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ABSTRACT: This article explores how the Creole Petroleum Corporation (subsidiary of Standard Oil Company of New Jersey) influenced 
local perceptions of national development in Venezuela. US petroleum companies built strong public relations apparatuses and devoted 
substantial economic resources to create a favorable environment for their operations in that country. Their goal became convincing Ven-
ezuelans that foreign capital constituted a benign force that would transform them into prosperous citizens of a modern nation. This article 
shows the level of success Creole achieved during a time of oil nationalism in Latin America. The first section provides a general overview 
of the political and economic context in which Creole’s investments took place. The second part concentrates on the communicational reach 
Creole developed to connect with Venezuelans working outside the oil industry using newspapers, radio, and TV. The last section explores 
how Creole’s rhetoric about national development had a material manifestation through the firm’s investment in non-related oil activities that 
included agriculture, national industries, and education.
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INTRODUCTION

This essay explores how the Creole Petroleum Corpora-
tion attempted to influence ideas about national development 
through its communicational reach and the social investments 
it undertook in Venezuela. The company made a clear con-
nection between foreign investment, worker’s wellbeing, 
economic modernization, and national prosperity. The first 
element constituted the catalyst for the others. Undermining 
foreign capital could only lead to the nation’s economic un-
derdevelopment, according to this north American enterprise. 
Through El Farol and other media outlets of the corporation, 
Creole crafted an image that intimately tied the foreign-owned 
oil industry and the country as moving together towards the 
same destiny. Whatever was good for Venezuela benefitted 
the company. The final goal became convincing Venezuelans 
that foreign capital constituted a benign force that would al-
low locals to fulfill their yearnings for economic development 
while transforming them into prosperous citizens of a modern 
nation.

Creole and other US and British firms controlled the Ven-
ezuelan petroleum industry for most of the twentieth century 
(1914-1975). The Creole Petroleum Corporation in particular 
had a formidable presence in Venezuela. It belonged to the 
Standard Oil Company of New Jersey (SONJ). It was founded 
on August 19, 1943, after a merger of SONJ’s main subsidiar-
ies in Venezuela, Standard Oil Company of Venezuela (De-
cember 27, 1921), Lago Petroleum (1923), acquired by SONJ 
in 1932, and the Creole Syndicate (March 30, 1920). Creole 
became the biggest oil firm in Venezuela accounting for al-
most 40% of the production in the country. By 1958 it em-
ployed 14,540 individuals from which 90% were Venezuelan. 
It was a vertically integrated corporation in charge of explora-
tion, production, refining and marketing. Creole sold its oil to 

sixty-six countries with the United States as the top customer 
consuming approximately 38% of the production. The com-
pany had a presence in western and eastern Venezuela with a 
total of 2,400 active petroleum wells, 800 hundred kilometers 
of oil pipelines on land, and 2,080 kilometers of pipes under 
water at Lake Maracaibo. Finally, the corporation had nine-
teen oil camps, port facilities and two refineries. Its Amuay 
refinery in western Venezuela was one of the largest in the 
world at the time. By the end of 1958, the company exported 
an average of 542 thousand barrels a day. 1 

In contrast to other Latin American nations where foreign 
petroleum companies had operations, in this Caribbean coun-
try they enjoyed a long and relatively hospitable presence. In 
the region, Argentina started the trend towards oil nationalism 
in Latin America with the foundation of the first state-owned 
oil company (Yacimientos Petrolíferos Fiscales) on June 3, 
1922.2 This process of oil nationalism intensified after the 
Great Depression, turning the management of the whole oil 
sector, or aspects of it, to the state in Bolivia (1937 and 1969), 
Mexico (1938), Colombia (1951), Brazil (1953), and Peru 
(1968). It is notable that Venezuela nationalized the oil indus-
try so late (1976) in contrast with its regional counterparts. 

Clearly foreign petroleum firms did something good there 
to prolong their operations for several decades. What was it? 
Several factors contributed to the enduring legacy of Creole in 
Venezuela, from the country’s over-dependency to petroleum 

1 “La Creole Petroleum Corporation Impulsa El Desarrollo de Ven-
ezuela 1921-1959,” Petróleo y Minería de Venezuela, October 1959 
(Caracas, Venezuela, 1959), 56-72.
2 John D. Wirth, Latin American Oil Companies and the Politics of 
Energy (Lincoln, Nebraska, 1985), 51.
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to the local elites’ interests in attracting foreign capital to ful-
fill dreams of national economic development. However, there 
is a component as important as the others often neglected by 
scholars. Creole’s extensive social and economic investments 
in the non-petroleum sector attests to the company’s devotion 
in the creation of a favorable environment for its operations 
in Venezuela. Its overall mission became convincing Venezu-
elans that Creole was a force of good for the development of 
the nation. 

However, before the company even considered a public 
relations strategy and social investments outside the hydro-
carbon industry, two important events occurred that prompted 
Creole executives to reconsider its relations with the host 
country. Internally, the company faced its first nationwide 
and successful strike against foreign petroleum interests on 
December 14, 1936. After the death of Venezuelan dictator 
Juan Vicente Gómez (1908-1935), oil workers organized to 
demand social and economic benefits previously denied by 
the dictatorship. Though it squashed the protests in the end, 
the successor military government had to take steps towards 
guaranteeing some of those benefits as rights at the expense of 
the oil companies. These concessions to labor set a precedent 
in which petroleum corporations would have to be responsive 
to workers’ demands in the future or incur popular wrath with 
a potential risk to their long-term interests in Venezuela.

But the worst precedent came in 1938. Mexican workers 
struck on May 28, 1937, for their rights but the oil companies 
resisted any settlement proposed by the government to end it 
considering workers’ demands as too onerous. The ensuing 
political stalemate and the unions’ intransigence would finally 
trigger the expropriation of the whole industry on March 18, 
1938, carried under the nationalist government of President 
Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940).3 The start of a world war on 
September 1st, 1939, only exacerbated the importance of 
Venezuelan crude for foreign petroleum interests and the Al-
lied war machine fighting in Europe and the Pacific Sea. The 
founding of El Farol in June of that year by Creole reveals a 
critical shift in the company’s priorities sensitive to the Mexi-
can oil nationalization in 1938, and the start of a new world 
war. 

To prevent the Mexican scenario, Creole concentrated on 
extensive socio-economic investments backed by an efficient 
public relations strategy to inform Venezuelans of the benefits 
the nation accrued from its operations. Oil workers and the 
Venezuelan people constituted the core targets of persuasion. 
Ideas about national development in the oil camps and out-
side the company’s gates shaped how Venezuelans perceived 
foreign capital. Creole’s focus on social investments pursued 

3 Jonathan C. Brown and Alan Knight, The Mexican Petroleum In-
dustry in the Twentieth Century. (Austin, Texas, 2009),184. 

two goals. First, securing a loyal, disciplined, and well-paid 
workforce in the camps. Second, assuring Venezuelans that 
the corporation’s actions in the country actually brought pros-
perity and progress to all their citizens. Creole’s social invest-
ments and public relations campaign contribute to explain the 
long-lasting presence the company enjoyed in Venezuela and 
the delayed nationalization of the industry achieved on Janu-
ary 1st, 1976.

The first section of this essay provides a general overview 
of the political context in which Creole’s investments took 
place. The second part focuses on the communicational reach 
Creole developed to curry favor with all Venezuelans working 
outside the oil industry. Through the expansion of its media 
outlets to radio and television, the corporation got directly 
involved in shaping Venezuelans own perceptions of the 
country by becoming an “authorized voice” on Venezuela’s 
culture and history. The company focused most of its com-
municational power to the creation of cultural programs that 
extolled Venezuelan history, education, music, and folklore. It 
also hired the nation’s top intellectuals to create the cultural 
content of these programs.

The final part of this essay explores how Creole’s ideas 
about national development had material manifestations 
through the company’s contributions in non-related oil activi-
ties that included: agriculture, national industries, and philan-
thropy. The corporation became considerably involved with 
improving the country’s agricultural output through assistance 
to small farmers and direct investments in a national conglom-
erate of agro-industrial businesses. It also fueled Venezuelan 
industrialization through the support of auxiliary companies 
that provided the oil industry with raw materials and some 
manufactured goods. Finally, Creole’s philanthropic activities 
concentrated in the promotion of science, education, and na-
tional talent, underlining these activities as the selfless com-
mitment of the corporate citizen to the progress of the country. 

