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PREFACE E 

Thee distant origins of this project lie in the puzzlement that I experienced some years ago 

when,, during a visit to a Venezuelan theme park, I ran into the bizarre spectacle of the 

entiree "nation "  represented "at the time of Gomez,"  a local dictator  who ruled Venezuela 

fromfrom  1908 until his death in 1935. Confronted with such a strange "national "  focus on 

andd fascination with a figure that during those years was otherwise officiall y abhorred as 

thee despotic "other "  of Venezuelan social-democracy, I eventually formulated a research 

agendaa centered on the dead ruler  as one of the main figures whereby, following my 

hypothesis,, the fetishization of the Venezuelan populist state is ongoingly accomplished. 

Callingg it the "Gomez effect,"  my initia l intention was to investigate how and with what 

socio-cuhurall  consequences the "effect of the state"  is routinely produced in Venezuela. 

Forr  this purpose I proposed exploring both ethnographically and historically a wide range 

off  socio-cultural practices—from spirit-possession and theme parks to novels, films, soap 

operass and works of historiography—that all posh "Gomez"  as the excessive yet 

somewhatt  ineffable origin and telos of virtuall y everything national (Sanchez, 1994). 

Overr  time, however, this focus was increasingly displaced. And, with that, my original 

concernn with state-fetishism also became partiall y replaced by a more discriminating 

attentionn to the Venezuelan republican experience as itself key to the studied 

phenomenon.. Indeed, as I delved ever  deeper  into the latter  I increasingly realized that in 

orderr  to understand "Gomez,"  hence the characteristically Venezuelan focus on the 

monumentalizedd figure of the ruler  or  notable as the in situ crystallization of the nation-

state,, I first had to understand "Bolivar "  along with the monumentalization of the nation's 

"tribunes. ""  That is, the kind of "monumental governmentality" that, continued unabated 

untill  today, as I argue throughout this dissertation, began in earnest some two hundred 

yearss ago with the creation of Venezuela as an independent republican nation. Hopefully 

II  will in the future have the opportunity to address the "Gomez effect"  in all of its 

fascinatingg complexity. 



Overr  the years my understanding of things Venezuelan has been considerably 

sharpenedd and enriched by the works of a group of theorists and scholars working both in 

Venezuelaa and abroad, in Europe and the United States. First, in Venezuela, the 

contribution ss of the Venezuelan historian German Carrera Damas and the late 

Venezuelann political philosopher  Luis Castro Leiva have been foundational for  the 

presentt  project. With respect to Carrera, this is especially true of both his pioneering 

approachh to the Cult of Bolivar in a book of that titl e that has, by now, achieved classical 

statuss (Carrera Damas, 1989) and of his understanding of the crisis of independence as 

itselff  amounting to a thoroughgoing crisis of government. As for  Castro Leiva, his 

seminall  studies of what he calls the Bolivarian political historicism as well as his 

understandingg of Venezuelan republicanism as itself conducive to a reification of the idea 

off  "union "  that obliterates the expression of societal and cultural differences are 

cornerstoness of the present study. Even if I inflect, partiall y criticize, or  modify and take 

thesee two authors' ideas in directions and into places of which they would not necessarily 

approve,, the feet still remains that without their  momentous contributions I would not 

havee been capable of undertaking what I attempt in what follows. 

Outsidee of Venezuela, the same is true of the works of both Ernesto Laclau and 

Michaell  Taussig. While I cannot detail here the many ways in which my own thinkin g 

hass been informed over  the years by Laclau's seminal theoretical contributions since I 

firstfirst  took a course from him at the University of Chicago in 1982,1 would like to single 

outt  here his 1987 reformulated theory of populism for  the strategic role that it plays 

throughoutt  this study (Laclau, 1987:25-38). Michael Taussig's rich and provocative ideas 

havee also informed how I think about Venezuela and Latin America generally. His 

theorizationn of state-fetishism somehow retains within the present study the status it 

initiall yy had as the core insight from which I drew much initia l inspiration and impulse 

evenn if, since then, I have somewhat put it aside in favor  of a more historically inflected 

understandingg (Taussig, 1992:111-140). Again, some of the same qualifications that I just 

voicedd vis-a-vis the works of Castro Leiva and Carrera Damas also apply to those of 

Taussigg and Laclau. Much as with the former, however, this in no way prevents me from 



viewingg their  contributions as a foundation on which I build much of what I have to say 

inn this dissertatioa I would also like to single out the names of Angel Bernardo Viso, 

Manuell  Caballero and Elias Pino Iturriet a as among the group of Venezuelan essayists 

andd historians that, much against the local grain, have over  the years addressed the cult of 

Bolivarr  critically . My approach differs from theirs in regarding the latter  not simply or 

mostlyy as an ideological phenomenon but as itself intrinsi c to a form of government that, 

ass such, does not merely dissimulate reality but is itself rooted in and answers to a set of 

stubbornn sociocultural realities that, since their  emergence during Independence some 

twoo hundred years ago, have refused to go away. Again, however, this does not preclude 

mee from aligning my work with theirs as a further  inflection in the task of rethinkin g the 

cultural ,, ideological and material underpinnings of the Venezuelan nation-state, itself so 

necessaryy if the perverse repetition of the shortcomings of the past are to be avoided in 

thee construction of a better, more just future. 

