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ABSTRACT

Lacking personal charisma and booming oil revenues, Nicolas Maduro of
Venezuela has struggled to obtain his predecessor’s popular support and
failed to legitimize his rule at the polls. Instead, Maduro consolidated his
power through sharing it with elites and the military. Externally, the coun-
try's social, economic, and political environment has contributed to the
growing perception among international actors that the regime is becom-
ing ever more authoritarian and unstable. In the face of the greatest threat
to its survival both at home and abroad, Maduro and his allies eliminated
Venezuela's remaining democratic institutions.

The Maduro administration remains reluctant to make any concessions
that might erode its power. With implicit and explicit power-sharing ar-
rangements with key actors at the domestic level, Maduro has been able
to cling to power. Currently, the military still supports Maduro; there are no
signs this will change anytime soon. As the recent political events suggest,
and barring free and fair elections, unpopular populist Maduro will remain
in power.
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INTRODUCTION

Latin America has long been a fertile political landscape for populist lead-
ers. Argentina’s Eva Peron, Peru’s Victor Raul Haya de la Torre, Brazil's Getulio
Vargas, and Ecuador’s José Maria Velasco lbarra are all well-known populist
leaders. For these politicians, populism was a viable political strategy, one
they used to mobilize people against the “elites” on their way to obtaining
and retaining power. Claiming to be the embodiment of the “pure” people,
Latin American populists have rejected checks and balances that would lim-
it their power, which they view as derived from the people’s will.

A second wave of populism has taken root throughout Latin America with
the rise of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela, Evo Morales in Bolivia, Kirshner in Ar-
gentina, and Rafael Correa in Ecuador. They mainly rose to power amid the
rising sentiment against neoliberal policies. Adopting an anti-American dis-
course and anti-neoliberal approach, these pink-tide leaders have continued
the region’s populist tradition. Like their predecessors, these new populist
leaders appeal to the excluded masses by mobilizing against the establish-
ment and promising better lives for their supporters.

The rise of Chavez in Venezuela has especially inspired academic stud-
ies of populism, which is known as one of Latin America’'s most enduring
political traditions. Elected on the promise of ending neoliberal economic
policies and corrupt politicians, the late President Chavez ruled Venezuela
from 1999 to 2013. His movement, Chavismo, drew heavily on the charismatic
populist connection between his leadership and the people. While he was
planning to remain in power until 2021 (La Tercera, 2008), he passed away
at the age of 58 after a long battle with cancer. Following his death in 2013,
Nicolas Maduro — in full, Nicolas Maduro Moros — came to power as Chavez's
handpicked successor. Maduro, Vice President under Chavez, was sworn-in
in April 2013 as Venezuela's interim President until new elections could be
held. He inherited the leadership of the United Socialist Party of Venezuela
(Partido Socialista Unido de Venezuela; PSUV) and announced he would be
the party's candidate for the upcoming presidential elections.

Designated by Chavez as his political heir, Maduro narrowly won the elec-
tion. Despite a less favourable international situation and complex domestic
socio-economic conditions, Maduro committed himself and his regime to
further authoritarianism, to solidify his hold on power. Under his administra-
tion, Venezuela has been an emblematic case of severe democratic erosion
while suffering a major economic and humanitarian crisis. This paper will
seek to introduce a detailed profile of Maduro and his place within the re-
gion'’s populist politics.



The former presidents of Cuba, Raul Castro (L) and of Venezuela, Hugo Chavez (c) and Nicolas Maduro (R) in Cuma-

na, Venezuela on April 17, 2009.

Maduro’s
Background

Born in 1962 into a family that had heav-
ily engaged in leftist politics and labour
movements, Maduro followed his parents’
footsteps and began his political life in
the student union during his high school
years (The Guardian, 2013). His educational
career is murky. Several records indicate
that he could not finish high school (Cola,
2018). The most well-known fact about
Maduro'’s early age is that he worked as
a bus driver. In those years, Maduro was
actively attending labour union activi-
ties. He got involved in politics through
leftist groups such as Rupture and the
Socialist League (Dobson, 2018). At 24,
Maduro moved to Cuba and attended a
one-year course at the Escuela Nacional
de Cuadros Julio Antonio Mella, a political
training centre run by the Union of Young
Communists (Oropeza, 2013). He trained
to become a professional revolutionary
(Naim and Toro, 2018). His connection with
Cuba at this young age would later play a
critical role in his regime’s survival.