This essay engages with a less explored historiographi-
cal approach within the vast literature on oil in Venezuela. It 
deals with the cultural influences of US firms in this country 
during the twentieth century.4 Fernando Coronil’s distinction 
between social relations and natural spaces is important.5 He 
argues that the social interactions between Venezuelans and 
oil are foundational for the rise of the modern Venezuelan 
state and for conceptions of national identity. I contribute to 
this idea by arguing that petroleum companies -- rather than 
passive subjects in this process -- acted as important co-par-
ticipants in Venezuela’s quest for national development. As 

4 Rodolfo Quintero, Antropología del petróleo (Ciudad México, 
México, 1972).
5 Fernando Coronil, The Magical State: Nature, Money, and Mo-
dernity in Venezuela (Chicago, Illinois, 1997).
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Lisa Blackmore has noted, before the state had the capacity to 
invest meaningfully in the economy, oil camps already served 
as an ideal for social mobility and economic modernization 
to be imitated nationwide.6 Creole’s investments outside the 
petroleum sector extended this logic in a limited but important 
way to the rest of the country. Despite the state’s growth in 
the economy Venezuela’s development model was foreign-led 
until the nationalization of the industry in 1976. The crucial 
place of the petroleum firms in Venezuela’s national devel-
opment necessarily limited state-led models of economic 
modernization. Creole’s initiatives also stimulated a cautious 
policy of oil nationalism in the hydrocarbon sector.

Miguel Tinker Salas has already provided a general over-
view of the connection between foreign capital, petroleum, 
and emerging views of citizenship in Venezuela. I am particu-
larly indebted to his idea of corporate citizenship.7 The for-
eign companies’ concern over nationalist critiques generated 
a model of welfare spending that sought to make Venezuelans 
co-participants of the prosperity that work in the petroleum in-
dustry afforded. The vested interests of local employees in the 
success of foreign oil firms served to counteract ideas contrary 
to the status quo. I extend this idea to other realms not directly 
touched by the hydrocarbon sector. I specifically analyzed 
some of the investments that the Creole Petroleum Corpora-
tion cultivated in the non-hydrocarbon sector between 1939 
and 1960 in Venezuela. These contributions, I argue, became 
an essential component of a major goal to preserve foreign 
control over local crude and stave off economic nationalism 
for decades in the hydrocarbon sector.

Second, I situate the experience of US oil companies in 
Venezuela within the success stories of other foreign firms in 
twentieth century Latin America. The literature on US busi-
nesses identifies two types of corporate capitalism. One, as-
sociated with the “stick to business” attitude, is unconcerned 
with social services. The other “progressive” tradition, also 
known as corporate social responsibility, concentrates on the 
workers’ needs, with companies offering a variety of social 
services, high wages, and long-term job security.8 

Historians have studied how some US firms drew from the 
“progressive” approach to business to overcome domestic na-

6 Lisa Blackmore, Spectacular Modernity: Dictatorship, Space, 
and Visuality in Venezuela, 1948-1958 (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 
2017), 98.
7 Miguel Tinker Salas, The Enduring Legacy: Oil, Culture, and So-
ciety in Venezuela (Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 2009), 11, 172.
8 Roland Marchand, Creating the Corporate Soul: The Rise of 
Public Relations and Corporate Imagery in American Big Business 
(Berkeley, California, 2001), 4; Sanford M. Jacoby, Modern Man-
ors: Welfare Capitalism since the New Deal (Princeton, New Jersey, 
1998), 4.

tionalism in Latin America starting in the 1940s. The policies 
of many American manufacturing and retailing companies in 
Mexico and Brazil focused on upward mobility, higher wages, 
social benefits, hiring locals for management positions, and 
respect for Latin American culture.9 They did not stop there. 
Corporations also used the airwaves to connect with the au-
dience. Sears Roebuck in Mexico sponsored half-hour radio 
programs linking their store to the nationalist goals of the 
Mexican Revolution. Ford Motors and General Motors did 
the same in Brazil by broadcasting messages that tied domes-
tically produced vehicles with local ideals of social mobility 
and national unification. Colgate-Palmolive participated in 
the creation of a modern Latin American cultural product, the 
soap opera, targeted at their main clients, housewives.10 

The literature on consumer capitalism demonstrates a simi-
lar timing in the use of communicational technologies by for-
eign corporations in Latin America.11 US firms in Brazil and 
Venezuela used radio assiduously in the 1940s, transitioning 
their programming to TV in the 1950s. This historiography 
additionally shows how progressive corporate policies and 
advertising techniques became powerful ideological tools 
during the Cold War to promote capitalism as a superior sys-
tem of economic development to socialism.

Those US businesses that implemented social responsibil-
ity assiduously succeeded in Latin America while those that 
did not or failed in their attempts faced growing popular scorn. 
For instance, US capital fared poorly in the hydrocarbon sec-
tor, facing repeated state interventions between the 1930s and 
1960s. Foreign oil firms suffered nationalizations in Bolivia 
(1937), Mexico (1938), and Peru (1968). The Creole Petro-
leum Corporation, and its most immediate competitors like 
the Royal Dutch Shell, became unique examples in the his-
tory of social responsibility in the oil industry for the period 
under study (1939-1976) for two reasons. First, the exorbitant 
profits reaped by these enterprises allowed for government 
taxation at higher rates without risk. In fact, Venezuelan poli-
ticians viewed these foreign businessmen as key elements for 
diversifying the economy and raising the living standards of 
all their citizens. 

9 Julio Moreno, Yankee Don’t Go Home!: Mexican Nationalism, 
American Business Culture, and the Shaping of Modern Mexico, 
1920-1950 (Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 2003); Joel Wolfe, Autos 
and Progress: The Brazilian Search for Modernity (Oxford, England, 
2010).
10 Moreno, 181; Wolfe, 72; James P. Woodard, Brazil’s Revolution 
in Commerce: Creating Consumer Capitalism in the American Cen-
tury (Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 2020), 57, 103.
11 Woodard, Brazil’s Revolution in Commerce; Natalia Milanesio, 
Workers Go Shopping in Argentina: The Rise of Popular Consum-
er Culture (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2013); 
Wolfe, Autos and Progress; Moreno, Yankee Don’t Go Home!
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Second, most of the progressive corporate strategies in the 
United States and Latin America sought to stave off unioniza-
tion. However, Venezuela’s progressive corporate approach 
featured collective bargaining between managers and work-
ers. The government mandated direct talks between industry 
and unions in 1946. From then on, collective bargaining con-
tinued functioning even during the worst episodes of worker 
repression by the military dictatorship from 1948 to 1958. 
Ironically, the petroleum companies operating in Venezuela 
became one of the best proponents of social corporate respon-
sibility in all Latin America.

Finally, the Venezuelan experience reaffirms two important 
debates in the historiography of oil industries in Latin Ameri-
ca.12 First, high profits and favorable conditions for Venezu-
elan crude in the 1940s and 1950s allowed plenty of breathing 
room for US corporations to meet their extensive social com-
mitments in the country. Second, those Latin American coun-
tries that were not petroleum exporters preferred to minimize 
their ties with foreign interests and set up national industries 
to serve domestic demand. In contrast, Venezuela’s condition 
as a mayor global player in petroleum exports justified the 
level of social investments poured into the country.

FAVORABLE WINDS FOR INVESTMENTS:  
THE 1940s AND 1950s IN VENEZUELA

Venezuela offered favorable conditions for foreign invest-
ments between 1939 and 1960. In twenty-one years, Creole 
negotiated with four different administrations. To various de-
grees, they welcomed foreign investments and sought coop-
eration with American and British firms. The purpose of this 
section is to provide the political context in which the busi-
ness investments described in this paper took place. 

