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Abstract
This research paper analyses the transformation process that has taken place in Venezuelan agrarian politics and policymaking during the past decade. It is argued that the Bolivarian process is best conceptualized as a countermovement (in the Polanyian sense) to the expansion of free market capitalism that characterized most of Venezuela’s republican life. The argument is supported by a comparative historical analysis of two key moments in national agrarian politics and policymaking: the agrarian reform of 1961 and the land and agrarian development framework of 2001. The argument is made that important changes have been undertaken in agrarian structures and institutions aiming to re-embed the market in political and social control and to undermine the hitherto predominating ‘(neo)liberal creed’, which is deemed essentially anti-political. The current reforms, in short, are successfully bringing politics back in agrarian development through the promotion of redistributive measures and the democratization of food production and distribution. Challenges do remain however, in a process that is not yet consolidated and straightforward, but rather filled with tensions and contradictions. Key questions are reflected upon and the nature of the Bolivarian Revolution is underscored as a process in construction, whose future, to a large extent, depends on the prospect of social movements to effect positive change. 
Relevance to Development Studies
In the mists of the most recent poly-crisis of our economic system (food crisis, financial crisis, energetic crisis, environmental crisis and a long etcetera), which is essentially the crisis of the global capitalist system, the search for alternative development paradigms is not only urgent but might as well be considered a matter of sheer survival of the species. Venezuela constitutes today perhaps one of the biggest and most avant-garde laboratories for social experimentation in precisely the search of this crucial alternative. The so-called Bolivarian Revolution and the construction of the now (in)famous ‘XXI Century Socialism’ deserve serious academic scrutiny, remaining, to this date, terribly under-researched and subject, at the most, to sensationalist television shows and newspapers articles. Moreover, while poverty and hunger remain, to this date, mostly a rural phenomenon with three out every four poor people in the world living and working in rural areas, the challenge of constructing a better world must necessarily start from the countryside. 
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[bookmark: _Toc214439360]Introduction 
In the year 2001 a controversial new law, the Land and Agrarian Development Law, ‘resurrected’ the politics of agrarian development in Venezuela after years of systematic de-politicization. ‘Resuscitated’ because the issue of land ownership, control and appropriation had been a constant highly contentious political subject at least since Venezuelan independence from the Spanish crown. In 1961, however, after intense political turbulence, a so longed Agrarian Reform Law was finally sanctioned. Some land was indeed redistributed but mostly in an effort to pacify the communist insurgence in the countryside. By the 1970’s the land reform process in the country came to a halt and the issue of land ownership and control basically disappeared from development agendas. However, this was not due to any major transformation occurring in agrarian structures since the introduction of the Agrarian Reform. Rather, agrarian development in Venezuela had been de-politicized by the systematic closing up of effective spaces for political and social control of the market and the establishment of the ‘(neo)liberal creed’ as the only valid form of (anti)politics. The struggle for redistribution of land in the country had for long been deeply rooted in conceptions about identity, dignity, justice and freedom. But instead of a truly redistributive measure for the re-vindication of these rights, the Agrarian Reform of 1961 was an instrument for the establishment and promotion of agrarian capitalism mostly benefiting the reduced yet powerful emerging Venezuelan capitalist class, consolidating what Losada Aldana (1980) calls “the landlord way”. As for the Agrarian Reform beneficiaries, many of them ended up by abandoning the land that had been given to them and migrating to urban areas where they became to inhabit the city’s rising slums and shantytowns. It was not until 1998 that the politics of agrarian development would be emphatically brought back to political discourses and programs with the landslide victory of Hugo Chavez in the presidential elections. The new Land and Agrarian Development Law of 2001 marked the re-politicization of the issue of uneven distribution of land and power in the country and signaled a new stage in the agrarian developmental process while opening up new channels for democratic participation. The purpose of this Research Paper is to analyze the implications of this re-politicization for development politics and policymaking in Venezuela. 
	The election of Hugo Chavez to the presidency in 1998 marked the end of ‘the long (neo)liberal night’ that characterized Venezuelan politics for most of its republican life. Today the country stands at the vanguard of the regional and worldwide resistance, and the production of alternatives, to the hegemonic (neo)liberal creed. The Venezuelan process must thus be analyzed as a ‘countermovement’ (in the Polanyian sense) to the expansion of free market capitalism and the alternatives that are emanating from it (specifically the measures taken for the regulation of the market, the pursuit of redistributive policies and the deepening of democracy towards a model of participative and protagonist democracy) deserve detailed examination[endnoteRef:2]. (Neo)liberalism entailed deep and disruptive structural reforms, which aimed at the disembeddedness of the market economy from political and social control through the systematic closure of spaces for the role of the state in the regulation of the economic system, the privatization of public assets and resources, the liberalization of trade and capital flows and the de-regularization of prices and labor. Much of the new reforms advanced by the Chavez administration are aimed precisely at reverting this trend and countering the most negative of its effects in the country (growth of unemployment and informality, weakening of the link between national production and international trade, rise of poverty and social inequality and food and nutritional insecurity; to give some examples). And indeed the Venezuelan process seems to have been successful (to a certain extent) to counter some of these negative effects and to revert some of the most cherished (neo)liberal tenets. The central state is back as guarantor and promoter of social and economic development mainly through the implementation of redistributive policies and the (re)nationalization of the key sectors of the economy (banks, oil and petrochemical industry, food processing and distributing facilities, telecommunications, education, healthcare; just name a few). These policies have meant a devastating blow to the holy liberal principles of private property and free market.  [2:  The level of examination can only be as detailed as time and space permits.] 

	Nonetheless, it is worth noting that Venezuelans, and the government itself, seem to have interiorized the idea that ‘bringing the state back in’ is just not enough. There seems to be recognition among social movements and the more radical elements within the government, that the path to follow is not one of a command economy, of the Soviet type, in which the state takes absolute control of all the aspects of the national economy. On the contrary, a key element of the Venezuelan offensive against (neo)liberalism has been, since the beginning, the  significant popular mobilizations and the rise of social movements in search of the creation and strengthening of new and creative channels and spaces of popular participation and social control to ensure that effective politics, and not central bureaucracy, takes command of the destiny of the country. Of course, this process is not straightforward and without tensions and contradictions. There are many critics to the process who argue about the authoritarian character of the central government and the coopted nature of the national social movements. This paper does not argue the contrary. Indeed one of the characteristics of the Chavez administration has been to concentrate power and to actively turn to social movements for support for its policies. However, to argue that the state is a monolithic entity (instead of a contested arena) and that social movements are irrelevant clientelistic institutions (instead of possible instruments for the transformation of society) is both naïve and fatalistic. Rather, there are clear signs that demonstrate that the more radical elements within the Chavez administration are actively promoting the deepening and widening of democratic participation and that show the potential of social movements to effect change and contribute to the transformation of Venezuelan politics and policymaking. 
[bookmark: _Toc214439361]Scope and Limitations
This research paper intends to contribute to the understanding of politics, both historically and contemporarily, and its broader implications for development, and particularly agrarian development, policymaking. This implies that the investigation must be, above all, theoretical and historical. An emphasis has tried to be made in making as clear as possible the concepts, theories and historical events that give meaning and purpose to this research. However this also means that the space dedicated to more empirical parts of the investigation needed to be condensed. This measure was also taken in part due to the difficulties faced while carrying out the research. Despite the immense richness that the Venezuelan process represents in terms of possibilities for investigation, little effort has been done to document the process, especially from official sources[endnoteRef:3]. The dynamics of agrarian development in Venezuela have indeed been under researched. This, together with the difficulty to gain access to higher-level bureaucratic officials (and therefore to official data) represents a serious challenge to researchers in the country. There, unfortunately, seems to be a non-disclosure policy amongst government officials and institutions. Of course, time constrains also undermine the possibility for further investigation. [3:  The lack of official publications about the land reform process is particularly noticeable. As for independent investigations it worth noticing the important role of the “Revista Venezolana de Economia y Ciencias Sociales”, perhaps the only specialized Venezuelan journal that has systematically carried out research about the process (however this journal only published from 2002 to 2009). See the following link for the whole catalog of published editions:  http://redalyc.uaemex.mx/src/inicio/HomRevRed.jsp?iCveEntRev=177] 


	Furthermore, this paper does not aim to make a legal analysis of neither the Agrarian Reform Law nor the Land and Agrarian Development Law. Rather their significance is taken as symbolic moments that mark a stage in the political process. What actually matters for the purpose of this study is the “messy conjunctures” (Li 2007:4) they create. As Franco (cited in Borras and Franco 2010: 9) points out, “land laws and land policies are not self- interpreting and not self-implementing. It is during the interaction between various, often conflicting actors, within the state and in society that land policies are actually interpreted, activated and implemented (or not) in a variety of ways from one place to another over time”. It is thus not the laws in themselves what will be the focus of this analysis but rather their implementation. As noted before, they are only taken as departure points. Additionally, it lies beyond the scope of this paper to make a thorough analysis of the land reform process in Venezuela, neither in its current form nor in its past attempts. It is not in the objectives of this work to describe or to explore all the possibilities and dimensions of the Venezuelan reform process. Many of its facets will most surely remain unexplored.