Maduro was long part of Chavez's inner
circle. His first connection with Chavez

dates to the early 1990s. Maduro partic-
ipated in the 1992 military coup against
President Carlos Andrés Pérez, which
was led by Chavez (Oropeza, 2013).After
the failed attempt, Chavez was sent to a
military prison; Maduro campaigned for
his release (The Guardian, 2013).Maduro’s
wife, Cilia Flores, led the legal team that
worked to get Chavez freed. Since the
beginning, Maduro and his family were
among Chavez's most faithful supporters.
Maduro's strong ties to Chavismo and
Chavez have been critical factors advanc-
ing his political career. Maduro slowly but
surely climbed the political career ladder.

Maduro's strong ties to Chavismo and
Chavez have been critical factors advanc-
ing his political career. Maduro slowly but
surely climbed the political career ladder.
First, he took an active role in founding
the Fifth Republic Movement, initiated
by Chavez ahead of the 1998 elections.
After Chavez's successful rise to power in
1998, Maduro became part of the Con-
stituent Assembly, which drafted the
new Venezuelan constitution. Then, he
served a long string as a deputy at Par-
liament. He was re-elected in the 2005
parliamentary elections and became the
President of the National Assembly. One
year later, Chavez appointed him Minister
of Foreign Affairs. The former bus driver



was the longest-serving minister at this
post during Chavez's reign (Alarcon Deza,
2014). In 2012, shortly after Chavez's vic-
tory in the presidential election, Maduro
became Vice President. Before leaving for
surgery in Cuba in December 2012, Chavez
picked his long-time loyal confidant as his
successor. In his last public appearance,
President Chavez described Maduro as “a
complete revolutionary, a man of great
experience despite his youth, with great
dedication and capacity for work, for lead-
ing, for handling the most difficult situa-
tions” (Chuck, 2017).

Is Maduro A Populist
Leader?

Jan-Verner Mueller (2013) has raised a
critical question: “Can populism thrive
without a genuinely popular and char-
ismatic leader?” It is generally accepted
that populist leaders derive their legiti-
macy and authority from the people and
their popular support. Claiming to have
the people's support, populists believe
in popular sovereignty as manifested by
regular elections and referenda represent-
ing the people’s will. Put simply, this has
never been the case for Maduro. First of
all, Maduro was appointed by Chavez as
his successor. While carrying out his role
as interim president, he ran for office in
special elections convened in April 2013, in
the wake of Chavez's death. Maduro had
neither Chavez's charisma nor his sup-
port. Calling himself “the son of Chavez,”
Maduro narrowly won the election against
opposition leader Henrique Capriles by a
mere 1.5 percent. Compared to other pop-
ulist leaders, he has grown deeply unpop-
ular since his election.

Lacking Chavez's charisma, Maduro has
been unable to enjoy the level of popu-
lar support Chavez did. Shortly after he
assumed office, his job approval suffered
amid rising economic problems, including
hyperinflation, devaluation, and rampant
poverty. Among the populace, there was
a growing distrust of the Maduro govern-
ment. According to Corrales and Bergen
(2016), there was no single indicator of
governance that improved under Mad-
uro, and he was perceived as the weak-

The members of the Venezuelan resistance protested
against the Maduro government in Caracas, Venezu-
ela on April 26, 2017.

est president in Venezuelan history. The
existing problems pointed to significant
losses for Maduro and his party in upcom-
ing elections. Reliable polling indicated
that Maduro's approval rating stood below
25 percent before the end of 2014, and
around two-thirds of the country believed
that he would not be able to complete

his first presidential term (Reuters, 2014).
These numbers make more sense when
put in context and compared to his pre-
decessor’s approval ratings. Since Chavez
first came to power in 1999, his party, The
United Socialist Party of Venezuela (Parti-
do Socialista Unido de Venezuela, PSUV),
has dominated Venezuelan politics.
During the Chavez era, PSUV won every
election, both presidential and parliamen-
tary. And remarkably, Chavez won his last
election, in 2012, by 11 points and enjoyed
a 57 percent approval rating just before he
died (Corrales and Bergen, 2016).