The 1943 Hydrocarbon Law redefined the relationship be-
tween foreign oil companies and the Venezuelan state until the 
nationalization on January 1st, 1976. Drafted by the regime of 
General Isaías Medina Angarita (1941-1945) in collaboration 
with the petroleum corporations, the bill elevated the fiscal 
contributions of American and British capital to the national 
treasury. It increased the royalty paid to the government to one 
sixth (16.67%) of total oil production.13 Additionally, a new 
income tax law, and subsequent increases in corporate taxes 
allowed the Venezuelan government to substantially expand 
its revenue participation in the hydrocarbon sector. It paved 

12 César Balestrini, La industria petrolera en América Latina (Cara-
cas, Venezuela, 1971); George D. E. Philip, Oil and Politics in Latin 
America: Nationalist Movements and State Companies (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1979).
13 Asdrúbal Baptista, Teoría Económica Del Capitalismo Rentístico 
(Caracas, Venezuela, 2010), xx.

the way for the famous 50/50 profit-sharing agreement that 
Middle Eastern producing countries eventually adopted. 

In exchange for more taxes, the new petroleum law brought 
important benefits to oil interests. First, the state renounced 
any legal claim over petroleum concessions granted in dubi-
ous circumstances during previous administrations. More-
over, Medina Angarita extended the concessions under for-
eign control for forty more years. Finally, between 1944 and 
1945 the government opened more land to oil exploitation, 
increasing the territory already in hands of US and British 
capital to eleven million acres.14 For Creole oilmen the new 
law “eliminated many uncertainties placing the oil industry 
on a sound basis.”15

Domestic frictions led a coalition of disaffected military 
officials and a new reformist party, Democratic Action (AD), 
to overthrow Medina Angarita on October 18th of 1945. The 
new junta led by Rómulo Betancourt (1945-1948) and Vene-
zuela’s first democratically elected president, Rómulo Gal-
legos (1948), imposed new corporate taxes and implemented 
a policy of no more oil concessions. However, it strengthened 
the previous relationship of cooperation with foreign capi-
tal.16 The Venezuelan Basic Economy Corporation, founded 
in 1947, was only one example of collaboration between firms 
and the Venezuelan state to boost agricultural production.

In this new context corporations interacted with Democrat-
ic Action (AD) labor leaders who favored economic demands 
and bitterly opposed communist dominated unions. A first 
purge by Medina Angarita of communists from the Venezu-
elan petroleum movement in 1944 opened the way to Demo-
cratic Action’s expansion and control. In 1946 AD expelled 
members of the Communist Party of Venezuela from the re-
cently created Federation of Petroleum Workers of Venezuela, 
leaving this political organization in a precarious situation. 
The exclusion of the communists facilitated the cooperation 
between reformist-minded labor leaders and the petroleum 
corporations that concluded in the signing of the first collec-
tive contract in the history of the industry that year.17 This 
contract renovated every three years and entailed substantial 

14 Rómulo Betancourt, Venezuela, política y petróleo (Caracas, Ven-
ezuela, 1979), 212.
15 “Creole Petroleum Corporation, Annual Report 1943,” April 22, 
1944, Geographic file: South America, Venezuela. Box 2.207/E204, 
ExxonMobil Historical Collection. Dolph Briscoe Center for Ameri-
can History. Austin, Texas, 34.
16 Betancourt, 291; B. S. McBeth, La política petrolera venezolana: 
una perspectiva histórica, 1922-2005 (Caracas, Venezuela, 2014), 
46.
17 Juan Bautista Fuenmayor, Historia de la Venezuela política con-
temporánea, 1899-1969, vol. 7 (Caracas, Venezuela, 1975), 229, 
326–27.
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increases in socio-economic benefits and salaries for workers 
and their families. 

The new military government (1948-1958) that overthrew 
President Gallegos on November 24th of 1948 reversed the 
policy of no more petroleum concessions, reduced the fiscal 
participation of the state per oil barrel and favored higher pro-
duction. As the new military junta loosened regulations over 
the hydrocarbon sector, it tightened the repression of orga-
nized labor. Oil workers experienced the decimation of their 
labor unions during this era of bonanza. After the 1948 coup, 
the military junta illegalized Democratic Action and perse-
cuted its labor leaders. The communists lost their remaining 
control of the petroleum labor movement after coordinating 
a failed oil strike on May 3rd,1950, with clandestine elements 
of AD. Their proscription by General Marcos Pérez Jiménez 
(1952-1958) soon followed. The whole industry experienced 
a wave of de-unionization due to government repression. Cre-
ole facilities went from 70% of unionization before the coup 
to 10% or lower after 1948.18 Government controlled unions 
would continue to negotiate subsequent collective contracts.

By the time civic protests and military action deposed 
Pérez Jiménez on January 23rd of 1958 oil companies had tak-
en advantage of an extraordinary financial decade. Petroleum 
concessions strengthened their control of the hydrocarbon in-
dustry. A disarticulated oil labor movement offered little op-
position. However, many Venezuelans resented the oil compa-
nies’ association with a military dictatorship. Anti-American 
feelings resurfaced once Rómulo Betancourt became the new 
democratically elected president on February 13, 1959.19 

However, this trend was far from uniform. A closer look 
into the investments made by Creole in culture, agriculture, 
media, philanthropy and industry reveals a more complex pic-
ture. It shows the strategies foreign capital employed to com-
bat domestic criticisms and mitigate petroleum nationalism. 
It also speaks to the complex relationship that Venezuelans 
developed with US and British petroleum companies during 
the era of bonanza of the 1940s and 1950s.

PERCEPTIONS OF NATIONAL IDENTITY  
BEYOND THE OIL CAMPS

This section addresses the early inroads of the Creole Pe-
troleum Corporation in radio broadcasting and television. The 
expansion of its media outlets exposes a communications 

18 Wayne Chatfield Taylor, John Lindeman, and Víctor López Ro-
jas, The Creole Petroleum Corporation in Venezuela (Washington 
D.C, 1955), 69.
19 Wayne Chatfield Taylor, John Lindeman, and Víctor López Ro-
jas, 89.

strategy focused on directly shaping Venezuelans’ own ideas 
about their country through the promotion of national culture, 
history, folklore, and music. El Farol constituted the most 
detailed and specialized outlet with a wide readership on the 
company’s activities (see figure 1).

Creole’s public esteem among Venezuelans was not con-
fined to the corporation’s relations with its workers in the oil 
camps. It also extended to those citizens not directly related 
with the petroleum industry. The company understood that in 
order to maintain its predominant role in Venezuela, oilmen 
would have to cultivate public opinion outside the industry. 
Creole did so through the considerable expansion of its media 
outlets between 1941 and 1953. 

Competitors followed Creole’s media growth by adopting 
similar strategies. Royal Dutch Shell produced Tópicos Shell 
and the Gulf Corporation created El Disco Anaranjado, all 
of which circulated in the country. The effort to expand the 
scope and reach of these firms’ outlets reflected their grow-
ing financial commitment in Venezuela during the 1940s. The 
industry doubled its workforce from 22,000 in 1944 to 46,000 

Figure 1. An issue of El Farol (June 1949). Art by Venezuelan art-
ist Carlos Cruz Diez (1923-2019). Photo courtesy of Caracas en 
Restrospectiva (mariafsigilo.blogspot.com).
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thousand in 1949. During that same period total direct invest-
ments in the hydrocarbon sector averaged US$2,029 million 
while oil production triplicated from 1943 levels to reach 1.4 
million b/d.20 Creole increased its production from 179,383 
to 622,194 b/d, paying a total of US$2,540 million in taxes 
and reaping US$1,868 million in net profits between 1943 and 
1951. Approximately 47% of the total petroleum produced in 
the country then belonged to Creole.21 A crucially important 
and profitable market required a strong communicational 
campaign.