Researchh for  this project was conducted in Venezuela from September  1994 to 

Marchh 1996 and was supported by a dissertation fellowship from the Research Centre 

ReligionReligion & Society, University of Amsterdam, by the Wenner-Gren Foundation for 

AnthropologicalAnthropological Research, and by the Netherlands Foundation for the Advancement of 

TropicalTropical Research (WOTRO). I would like to thank all of these institutions for  their 

generouss support. During discussion of the work leading to this dissertation both in the 

contextt  of Religion & Society and of the Program on Globalization and the Construction 

ofof Communal Identities (WOTRO) I have benefited from the insightful comments and 

advicee of a variety of individuals. I would like to mention in particular  Gerd Baumann, 

Wimm van Binsbergen, Bartholomeo Duyssens, Peter  Geschiere, Birgi t Meyer, Prahbu 

Mohapatra,, Peter  Pels, and H. U. E. Peter  van Rooden, Thoden Van Velsen and Peter  van 

derr  Veer. To all of them, I extend my deepest thanks. During the last two and a half 

years,, the PIONEER programe Modern Mass Media, Religion and the Imagination of 

CommunityCommunity at the University of Amsterdam has provided an intellectually stimulating 

andd congenial context while writin g the dissertation. My heartfelt thanks go in the first 

placee to Birgi t Meyer  who not only has assembled an inspiring group of scholars, but also 

providess continuous guidance, enthusiasm and stimulation. Thanks also to the other 



memberss of the group Francio Guadalupe, Sudeep das Gupta, Charles Hirschkind , Lotte 

Hoek,, Steven Hughes, Brian Larkin , Meg MacLagan, Martij n Oosterbaan, Mathij s van 

dee Port and Marleen de Witt e for  providing a very stimulating intellectual context. I 

wouldd also like to thank here Ze de Abreu, Myria m Aouragh, Esther  Peperkamp and 

Vincentt  de Rooij, for  regularly attending the group's seminar  and enriching the 

discussionss with their  insightful contributions. 

Myy trainin g as an anthropologist has been decisively inflected by the years that I 

spentt  as a graduate student in the Anthropology Department at the University of Chicago. 

II  would like to single out the name of the chairman of my dissertation committee in that 

institution ,, the late and dearly remembered Bernard S. Cohn, as well as those of my 

teacherss Jean and John ComarorX Nancy D. Munn, Marshall S. Sahlins and Terrence 

Turner .. It would be impossible to enumerate here the countless ways in which my 

understandingg of so many things, as well as my own self-identity as an anthropologist 

remainss indebted to them As with any real debt of gratitude, however, this one too 

shouldd remain unrequited. 

II  would lik e to specially thank the chairperson of my dissertation committee Prof. 

Dr.. Peter  van der  Veer  for  his ongoing support of this project, continuous critical insight 

andd for  his decisive interventions that, at least on one crucial occasion, steered me away 

fromfrom  what would have been a singularly unpromising dead end. I would also like to thank 

thee members of my dissertation committee Mieke Bal, Peter  Geschiere, Ernesto Laclau, 

Birgi tt  Meyer, and Hent de Vries for their  remarkable critical insight, interest for  this 

projectt  and careful reading of what indeed is a very long manuscript. 

Otherss spread across three continents continuously have provided over  the years 

bothh the precious gift of friendship as well as inestimable intellectual companionship. In 

Venezuela::  Victor  Bravo, Hortensia Caballero, Jesus Ignacio Cardozo, Rafael Cartay, 

Diomedess Cordero, Mary Lopez, Gilberto Merchan, Sandra Mondino, Elizabeth Pazos, 

Marti nn Szinetar, Alejandro Sucre and Massimiliano de Vecchis. In the USA: Mariane 

Ferme,, Charles Hirschkind, Marily n Ivy, Webb Keane, Brian Larkin , Meg MacLagan, 



Sabaa Mahmood, Ruth Mandel, John Pemberton, Adela Pinch and Luca di Santo. In the 

Netherlands::  Mieke Bal, the late and already dearly remembered Inge Boer, Peter 

Geschiere,, Paola Marratti , Birgi t Meyer, Henk Schutte Nordholt, Carel Smith, Jojada 

Verrip ss and Hent de Vries,- To all of them, my boundless gratitude. 

Zee d'Abreu and Francio Guadeloupe are a good reason why having "paranymphs" 

iss such a marvelously good idea that, in my view, should be made mandatory worldwide. 

Besidess friendship both of them have given me invaluable companionship and support 

throughoutt  the cumbersome process of getting everything ready for  the defense and the 

(hopefully)) great party afterwards. 

Myy very dear  mother  Otili a Cacheiro de Sanchez has been a constant source of 

lovingg support over  the years, and so too have my dear  brother  and sister  Carlos and Oti 

andd their  marvelous families. With Carlos I have also talked about many of the things that 

appearr  in this dissertation, consumed as we both are by a similar  passion for  everything 

Venezuelan.. I miss them all very much. 

II  would not like to end this list of acknowledgements without mentioning my dear 

parentss in law Dick and Helen Spyer  who have given me in Holland nothing less than a 

familyy away from home. For  this I am grateful beyond words. 

Lastt  but by no means least, my wife Patricia to whom this dissertation is 

dedicatedd has been throughout my extraordinary intellectual companion and best friend 

withh whom I have shared every single idea in this book and whom I love more than any 

wordss cap tell. 