Maduro's low approval rating suggests
he lacks a unique feature of populist
leaders: charismatic appeal. As Carlos de
la Torre has written, in hyper-personalistic
regimes, charisma cannot be transferred
to a handpicked successor (De la Torre,
2017). As Maduro lacks personal charisma,
he constantly invokes Chavez's memory
and legacy to capitalize on the latter’s
genuine popularity among the people.
Before he was elected in 2013, Maduro
overwhelmingly relied on his predeces-
sor’s political capital and legitimacy to
gain the people’s support. Maduro and
party followers strongly endorsed the
slogan of “Chavez lives! The struggle
continues! Always fighting for victory,
Comandante!” (Angosto-Ferrdndez, 2016).
Although Maduro sought to emulate
Chavez's tactics and style, his fierce rhet-



oric without strong charisma failed to
galvanize Chavez's electoral base.

Maduro's low approval rating became
more evident in the 2015 parliamentary
elections. The electoral coalition of the
opposition parties, called Mesa de Unidad
Democratica, (Democratic Unity Table —
MUD), won a landslide victory against the
ruling party PSUV. The result was a record
74 percent turnout, with 58 percent of
voters supporting the opposition and only
42 percent supporting the government
(Neuman, 2015). PSUV lost control of the
assembly for the first time since Chavez
came to power in 1999. The opposition
achieved a three-fifths majority, which
enabled them to pass laws, censure, and
remove government ministers and the
executive vice president.

Despite lacking charisma, Maduro has
displayed one classic trait of populism,
by framing Venezuela's struggle as the
“pure” people against the oligarchs. A re-
cent study from the Global Populism Dis-
course, which identifies populist discourse
in the speeches of world leaders, labels
Maduro as “very populist” on the basis of
speech analysis (Lewis et al.,, 2019). Like his
predecessor Chavez, Maduro's discourse
permanently seeks to divide society into
two separate groups and explicitly artic-
ulates an existential struggle between
them. The discourse mostly revolves
around confrontational rhetoric, framing
politics as a zero-sum game between the
people and the conspiring elite. Similar
to other populist leaders, Maduro treats
his political opponents not as competi-
tors but “enemies of the homeland” to be
defeated (Rodriguez-Garavito and Gomez
2018). Rhetorically, he portrays himself as
a victim, even at the height of his power,
blaming domestic or foreign elites. Ul-
timately, the populist discourse aims at
legitimizing the use of any means to stay
in power.

The dismantling of Venezuelan democ-
racy, which started under Chavez, was a
long and gradual process. While Chavez
used populism to entrench his power and
consolidate a competitive authoritarian
regime in the country, Maduro scaled up
to full-blown authoritarianism in the face
of eroding support for his government.

New Authoritarian-
ism Under an Un-
popular Populist
Leader

Even though Maduro differs from other
populist leaders in terms of lower popular
support, he shares another commonali-
ty with them: posing a danger to liberal
democracy (Hawkins and Ruth, 2016;
Weyland, 2013). After inheriting a hybrid
regime, Maduro followed a playbook left
in place by his predecessor. The deepen-
ing socio-economic crisis and increasing
domestic instability have increased pres-
sure on Maduro. To maintain his power,
he has become more radical, adopting
authoritarian tactics on several fronts,
including weakening state institutions,
undermining checks and balances, polar-
izing society into two camps, and stacking
the playing field against his opponents.

