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A Democratic Crisis in Venezuela 

In recent years, Venezuela has undergone an unprecedented socioeconomic and 

political crisis, characterized by rampant inflation, social unrest, and political corruption 

and power grabbing.  The crisis has extended into the presidency of Nicolas Maduro and 

continues to this day.  Venezuela has seen a steep increase in violent crime and 

unemployment, a deterioration of companies and thus productivity and innovation, and 

an unsustainable economic reliance on oil.  These conditions have paved the way for 

relentless protests in the nation’s capital, Caracas, aimed at reducing inequality, restoring 

the integrity of the presidency and governmental institutions, and providing everyday 

Venezuelans with a framework for a better and brighter future. 

Venezuela’s current situation can be traced back to the rise of Hugo Chavez in 

1998.  Chavez was elected president on a populist platform, promising to fight poverty 

and severe economic inequality and employ the abundant oil reserves with which the 

nation was endowed (Nelson).  He stylized himself as a socialist politician reinstating the 

values and ideals of the country’s founder, Simon Bolivar, and centered his 

administration’s goals on a strong sense of nationalism, a centralized economy, and an 

engaged and active military (Nelson).  His policies advanced social programs and the 
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redistribution of Venezuela’s oil wealth, taking advantage of remarkably high global oil 

prices to increase spending on public services that sought to improve economic and social 

conditions. Chavez’s administration constructed thousands of medical clinics for the 

masses, subsidized food and housing, and improved the nation’s quality of life by 

addressing illiteracy, health care, and hunger (Corrales).  Although critics contend that 

"aid was disbursed to some of the poor, and more gravely, in a way that ended up helping 

the president and his allies and cronies more than anyone else," Chavez’s candidacy and 

presidency depended on the country’s most poverty-stricken citizens (The).  The poor 

unquestionably benefitted from the president’s social works and health initiatives, 

earning him a great reputation among many of his people (The). 
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Amid a wave of popularity, Chavez was quick to oversee the drafting of a new 

constitution in 1999.  This new constitution, often referred to as the Bolivarian 

Constitution in honor of the legacy, thinking, and political philosophy of Simon Bolivar, 

placed unprecedented powers in the hands of the president; it granted Chavez greater 

control over the National Assembly, Venezuela’s unicameral legislature (Nelson). 

Chavez used this control to fortify his presidency, appointing friendly and loyal judges to 

the nation’s highest courts and developing laws that, for example, allowed his 

administration to regulate the internet more heavily, prevent nongovernmental entities 

from receiving foreign funding, more easily intervene in banks, and enact certain laws by 

decree (Nelson).  Although many still continued to support Chavez over the corruption 

that had existed before his tenure, it was clear that he was promoting an increasingly 

radical platform (Nelson).  The president developed strong ties with Cuban President 

Fidel Castro and often stated his intention to take Venezuela down a path similar to that 

of Cuba.  He also continued to implement controversial laws by decree and sought to 

limit the freedom of the press, evoking large, anti-Chavez marches, sinking approval 

ratings, and new enemies among the nation’s military.  

These sentiments culminated in one of the largest rallies in Venezuela’s history; 

on April 11, 2002, roughly one million people marched on the president’s Miraflores 

Palace demanding his resignation (Nelson).  When National Guard troops and 

pro-Chavez gunmen opened fire on the crowd, leaving dozens wounded and dead, the 
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military turned on its leader and took the president into custody.  Venezuela’s military 

installed an interim government led by Pedro Carmona, a private business owner and 

Chavez opponent.  However, shortly after taking power, Carmona disbanded many of the 

nation’s democratic institutions and suspended the constitution; his actions caused 

immediate backlash, and, fearing an imminent dictatorship, the military abandoned the 

new government.  On April 13, Chavez’s former vice president, Diosdado Cabello, was 

formally recognized as the rightful successor; he quickly restored the former president to 

power, and on April 14, Hugo Chavez returned to the presidential palace (Nelson).  The 

attempted coup was the first of a series of conflicts between Chavez and his supporters 

and the opposition.  However, with essentially full control over PDVSA, the Venezuelan 

state-owned oil and natural gas company, and rising global oil prices throughout the early 

2000s, the president began spending even more generously on health care initiatives, 

social programs, and subsidized food and housing.  These initiatives helped Chavez 

rebound in the polls, and he was ultimately reelected to the presidency in 2006 and 2012 

and served until his death on March 5, 2013 (Nelson).  