The expansion of Creole into radio broadcasting in Ven-
ezuela did not take long. The first radio broadcasts started in 
1930 with 1BC-Broadcasting Caracas created by American 
entrepreneur, William H. Phelps. Thirty new radio stations 
followed during that decade.22 Just one year after the inau-
guration of its first printed outlet: El Farol, Creole already 
understood the new communicational power of airwaves. In 
1940, the company launched La Hora Cultural to educate 
and entertain Venezuelans about their country’s history.23 Two 
years later, the corporation complemented its broadcasting 
menu with a news channel called Reporter Esso.24 This out-
let provided Venezuelans with the latest news received from 
the United Press Association, one of the most important news 
agencies in the world at that time as shown on figure 2. The 
Standard Oil of New Jersey replicated this broadcasting effort 
in other parts of Latin America as well, sponsoring the same 
Reporter Esso through its subsidiary in countries like Brazil.25

La Hora Cultural started as a radio program focused on 
promoting Venezuelan music. However, it soon became very 
popular among listeners by dedicating time to the history of 
the country. For many Venezuelans who tuned in La Hora 

20 Prices calculated at the exchange rate of 3.09 bs per dollar. Ale-
jandro Cáceres, “Sector Petróleo: desarrollo de una industria en vola-
tilidad,” in La economía venezolana en el siglo XX: perspectiva sec-
torial, ed. Fernando Spiritto and Tomás Straka (Caracas, Venezuela, 
2019), 55; Asdrúbal Baptista, Bases cuantitativas de la economía 
venezolana, 1830-2002 (Caracas, Venezuela, 2006), 107–111, 446–
49.
21 Efraín E. Barberii, De Los Pioneros a La Empresa Nacional 1921 
1975 - La Standard Oil of New Jersey En Venezuela (Caracas, Ven-
ezuela, 1997), 244.
22 Carlos Alarico Gómez, Oswaldo Yepes y El Museo de La Radio: 
Historia de La Comunicación Audiovisual (Caracas, Venezuela, 
2009), 6.
23 “La Hora Cultural Esso”, El Farol, February 1942.
24 “El Reporter Esso”, El Farol, February 1942; “Creole Petroleum 
Corporation, Annual Report 1943” April 22, 1944, 14. Esso was the 
subsidiary company in charge of marketing oil products in Venezu-
ela. It was the sponsor of radio and TV programs produced by the 
Creole Petroleum Corporation.
25 Woodard, 121, 178-179.

Cultural “among the different radio programs, the one dedi-
cated to the states of the country had special appeal in all the 
nation.”26 This same program combined education with enter-
taining. 

The broadcast of music became very popular among Ven-
ezuelans, which led radio studios to expand and create modern 
auditoriums where bands and orchestras performed. The ap-
parent popular success of these events was such that produc-
ers constantly received letters of congratulations from listen-
ers across the country and witnessed auditoriums full of eager 
music fans.27 Something similar happened in the studios of 
Ondas Populares in which crowded auditoriums contributed 
“to enhance the magnificent performances of all the artists” 

26 “Hora Cultural Esso: ¿Sabe Usted Leer?”, El Farol, March 1943.
27 “Hora Cultural Esso: ¿Sabe Usted Leer?.” 

Figure 2. Sports manager José A. Casanova celebrating the recent 
deeds of Venezuelan athletes from the studios of Ondas Popula-
res. Photo courtesy of the Benson Latin American Collection, the 
University of Texas at Austin.



135

CREOLE’S NATION – Golding

hosted by the radio station. The orchestras that played at On-
das Populares were part of another musical program created 
by the oil corporation. Under the name of Variedades Esso 
Creole’s main purpose was to “support Venezuelan artists 
whose virtues and natural talents make them recipients of 
popular sympathy” as can be appreciated on figure 3.28 

History also became a strong component in the radio pro-
grams sponsored by Creole with music and history alternating. 
Sometimes a show would play music and then present a seg-
ment of Venezuelan history in a storytelling format or in the 
form of a contest, with questions for the audience and prizes 
for the winners. On other occasions, producers used music to 
narrate historical events. La Hora Cultural created Entidades 
de la República, a show that combined music and history to 
describe regional culture and geography outside Caracas.29 
The combination of music and history served to create an idea 
of Venezuelan identity and customs engineered by Creole.

The company’s devotion to Venezuelan history and music 
brought Venezuelans together culturally as Creole directly 
shaped cultural representations of the country by bringing the 
traditions of remote regions and communities to the home of 
all Venezuelans with access to a radio. Through music and 
folklore, people in distant places, from the mountainous An-
des in the West, to the coastal communities of Carúpano in the 
East, could for the first time know of each other’s culture and 
participate in the construction of a broader national identity. 

Creole did not hesitate to enter into agreements with other 
radio stations in other cities and communities to promote its 
vision of Venezuelan nationalism. Already by 1942 the com-
pany collaborated with Voces de Anzoátegui and Ondas de 

28 “Variedades Esso”, El Farol, October 1944.
29 “La Hora Cultural”, El Farol, April 1943.

Neverí to bring La Hora Cultural to the eastern city of Barce-
lona.30 This cooperation coincided with the increased expan-
sion of oil exploration and production by the company into 
these regions of the country. 

Creole simultaneously employed both printed and broad-
cast forms of communication to convey a vision of the nation. 
Radio sometimes served as an extension of the mouthpiece 
of the company. El Farol published several editions that in-
formed readers about the states and territories of Venezuela. 
These segments included information about the capital city, 
geography, and statistics of any given state. La Hora Cultural 
then “contributed to the dissemination of that information” 
through radio.31 Popular broadcasting programs such as En-
tidades de la República found direct inspiration in El Farol’s 
written sections. 

Creole’s focus on mostly educational content is an inter-
esting contrast to the programming of US manufacturing and 
retailing firms in other parts of Latin America. For example, 
in Brazil game shows, dramas, musical shows and live soccer 
broadcastings dominated radio and TV.32 Perhaps the extrac-
tive nature of petroleum companies called for a less commer-
cial approach and a more advocacy-oriented programming. 
After all, selling cars or household appliances had a tangible 
dimension for the customer. Oil and its derivates were more 
elusive, being hidden from the human eye, in gas stations, oil 
tankers and petroleum pipelines. In any case, the combination 
of radio and press did not go unnoticed by many Venezuelans. 
People responded enthusiastically to the cultural efforts made 
by the company. 

El Farol offers an important though mediated window 
into the opinions of Venezuelans who offered their percep-
tions on Creole’s communicational apparatus. Some citizens 
praised the genuine Venezuelan character of the programs and 
how they bound the country together. Elena Montilla wrote 
from the northern city of Valencia underlining the pleasure 
of listening to the radio broadcasts because they were “genu-
inely Venezuelan and introduce us to the music and customs 
of the most remote regions of the country.” Salvador Castillo, 
resident of Bolívar city in the south also applauded the ra-
dio broadcasts because they contributed to the formation of 
an “idea of nation in the minds of listeners who get to know 
the country more through the company.”33 These testimonies 
shed light on the cultural endeavor that Creole undertook to 
transform and shape perceptions of development and national 
identity beyond the corporation’s gates. 

30 “La Hora Cultural Esso”, El Farol, May 1942.
31 “Editorial”, El Farol, October 1943.
32 Woodard, 180.
33 “Lo que dicen nuestros lectores”, El Farol, May 1942.

Figure 3. Venezuelan actors in one of Creole´s sponsored pro-
grams, Variedades Esso Photo courtesy of the Benson Latin 
American Collection, The University of Texas at Austin.
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Creole’s public relations strategy specifically targeted some 
social groups. By 1944 El Farol had a pool of subscribers of 
approximately 40,000 people. In a country of almost four mil-
lion this means that at least 1% of the population read Creole’s 
magazine.34 According to the data, these cohorts consisted of 
the most educationally prepared citizens in Venezuela.

El Farol distributed its subscribers into eleven catego-
ries. Those that concentrated most readers were Profession-
als, Traders and Students.35 The first category is difficult to 
assess. Professionals was an ambiguous category with 6,910 
subscribers. It probably included everyone with a school or 
college degree. However, how many of those could have be-
longed to white-collar positions within Creole? The article 
does not tell, but it would not be a surprise if a few hundred 
worked for the company. 

Traders included 7,096 readers made up mostly of busi-
nessmen involved in the commercialization of goods. An ex-
ample is Porfirio Betancourt, a business owner in Caracas. He 
requested another subscription of El Farol to be delivered to 
his commercial address so his employees “could read it ev-
ery month and see how workers can be motivated, and how 
they can motivate the employer benefitting everyone.”36 This 
reveals that for some businesses Creole’s commitment to pa-
tron-labor cooperation could have served as a model for other 
businesses.

