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A

CHAPTER 1

New President, Same Old
Legacy

pril 19, 2013, marked the beginning of a new chapter for the South
American nation of Venezuela. The country’s former president, Hugo

Chávez, had died from cancer less than six weeks earlier after 14 years in
office. The man Chávez had handpicked to succeed him — Nicolás
Maduro — had just been elected as the country’s new leader and was about
to begin his own six-year term. But it appeared to be the same old story.
Even though Chávez was gone, in many ways he seemed to be still as
present as ever.

“These are the people of Chávez,” Maduro declared in his acceptance
speech in Caracas, the nation’s capital. “This is Chávez’s place. Chávez
continues as an example for us!”1 The address took place on Bolivar
Avenue, a street named for the country’s most beloved leader, the
nineteenth-century hero Simón de Bolívar. Chávez had also been dearly
loved by many Venezuelans. “I am ensuring the legacy of my commander,
Chávez, the eternal father,”2 Maduro concluded.



Nicolás Maduro officially became the new president of Venezuela on
April 19, 2013. Here Maduro (on the left) takes the oath of office
from National Assembly President Diosdado Cabello.

Voter turnout had been high. But the results had been extremely close.
Maduro won the election with just 50.6 percent of the vote.3 His opponent,
Henrique Capriles, had run for president against Chávez himself the
previous October. Until that time, neither Chávez nor Capriles had ever
lost an election. Chávez held onto his undefeated record. But that election
wasn’t nearly as close. Chávez had won with 54 percent of the vote.4

Still, many people questioned the results. As British journalist
Richard Gott wrote in the months before Chávez’s death, “Elections in
Latin America are more often than not flawed.”5 Many people from the
United States have also criticized Venezuela for its politics and
government. In turn, many Venezuelans resent the US for voicing those
negative opinions.

Nicmer Evans is a professor at the Central University of Venezuela. In
the days before the election between Chávez and Capriles, Evans painted
Capriles as a puppet of the United States. He claimed that the US “always



tries to influence our elections. Now they have a candidate linked to their
interests.”6

Maduro also linked his opponent to the United States. In his case he
went so far as to say that anyone who voted for Capriles was a traitor. He
referred to the US as “the empire” and said that both Capriles and his
supposed American allies would pillage Venezuela. His strategy appeared
to influence many voters. One of them was Claudio Aguilera. After casting
his ballot, Aguilera said that he had voted for Maduro. “Who else would
we vote for? We’re not going to vote for the empire and see everything fall
apart.”7

The people of Venezuela were divided when it came to Nicolás
Maduro and his opponent Henrique Capriles. As shown in this photo
of a rally held shortly before the election, Capriles (center, arm
upraised) had many supporters. But a little more than half the voters
supported Maduro instead.



Clearly, though, not everyone was thrilled with the way things had
gone under Chávez. A large number of voters —more than 45 percent of
them — supported Capriles. They saw the country as suffering under
Chávez’s socialist regime. Venezuela’s economy was in bad shape. The
nation had the highest inflation rate of any country in the Western
Hemisphere. Many goods and services were overpriced. Others, such as
food and electricity, were in short supply. Problems like blackouts were a
common occurrence in many areas.

Maria Blasini, another voter, blamed Chávez for this situation.
“We’ve had 14 years of the same thing — instead of making advances,
we’re falling behind. I voted because we want change. I want security and
that the economy is reactivated, that the kids have a future.”8

The biggest problem many Americans have with Venezuela’s
government is that it is a socialist regime. The word “socialist” is tossed
around a lot these days. In the United States the word is often used as an
insult by people who oppose President Barack Obama. These people
maintain that some of the president’s policies are socialist. Other people,
however, believe that such a comparison is ridiculous. But what is
socialism, and why do many people think it is bad?

On its most basic level, the goal of socialism is to create a society
based on equality. What makes socialism different from the US form of
government is how it controls the economy.

The United States practices capitalism, which is based on private
ownership of the means of production. Let’s look at an example. A person
may open a business that makes and sells custom coffee drinks. This
person decides how much to charge for her company’s products. People
decide whether they wish to buy them or not. People who make lots of
money may not think twice about buying the drinks, regardless of the cost.
Those in the middle class may choose to buy them once in a while as
treats. Poorer people might not be able to afford any drinks and still buy
all the things they need.

Before entering politics, Nicolás Maduro worked as a bus
driver in Caracas.



Another person may open a business selling coffee drinks, too. This
company may charge even more for its products than the first seller does.
The same rich customers who bought the other drinks will probably buy
these drinks as well. Middle-class customers, however, may decide that
even buying a drink occasionally from this second company isn’t
something they can afford. And people who make the least money won’t
buy this company’s products either.

Socialists believe that the government should control all goods and
services. The poorest person may work just as hard as the richest person.
But they get paid very different amounts of money. Imagine how much
more money the owner of the more expensive company makes than the
person who cannot afford to be a customer at either company. Socialists do
not think it is fair that one person can afford to buy more than he or she
needs, and another cannot buy even his or her basic necessities. This way
of thinking seems reasonable to many people.

But what happens when the government takes over? Imagine that from
now on the government will decide what all businesses can charge for
their products. What would happen? Since socialism gets rid of capitalism,
it also gets rid of competition. The first coffee company may stay in
business. But in order to do so, it may have to lower its prices. It may
choose to use lower-quality ingredients in its products. Or it may have to
fire some of its employees. Customers may have to stand in longer lines
for the products as a result. The second company may not be able to lower
its costs enough to meet the government’s standards. It may go out of
business instead.

Venezuela is about the same size as Texas and Minnesota
combined.



Hugo Chávez was one of the most popular leaders in Venezuela’s
history. He appears here during the 2012 presidential campaign,
when he was reelected to another six-year term.

In addition to controlling goods and services, a socialist government
also controls wages. While it is true that federal, state, and local
governments in the United States may establish a minimum amount that
workers must be paid, they do not place a cap on pay. Socialist
governments want to control both the least and the most amount of money
that people can make. In doing so, they narrow the gap between the
classes.

People who support socialism see these steps as ways of making
society fairer. They like the idea of every person being treated the same in
economic terms. They also think that everyone should be entitled to
education or health care. For example, university students in Norway—
which has some characteristics of socialism—attend school for free.
American university students have to pay for their education.

Opponents of socialism point out that this type of government taxes
its citizens heavily to pay for all the public programs. They think that
people should pay for their own education, health care, and other services
they choose. They fear that a socialist government has too much control
over its people.
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