The dismantling of Venezuelan democ-
racy, which started under Chavez, was
a long and gradual process. During the
Chavez era, Venezuela was governed by a
semi-authoritarian regime, with extremely
weak democratic institutions and skewed
checks and balances. While Chavez used
populism to entrench his power and
consolidate a competitive authoritari-
an regime in the country (Corrales and
Penfold, 2011; Levitsky and Loxton, 2012),
Maduro scaled up to full-blown authori-
tarianism in the face of eroding support
for his government. As a Freedom House
(2017) report indicated, under the Mad-
uro administration, Venezuela gradually
transitioned from a “partly free” democra-
cy into a “not free" authoritarian regime.
As Maduro's support has waned at home,
the executive branch increasingly engag-
es in traditional authoritarian practices to
consolidate political power and eliminate
any efforts that would threaten its sur-
vival. Facing internal and external crises,
the Maduro administration has adopted
all sorts of repressive measures, including
undermining state institutions, arresting
opposition leaders, and suppressing the
press (Corrales, 2015: 44).



In this respect, the parliamentary elec-
tions in 2015 became a litmus test of
whether the regime would accept losing
any power through elections (Marstein-
tredet, 2020). Faced with a sweeping
opposition victory, Maduro initially ac-
knowledged the results by saying, “The
bad guys won, like the bad guys always
do, through lies and fraud” (The Guardian,
2015). But before long, the government
implied that it had no intention of sharing
its power with an opposition-led parlia-
ment. Within two years, the parliament
was weakened, first by the electoral coun-
cil's denial of the seats necessary for a su-
permajority, next by the Supreme Court's
rejection of the authority of the legislative
body, and finally by a constituent assem-
bly that rules in the place of the National
Assembly.

Nicolas Maduro with First Lady Cilia Flores and
Defense Minister Vladimir Padrino Lopez are seen as
watching a military parade in Caracas on February 1,
2017.

In the years following the 2015 elections,
the country was riven by deep polarization
and faced a political impasse, as Maduro
felt more insecure about holding power.
By early May 2016, the opposition had
submitted petitions with some 1.8 million
signatures to call for a referendum that
would remove Maduro from power. Nev-
ertheless, with the help of the National
Electoral Council (CNE), which the gov-
ernment has filled with Maduro loyalists,
the referendum was blocked. This manip-
ulation was simply another confirmation
that the ruling party would not accept the
results of an election that it might lose.

Similarly, the Supreme Court repeatedly
undermined the opposition-dominated
National Assembly's authority as an equal
branch of power, routinely overturning
the laws that it enacted. The Court has

been turned into a political weapon of the
Maduro administration. Shortly after the
opposition gained control of parliament in
2015, Maduro repacked the Court with un-
conditional loyalists by circumventing the
judicial appointment procedures outlined
in the constitution (Freeman, 2020). The
Supreme Court nullified nearly all legisla-
tion that the National Assembly passed in
2016 and stripped it of its budgetary pow-
ers. Moreover, Maduro asked the Court for
extraordinary powers to govern by decree,
bypassing the legislative body's checks
and balances.

Political interference in the judiciary is
not new in Venezuela. This “judicial shield”
was also used by Chavez, who packed the
Court with his loyalists (Correa and Reci-
nos 2016). Yet, the Supreme Court during
the Maduro administration has become
an arm of an authoritarian executive (13C,
2017). A report by the International Com-
mission of Jurists's (1JC) indicates that
the executive has decisively co-opted the
Court, whose members mainly consist of
members of the ruling party and ex-gov-
ernment officials. For example, last year,
the Supreme Court unilaterally appointed
a new electoral commission, which was
supposed to be appointed by parliament.
Nevertheless, the Supreme Court argued
that the opposition-run legislature was
in “unconstitutional omission.” The Court
suspended the leadership of the two lead-
ing opposition parties (Primero Justicia
and Accién Democratica) and appointed
Maduro supporters to lead both parties
instead. Finally, the Court increased the
number of seats in the National Assembly
from 166 to 277, a means of packing the
legislature (Human Rights Watch, 2020).

While the CNE and the Supreme Court
significantly curtailed the National As-
sembly's authority and ability to legislate,
Maduro aimed to fully dissolve it in 2017.
The government controversially created a
new Constituent Assembly to supersede
parliament’s authority and bypass its leg-
islation. Its alleged purpose was to draft a
new constitution, yet it never happened.
The Constituent Assembly assumed de
facto power and made all the country’s
important political decisions, giving
Maduro full control of the process. This
explicitly marked Venezuela's exit from
democracy.