Students proved to be the most important segment of read-
ers for Creole. The future elite of Venezuela included 8,091 
subscribers, almost a fourth of the 40,000 monthly printed edi-
tions. El Farol argued that its popularity was due to its “clear, 
simple, modern and instructive style”.37 The extensive articles 
about the geography, history and culture of the country shows 
the pedagogic content of the magazine. It is not a coincidence 
that La Hora Cultural and other radio programs sponsored 
by the company had strong components of history, music, 
and folklore in their programming. These figures demonstrate 
Creole’s reach among the most prepared and educated seg-
ments of Venezuelans. 

It is telling that El Farol became very popular among 
professionals and businessmen. It reveals a special concern 
for capturing the sympathies of the growing middle classes. 

34 “XIV Censo Nacional de Población y Vivienda”, 2011. Instituto 
Nacional de Estadística. Ministerio del Poder Popular del Despacho 
de la Presidencia y Seguimiento de la Gestión de Gobierno. Venezu-
ela, 13.
35 “Quiénes y cuántos son los lectores del El Farol”, El Farol, June 
1946.
36 “Lo que dicen nuestros lectores”, El Farol, May 1944.
37 “Quiénes y cuántos son los lectores del El Farol.”

Creole’s attention to students in turn shows the company’s 
interest in the future generations who would expand the pro-
fessional classes and obtain jobs in the public administration 
where they might hold power over oil policy decisions. The 
firm’s magazine also served another practical purpose, com-
bating criticism from domestic outlets. 

A brief comparison with the newspapers in circulation in 
Caracas shows an ideologically diverse public sphere by 1941. 
Ahora presented a leftist and anti-foreign capital editorial line. 
Popular among the “lower classes”, this newspaper reached 
18,000 people in the capital. Fantoches displayed similar ten-
dencies circulating once every week. El Universal and El Her-
aldo followed in second place with 12,000 and 17,000 readers 
each. They presented mixed perspectives oscillating between 
criticism and support towards US petroleum capital. The only 
pro-business outlet at the time, La Esfera, had a readership of 
just 12,000 subscribers.38The emergence of El Farol in 1939 
served to counter a fractious public sphere dominated by a left 
leaning domestic press. 

Creole’s efforts to craft its own narrative also penetrated 
other types of media. The corporation’s communication ef-
fort went beyond the radio or the print. By promoting native 
culture trough these outlets, foreign oil companies inter-
preted the nation’s history and portrayed their economic ac-
tivities with a nationalist halo. Local intellectuals helped in 
this cultural endeavor by developing the scripts for the radio 
shows, writing, and editing magazine sections, and opening 
these media outlets to the best artists Venezuela could offer. 
Arturo Uslar Pietri, Reyna Rivas or Carlos Cruz Diez consti-
tuted a small sample of a larger selection of famous national 
writers and artists that collaborated with Creole’s commu-
nicational apparatus. Soon their influence would extend to 
the realm of television with Creole’s early inroads into this 
nascent industry. 

Creole entered the business of radio broadcasts to pro-
mote its own vision of Venezuela and soon did the same in 
the incipient industry of television. Venezuela initiated its 
first TV broadcasts in November of 1952 trough Televisora 
Nacional, a state-owned company. The next year it added 
new programs while the private sector entered the business 
with Televisa.

The corporation invested in a third TV company. On No-
vember 15, 1953, Radio Caracas Televisión aired for the first 
time.39 Pepsodent, Esso, Lucky Strike and Almacén Ameri-

38 Frank Corrigan, “Review of the Caracas Press,” August 12, 1941, 
RG 84. Records of Foreign Service Posts of the Department of State. 
US Legation & Embassy, Caracas. Box 7, National Archives and Re-
cords Administration.
39 Gómez, 46.
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cano sponsored the TV station. That same day Creole debuted 
in television by launching El Farol TV, a program geared 
towards the promotion of Venezuelan culture. Similar to its 
radio counterpart, Creole prioritized music, history and news 
for the TV menu.

Among the first shows El Farol TV transmitted were two 
local productions with the intention of exalting the “most pure 
national sentiments.” Creole soon broadcasted in the follow-
ing weeks The Birth of Venezuela, Guaicaipuro, Negro Miguel 
and Aguirre the Tyrant written by Mariano Picón Salas, one 
of the most renown Venezuelan intellectuals of that time.40 All 
these productions centered around historical figures of Ven-
ezuela’s colonial past. Creole complemented these historical 
shows with a news program.

El Farol TV simultaneously launched El Observador 
Creole, a news program that soon would rise to become the 
most popular among Venezuelans. In 1956 it received an 
award from the TV industry as the best news channel in the 
country.41The pervasive influence of El Observador Creole 
would last for decades. After Creole moved its media invest-
ment to another TV station in the early 1970s, Radio Caracas 
Televisión rebranded the news program as El Observador. It 
remained with that name as one of the main sources of infor-
mation for Venezuelans until its last transmission in 2012, due 
to conflicts with the Chávez government (1999-2013). 

Creole also voiced its opinions on what should be the role 
of television in Venezuela. According to the article TV Just 
Arrived, scriptwriters, producers and editors had a great re-
sponsibility to turn television into a school of learning that 
would contribute to the cultural progress of the nation. Creole 
proposed that the new industry should produce television in a 
“Venezuelan sense in which each program will make us love 
what is ours, that which belongs to our traditions and make us 
proud.”42 For the oil corporation upholding national culture 
is what motivated the educational character of its programs 
whether in radio or television. This communication strategy 
undergirded the expansion of the company’s media outlets 
with the main goal of shaping ideas of national identity and 
development through sound and visuals. 

Creole’s media network also served other purposes. Ven-
ezuelan politicians often denounced the cultural and financial 
prowess of foreign oil companies. Juan Bautista Fuenmayor, 
General Secretary of the Venezuelan Communist Party (1937-
1946), characterized the actions of Henry E. Linam (1932-
1943) in the country as intrusive. For Fuenmayor, the Presi-

40 “Ya llegó la televisión”, El Farol, December 1953. 
41 “Informe anual 1955”, El Farol, February 1956. 
42 “Ya llegó la televisión”.

dent of the Standard Oil Company of Venezuela, a predecessor 
of Creole, participated “intensively in the political activities 
of the country.” He relied on a network of Venezuelan collab-
orators with connections inside government agencies.43 The 
administration of Medina Angarita expelled Linam from the 
country for his stubborn (and solitary) opposition to the Hy-
drocarbon Law of 1943. Rómulo Betancourt, a bitter enemy 
of the communists, agreed. He explained how oil corporations 
used the press to mold public opinion. Through editorials and 
articles, companies often argued that “if taxation increased in 
the country, they would have to consider moving production 
to the Middle East.”44 

Petroleum corporations continued molding public opin-
ion in the 1950s. Foreign firms expanded their domestic in-
fluence by launching press campaigns and by intensifying 
lobbying efforts.45 Through articles and editorials published 
in national newspapers companies warned the public about 
the negative consequences for the country if taxation in-
creased and the government maintained a policy of no more 
oil concessions. Creole also brought US economists to Ven-
ezuela to talk about the importance of foreign investment 
for the national economy.46 This media campaign bore fruit 
with the new oil concessions offered by the government to 
foreign capital in 1956.

During the 1940s Creole created new media outlets. It did 
so by investing in radio and television. In radio the company 
made use of folklore, music, and history to promote national 
culture. La Hora Cultural, Variedades Esso, Reporter Esso, 
and other programs entertained, informed, and educated Vene-
zuelans about their own country. Creole’s focus on influencing 
what Venezuelans thought took the next step with investments 
in the TV industry. The company shaped popular perceptions 
about the country’s identity through the historical and musical 
shows broadcasted by El Farol TV. 

Important segments of the society such as the middle 
class and students were influenced by the company’s com-
municational strategy. In turn, the firm’s media campaigns 
also served to undermine domestic criticism to its activi-
ties in the country. Creole felt compelled to show that its 
involvement with the country’s welfare did not end in the oil 
sector. In the 1940s and 1950s the firm invested in national 
agriculture, promoted local industries, and fomented philan-
thropic activities in the country. The corporation seemed to 
be everywhere.