[bookmark: _Toc214439362]Methodology

The ideas presented in this Research Paper are the result of a comparative historical research that traverses key moments that marked the politics of agrarian development in Venezuela. The research aims to put forth theoretical explanations, which would go beyond time and place, to the divergent results of contrasting models of agrarian development policymaking through the analysis of the political and social process involved in their creation and implementation. Emphasis has been put in the study of the main vehicles for the transformation of the Venezuela state and society. Historically these have been the policies implemented by the government, including the institutions created around them, but also a significant effort has been made to study the forms of popular mobilization and social organization fostered or undermined by them. Therefore the analysis looks at a) the nature of the state, b) the role of social movements and c) the relations between state and society. The research involved the analysis of secondary data (mostly used for the historical and theoretical aspect) as well as personal qualitative interviews to diverse figures participating in the political process in Venezuela including government officials and peasant leaders (the source of most of the empirical evidence). The research was carried out, mostly, during 6 weeks of fieldwork in Venezuela, including a weeklong field visit to ‘Socialist Commune Prudencio Vasquez’ in Camunare Rojo, Urachiche municipality of Yaracuy state. The experience served to get to know, in situ, the experience of ‘recuperated’ lands and also to carry out interviews to the members of the commune.

	The paper is organized as follows: Chapter 2 provides the framework for the analysis by discussing at length the main theoretical and conceptual proposition brought forth by the paper. Chapter 3 offers, first, the historical background of land and agrarian policies in Venezuela to then begin an exploration of the current situation focusing mainly on the most relevant aspects of the changes introduced by the Chavez administration and its consequences in terms of developmental policies. Chapter 4 concludes the paper by analysing some of the tensions and contradictions of the reform process and its perspectives into the future. 

[bookmark: _Toc214439363]Research Question 
For the purposes and nature of this paper it is important to discuss the extent to which the transformation brought about by the rise of Chavez and the implementation of new policies could be seen as furthering fundamental changes in respect to previous notions about agrarian development. Theoretically and practically then, it is useful to ask: 
Whether and to what extent are the reforms introduced by Chavez challenging previously predominating notions and conceptions about agrarian development politics and policymaking? 

[bookmark: _Toc214439364]The (anti)Politics of Agrarian Development
[bookmark: _Toc214439365]The Primacy of Politics

“That is to say, the central and dominant variable determining not only the conception and shape of development, but developmental success or failure in all human societies, is their politics [...] and, specifically, the way in which their politics condenses in and around their states.”  (Leftwich 2000)
“But why is development so political and why is the state so central?” (Ibid). Leftwich argues that the intrinsically political nature of development is directly related to the nature of human societies themselves. Human societies, he argues, are characterized by diverse and, very often, conflicting interests, preferences, values and ideas associated to the use and tenancy of the resources that make life possible. His argument is that whatever we refer to as ‘development’, it necessarily involves the organization, mobilization and combination of these resources in “new ways”. And since we all have different conceptions about how resources should be used and distributed, there will inevitably be disputes between individuals and groups about how best to utilize them. Politics constitutes the essential mechanism through which societies ‘resolve’ these conflicts of interests, that is negotiate, dispute or cooperate for the production, use and distribution of the resources necessary for developmental purposes. Development thus is a fundamentally political process. As for the central role of the state in development, Leftwich doesn’t hesitate to assert that the only agency capable of managing, coordinating, steering, persuading and, when necessary, directing the diverse and conflicting economic interests and expectations of society to move in one way and not other, and to act there where the private initiative cannot or will not, is the central state. For one thing is certain, development “will not happen solely of its own accord” (Ibid: 7). 
	The same can be asserted for agrarian development. In fact, arguably nowhere the differences and antagonisms associated to resource control and use are more dramatically sharp than in agrarian settings. Hence, perhaps no politics are more intense than the politics of land distribution and use. Land is unquestionably a critical resource for social and economic development and its control and appropriation have been the focus of arduous conflicts and disputes throughout human history. As Tuma (1974: 571) put it: “Land ownership and land control have been sources of conflict and objects of policy throughout recorded history. Solutions have been proposed and attempted, but there has been little agreement on how best to resolve the conflict and create a system of land tenure based on harmony and fairness”. The volatile political nature of agrarian development is quintessentially intertwined to the nature of land itself. To begin with, land is a naturally occurring resource existing only in limited quantities and since it constitutes a “non-man-made resource” (Gutman and Van Kersteren 1978: 2) (its supply is inherently fixed, to put it in economic terms) one of its characteristics is that it can be monopolized relatively easy. Being a constitutive part of the productive trinity (labor, capital and land), land has been a constant site of struggle for the production of the material conditions of life for as long as ‘recorded history’. But perhaps more importantly, the value of land extends far beyond its economic importance. Land is also a fundament of culture. The word ‘culture’ itself derives from the Latin cultura, which literally translates as ‘cultivation’, baring deep relation in its etymology to land and food production. In fact, the whole domain of cultural anthropology is based on the principle that the relation between societies and environment (land, natural resources, food) is what gives way to the institutions, traditions, norms, rituals and myths upon which a culture is erected. To put in similar terms; land is “a source of life and community” (Courville and Patel 2006: 9). Or in the words of Borras and Franco:  
“While land resource is critical for the economic livelihood of the rural poor, its significance goes far beyond economic issues [...] Increasing knowledge about gender relations and empowerment has highlighted the importance of access to and control over land within intra- household gender relations [...] Likewise, increasing awareness about the distinct rights of indigenous peoples and ethnic groups has also helped to reconceptualise land not only as a factor of production, but as ‘territory’ that is critical to people’s socio-cultural reproduction (Holt-Gimenez 2008). Meanwhile, struggles over access to and control over land (and the resources located in those lands such as water, forests and minerals) and struggles over territory, on many occasions, have been associated with violent conflict in many parts of the world (Pons-Vignon and Lecomte 2004; Kay 2001). This underscores the importance of land in most peace-building efforts today in many countries” (Borras Jr and Franco 2010:3)
	When we analyze the critical importance of land for socio-economic development, it is then not difficult to imagine why politics are so central when it comes to land control and use and agrarian development more generally. In this context, it is also easy to picture why the role of the state is of primordial importance: the management, organization and coordination of such a central resource (not to mention scarce) for the production and reproduction of life and culture constitutes an intricate task that only very consolidated central states are capable of dealing with. Therefore we can affirm that the conception and shape, as well as the success or failure, of agrarian development policies necessarily implies an important role to be played for state politics; and more precisely, for the state-led mechanisms through which land is distributed and appropriated. Traditionally, the mechanism through which land has been made to contribute to wider developmental projects has been ‘state-led land reform’. Taken narrowly, land reform, according to Tuma (1966: 266), simply means “a change in property relations and the institution and structure of land ownership. In this sense, land reform implies change of title to the land, change of status from tenant to owner, or from public to private ownership”. However, this narrow conception of land reform does not allow us to think politically about the issue of land reform. Criticizing narrow conceptions about land policy, Borras and Franco (2010: 2) have said that today “one may be referring to a real state transaction and call it land reform”.
Instead, a land reform must necessarily be conceptualized as a shift in “the effective control over the nature, pace, extent and direction of surplus production, distribution and disposition [...] a land policy causes a change in the actual existing land-based social relations” (Borras Jr and Franco 2010:9) In this definition the emphasis is put in the changing of the existing land-based social relations. In the same fashion, Fox (1993: 10) argues that a land reform is meant to change the “relative shares between groups [...] it implies zero-sum action”. It is important, in this sense, to note the prickly nature of land reform, which is fundamentally a political one. The issue is, and has been, essentially a matter of “access to and control over wealth and power” (Borras and Franco 2010:2) that is not limited to land in itself but extends to the “material resources and uses associated with it, such as water, wood, minerals, grazing and gathering” (Courville and Patel 2006: 3). A reform in a specific land tenure system necessarily implies a shift in the control over power and resources. It understandably creates winners and losers: it takes power and wealth away from a group of people and gives it to a different one. Land reforms are in a word, political. And also in land reform, like in development in general, politics is the essential variable determining its outcomes. Land reforms, above all, constitute intrinsically political mechanisms. As Courville and Patel (2006: 7) note “Agrarian reform can be and has always been a political [...] demand, and it is the political aspect of redistributive reform—who calls for the reforms and on what terms—that has been so caustic throughout the twentieth century, and even more so in the beginning of the twenty-first century”. Historically, lands reforms have been deeply contentious political projects partially because of the transformation of social relations they imply over a resource that is as indispensable for human socio-economic development as land. 
Due to these reasons, land reform has historically been a state-led project. Since, as it was stated before, the stakes are so high and the politics so intense when it comes to land and agrarian development, the only agency with the capacity to deal with the antagonisms derived from changing land tenancy and use is the central state. So the role of central-states, but more importantly, as Leftwich argues, the way in which politics condenses in and around the state, becomes the dominant variable determining success or failure of developmental policies. Talking specifically about land reform, Fox (1993: 9) asks “Why do some reforms lead to more of the same while others make a difference?” Fox’s main thesis is, in a nutshell, that what makes the difference between successful and unsuccessful land reforms is the nature of the relations between the state and society. He calls his an ‘interactive approach’ arguing that “state capacity depends in large measure on society’s response” (Ibid). In short, for Fox, as for Leftwich, developmental policies depend upon the politics in and around the state, that is the political interaction between society and a central government. Politics, therefore, plays the central part in land reform and agrarian development. 
[bookmark: _Toc214439366]De-politicizing Agrarian Development