Although Chavez’s policies combated poverty and inequality and earned him 

support from struggling Venezuelans, they also forced the country to rely, almost 

entirely, on a single export (Corrales).  Near the end of his presidency in 2010, global oil 

prices began to stabilize, and Chavez’s lavish spending proved unsustainable; the 

Venezuelan economy began to stumble, and poverty, inflation, and shortages increased 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venezuela
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oil
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_gas
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(The).  But it was not until the reign of Chavez’s successor, Nicolas Maduro, who was 

elected president in 2013, that oil reliance began to truly take its toll on the nation.  By 

2014, large and materializing economies such as China, whose prodigious expansion 

during the early 2000s had created an insatiable demand for oil, began to slow; during 

2014 alone, global demand for oil fell drastically and prices dropped from over $100 in 

January to under $60 by late December.  As prices continued to fall, Venezuela’s surplus 

of oil stocks grew; according to Javier Corrales, the Dwight W. Morrow 1895 Professor 

of Political Science at Amherst College, Maduro inherited “one of the most dysfunctional 

economies in the Americas,” in which Hugo Chavez “subordinated the needs of 

Venezuela’s economy to the imperative of keeping himself in power” (Corrales).  

Venezuela’s economic situation is best depicted by the phenomenon the “resource 

curse,” or Dutch Disease.  Dutch Disease, coined in 1977 and named after problems 

arising from the Netherland's overreliance on newly discovered natural gas mines, occurs 

when a country that is excessively dependent on a given export experiences a large boom 

in demand for said export (Heath).  The resulting inflow of foreign currency raises the 

demand for local currency, appreciating the local currency and thus yielding an 

uncompetitive exchange rate.  This uncompetitive exchange rate makes the country’s 

other products less price competitive, so, if unaddressed, the new exchange rate 

effectively kills the nation’s other exports and industries and spurs a dramatic increase in 

imports (Heath).  Thus, when “world oil prices plummet, Venezuela’s economy crashes,” 
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and because commodity prices are continuously fluctuating, nations need other industries 

to serve as backups when resource prices fall (Heath).  During the early 2000s, 

Venezuelan exports boomed, but by 2008, exports of everything aside from oil had 

“collapsed” (Corrales).  

Despite experiencing a major case of Dutch Disease, the Venezuelan economy 

could have partially rebounded had President Chavez stored away some of the country’s 

excess oil profits during the boom. But, as previously mentioned, his administration, in 

an attempt to remain popular among the lower classes and maintain political power, spent 

those funds lavishly on social services, which included new hospitals and foreign doctors, 

elaborate universities, and housing projects; he also gave large government contracts to 
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the rich and spent twice as much on his 2012 campaign than on his 2006 campaign 

(Heath).  This exuberant spending not only pushed the Venezuelan government into debt 

and gave rise to questions of whether or not the country could actually pay back that debt, 

but it increased inflation; these conditions have rendered the Bolivar, the basic monetary 

unit of Venezuela, near worthless (Heath).  With hyperinflation set into motion, the 

government has found it extremely difficult to buy foreign products, spurring shortages 

and raising consumer prices even higher.  As a whole, the Venezuelan government is 

effectively broke, and unprecedented shortages and levels of inflation have caused 

tremendous distress and suffering throughout the nation.  

Venezuela is now split between the Chavistas, or those who support the socialist 

policies of Hugo Chavez, and those who are waiting for an end to the 18-year reign of the 

United Socialist Party (Venezuela).  Despite promoting a continuation of Chavez’s 

socialist policies, President Maduro has been unable to inspire the Venezuelan people in 

the same way as his predecessor (The).  Because oil used to finance the government’s 

generous social programs, the lack thereof has eroded these programs and subjected the 

Venezuelan people to a humanitarian crisis, in which citizens lack food, clean water, and 

essentials such as toilet paper; Maduro is relying on “old techniques that do not suit the 

current climate, thereby mismanaging an already fraught economy” (The).  Since his 

election in 2013, the president’s popularity has suffered due to the rampant inflation, 

recession, and crime.  In fact, to put into perspective the severity of Venezuela’s inflation 
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rate, consider these sobering statistics: $1,000 worth of local currency purchased when 