43 Juan Bautista Fuenmayor, vol. 4, 35.
44 Betancourt, 286.
45 Juan Bautista Fuenmayor, vol. 8, 63.
46 Betancourt, 780-781, 867-890.
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CREOLE EVERYWHERE: AGRICULTURE, NATION-
AL INDUSTRIES AND PHILANTROPHY.

Petroleum companies took great financial advantage of the 
pro-foreign investment and pro-concession policies favored 
by the military dictatorship between 1948 and 1958. For ex-
ample, in that period petroleum production doubled, reaching 
2,6 million b/d, while employment in the industry remained 
steady at 45,000 employees. During this same era direct in-
vestments in the hydrocarbon sector rose to 73%, averaging 
US$2,986 million. The country’s GDP doubled from which 
oil accounted for approximately half of that growth (see figure 
4).47 Finally, the government opened 400 thousand hectares of 
land to oil exploitation in 1956 that added to the six million 
acres already under foreign capital’s control.48

Creole’s financial figures confirmed the favorable tenden-
cies towards US investments in Venezuela. The firm produced 
3,381 million barrels between 1950 and 1959 and a net income 
of US$ 2,500 million. For example, by 1954 Creole generated 
US$240 million in profits, which constituted almost 40% of 
Standard’s global earnings. By 1955 that proportion rose to 
42%.49 For Arthur T. Proudfit, Creole’s president, high prof-
its enabled a generous welfare system that included “modern 
housing at normal rates, free medical attention and education, 
subsidized foodstuff and recreational facilities for workers 
and their families.”50 Raising profits also made possible the 
investment of resources outside the petroleum sector.

Creole’s interests in national economic development also 
benefited agriculture and other basic industries. El Farol 
chronicles Creole’s technical support provided to local farm-
ers, and the creation of agricultural industries through the 
Venezuelan Basic Economy Corporation. 

With the expansion of the oil industry in the second decade 
of the twentieth century Venezuelan agricultural production 
had begun to stagnate. By the next decade, the country became 
a net importer of food. The causes for this decline preceded 
the business of oil but was only accelerated under it. Venezu-
elan agriculture had remained mostly regional throughout the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, specializing in a few 
export crops such as coffee and cacao.51 Realizing the grow-
ing problem of food production in the country, Creole devised 
technical plans to boost agricultural output.

47 Cáceres, 59; Baptista, Bases cuantitativas de la economía venezo-
lana, 1830-2002, 60–63.
48 Betancourt, 804.
49 Barberii, 268; Betancourt, 815.
50 Proudfit, “Before the United States Tariff Commission Statement 
on Behalf of the Creole Petroleum Corporation by Arthur T. Proud-
fit, 7.”
51 Salas, 81.

Creole assisted small farmers by buying foodstuffs from 
them for the oil camps. The firm supplied them with “bags, 
crates, boxes and employed company trucks used to pick up 
crops in nearby towns.” Additionally, Creole helped small 
farmers to diversify their crops by supplying seeds. 52 

Why did Creole care about all of this? El Farol argued that 
oil production did not undermine agriculture in Venezuela, 
and that both economic activities supported and stimulated 
each other. Creole believed that producing more food and re-
ducing food prices would help Venezuela and the oil industry. 
For that reason, the firm became involved in agricultural and 
cattle production “in a sincere and friendly effort of collabora-
tion with the goal that a stronger and greater Venezuela will 
emerge.”53 

Creole gave preferential treatment to national goods as 
long as their quality and price were similar to their foreign 
counterparts (see figure 5). By 1954, Creole had purchased 
32 million bolívares or approximately $10 million of Venezu-
elan goods, from which roughly a third constituted agricul-
tural goods provided at the company stores, cafeterias, and oil 
camp hospitals.54 

Helping Venezuelan farmers became an indirect way 
through which Creole stimulated national agriculture. How-
ever, the company believed in a more direct approach to ad-
dress the chronic problems of the countryside: high prices and 
low productivity. To overcome these obstacles, Creole’s com-
mitment to agricultural production took new heights by enter-
ing the industry in 1947.

Nelson Rockefeller, one of the heirs to the family’s petro-
leum fortune through the Standard Oil of New Jersey, wit-
nessed the appalling living conditions faced by workers in the 
Venezuelan oil industry. The contrast with the parent company 
could not be greater. By the 1930s SONJ already supported 
a “flexible form of organization” at home, providing a wide 

52 “Progreso Agrícola”, El Farol, August, 1942.
53 “Progreso Agrícola.”
54 “La Creole cliente del mercado venezolano”, El Farol, June, 
1955.

Real Gross Domestic Product by Sectors (Millions of bolivares of 1984)

1948 1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954

Oil 53,082 53,122 56,659 75,541 75,207 72,898 76,853

Rest of the 
economy

60,019 63,854 62,900 66,532 72,960 76,183 85,597

GDP Total 113,101 116,979 119,559 142,073 148,167 149,081 162,550

Figure 4 Real GDP Growth by sectors 1948-1958. Based on Bap-
tista, Bases cuantitativas de la economía venezolana 60-63.
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range of social benefits for their employees. The corporation 
offered “collective bargaining on a cooperative and friendly 
basis”, pensions, paid vacations, and a thrift plan. The firm 
described its own welfare policies as an example of the “pro-
gressive, democratic character of US industries.”55 During 
Rockefeller’s brief stint as a Creole executive in the 1930s, he 
conceived of a similar model of corporate social responsibility 
for the Venezuelan petroleum industry. 

Even though the liberal management policies of Creole 
originated in the parent’s corporate culture, the offshoot dis-
played distinctive traits. The experiences of Creole oilmen 
like Rockefeller and Proudfit in Venezuela influenced local 
policies (see figure 6). 56The firm offered similar social pro-

55 An Introduction to Standard Oil Company (New Jersey) (New 
York, New York, 1957), 19-21.
56 Darlene Rivas, Missionary Capitalist: Nelson Rockefeller in Ven-
ezuela. (Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 2001), 24-27.

grams to the ones provided in the US by 1940. After June 14, 
1946, it also participated in collective bargaining negotiations 
regulated by the state with contracts that covered workers in 
the whole industry and that were renewed every three years. 
Beyond the company’s gates, Creole invested considerably 
in non-petroleum activities, something unusual for the parent 
company in the United States or for other subsidiaries around 
the world.57 Rockefeller’s idea of a socially responsible petro-
leum company constituted a crucial part of a greater vision of 
a reformed capitalism concerned with the needs of the work-
ers and their communities. 

Following this philosophy of a reformed capitalism, Rock-
efeller created an independent corporation devoted to his eco-
nomic vision of capitalism. The Venezuelan Basic Economy 
Corporation, a subsidiary of the International Basic Economy 
Corporation was born in 1947. The Venezuelan government 
participated in this venture with a substantial investment 
from foreign oil firms. The Venezuelan Basic Economy Cor-
poration did not go unnoticed. Political parties and business 
groups criticized the penetration of petroleum capital into 
the agro-industrial sector. The Christian Democrats and do-

57 Robert Vitalis underlines the unusual case of Creole in the history 
of petroleum subsidiaries in terms of its progressive policies and in-
tegration of native workers into the highest echelons of the corporate 
hierarchy. Robert Vitalis, America’s Kingdom: Mythmaking on the 
Saudi Oil Frontier (London, 2009), 22, 24.

Figure 5. Percentage of locally produced goods purchased by 
the Creole Petroleum Corporation in blue. Imported goods in red. 
Photo courtesy of the Benson Latin American Collection, The Uni-
versity of Texas at Austin.

Figure 6. Arthur T. Proudfit, President of Creole Petroleum Corpo-
ration (1945–1953/1959–1961). He led the firm in most initiatives 
on public relations and social investments in the country. Photo 
courtesy of the Benson Latin American Collection, The University 
of Texas at Austin.
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mestic commercial houses argued that this initiative harmed 
the interests of local businessmen. The Communist Party and 
Democratic Republican Union, a center-left organization, op-
posed the project. They stated that this measure only contrib-
uted to increase Venezuela’s dependency to US investments.58 
Despite considerable opposition in Congress, the Democratic 
Action’s dominated legislature defended the Venezuelan Ba-
sic Economy Corporation and supported the government’s de-
cision to cooperate with American and British oil companies.