“Under neoliberalism, the political realm has been squeezed. Globalisation and privatisation have removed much of the life of the polis from democratic control. Since the fundamental choices have already been made elsewhere, and systemic alternatives are excluded, politics itself becomes depoliticised, a matter of management and expertise, not of ideology or mass constituencies […] In the end, this illusory non-political politics is the property of the dominant powers […] This is the paradigm we have to reject, the political ideology that masks itself as non‑political” (Marqusee 2012) 
Already in 1944 before neoliberalism, globalization or privatization became prominent concepts, Karl Polanyi (2001) spoke about the Great Transformation implicit on the idea of self-regulating markets. Polanyi argued that markets, as ancient institutions, had always been controlled by a number of customary safeguards (like traditions, rituals and ceremonies) carefully designed and implemented by authorities as not to allow market practices to interfere with the predominant economic order of society, limiting the scope of the market to very narrow limits (a market place held only on specific dates and most of the time having prices fixed by the authorities). The ‘invention’ of a ‘free’ market system that would be beyond the market place, he argued, “means no less than the running of society as an adjunct to the market. Instead of economy being embedded in social relations, social relations are embedded in the economic system […] For once the economic system is organized in separate institutions, based on specific motives and conferring a special status, society must be shaped in such a manner as to allow that system to function according to its own laws” (Polanyi 2001: 57). 
This creation of ‘free’ markets was nothing natural or inevitable in Polanyi’s view: “There was nothing natural about laissez-faire; free markets could never have come into being merely by allowing things to take their course […] laissez-faire itself was enforced by the state” (Ibid: 139) he noted. For him, the idea of a market system was a carefully planned move in response to the rise of the machine industry, which at the same time was allowed to flourish by active government intervention in the economy to promote its development. Factories needed ‘free’ workers (double free in the Marxist sense: free of property and free to sell their labor)[endnoteRef:4] and a market free of social control to dispose of their products. Free markets, ironically, were a very authoritarian (and tremendously contested[endnoteRef:5]) social creation, facilitated and endorsed by the central state dominated by the ruling classes: they could have never come into being on their ‘own accord’. But the experiment of freeing of markets from social control also required some form of compelling ideological justification; mere coercion and force were not viable in the long term. The classical economists, inspired by the work of Adam Smith, provided this justification (which Polanyi refers to as the Liberal Creed) conferring a quasi-religious dogma to Smith’s laissez-faire theory. For classical economists, the laws of the market were natural, even biological, laws superior to any form of government or ‘man-made’ regulations. In the words of Polanyi (2001: 114-115), XIX century thought and ideas manifested “the existence of a society that was not subject to the laws of the state […] a new concept of law [was introduced] into human affairs, that of the laws of Nature […] The biological nature of man appeared as the given foundation of a society that was not of a political order […] Economic society had emerged as distinct from the political state”. Indeed, no government or central state was needed since the economy had its own superior laws. Politics thus were irrelevant (or even counterproductive) for the functioning of the economic system. This, in essence, constitutes the Great Transformation: the material and ideological disembeddedness of the economy from social and political control, in other words: the de-politicization of the economic realm.  [4:  For more about proletarianization (‘freeing’) of labor and the rise capitalism refer to the theory of Primitive Accumulation in Harvey (2006:74). ]  [5:  For a thorough analysis of the Speenhamland Law and System and the resistance against ‘free’ markets see Chapters 7 and 8 of Polanyi’s The Great Transformation (2001).  ] 

In time, and despite resistance, the material market system paradigm, created for the benefit of the ruling capitalist classes that arose out of the industrial revolution, becomes the dominant ideology in society, justifying the social, economic and political status quo as natural and inevitable. This other transformation (ideological) is what Gramsci called Cultural Hegemony; where the beliefs, perceptions, values and explanations of the dominant classes are imposed as universally valid cultural norms permeating and substituting the superstructure (institutions, practices and conventions) of society. This paradigm becomes in fact the only valid political ideology (“the liberal creed”) while it ‘masks itself as non-political’ under a pseudo-scientific veil of technical economism. The laws of the market are matched to the laws that govern the universe and (neo)classical economics acquires the status of natural sciences, obscuring the real character of the economic system: a social construction. As Marx said, in a different context, in Chapter 48 of Capital, volume III: “Vulgar economics actually does nothing more than to interpret, to systematize and turn into apologetics -in a doctrinaire way- the ideas of the agents who are trapped within bourgeois relations of production”. This is precisely what the material and ideological hegemony of the market economy and (neo)classical economics do, turn the market system into an apologetic, unquestionable law while it portraits systemic alternatives as reactionary, anachronistic and utopian. 
The imposition of the liberal creed consequently had major repercussions on agrarian development politics and policymaking. Perhaps the most traumatic of its consequences was the transformation of the most basic elements of social life into mere commodities that could be bought and sold in the market. Polanyi specifically talks about three of these “fictitious commodities”: land, labour and money. About land he says: 
“What we call land is an element of nature inextricably interwoven with man's institutions. To isolate it and form a market out of it was perhaps the weirdest of all undertakings of our ancestors […] Land is thus tied up with the organizations of kinship, neighborhood, craft, and creed—with tribe and temple, village, gild, and church […] The economic function is but one of many vital functions of land. It invests man's life with stability; it is the site of his habitation; it is a condition of his physical safety; it is the landscape and the seasons. We might as well imagine his being born without hands and feet as carrying on his life without land. And yet to separate land from man and organize society in such a way as to satisfy the requirements of a real estate market was a vital part of the Utopian concept of a market economy (2001: 178) 
As “weird” (and devastating) for the social nature of humankind as the commoditization of land could be, it also has very concrete impacts on land and agrarian development policymaking. Since land becomes a mere commodity to be traded in the market, land and agrarian development policies consequently are turned into mere administrative and managerial tasks that only economic experts are able to undertake. Land and agrarian policies stop being fundamentally political instruments to become mechanism through which the expansion of market relations must be achieved. Furthermore, since politics and the central-state are considered irrelevant, and even an annoyance, the role of the state and of the historical instrument through which land was distributed and appropriated, land reform, are disregarded as obsolete and archaic. Land, the state and land reforms are systematically de-politicized rendering a fundamentally political matter, like agrarian development, into technical economicist policy prescriptions that simply aim to contribute to the expansion of capitalist relations of production. As critically signalled by Courville and Patel (2006: 6) “agrarian and land reform programs are now framed by considerations of equity and production efficiency arbitrated by the World Bank, with the full support of international finance institutions and their network of local elites”. The political and social dimensions of land and agrarian development are now supressed and substituted by considerations of processes “through which land is made to contribute to capitalist accumulation […] with the underlying assumption being that poverty reduction is likely to occur as a result of capitalist development” (Borras and Franco 2010: 3). This is the de-politicization of agrarian development: the material and ideological disembeddedness of land and agrarian policies from political and social considerations; its rendering into a ‘vulgar’ market-expansive mechanism. 
The implications of this great transformation have been massive for agrarian development. The effects are probably best described by what McMichael (McMichael et al. 2006) refers to as the official development narrative’. Indeed, the ‘liberal creed’ becomes the single valid discourse, the dominant ideology, in society. This ‘narrative’ is characterized by a strong “anti-agrarianism” (McMichael 1997: 630) which has manifested itself mainly in two distinct sub-narratives: 1) Deagrarianization, that is underdevelopment is considered the result of an incomplete path of capitalist agrarian transition; countries are underdeveloped because their countryside hasn’t been “exploited enough” and thus there is a constant concern about industrialization, mechanization, increased productivity, efficiency, growth, etc. (Bernstein 2010: 58). This translates in the view that agriculture and rural areas mainly serve as sources of cheap food and supply of cheap labour for industrial growth and that as countries industrialize the relative weight of agriculture in the economy normally decreases.  2) Depeasantization, as a consequence of the latter and fundamental prerequisite towards modernization and development (Araghi 1995; Bernstein 2003); the view that peasant are backwards, anachronistic remnants of a pre-capitalistic society and that their ‘elimination’ is an essential step in human progress, forcing rural populations to migrate to urban centres. 
This narrative contributed significantly to the de-politicization of agrarian policies and particularly land reforms as redistributive mechanisms. Political and social considerations were deemed marginal when compared to the necessity of economic growth in GDP terms while peasants were ‘meant’ to disappear under capitalist ‘superior’ mode of production: that is what development required. Any policy that tried to ‘stop the clock of progress’, that is, favour the peasant way of life or hinder the so lusted economic growth was perceived as reactionary and utopian. Bernstein’s (2004: 199) argument perfectly summarizes this disdain for traditional state-led land reforms:
“Once pre-capitalist landed property – with its predatory appropriation of rent (vs. productive accumulation) – is destroyed, and a fundamental condition of capitalist agrarian transition thereby satisfied, there remains no rationale for redistributive land reform. Indeed, as the capitalist social property relation establishes itself and delivers the anticipated productivity gains, any notion of redistributive land reform that advocates the division of larger, more productive enterprises (capitalist and/or rich peasant farms) is ipso facto both reactionary and utopian” 
Agrarian policies, and particularly land reform, became instruments for the re-production of capitalism in the countryside. State-led land reform was eventually substituted from policy agendas for its leaner and meaner, most de-politicized version: market-led agrarian reform (MLAR). However, MLARs were significantly different from previous notions about land reform: “willing buyer-willing seller transactions instead of expropriation, private and decentralized land sales and land rental transactions instead of public policies on land redistribution and restitution by central government, cutting back on public spending instead of more budget allocation for agrarian reform […]” (Borras 2007: 1) Following the footsteps of (neo)liberal theory and practice, land reform, now designed to be market friendly, was in clear opposition to the notion of state-led agrarian reform that was predominant in the past (Lahiff et al. 2007).  Instead of a bureaucratic, top-down, confiscatory and statist approach, it was argued, “redistribution did not have to work against markets. Rather, properly designed redistribution that used financial systems rather than state fiat could build asset markets, and in so doing enable a deepening of market-enabling relationships” (Akram-Lodhi 2007: 556) 
MLAR, aggressively pushed by the World Bank and backed by the development establishment, was implemented in a series of countries in Latin America, Africa and Asia ranging from Colombia, South Africa and the Philippines (Lahiff et al. 2007: 1421). In the words of Courville and Patel (2006: 6): “This shift in focus differs dramatically from the original understanding of agrarian reform as a means to a range of outcomes including dignity, justice, and sovereignty, and as a platform in a broader process of national enfranchisement and democracy. Today, it is possible to see a convergence of agrarian policies in different countries, shaped by each nation’s domestic political considerations but tending toward a common set of features: property, scale, technology, and the market. This is the neoliberalization of agrarian policy”.
This (neo)liberalization of agrarian policy has been harshly criticized by Borras and Franco (2010: 2) who claim that the more politically charged concepts like land reform have been progressively substituted by more neutral terms like ‘land policy’ and then adding the prefix term ‘pro-poor’ to highlight the pretended objective of the policy. Land reforms then have been allowed to exist only under the condition that they remain de-politicized instruments of economic growth rather than the sites of historic struggle over what ‘development’ might mean to different societal groups. It’s the rolling back of state-led land reforms. But this pro-poor trend is not unique to land reforms, in fact, as Hickey (2008: 352) notes “the resurgence of interest in politics within international development over the past decade has occurred in parallel with the rise to prominence of the poverty agenda, whereby virtually all research and policy work undertaken by or for major international development agencies must in some way be justified in relation to its impact on poverty reduction”. The popularity of the pro-poor neoliberal agenda, Hickey insists (Ibid: 354) is because “you can reduce poverty without changing anything”.
[bookmark: _Toc214439367]Bringing Politics Back In 
“Our thesis is that the idea of a self-adjusting market implied a stark Utopia. Such an institution could not exist for any length of time without annihilating the human and natural substance of society; it would have physically destroyed man and transformed his surroundings into a wilderness. Inevitably, society took measures to protect itself” (Polanyi 2001: 3). 
The idea of a de-politicized market system is utopian, in Polanyi’s terms, because it can never be fully achieved; society will always resist is achievement, he argued; people will inevitably take measures to protect their environment and their way of living against the constant expansion and onslaught of the market forces. The inherently expansionary qualities of the market system were famously referred to, by Schumpeter, as capitalism’s ‘creative destruction’. On one hand, the market system has the ability to create and accumulate immense quantities of capital in very short amounts of time; no other mode of production historically has been able to match it. In agrarian terms, for example, the vast increased productivity achieved through the market economy has allowed humankind to increment its population exponentially. On the other hand, however, it does so at the expense of an unprecedented environmental and social destruction. The increased productivity has been due to the propagation of mono-crops, genetically modified organisms, herbicides and pesticides that have caused significant ecological disruption. Furthermore, the industrial system has not been able to cope with the absorption of the “surplus population” (Li 2010) ‘freed’ by the creation and advance of the agrarian capitalism contributing significantly to the rise of poverty, unemployment and social exclusion today[endnoteRef:6]. So everywhere you have this expansion of the creative-destructive forces of the market system you get as a response society’s self-protective mechanisms. This is, in a nutshell, constitutes Polanyi’s famous “double movement”: “the dynamics of modern society was governed by a double movement: the market expanded continuously but this movement was met by a countermovement checking the expansion in definite directions” (Polanyi 2001: 130). This double-movement is perfectly exemplified today by the Food Sovereignty Movement: a movement that arises out of the social and environmental disruption created by free market capitalism. And if the rise of the market system implied the de-politicization of agrarian development, the food sovereignty movement aims exactly in the contrary direction: to bring politics back in.  [6:  This argument points to the known fact that the problems of hunger (1 billion people) in the world are not a matter of production but of distribution (the world currently produces more than enough food to feed everyone). The answer is thus not a matter of technical expertise (increased productivity and efficiency) but one fundamentally political (about access and entitlements). ] 