Under the Maduro administration, elec-
toral irregularities have also become more
common (Corrales, 2016). The regime
understands that it cannot survive a free
and fair election, especially after the re-
sounding defeat in the 2015 parliamentary
elections. Although the remine has inher-
ited several “legacy” irregularities from
Chévez, Maduro has also introduced new,
election-specific irregularities of his own
(Corrales, 2016). It is widely accepted that
electoral conditions under Chavez were
never free and fair, and the incumbent
party enjoyed an uneven playing field, but
the elections were more competitive and
happened mostly on schedule (Corrales,
2016). During the Maduro administration,
Venezuela has experienced significant
electoral irregularities, including the
abuse of state power to the incumbent’s
advantage, gerrymandered electoral
districts, and public media access for
opposition candidates (Alarcon, Alvarez, &
Hidalgo, 2016).The government's electoral
strategy is designed to turn out its core
supporters while discouraging its oppo-
nents from voting. Maduro has created
an environment that enables the ruling
party to hold elections without any risk of
losing.

Meanwhile, the number of political pris-
oners has significantly increased under
the authoritarian Maduro administration.
Like other populist autocrats, Maduro
has labelled the opposition leaders “trai-
tors” serving as allies of foreign countries.
Popular opposition members have been
mostly side-lined from the political pro-
cess, either through being jailed or forced
to live in exile; some have been disquali-
fied from holding office (Singer, 2019). The
leader of the Popular Will Party, Leopoldo
Lopez, was one of the most popular oppo-
sition leaders; he was sentenced to almost
14 years in prison for a series of alleged
crimes related to his participation in the
protests of early 2014. Another popular
opposition leader, Henrique Capriles, who
has run twice as a presidential candidate,
was barred by Maduro’s government
from running for office. The Supreme
Court also lifted parliamentary immunity
for Freddy Guevara, the National Assem-
bly’s vice president, who the government
accused of crimes for his involvement in
street protests (Semple, 2017).

As part of a larger authoritarian play-
book, the political prisoners have also
been used as a bargaining chip by the
Maduro administration. For instance, in
August 2020, the Venezuelan govern-
ment pardoned more than 100 opposition
politicians, including more than 20 legisla-
tors who had been accused of conspiring
against the government (Reuters, 2010).
Maduro attempted to use these prisoners
as part of an ongoing negotiation ahead
of parliamentary elections.

Amid diminishing government support,
Maduro is increasingly bolstered by a loyal
security apparatus, including the military
and police. After losing Chavez's political
capital amid the deteriorating economic
situation, Maduro has leaned increasingly
on the military, which has become vital to
his regime’'s survival.

The Alliance with the
Military

Chavez's main strategy was to use plebi-
scitarian mass support to transform estab-
lished institutions and concentrate power
in the hands of the President (Weyland,
2013). However, Maduro, unlike other pop-
ulist leaders, lacks the charisma to appeal
to popular support. Instead, he consol-
idated support among the Chavista’s
inner forces and the military (Romero and
Mijares, 2016). Lopez Maya (2018) describes
Maduro's government as a “neopatri-
monial rule”; it is not a simple populist
regime. According to her, Chavez's close
circle coalesced around Maduro, letting
him rule along with his family, friends, and
the military. Maduro originally derived his
legitimacy from those implicit domestic
coalitions rather than the people’s vote.

Amid diminishing government support,
Maduro is increasingly bolstered by a loyal
security apparatus, including the military
and police. After losing Chavez's political
capital amid the deteriorating economic
situation, Maduro has leaned increasingly
on the military, which has become vital to
his regime’s survival. Maduro and his allies
understood that the military would be a
decisive player in the political game. The
lack of charismatic leadership and popular
support has made a power-sharing ar-



rangement with the military necessary.