Rockefeller’s initiative arose from the general concern 
over “the low agricultural productivity and the high cost of 
living.”59 He conceived this corporation as a conglomerate 
of different industries that would focus on agriculture, cattle, 
fishing, distribution, and sales of goods to consumers.60 The 
philosophy behind this project sought to demonstrate that the 
application of American techniques could boost and modern-
ize agricultural production. Some enterprises fared better than 
others.

The corporation created Compañía de Producción Agrí-
cola to manage crop and cattle production in estates located in 
Miranda, Portuguesa and Carabobo (Fig 7). It also considered 
the potential of sea products to feed the country. In eastern 
Venezuela, the corporation established Pesquerías Caribe, to 
supplement national diets with fish.61 In Puerto la Cruz and 

58 Fuenmayor, vol.7, 220–23; Betancourt, 333.
59 Wayne Chatfield Taylor, John Lindeman, and Víctor López Ro-
jas, 34.
60 “Contribución del petróleo al desarrollo de la Agricultura”, El 
Farol, November 1948.
61 Wayne G. Broehl, Jr., The Case Study of The International Basic 
Economy Corporation (Washington D.C., 1968),xvii.

the island of Margarita, the company invested in refrigeration 
systems, and in expanding port terminals to store fresh fish. 
Figure 8 shows the different investments of the Venezuelan 
Basic Economy Corporation in the country.

Compañía de Producción Agrícola and Pesquerías Caribe 
needed a network of stores to distribute their produce. Compa-
ñía Anónima Distribuidora de Alimentos (CADA) started as 
a wholesale company, which did not fare very well. The Ven-
ezuelan Basic Economy Corporation eventually liquidated it. 
In the 1950s, the Rockefeller family transformed CADA into 
a market chain, importing the idea of modern supermarkets to 
the country by establishing stores in Maracaibo (1948), Cara-
cas (1954), and Valencia. As Creole did in the TV industry, oil 
companies left an indelible mark in the way locals shopped by 
displacing the abastos [small family-run store model] in favor 
of the new concept of self-service when making purchases.62 
CADA remained one of the most famous private supermarket 
chains in the country until the Chávez administration bought 
it in 2010. 

Only the CADA supermarkets and a dairy company known 
as the Dairy Industry of Carabobo, achieved lasting success 
while attempts to promote agriculture and fishing encoun-
tered difficulties (see figure 9).63 When the Rockefeller family 
founded the Venezuelan Basic Economy Corporation, Creole 
contributed with US$7 million. It joined Shell, Socony-Vacu-
um, Mene Grande (Gulf) and International Petroleum, which 
together disbursed other US$6 million. Despite these invest-
ments, by 1954 “the oil companies no longer support the Ven-
ezuelan Basic Economy Corporation enterprises” due to the 
economic difficulties faced by some of these businesses.64

62 Wayne G. Broehl, Jr., 91. 
63 Wayne G. Broehl, Jr., 94, 135.
64 Wayne Chatfield Taylor, John Lindeman, and Víctor López Ro-
jas, 34.

Figure 8. Main non-oil investments by the VBEC. Map from author. 
Legend: 1. Supermarket; 2. Supermarket; 3. Fishery; 4. Fishery; 5. 
Poultry farm; 6. Crop field; 7. Cattle ranching; 8; Cattle ranching; 9. 
Dairy Industry.Figure 7. Compañía de Producción Agrícola imported 150 cows 

from Texas for its cattle ranching operations in Valle de Chirgua, 
Agua Blanca and Hacienda Bolívar. Photo courtesy of the Benson 
Latin American Collection, The University of Texas at Austin.
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Oil companies had mixed results in getting directly in-
volved with agriculture and food production. However, an 
area in which they succeeded was the creation of domestic 
training programs in agriculture, health care and education. 
Concurrently with the foundation of the Venezuelan Basic 
Economy Corporation, the same business group created the 
American International Association as a non-profit organiza-
tion that worked with the government and other public agen-
cies. 

Specifically, the American International Association 
launched three programs. The Council of Rural Wellbeing fo-
cused on raising the living standards of rural communities. 
The Interamerican Council of Food Education concentrated 
on improving the nutrition intake of the most vulnerable 
groups of the population. Finally, the American International 
Association also offered up to 300 scholarships for young 
Venezuelans with experience in agriculture to pursue studies 
at the Interamerican Institute of Agrarian Sciences of Turri-
alba in Costa Rica.65 The success of these programs led Creole 
Petroleum to keep investing in them, and the company’s total 
contributions since 1947 “have amounted to $2.7 million US 
dollars.”66

The corporation devoted significant economic resources to 
the development of agriculture, a business not directly linked 
to the industry of oil. It did so through indirect investments, 
by providing technical assistance to independent farmers. 
The company also entered the agricultural and food produc-
tion industries with moderate success, by participating in the 
creation of the Venezuelan Basic Economy Corporation and 
the American International Association. The firm committed 
to the goal of promoting cheap and abundant foodstuffs in co-
operation with the Venezuelan state.

Creole’s investments expanded beyond agriculture. This 
enterprise actively contributed with the industrialization of 

65 “Contribución del petróleo al desarrollo de la Agricultura”, El 
Farol, November, 1948.
66 Wayne Chatfield Taylor, John Lindeman, and Víctor López Ro-
jas, 35.

Venezuela and funded several educational projects for its citi-
zens. In industries, Creole engaged in two activities that influ-
enced national development: “financial support to Venezuelan 
enterprises or institutions; and purchases of materials, sup-
plies, and services from local suppliers.”67 The firm’s involve-
ment with domestic production had a clear economic purpose. 
Petroleum stimulated national industries that grew by satis-
fying the needs of oil companies for a diversity of products. 
More production would bring down prices and reduce import 
expenses. Creole oilmen invested in the creation of a national 
industry for an additional reason. Oil revenue fomented rein-
vestments in the local communities and generated increasing 
“social benefits, standards of living, industrial growth, and 
improvements in agriculture, education and public health”, 
which together strengthened the Venezuelan economy, public 
support, and the company’s profits.68

An article in El Farol underlined, how in terms of foreign 
financial resources, “US businessmen have invested 8,200 
million bolívares in Venezuela.” 69 The country had become 
the second top destination for US investments after Canada. 
In 1950 the country received US$993 million in direct invest-
ments. By 1960 that figure had jumped to US$2,569 million 
eclipsing the numbers of bigger Latin American economies 
like Brazil, Argentina or Mexico.70 For instance, Creole des-
tined more than to two-thirds of its overall purchases in the 
country (21 million bolívares) just to manufactured domestic 
products in 1954.71 A host of local companies benefitted from 
Creole’s industrial activities including Furnitures Azpúrua 
[Muebles Azpúrua], which manufactured office desks, The 
Venezuelan Company of Cement [C.A. Venezolana de Cemen-
to], which provided cement and Industries and Timbermill 
Guanta [Aserradero e Industrias Guanta], a timber supplier. 72

Creole’s financial commitments also raised capital to fuel 
urban and commercial projects. The company instituted a sav-
ings plan for its workers, The Savings Fund Institution (IFA) 
in 1948. By that year of 21,000 employees in the industry, 
14,265 participated in this program. This fund amassed sig-
nificant capital, accumulating 38 million bolívares by 1949. 
It also became the main private financial institution in the 
country behind the Bank of Venezuela, and ahead of the other 
commercial banks.73 The savings plan became a significant 

67 Wayne Chatfield Taylor, John Lindeman, and Víctor López Ro-
jas, 34.
68 “Venezuela siembra su petróleo”, El Farol, September, 1952.
69 “Venezuela siembra su petróleo.”
70 Stephen G. Rabe, The Road to OPEC: United States Relations 
with Venezuela, 1919-1976 (Austin, Texas, 2011), 195.
71 “La Creole cliente del Mercado venezolano.”
72 “Hecho en Venezuela”, El Farol, January, 1949.
73 “Consideraciones sobre algunos efectos Económicos y Sociales 

Figure 9. Logo of INLACA on the left. It still exists. An image of a 
CADA supermarket to the right. It ceased operations in 2010. Im-
ages courtesy of Inlaca.com.ve and @tachirense89.
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institutional source of capital formation with money invested 
either in “Venezuelan industries and public work bonds or is 
deposited in Venezuelan banks.”74

The corporation sent its own Venezuelan executives abroad 
to underline Creole’s strong commitment to national devel-
opment in the country. Guillermo Zuloaga, one of its top of-
ficials, explained to American audiences the twin benefits of 
foreign investment in Venezuela. First, since US oil interests 
were the biggest consumers of domestic agricultural and in-
dustrial goods “it was inevitable that oil companies contrib-
uted substantially to the development of the Venezuelan in-
dustry.” Second, Zuloaga mentioned how the oil industry had 
contributed to change the social structure of the country. The 
company “has fomented the development of a middle class 
that did not exist a few years ago,” he said.75 In his eyes Cre-
ole’s genuine interest for the nation’s growth not only reached 
every sector of the economy, but it also touched every social 
group.