	The concept of Food Sovereignty itself needs to be understood as a defensive response to the highly technical, administrative and de-politicized concept of Food Security. Advanced by the ‘development establishment’ under the framework of the (neo)liberal creed, food security was defined as “a situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO 2001). But how was this ‘situation’ going to be achieved? What were the mechanisms through which the state or society could work to ensure this situation? These questions were intentionally not addressed by the FAO. To establish such mechanisms would mean to politicize an issue that, for the establishment, had nothing to do with politics; it was more of a technical situation that could be addressed by the implementation of proper productivity and efficiency-enhancing technologies and by letting the market ‘do its thing’.  “As far as the terms of food security go, it is entirely possible for people to be food secure in prison or under a dictatorship” noted Patel (2009: 665). In clear contradiction to this de-politicized definition, a wide arrange of social movements and NGO’s organized as the Transnational Agrarian Movement’ La Via Campesina’ would put forth the concept of Food Sovereignty defined as follows: 
“Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to define their own food and agriculture; to protect and regulate domestic agricultural production and trade in order to achieve sustainable development objectives; to determine the extent to which they want to be self reliant; to restrict the dumping of products in their markets; and to provide local fisheries-based communities the priority in managing the use of and the rights to aquatic resources. Food sovereignty does not negate trade, but rather, it promotes the formulation of trade policies and practices that serve the rights of peoples to safe, healthy and ecologically sustainable production” (Peoples Food Sovereignty Network 2002)
	A very important discursive (nonetheless crucial) distinction is made in this definition to oppose it to the concept of food security. Food Security is defined as a ‘situation’, Food Sovereignty, on the other hand is a ‘right’. And as Patel (2009: 668) argues: “For rights to mean anything at all, they need a guarantor, responsible for implementing a concomitant system of duties and obligations”. This guarantor is the central state. The re-politicization of agrarian development policies implies a predominant role to be played, again, by the central state as promoter and supporter of the movement. In other words, food sovereignty also means bringing the state back in. A final aspect of the re-politicization of agrarian policies, pushed by the Food Sovereignty movement, needs to be underscored: there is a consensus among its members that the current distribution of land, and of the mechanisms through which land is ‘allocated’, that is free market mechanism that only emphasize the importance of clear (individual) property rights, is in fact profoundly unjust against peasant’s mode of production. A key component of their demand for rights, is the right to have land, that is why the issue of redistributive land reform has been so central in their claims. This is evidenced in La Via Campesina’s Global Campaing for Agrarian Reform (Borras 2008). 
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Redistributing Land and Power in Venezuela
In the year 2001, after almost four decades of banning from development discourse and practice in the country, a controversial new law, the ‘Land and Agrarian Development Law’, decidedly brought agrarian politics back into the public spotlight in Venezuela. That year, invested with legislative powers emanating from an ‘Enabling Act’[endnoteRef:7], president Hugo Chavez passed 49 decrees with force of law, amongst which was the new land law that came to substitute the ‘Agrarian Reform Law’ of 1961. The new Land Law came to resuscitate an old, but ‘forgotten’, national debate about the role that land, and particularly its ownership and control, should play in the overall development of the country. For some time, this debate, which can be traced back to the independence years and which led, in 1961, to the passing of the Agrarian Reform Law, seemed to have lost the “validity it had up until the 1980’s” (Delahaye and Eguren 2006: 93). This trend was manifest, Delahaye argues (Ibid), in the diminution, “not only of land titling activities but also, of evidence of peasant pressure as well as in the reduced space it occupied in newspapers and in political discourses and programs”. It was the presidential campaign of 1998 and then “the agrarian measures taken by the newly elected government” (Ibid) what inaugurated a new and toughened dispute about distribution of land in Venezuela: “Out of the 49 presidential decrees” Braulio Alvarez[endnoteRef:8], long-time peasant activist and currently deputy to the National Assembly, tells me “it was this one (the Land and Agrarian Development Law) that motivated the coup d’état of the year 2002 and the shutdown of the oil industry in 2003”[endnoteRef:9]. However overstated Alvarez comment might seem, there are no doubts that the Land and Agrarian Development Law, which would pave the wave for land redistribution in the country, has been a highly politically contentious policy instrument: the assassination of an estimated 232 peasant leaders since the land law was passed in 2001 (PROVEA 2010) is the most tragic testament of it.  [7:  In the year 2000 the Venezuelan National Assembly conceded special powers to the president through an ‘Enabling Act’ which granted him the power to legislate. ]  [8:  Personal interview with B. Alvarez on Venezuelan Agrarian Politics, at Camunare Rojo, municipality of Urachiche, Yaracuy State, Venezuela.  ]  [9:  In 2002, a short-lived coup d’état ousted president Chavez from the government for a few hours. While in 2003 a general strike successfully shut down the country’s oil industry paralyzing the whole Venezuelan economy.] 

