsewhere, Espina (2007) acknowledges and examines the complexity of the 
“fractured” and “multiple” subject whose experience of gender cannot be separated, 
for example, from that of race or class.

12. See bell hooks’s foundational analy sis of feminism (1984).

ch ap ter 6. reck o ning with p r ess fr eed om
 1. Liberalism is made up of numerous diff er ent traditions. Some traditions of liberal-

ism are dedicated to maximizing individual liberty, while  others more concerned with 
maximizing social equality (Brown 2003). Liberal ideals  were fi st formulated over the 
course of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eigh teenth centuries in Western Eu rope, with 
the aim of redefini g the limits of po liti cal authority. Early proponents opposed the 
arbitrary power of kings and the privileges granted by birth to the nobility. The develop-
ment of liberal thought involved the formulation of a new notion of the individual. The 
sovereign, according to early liberal thinkers, needed to be subordinate to the liberty 
and rights of the individual. According to early and more recent proponents, the liberal 
state must be power ful enough to secure individual liberty but limited enough that 
it cannot impose restraints on individuals. The philosophical basis of the liberal state 
is a doctrine of natu ral rights that all “men” possess fundamental rights (life, liberty, 
security, and happiness) on which the state must not tread. In dominant con temporary 
versions of liberalism, “individual freedom” and “social constraint” are usually posed as 
binary concepts (Povinelli 2006, 2011). Yet liberal freedoms, as Isaiah Berlin famously 
pointed out, have included not only freedom from constraint, which he called “nega-
tive freedom,” but also or ga nized state coercion in the name of a greater social good 
and liberty, such as public education, which he called “positive freedom” (1969). For 
a review of recent anthropological approaches to liberalism, see Schiller (2015).

2. I draw on Jessica Winegar’s use of the concept of “reckoning,” which nicely 
captures “ people’s sense of having to deal with (or discover)  things that appear to have 
already been set” (2006, 6).

3. For excellent work on press freedom in anthropology, see Bishara (2013), Boyer 
and Yurchak (2010), and Roudakova (2017).

4. A small body of anthropological scholarship builds on ethnographic studies of 
the state to explore the role of media producers in working with and contesting liberal 
premises (Bishara 2006; Boyer 2005; Hasty 2005; Roudakova 2009).

5. Scholars in communications and law have been at the forefront of exploring how 
media producers’ autonomy from states might in fact undermine the very conditions 
needed to guarantee plural communications (Glasser and Gunther 2005; McChesney 
and Nichols 2011).

6. Governments around the world regulate the use of the electromagnetic 
spectrum— the fin te spectrum of radio waves used to transmit radio, tele vi sion, and 
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other data— through temporary frequency allocations. Governments distribute short- 
term licenses to broadcasters, who then have the exclusive right to transmit via that 
frequency for a specifi d geographic area (Peha 1998).

7. Agencia Bolivariana de Noticias, “Programación de TVes no será impuesta por el 
Ejecutivo,” http:// www . abn . info . ve / imprimir2 . php ? articulo​=​92441, accessed May 22, 
2007.
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