President Maduro came to power would now be worth just over $1, and the rate itself is 

estimated to skyrocket to 2,300% by next year (How).  It is also estimated that one-fifth 

of the country’s medical personnel have fled in the past four years, that infant mortality 

rates have spiked, and that diseases, such as malaria and tuberculosis, have spread 

(Contributor).  On top of all of this, Venezuelans are short of everything, from food to 

medicine to electricity.  They must often search for meals and staple items, sometimes 

turning to wild fruit or garbage, wait in hour-long lines, or simply live without certain 

products.  A February 2017 survey concluded that about 75% of Venezuelans had lost 19 

pounds in 2016, that over 80% of Venezuelans were living in poverty, and that over 90% 

could not afford food.  While Maduro claims that the economic crisis is due to a 

US-backed capitalist conspiracy (Jazeera), Michael Dempsey, the former acting Director 

of National Intelligence, contends that the crisis is “home grown” and has culminated 

from almost 20 years of political and economic mismanagement (Contributor).  He states 

(Contributor): 

Since 1999, former President Hugo Chávez and now President Nicolas Maduro 

have steadily nationalized companies, undermined the rule of law and foreign 

investment, and engaged in runaway spending, all while fostering a culture of 

official corruption. 



 
 

 9 

Despite having the largest proven oil reserves in the world (Contributor), Venezuela is 

facing a serious humanitarian crisis, and everyday citizens are paying the price. 

Amid the nation’s alarming condition, Venezuelans flocked to the polls for the 

2015 parliamentary election, in which strong discontent saw the Democratic Unity 

Roundtable, an electoral coalition of Venezuelan political parties formed to unify the 

opposition to Maduro’s United Socialist Party, win control of the National Assembly. 

Maduro now claims that his opposition is conspiring with foreign organizations, such as 

the United States, to intentionally destabilize the country and force him from power.  In 

accordance with this claim and in response to the results of the 2015 election, 

Venezuela’s pro-Maduro Supreme Court, which had already struck down a number of 

congressional initiatives since the opposition gained power, ordered that the National 

Assembly be dissolved (How).  The court’s order, seen as anti-democratic and 

authoritative, was swiftly rejected by the international community along with much of the 

Venezuelan citizenry; the decision was soon reversed, but not before a general protest 

calling for Maduro’s resignation could emerge (How).  Since these events, President 

Maduro has sought out new ways to expand his powers and protect his presidency.  In 

August 2017, he inaugurated a National Constituent Assembly that is expected to rewrite 

the nation’s constitution, putting vast new powers in the hands of Maduro’s ruling 

Socialist Party.  The assembly has elected well-known allies of Maduro to its leadership 

and could potentially carry out the president’s goal of dissolving the National Assembly; 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democratic_Unity_Roundtable
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democratic_Unity_Roundtable
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it also removed Venezuela’s chief prosecutor, Luisa Ortega, from her post and ordered 

her to stand trial and approved the arrests of two more leading critics.  With the vote for 

the constituent assembly, the Trump administration now describes President Maduro as a 

dictator who seized “absolute power” (How).  All of these circumstances have 

contributed to heightened tensions between the government and the opposition and has 

led to persistent, widespread protest; in recent months, Caracas has seen daily 

demonstrations, some of which have turned violent.  Since April 2017, dozens have been 

killed voicing their frustrations. 

Although it does not receive the coverage it deserves, Venezuela is in the midst of 

a true humanitarian and democratic crisis.  President Nicolas Maduro is trying to 

consolidate his rule as opposition protesters have taken to the streets in large numbers. 

Along with its leader’s authoritative leanings and anti-democratic pronouncements, the 

nation faces food and medicine shortages and extreme hyperinflation.  These economic 

misfortunes can be traced to Maduro’s predecessor, Hugo Chavez, whose initiatives 

made the Venezuelan economy vulnerable to fluctuations in the global price of oil. 

Regardless of the cause, everyday people are suffering, and their leadership is not 

providing solutions.  Perhaps progress can be made, but only if the Venezuelan 

government decides to tackle its problems head on rather than shifting the blame toward 

foreigners and imposing autocratic rule.  With regard to the future of Venezuela and its 

people, only time can tell.  
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