[bookmark: _Toc214439369]The Agrarian Reform of 1961
Although the debate about agrarian politics was, for some time, relatively absent from political discourses and programmes in the country, land ownership and control had been constant issues in Venezuelan politics, at least, since its independence from Spain in 1811[endnoteRef:10]. Perhaps the first attempt to deal with the dramatically skewed distribution of land in the country was carried out by Simon Bolivar, the ‘father’ of Venezuelan independence, in 1817 (Instituto Agrario Nacional 1977: 7). That year, Bolivar proclaimed the “confiscation of the land and properties belonging to the enemy” (Ibid) and subsequently decreed its redistribution amongst his troops. Some years after Bolivar’s death, the ‘Federal War’, between 1859-1964, confronted the “landed oligarchy represented by some of the same militaries that fought the independence war” (Ibid: 14) against an army mostly composed of peasants who fought under the axiom of “land and free men” (Brito-Figueroa 1981). The peasant army, under the guidance of the now mythical figure of Ezequiel Zamora, lost the war and in reality it meant that the highly uneven distribution of land would consolidate in Venezuela supported by successive dictatorial governments.  [10:  Conflicts over land can be, and have been, traced to the Spanish conquest and colonization. See Dominguez (1992). However, for the purpose of this study I’m referring only to the ‘republican’ era.] 

By 1950 we find in Venezuela a dramatic situation in terms of distribution of land (Losada Aldana 1980: 49): 
· In of a total of 22,126,640 hectares of farmland in the country, there were some 234,730 registered farms in the 1950’s agrarian census. 
· Out of that number, 168,004 farms, that is, 71% of all the farms in the country had an extension of 10 hectares of land, or less, which represented roughly 2.5% of the entire national farmland extension. 
· While on the other hand, some 3,422 farms, which represents only 1.5% of all the productive units in the country had an extension of 1,000 hectares or more of land, and occupied 78.6% of all farmland in Venezuela. 
· The Gini Coefficient of land distribution in the country was 0.743[endnoteRef:11] in 1950.  [11:  In the Gini Coefficient the number ‘0’ represents the ‘perfect’ scenario where everyone in the country would theoretically be entitled to the same amount of land.  The number ‘1’, however, represents the worst case scenario where in theory all land in the country would belong to a single person while the rest of the population would have nothing. The Venezuela of the 1950’s was not far from this dystopian setting. ] 

The Venezuela of the first half of the 20th century was indeed characterized by a highly skewed distribution of land. The above numbers suggest that less than 2% of the richer landlords dominated about 80% of the farmland in the country, while the poorest 70% of the mostly small (peasant) farmers were only entitled to 2% of the arable land. This situation was, without a doubt, a legacy of Venezuela’s colonial past. The situation urgently demanded a political solution to these historical inequalities. Partly due to this situation, the 23 of January of 1958 the military dictatorship of Perez Jimenez would see its days ended under massive manifestations and intense political turmoil. The dramatic political and economic situation of the country demanded the passing of the Agrarian Reform Law. In September of that same year, the military Junta that substituted Perez Jimenez, through the decree 371, creates the ‘Commission for the Agrarian Reform’ with the objective of ‘studying’ and ‘elaborating’ the new law. To make a long story short, after much political turmoil the Agrarian Reform Law was passed in 1961 and although it was motivated in great measure by the turbulent political situation that the country lived, and despite the fact that it was to a large extent in response to massive popular pressure, with its passing was consolidated what Losada Aldana (1980: 117) calls “the landlord way” (in opposition to “the peasant way”). The new law had two clear objectives in mind: first of all, pacify the revolting peasantry and achieve political stability. Second, instead of a truly redistributive measure that would address past injustices and inequalities, the land law sought, chiefly, to establish market-led mechanisms through which the expansion of agrarian capitalism could be achieved. Table 1 compares the outcomes of selected land reform process in Latin America highlighting that of Venezuela’s. 

[bookmark: _Toc193704952][bookmark: _Toc225573732]Table 1
 Land redistribution outcomes in selected Latin American Countries
	Country 
	Period
	Redistributed land as % of total arable land
	Number of beneficiaries as % of total agricultural households

	Cuba
	Since 1959
	80
	75

	Bolivia
	1952-1977
	74.5
	83.4

	Chile 
	1964-1973
	Nearly 50
	20

	Peru
	1963-1976
	42.4
	32

	Mexico
	1970 data
	42.9
	43.4

	Ecuador
	1964-1985
	34.2
	No data

	El Salvador
	1980-1990’s
	20
	12

	Venezuela
	Up to 1979
	19.3
	24.4

	Brazil
	1964-2005
	7.6
	18.5

	Costa Rica
	1961-1979
	7.1
	13.5


Source: Borras and McKinley 2006

Marginal as it was when compared to other Latin American reform processes, some land was indeed redistributed. But the criterion that predominated in the distribution of land was to satisfy the peasant demands that had arisen even before the fall of Perez Jimenez. Land ‘invasions’ had occurred in several parts of the country before the promulgation of the Agrarian Reform Law, in fact, these accelerated the legislative process (Gutman and Van Kersteren 1978: 9). This is why at the beginning of the reform process mostly private lands were affected. Between 1959 and 1962, 1,803,977 hectares of land had been affected by the reform, 60% corresponding to private lands, benefiting some 40,000 families (Ibid). This stage of the reform mainly targeted those revolting peasants that had the courage to occupy the land they claimed theirs (arguing they had been victims of historical injustices) and only lasted until the peasant unrest was successfully ‘pacified’. After this period of truly redistributive measures, the rest of the reform process, which lasted until mid 1970’s, was concentrated on the ‘colonization’ of new lands to form new ‘agrarian businesses’. This stage actually meant a “strong boost to capitalist agriculture in the country in the agrarian frontier” (Ibid). 73% of lands distributed until 1974 were public lands located in the agrarian frontier. The redistribution of the best private lands (best suited for agricultural practices, with the best access roads and public irrigation systems) was intentionally avoided as not to ‘scare off investments’. As argued by Gutman and Van Kersteren, the initiative to redistribute lands effectively passed from “the peasantry, to state autocrats and technicians” (Ibid: 10). The consequence was that already by 1964 the “existence of neo-latifundia on reformed land was acknowledged officially” (Ibid: 15). Capitalist ‘entrepreneurs’ were successfully buying land from reform beneficiaries (despite this being explicitly forbidden by the 1961 Law) that had abandoned their land, mostly in the agrarian frontier, because they lacked state support and because the land they were given was not the best located neither the best suited for agricultural practices. Indeed, in 1970 a study by the National Agrarian Institute estimated that around 27% of reform beneficiaries had abandoned their land (Ibid: 12). Most of those who beneficiaries who remained on the land did so, despite disadvantageous conditions, mostly due to “the strong cultural connection they felt with their land” (Alvarez 2012, personal interview)[endnoteRef:12]  [12:  Also See Gutman and Van Kesteren (1978) for a discussion on the issue of the re-concentration of reformed land: its causes and consequences.  ] 

More than a redistributive measure, the agrarian reform was a mechanism to promote the expansion of agrarian capitalism in the Venezuelan countryside mostly benefiting the emerging Venezuelan capitalist class. What was meant to be a land redistributive measure to addressed historical injustices in the distribution of land and resources turned out into a piece of legislation that only promoted a market-oriented ‘agricultural reform’ (not a truly agrarian reform) prioritizing a ‘landlord way’ in the detriment of the ‘peasant way’. The de-politicization of the process only meant the consolidation of agrarian capitalism in the Venezuelan countryside and the promotion of the benefit of a few at the expense of a great majority that remained impoverished. The figures speak for themselves. In 1971, with the reform process at a practical halt, the situation of land ownership and control in the country had changed very little from that of 1950 while the inequalities and injustices in terms of land distribution of Venezuela’s colonial past remained mostly unaddressed. 
Table 2
 Distribution of land in Venezuela comparison between 1950 and 1971
	1950
	1971

	71% of small producers (those owning 10 hectares or less) less controlled 2,5% of total farmland.
	60% of small producers (those owning 10 hectares or less) owned 2,2% of all arable land in the country.


	1,5% of rich landlords (those owning 1,000 hectares or more) controlled 78,6% of total farmland.

	1,7% of rich landlords (those owning 1,000 hectares or more) owned 67% of all arable land in the country.



Source: Losada Aldana 1980 and Gutman and Kersteren 1977
The purpose of this brief, and necessarily superficial, historical account has been to highlight the fact that, up until the 1960’s, the issue of ownership and control of the land had been a highly politically contentious subject in Venezuela, forming part of the process of nation building, igniting wars and threatening with social revolutions. As it was already noted, during the second half of the century the problem started to lose ‘validity’. However, this was not due to any major transformation occurring since the Agrarian Reform Law. Neither was the conflict ‘forgotten’ or ‘expired’. Rather the issue of agrarian development in Venezuela was systematically de-politicized since the introduction of the Agrarian Reform in 1961, leaving its resolution to the technicalities of state bureaucracy and to the dictates of the forces and laws of the market. Moreover, the results of the Agrarian Reform of 1961 were (far from a mechanism to achieve justice, dignity and freedom) socially and economically disastrous for Venezuelan development. 