The firm directed much of its attention to Venezuelan so-
cial classes through philanthropic activities. The corporation 
established the Creole Foundation in 1956 with the goal of in-
tegrating the company “as another regular citizen in the Ven-
ezuelan community in those activities not directly involved 
with the oil industry.”76 This organization focused mainly on 
education and science and collaborated with educational and 
research institutions in the country. 

The foundation devoted substantial resources to universi-
ties in Venezuela. One project financed upgrades to college 
shops and laboratories in several public institutions at the 
Central University, the University of Zulia and the University 
of the Andes. Creole also funded university schools. For ex-
ample, it participated in the foundation of the School of Social 
Sciences and Engineering at the Universidad Católica Andrés 
Bello [Andres Bello Catholic University]. The purpose of this 
initiative helped in the training of “non-specialized engineers 
that will serve in the creation, operation and management of 
new industries in the country.”77

Not surprisingly, Creole also invested in academic pro-
grams relevant to the exploitation and management of the oil 
industry. As happened with the fully funded company scholar-
ships for workers in the oil camps, students in these universi-
ties were not required to work for the corporation after gradu-

del Petróleo en Venezuela”, El Farol, July, 1949.
74 Wayne Chatfield Taylor, John Lindeman, and Víctor López Ro-
jas, 35-36.
75 “30 años de progreso económico”, El Farol, June, 1952.
76 “Fundación Creole”, El Farol, July-August, 1956.
77 “Fundación Creole.”

ation. However, participating in the creation of these Schools 
offered Creole the opportunity to influence Venezuelan stu-
dents’ career choices by promoting a future of well-paid jobs 
and professional growth in the oil industry. 

The foundation had similar infrastructural programs for 
high schools in several cities. It even partnered with the Minis-
try Education to tackle the lack of teachers and schools in poor 
neighborhoods through new pedagogical methods that includ-
ed bringing “television as an educational means of emergency 
for the shanty towns of Caracas.” 78 Whether focused on the 
well-off or on those in need, the Creole Foundation showed its 
extensive commitment to education in Venezuela. It also built 
social networks in the academic sector from which it could tap 
into the pool of local talent if necessary.

The commitment to the education of Venezuelan elites 
did not escape the eye of Creole’s critics. Rodolfo Quintero, 
a prominent anthropologist and Marxist intellectual, became 
one of the earliest scholars to warn about the noxious mani-
festations of a “culture of oil” fomented by foreign petroleum 
conglomerates. For him, the culture of oil facilitated a con-
sumerist mentality that numbed citizens’ senses and under-
mined the national interest. It fomented a desire for super-
fluous goods in the population and “disregarded demands for 
autonomous development by encouraging submissiveness, 
conformism and indifference.”79 In particular, he targeted the 
activities of the Creole Foundation. Quintero argued that hun-
dreds of Venezuelan students and scholars who benefited from 
scholarships to study in the United States exercised a good 
deal of influence over the academic centers of the country 
once they returned. These institutions served as the main ves-
sels to circulate a pro-capitalist ideology and a US centered 
view of economic modernization. Therefore, in Quintero’s 
eyes, the Creole Foundation’s sole purpose became “turning 
universities and schools into tools of the capitalist system.”80 

In summary, the Creole Foundation considered social in-
vestments necessary “to increase and improve the educational 
formation of the country’s intellectual elite.”81. Through the 
foundation, Creole found another way to reinforce the idea 
that it was everywhere working for Venezuela’s interests. Cer-
tain intellectuals disagree and saw the organization’s activi-
ties as dangerous and detrimental for the nation. Nevertheless, 
Creole insisted on promoting its commitments to the welfare 
of Venezuelans in any way possible.

78 “Fundación Creole.”
79 Quintero, 113,209.
80 Quintero, 112,196.
81 Tres años de la Fundación Creole”, El Farol, January-February, 
1960.
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CONCLUSION

This essay explores the conception of national develop-
ment that the Creole Petroleum Corporation promoted in Ven-
ezuela. It focuses on how the company expanded this vision 
of national development beyond the confines of the oil indus-
try. Oil executives needed Venezuelans to believe that foreign 
control of the industry offered the best path towards economic 
modernization and national prosperity. In order to do so, Cre-
ole expanded its media outlets to shape what Venezuelan’s 
thought about their own culture, history and identity. 

Creole also materialized ideas about national development 
in concrete economic projects. In agriculture, the company 
devised economic strategies to address low crop production 
by investing in local farmers and agricultural businesses. The 
firm stimulated the creation of auxiliary industries that pro-
vided the company with raw and manufactured goods. Creole 
argued that these policies expanded the economy and gener-
ated jobs for thousands of other Venezuelans not linked to the 
oil industry. Finally, this firm also invested on the intellectual 
formation of the country’s elites and the more vulnerable so-
cio-economic groups through fellowships programs. 

The cultural influence of the Creole Petroleum Corpora-
tion was very much present in how locals perceived foreign 
oil companies. Its public relations strategy sought to convince 
Venezuelans that foreign investment and national develop-
ment were not inimical but complementary. The deliberate 
blurring of national aspirations and corporate interest meant 
that allegiance or support for both basically meant the same. 
Many disagree. For some politicians, intellectuals and media 
outlets, these companies strengthened Venezuela’s dependen-
cy to foreign capital, and served to propagate pro-capitalist 
values and US-centered visions of economic modernization. 
Creole’s investments and media influence countered domestic 
criticism and helped marginalize perspectives that called for 
alternative modes of national development. 

The importance of Venezuelan oil during the early Cold 
War, and the unique economic conditions for US capital in 
the country during the 1940s and 1950s, enabled a distinc-
tive brand of corporate social responsibility seldom seen else-
where. It combined state-sanctioned collective bargaining 
with considerable private investments in the non-petroleum 
sector. Creole’s social investments and public relations cam-
paign contribute to explain the long-lasting presence the com-
pany enjoyed in Venezuela. It provides insights into why na-
tionalization of the entire industry came so late in comparison 
to other countries in Latin America. Creole’s deployment of 
strategies more commonly used in the retail and manufactur-
ing sectors might also help explain why this firm was particu-
larly effective and why its history in Venezuela shows some 

differences with experiences of other foreign petroleum com-
panies in the world.

This essay contributes to the existing literature on foreign 
businesses in Latin America at least in two ways. First, Cre-
ole’s active involvement with Venezuelans inside and outside 
the hydrocarbon sector suggests a more cautious approach to 
the needs of the host country. The firm’s recognition on the 
importance of national development allowed for the imple-
mentation of a social responsibility program that defanged 
economic nationalism. This perspective opens up potential 
venues of research among similar lines to examine the rela-
tion between multinationals’ socio-economic investments 
and nationalism in other Latin American countries. Finally, 
this essay hopes to place Venezuela into perspective within 
the field of business history. The country became one of the 
most Americanized places in Latin America. Venezuela expe-
rienced an impressive regional GDP growth. Foreign invest-
ment flocked to the Caribbean nation in an astonishing scale, 
exceeding those of bigger neighbors like Brazil or Mexico. 
In this regard, Venezuela presents a compelling venue of re-
search to further analyze the experience of foreign businesses 
there in comparison with other countries in Latin America.
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