Before the Reform process in the 1960’s, agro-industry’s weight in the overall economy was marginal. However, after the reform process, by mid 1980’s, industrialized big capital and supermarket chains practically dominated the entire food commodity chain in the country (Morales Espinoza 2005). This change proved a devastating blow for the small famers and the peasant way of life in Venezuela accelerating the process of de-peasantization while furthering poverty and social exclusion. Before the Agrariran Reform some 35% of Venezuelans lived and worked in rural areas; by 1990 this percentage had fallen to 12% making Venezuela one of the most ‘urbanized’ countries in Latin America (Wilpert 2006: 250). The massive rural-urban migration (which also included around one third of the reform beneficiaries) flooded Venezuela’s main cities with a huge influx of people they were not prepared to handle. The outcome of that exodus can still be witnessed in the immense favelas (slums) that predominate the landscape of the country’s main cities. Far from highly ‘urbanized’, the cities in Venezuela can best be described as cities of slums that offer extremely inadequate housing only leading to further social exclusion, contributing to the marginalization of its inhabitants mostly excluded from the ‘benefits’ of urban areas, contributing significantly to the rise of violence, drug dealing and the perpetuating the ‘vicious circle’ of poverty. One might be lead to think that perhaps the marketization and industrialization of the agrarian sector in Venezuela had some positive effects in the increase of food production and food security. But this is not the case. In the 1930’s agriculture’s share on the national GDP was around 22%, by 1990 however there had been a dramatic reduction of agriculture’s input to the economy representing a mere 6%, the lowest figure in Latin America (LRAN 2006). This substantial decrease contributed significantly in making Venezuela the only Latin American country to be a net importer of agricultural products (Wilpert 2006: 251). By the year 2000 the country showed signs of a “chronic dependency” on imported foodstuffs (LRAN 2006). Venezuela was importing 70% of the beans it consumed (one of the most basic food staples in the national tradition), 50% of its cereal requirements, 75% of the legumes, 50% of soy and 75% of vegetable oils. Furthermore, throughout the 1990’s poverty levels were extremely high affecting more that 50% of the Venezuela population at any chosen period and even reaching the staggering figure of 75.5% in 1996 (INE 2010). The effects of this high dependency on imported goods manifested itself in the reduction of acquisitive power of most of the Venezuelan population. The following table shows the relation between the minimum wage and the price of the ‘food basket’[endnoteRef:13] in selected years of the 1990’s. What we can see in this table is that, for through most of the 1990’s a big percentage of the Venezuelan population (the poorest) did not even have the means to cover their most basic living necessities. The results of the Agrarian Reform of 1961, in conclusion, not only did not address the historical inequalities in terms of distribution of land in the country, but were in fact devastating for the socio-economic development of Venezuelans. Such were the consequences of de-politicizing agrarian development while letting the market define policies that are critical for any country’s socio-economic development.  [13:  The food basket is represented by the aggregated price of an assortment of food staples and basic services that are considered essential for a healthy and dignifying life. ] 


Table 3
 Relation between the food basket and the minimum wage
	Year
	Minimum wage (in Bolívares)
	Food basket price
	% of coverage

	1990
	4,000
	6,707
	60%

	1991
	6,000
	8,306
	72%

	1992
	9,000
	10,595
	85%

	1993
	9,000
	15,070
	60%

	1994
	15,000
	25,892
	58%

	1995
	15,000
	35,593
	42%

	1996
	15,000
	74,951
	20%


Source: Parker (2008)

[bookmark: _Toc214439370]Land and Agrarian Development since 2001 
The rise of Hugo Chavez to the presidency of Venezuela in 1998 must thus be seen in the historical conjuncture created by the advance (and disruption) of the market system into almost every aspect of the socio-economic existence of Venezuelans. The Bolivarian project is best understood as a countermovement (in the Polanyian sense) to ‘check’ this expansion of the market in ‘definite directions’. This assertion becomes clearer by examining the series of events that led the figure Chavez to rise in national politics. It was in the aftermath of an attempted military coup d’état against president Carlos Andres Perez in 1992 that the name of Hugo Chavez would make its way into the national spotlight. During the failed coup attempt a young Chavez, being one of the heads of the insurrectionary movement, was captured by the government forces and was allowed to give a short declaration in front of the national television. In his short message to the public, Chavez spoke about the Bolivarian ideals that supported his movement and promised that the movement had only failed “for now”. This short appearance on national TV immediately catapulted Chavez’s to fame and his figure would become the catalyst for the millions of Venezuelans victims of the economic liberalization. But the attempted coup was not an isolated reaction; in fact it was the most immediate response to the 1989 Caracazo[endnoteRef:14] massacre perpetuated by the Perez administration. Early that year Perez had announced an economic package, known popularly as the paquetazo, which included a series of neoliberal, market oriented, policies promoted by the IMF under the its flagship structural adjustment programs. The package contained reforms in a number of social and economic policies aimed at the further liberalization of the economy, among the most representative ones were: liberalization of prices of food, raise in the prices of public transportation, raise in the prices of public services such as water, gas, electricity, raises in the price of gasoline and a significant cutback on social spending. The announcement of the paquetazo led to spontaneous manifestations in many parts of the country. But in Caracas, the capital of the country, the manifestations turned violent and led to widespread rioting and looting. The government responded by sending the state security forces to pacify the revolts. The result was the death of approximately 3,000 people in the clashes against the police forces; most of the victims were civilians.  [14:  For a full discussion about the Caracazo see Maya (2003)] 

	Chavez’s coup attempt was hence part of the immediate response against Perez government and the neoliberal reforms but more broadly it was a countermovement to the predominance and imposition of the liberal creed for most of Venezuela’s republican life. The name that Chavez and his collaborators chose for the 1992 insurrectionary movement: ‘Operation Zamora’, in vindication of Ezequiel Zamora the peasant leader that had fought the landed oligarchy in the XIX century, is a symbolic (but powerful) testimony of it. Moreover many of the changes introduced by the Chavez administration upon winning the 1998 presidential election, including the drafting of the new national Constitution in 1999 and the Land and Agrarian Development Law of 2001, were precisely aimed at reverting the neo-liberalization of the Venezuelan economy and society, mainly the nationalization of a number of key sectors of the economy (most notably to regain national control of oil production) and to support a network of local economies under an “endogenous development model and of popular economy,  largely based on cooperative models” (Escobar 2010: 13). So the transformations introduced by the Chavez reforms could be considered twofold: on one hand they reasserted the role of the State in the regulation of the economy through a series of nationalizations aiming to establish the public character of natural resources and of those industries that were considered strategic for national development while on the other hand they introduced a wide arrange of mechanisms to foster and strengthen popular and communal participation based on the principle of self-development and self-management (citizen’s assemblies, communal councils, nuclei of endogenous development, cooperative and popular economies[endnoteRef:15]) with massive state funding[endnoteRef:16] and support and “which brought about intense political mobilization, to this date” (Escobar 2010: 14). In short, Chavez’s reforms were aiming to re-embed the economic system in social and political control. While development policies in the past were characterized by letting the market system dictate the laws to the state and to society, the reforms introduced by the new government tried to ensure that that politics in and around the state would have the predominance on deciding the distribution and use of the resources that make development possible (while ensuring, to a large extent, its success as argued by Leftwich). They ultimately marked the re-politicization of the economic system. Table 4 presents some rudimentary guidelines to compare and contrast the old against the new agrarian development models in Venezuela by means of the institutions upon which they are created and maintained.  [15:  For a full discussion on popular economy and endogenous development see Parker (2005) and Maya (2008). ]  [16:  The funding of government led social programs has increased exponentially under Chavez. Most of the social expenditure has been financed with funds from the state owned oil company PDVSA, whose annual contribution to social programs went from 48 million in the period 1999-2003 to 1.7 billion in 2004 and 2.4 billion for 2005 (Escobar 2010: 15).] 

Table 4
 Old vs. New Agrarian Development Model
	Institutions
	Old Agrarian Development Model
	New Agrarian Development Model

	State
	Fulfills the role of facilitator of capital accumulation with the belief that poverty might be reduced as a consequence. Its role must be limited to creating good conditions for the development of the forces and laws of the market. The central state is seen as an inefficient allocator of resources, inherently corrupt and politicized.
	Has a central role as guarantor and promoter of equality and justice through the fostering of redistributive policies and the insurance of democratic participation in the political-economic decisions of ‘who owns what, who gets what, who does what and what happens to the surplus[endnoteRef:17]. [17:  These are Bernstein’s four key questions of political economy. See Bernstein (2010)] 


	Politics and social movements
	Considered irrelevant and counterproductive. They are the product of discontent workers whose problems can only be solved by technological and administrative fixes (better management by expert bureaucrats over the utilization of resources). Politics only makes things more complicated by bringing in unviable ‘ideological’ positions.
	Political and social control over the distribution and appropriation over the means of productions is the only certain guarantee that resources would be used for the common good, that is, economic and societal development. Politics is the dominant variable determining the success or failure of developmental policies.

	Market
	Is the dominant vehicle for accumulation of capital and thus for the advancement of society. If allowed to work, it can efficiently allocate resources and promote efficiency through competition. It must remain free from political and social control to be able to work properly. The profit seeking ‘nature’ of individuals, when aggregated, sums up for the common good of humankind.
	Is considered a possible threat to social and ecological relations and must thus be regulated and brought under political and social control. If allowed to work freely they would destroy the social and ecological bases of human existence. Markets don’t cease to exist, but their importance is relativized while other forms of economy (social, solidarity, reciprocity) are recognized and supported.

	Property (Land)
	Individual private property is the fundament of a free market society and thus clear and indisputable private ownership over the means of production, especially over land, is a key pre-requisite for the functioning of the system. The state should thus promote land titling activities and the recognition and defense of private property.
	Above all, land should fulfill its social purpose, that is, promoting the welfare of society by providing abundant and nutritious food for everyone. The state and society must ensure that it does so by means of regulating (and when necessary redistributing) land and property according to this function.

	Land reform
	Is dismissed, like most of redistributive measures, unless is market-oriented like MLAR. The efficient allocation of resources is best achieved through market-led mechanism and the same aplies for land like in real estate transactions. The market would take care of the distribution of land in ways much more efficient than state-led mechanisms.
	Redistributive state-led land reform is the principal mechanism through which land is made to contribute to its social function. Its a key policy in ensuring access to land to those that work it. The treatment of land as mere commodity is rejected since its social purpose goes way beyond capital accumulation and economic growth; it is also a fundament of culture and a way of life to millions of peasants.

	Peasants
	Are deemed as pre-capitalistic remnants, backward, inefficient and must be dragged into modernity by capitalism’s superior mode of production, ‘freeing’ them from the drudgery of rural life and made to contribute, instead, to the ‘industrial reserve army’ of laborers.
	Are fundamental parts of a transition to a more humane mode of production. Peasantry is also considered a way of life that must be respected and dignified. They constitute the essential component of any effort to reduce poverty and achieve a more just society.

	Production and distribution
	Production and distribution of food are the tasks of private businesses and corporations. The concern is to achieve greater efficiency and productivity. Production thus tends to be mechanized, highly dependent on industrial and chemical inputs.
	The production and distribution networks must be democratized since the private businesses tend to concentrate it leading to marginal gains for producers and high prices for consumers. The idea is that the distancing between production and consumption needs to be shortened and widened.

	Credit
	Private banks are in charge of offering credits and financing to the agricultural sector. Credit policies are dictated by market forces.
	Development banks, usually state-owned, are in charge of providing ‘soft’ credits to foster production.

	Food

	Its treated as a commodity and the market is allowed to determine food production and distribution. Hunger is caused by lack of production or by economic stagnation.
	Food is an inherent right of people. Everyone should have access to food at all times and the central state and social movements are in charge of guarantying it. Hunger is caused by lack of entitlements not by problems related to production.



	One of the first steps of the Chavez administration to bring politics back to agrarian development was the ‘resurrection’ of state-led land reform. Under the Land and Agrarian Development Law of 2001 the ‘Mission Zamora’, again making reference to the XIX century peasant leader, was created. This government program led the way to a new stage in land redistribution in the country to try to tackle the historical injustices that predominated over the distribution of the precious resource in Venezuela. It is difficult to calculate exactly how much land has been redistributed since the passing of the Law in 2001 due to the lack of official documentation about it and the jealousy with which such information is guarded[endnoteRef:18]. However, according to some studies (PROVEA 2011) roughly 5.5 million hectares have been affected by the reform between 2001 and 2010 benefiting some 1 million Venezuelans (Wilpert 2011).  The reform process had a slow start, mainly due to the military coup that overthrew the Chavez government in 2002 and the subsequent shutdown of the oil industry of 2003, orchestrated by the same groups that supported the coup the previous year, which paralyzed the entire national economy. The political and economic recovery of the country took some time, and immense amounts of resources, which influenced in the relative halt of the land reform process. Another important set back for the Land and Agrarian Development Law was delivered in 2002 when the, then dominated by the opposition, Supreme Court of Justice deemed unconstitutional two of the most important articles of the new law rendering them ineffective: these were articles 89 and 90. Article 89 allowed the ‘preemptive occupation’ of idle lands by peasants who could then resort to the established mechanisms for its adjudication. Article 90 established that the state did not have to compensate landowners for the expropriation of investments made on land they had acquired illegally (this instrument was aimed at those ‘entrepreneurs’ who illegally bought land from the 1961 reform beneficiaries). The annulation of these two critical articles substantially slowed down the entire land reform process (Wilpert 2006) by effectively undermining a land reform process that would be complemented from ‘below’ with the help of peasant preassure and by making the court battles between landowners and the state much longer and expensive for the government. Due to this reasons, it was not until 2005 that the reform process would be actually set into motion when the INTI, bypassing the the Supreme Court’s rule started handing out cartas agrarias which do not constitute formal property titles but that nonetheless authorize peasants to occupy land while the case remains in court. These agrarian letters have been the source of many controversies and still to this date they do not guarantee that peasant will get land since in reality many of them have been annulled by different courts of appeal. The land reform process in Venezuela still constitutes tough legal battles that are not always beneficial for peasants. Unfortunately, as it was stated before, the outcomes of the reform process are very difficult to assess in light of the scarce, and sometimes contradictory, empirical information that exists. Any further analysis would imply mere speculation.  [18:  During the fieldwork undertaken for the purpose of this investigation, I visited different governmental agencies, including the main offices of the Ministry of Land and Agriculture (MAT) and the National Land Institute (INTI) in Caracas, only to find out from diverse sources (I conducted a total of five interviews in these two institutions) that the exact information about the land reform process is not available to the public. In fact, most of the information that I have been able to acquire from academic sources comes from either third party analysis or government official’s speeches and declarations. To make matters worst, often the information provided by the different sources contradict each other.] 

	It can be affirmed with certainty, though, that state-led land reform is once again back in the development discourse and practice in Venezuela and that the government and social movements seem determined “that history not repeat itself” (Enriquez 2012). Alongside land redistributive efforts, the government seems committed to provide financial and technical support to the reform beneficiaries so that they wont end up abandoning their land and that they might in fact become prosperous producers. Some of the main agencies that have been created by the government to financially and technically support reform beneficiaries through subsidized credits and technical assistance are: the Development Fund for Socialist Agriculture (FONDAS), the Agricultural Bank of Venezuela (BAV), the Ministry of Popular Economy, the Venezuelan Food Corporation (CVAL), the National Institute of Agricultural Research (INIA), the Foundation for Training and Innovation for Rural Development (CIARA) and the Rural Development Institute (INDER). The existence of such a plethora of organizations destined to the financial support of agrarian development suggests two things, according to Enriquez (Ibid) “that there was an abundance of resources that could be invested in agricultural production; [and] that a decision had been made to shower the countryside with credit”. In fact, according to Schiavoni and Camacaro (2009), agricultural financing rose by a staggering 5,783% from 1998 to 2007 while agricultural credit to support the land reform program increased from $164 million in 1999 to $7.6 billion in 2008 (Ibid). 
	But to effectively re-embed the agrarian economic system in social and political control also meant that the market system, dominated to large extent by powerful agro-industries, needed to be ‘tamed’. The central state sought to have more influence over the entire food production and distribution network in the country to, in that way, regain influence in what was being produced, how it was distributed and control the final prices that consumer would pay for the products. The goal was to increase the marginal agricultural production of the country, to guarantee that the majority of the Venezuelan population would have access to healthy, nutritious and affordable food and to ensure that producers would get a fair price for their products. The government’s strategy was to democratize the highly unequal land tenancy in the country and to control final prices by means of state regulations. It also needed, in that sense, to have a greater influence over the processing and distribution of foodstuffs dominated by national and transnational giants like Nestle, Parmalat, Cargill, Agroisleña and Polar. To this end, Chavez’s government took measures to nationalize some of these important industries while launching important government funded social ‘misiones’[endnoteRef:19] that aimed at countering the influence and bargaining power of the private sector. Some of the most crucial nationalizations and social programs undertaken by the government were:  [19: 
 The misiones are government implemented but community managed social programs, fundamental part of the concept of direct and protagonist democracy, which aim for the provision of social services to the poorest sectors of the country in diverse areas such as health, education and food distribution.  They are considered to “have fostered a high degree of organization” and are considered to be working “against the long-standing patterns of social and economic exclusion” (Escobar 2010: 14)] 

· In the processing industries; the purchase of milk processing facilities from Parmalat, the expropriation of Cargill’s major rice processing facility in the country, the preemptive takeover of some of Polar’s grain processing plants (Rosset 2009) and the full nationalization of Agroisleña (Parker 2008) and its posterior transformation into Agropatria. 
· In the distribution and commercialization of food; the nationalization of the supermarket chains Cada and Exito, and their transformation in the state owned Abasto Bicentenario, as well as the launching of two key government programs MERCAL and PDVAL[endnoteRef:20]. In addition the government has set up 6,075 ‘food banks’ denominated CASAs, which as of 2009 provided free meals to some 900,000 people in need (Schiavoni and Camacaro, 2009) plus the PAE (Programa Alimenticio Escolar) which provides three free meals per day to over four million students throughout the country (Weisbrot, Ray, and Sandoval, 2009).  [20:  MERCAL and PDVAL are chains of government-owned but communally managed subsidized grocery stores that sell food basket items at roughly 40% bellow market prices (Isaacs et al. 2009). For a thorough analysis of MERCAL and PDVAL, and the Venezuelan social programs in general see Patruyo (2008).

] 


The policy changes introduced by the new government signaled a major change in the conception of the role that private enterprises and the market played in food production and distribution in Venezuela. From being considered the principal (and only viable) engine of growth and welfare for society, they started to be regarded as a threat to food security and the most important obstacle to the implementation of public policies for the enhancement of the wellbeing of the population. The aim of the government, once identified agro-industries as the main obstacle to agrarian development, was to counter and even substitute their presence. The bottom problem identified, according to Parker (2008: 11-12), was the “abysmal difference between the price paid to the producers and the final price that consumers got”. The government’s response then was to attack this ‘abysm’ by intervening in the commodity chain. Nationalizations of key industries were an important part of that process and the social programs its fundamental complementation. Contrary to common notions about social policies, many of the misiones implemented by the national government do not constitute mere mechanisms through which some form of social relief is handed down to the poor. In fact, most of them constitute real instruments for the empowerment of the people by means of community’s self-management and self-development based on principles of “direct and protagonist democracy” (Escobar 2010: 14). The aim of these policies, according to Escobar is the reconstitution of the economic system on the “articulation of several principles, of which the market is only one (other principles being reciprocity, redistribution, self-management, and social and ecological sustainability)” (Ibid). Many of these social programs are actually focused towards the social control of government programs and include mechanisms to guarantee popular participation in the management and design of public policies. Perhaps the most effective of these instruments, to date, has been the ‘technical committees’ and the ‘communal councils’. These committees exist in a variety of economic sectors including water, energy, gas and land. “Between 20 and 26,000 [community councils] have been created, covering about two-thirds of the population, their main goal being the improvement of living conditions through the self-management of social services and government-funded projects” (Ibid) These committees bring together community organizations and state agencies to come up with creative solutions for the community’s main problems. The land committees, for example, have been an important part on the struggle for land of the landless peasants in the country. They form “solidarity groups” (Parker 2008: 14) to support other peasants in the legal and technical challenge that involves forming cooperatives and making a legal claim to ‘recuperate’ land. Rural community councils also have taken part in the formulation and evaluation of public policies and they constantly mobilize in the defense of radical agrarian projects. They represent one of the most radical strongholds of peasant struggle in Venezuela and have contributed significantly to the success of many of the government’s objectives. 
Some of these successes are indeed notorious. In terms of food production, for example (one of the stated main goals of the new agrarian policies in Venezuela are to increase agricultural production) we have that agricultural output has increased by 37% in the period 1998-2009 with the country now being self sufficient in the production of corn, pork and rice (another of the key objectives of the new policies have been to reduce the country’s dependency on imported goods) with production increases of 132%, 77% and 71% respectively in these rubrics (Mckay 2012). Domestic production for other important rubrics such as beef, chicken and eggs now meet 70%, 85% and 80%, of the internal consumption, respectively while domestic milk production has increased by 900% since 1998 (Ibid). This increased productivity has had consequently important benefits in the food security of the country. According to Parker (2008: 17), Venezuelans experienced an important increase in the levels of food consumption since the year 2004, rising that year by 11%, the 9% in 2005 and 16% in 2006. In respect to cereals, dairy products and meats for example, the increased consumption was of 20%, 20% and 40% respectively compared to the numbers in 1998 (Ibid). In the year 2009 the FAO in fact praised Venezuela for “the efforts of the national government to introduce policies, strategies, and programs to confront the global economic crisis and the volatility of food prices, and at the same time to protect the food and nutritional security of the Venezuelan people” (cited in Suggett 2009) 

[bookmark: _Toc214439371]Chapter 4 Concluding Remarks: Tensions and Contradictions
Far from being a solid, consolidated and uniform process, the Venezuelan Bolivarian Revolution can be seen as a fragile process filled with tensions and contradictions. To begin with, the Venezuela agrarian context has undeniably suffered important transformations since the year 2001. These changes, both economic and social, have been aimed at the transformation of the previously dominating development paradigm that defined national politics and policymaking for most of its republican life; the ‘(neo)liberal creed’, as defined by Polanyi. A great deal of these efforts, including the redistribution of land and the nationalization of a large part of the food commodity chain, have been directed specifically at countering the predominance of the private sector and undermining powerful landed and business interests. Logically these changes have clashed against the established status quo and have fostered strong political resistance by the middle and upper class sector, who for long benefited from the previous development model, generating intense economic and social tension. This tension becomes notorious by examining the political setbacks suffered by reform process, including the military coup against Chavez in 2002, the oil boycott of 2003, the unsuccessful referendum process that tried to get rid of Chavez by electoral means in 2004 and by more recent and constant cases of food stalling by private enterprises, through which artificial shortages of food and other products are used to undermine the legitimacy of the government programs (Rosset 2009). More virulent reactions by the opposition have also been denounced. It is estimated that since the passing of the Land and Agrarian Development Law in 2001 an estimated 232 peasant leaders have been assassinated. “It was widely assumed that large landowners were behind the killings, with hired assassins carrying them out” affirms Enriquez (2012). It seems evident that the re-politicization of agrarian development in Venezuela has also meant the further polarization of the national society, between those who support the changes and those who oppose them, and the radicalization of the opposition.  
	Despite the violent opposition to Chavez’s government and to the process of changes initiated under his administration, as it has been mentioned, important successes have been achieved. But not all the proposed objectives have gone according to plan. An aspect where things are not looking too promising is on the key governmental objective of reducing food imports. It is true that important actions have been taken to increase national agricultural production and that self-sufficiency has been attained in a number of rubrics, however, the overall dependency of the country on imported goods actually seems to be on the rise. In the year 2004 food imports marked an unprecedented high record situating themselves at 2 billion dollars. This was the first time in 15 years that Venezuela imported such amount of food (Parker 2008: 19) But by 2007, only three years after, this number had been doubled, food imports reaching 4 billion dollars (Ibid). This problem is perfectly exemplified by the government’s landmark social program MERCAL which accounts for a large percentage of food distribution in the country. As of 2007, 53% of the products distributed by MERCAL were imported goods and this percentage actually represented 73% of all expenditure of the program (Parker 2008: 21). At least in theory, this 73% of expenditures could be poured into the national economy if MERCAL would be able to buy all of the products its distributes from local producers. However, this fact speaks about the difficulty that, despite the important growth of agricultural production, Venezuelans farmers have to keep up with the rising food consumption and demand of the national population. 
	This situation makes the point to reflect upon a number of questions, the most important of which is has been already asked by Parker (2008): how would the Venezuelan state be able to cope with this massive food imports in the case of a sudden and dramatic fall of oil prices? Most of the state’s social programs are funded by the immense oil revenues that the current high oil prices bring into the economy. However, how would food security be affected in Venezuela in the case of a drastic reduction in the international prices of oil? Moreover, since the land reform program is also mainly funded by oil money, the consequences of a hypothetical (but not unrealistic) situation of low oil prices would affect the whole agrarian program of the government, probably bringing redistribution to a halt and seriously threatening the food security of Venezuelans. It remains urgent then that the issue of the high, and rising, dependency on imported goods be addressed by the government. In this sense there is a crucial role to be played by social movements through the mechanisms of popular participation that have been established. It is their responsibility that the central state should put more resources into ensuring that the food production in the country remains at the same level as consumption levels. The resources that are used for importing food could be thus used to finance more productive projects in the country instead. This point, nonetheless, brings us to yet another contradiction within the Venezuelan process and this is the effectiveness of the popular participation mechanisms to truly influence public policies and outcomes. In general the government’s social programs are regarded as generating an important organization and mobilization of the popular sectors. However, for some scholars (Lander 2007, Garcia-Guadilla 2008 and Maya 2008), the communal councils and the technical committees face serious limitations for the exercise of their social control attributions. Some of these limitations are the localized character of these popular organizations that limits their spectrum undermining their capacity to effectively influence policies at the regional and national level. The most assiduous critics of the Bolivarian process also tend to see the popular forms of organization as mere populist spaces for political clientelism and state tutelage over the social movements and its members as opportunistic people who are only benefiting from the state hand-outs. They are seen as “coopted” social movements and instruments of the state to support but not to critique its policies (Garcia-Guadilla 2008). In essence the Chavez administration is viewed as an authoritarian and bureaucratic regime not prone to criticisms or democracy, for that matter. In general, the main tension emphasized by critics is between the need for independent and autonomous social movements and the anti democratic and centralizing ambitions of the central state and especially those of Chavez as an authoritarian leader. The general question posed by these critics can be sumarized in the words of Escobar (2010: 18) “Will community councils and other popular organizations, such as the well-known technical water and land committees, be able to maintain their independence from a single-party political movement led by the State?” 
	However, during the fieldwork undertaken for the purpose of this research I got a first hand experience working closely for over a week with several (some 17 members of different) communal councils in the town of Camunare Rojo in the Municipality of Urachiche in the State of Yaracuy. The members of these 17 different communal councils are working together in the construction of the ‘Socialist Commune General Prudencio Vasquez’ (under the newly created legal framework Organic Law of Communes 2010), a communal project that aims for the integration of the different communal councils and other social movements that exist in Urachiche municipality. For over a week, I conducted 17 (one to each one of the representatives) semi-structured interviews and the impression that I had is that, more often than not, the communal power (or ‘constitutive power’, as they themselves referred to the organized social movements) had important clashes with the central (‘constituted’) government. In fact, in the weeks previous to my arrival in the town, I was told that they had organized and carried out the take over of the offices of the MAT in San Felipe, the capital of the State of Yaracuy, to make a series of demands to the central government. They also confirmed that this was not the first time they used this resource but that actually there existed a constant clash between social movement and the more ‘reformist’ sectors within the government. They were always making the clarification that their protest was not against the government of Chavez but against “anti-revolutionary” factions that remain “hidden” within the government and the PSUV. What critics fail to recognize is that the central state is not a monolithic entity but rather is in itself a contested arena. Indeed this the main argument put forth by Enriquez (2012). She describes the situation of “dual power” existing within the central state in Venezuela, where the more reformist factions of the government, mostly remnants from past administrations (and I would add the new ‘false revolutionaries’ described by the social movements in Camunare Rojo) struggle for power with the more radical factions. Far from coopted, I would argue, based on my fieldwork experience, that the myriad of social forms of organization and participation are becoming increasingly aware, as the revolutionary process advances, of the fundamental role they play in the construction of a new model of development in Venezuela.  
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