It is important to note here that the
high “militarization” of Venezuelan poli-
tics dates back to Chavez, who espoused
a narrative of the “civil-military alliance”
even in the early years of his administra-
tion (Strgnen, 2016). A significant number
of military officers entered into the tra-
ditionally civilian space of public offices,
effectively militarizing the political system.
While many military officers were purged
during the Chavez era, some loyal officers
were promoted to critical civilian posts.

With Maduro, the Venezuelan military
has become even more involved in poli-
tics through a series of rewards granted
by the government in accordance with
implicit power-sharing arrangements.
Maduro sought to shore up his support in
the armed forces after the defeat in the
parliamentary elections (Smilde, 2015).
Losing a critical branch of power, Maduro
rewarded “profit-seeking soldiers” with
access to cabinet posts and the control
of banks and other financial institutions
(Correa, 2020). High-level bureaucrat-
ic cadres and political posts have been
staffed with military officers. The officers
have a massive presence in the presiden-
tial office, vice-ministries, and among
governors, mostly without giving up their
military offices. As of 2020, eight members
of Maduro’s 33-member cabinet —and
seven of the nineteen governors who
belong to the ruling party — are active or
retired military members (Correa, 2020).
Several key sectors now rest in the hands
of military officers, including the distribu-
tion of food and basic products. Maduro
appointed Defence Minister General Vlad-
imir Padrino Loépez as head of the “Grand
Supply Mission” in 2016, handing him
control of Venezuela's entire food supply
system. Since then, the Venezuelan army
has become the main authority regulat-
ing food and medicine distribution across
the country

Maduro has surrounded himself with
a group that faces high exit costs if the
ruling party loses power, thereby ensuring
their support for his survival in office (Can-
non and Brown, 2017). For example, David
Smilde (2016) argues that Maduro has
picked generals for his inner circle who
are on the US blacklist for drug trafficking
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or human rights violations. Theseindivid-
uals have much to lose in any political
transition favouring democracy and the
rule of law. Any transition to democracy
could lead to prosecution and long-term
imprisonment. High ranking military offi-
cials are expected to remain loyal to their
commander-in-chief, since their ability to
avoid justice depends on Maduro’s surviv-
al.

Maduro has needed to consolidate sup-
port amongst the military: since he came
to power, the likelihood of a coup has in-
creased. Fed up with rampant corruption,
rapid democratic backsliding, and the
dire economic situation, some factions of
the opposition considered the possibility
of a military intervention. Maduro, in fact,
claims there have been several attempt-
ed coups against his government (Lans-
berg-Rodriguez, 2015). Some Venezuelan
opposition members and generals were
arrested by intelligence agents and in-
dicted on charges of conspiracy against
the government. According to Corrales
(2020), by mid-2019, the Maduro adminis-
tration held 217 active and retired military
officers in prison, many of them without
trial. While the Venezuelan government
fingered opposition members, generals,
and businesspeople as plotting a “coup”
against Maduro, he also accused the Unit-
ed States of masterminding an attempt to
overthrow him.

The army has played a significant role in
supporting Maduro'’s legitimacy and pow-
er, especially at critical turning points. The
military’s support of Maduro smoothed
the way for his consolidation of power.
That support has not been uniform, how-
ever. In 2019, dozens of military members
joined Juan Guaido’s uprising attempt.
However, none of them were upper-level
military members, and the attempt failed.



Oil pump jack and oil barrels with Venezuelan flag.

Fall of the Petro-state
Under the Maduro
Administration

Maduro also lacks another significant
asset that Chavez enjoyed: booming oil
prices. Oil accounts for around 90 percent
of petro-state Venezuela's exports (OPEC,
2016). Instead of saving the oil revenue for
the future, Chavez just funnelled booming
oil revenue into social programs targeting
the poor, including subsidized food, free
healthcare, and education. Even though
Chavez was a highly charismatic leader,
his popularity also heavily depended on
his government’'s economic performance
and generous social programs funded by
oil money, which in turn spurred the vot-
ers' support for him.

Maduro was elected president amid an
unfavourable economic environment and
would soon feel the long-term economic
pain that Chavez wrought for the sake
of short-term gain. Shortly after Maduro
took office, the global price of petroleum
crashed, triggering Venezuela's most se-
rious economic and social crisis in recent

N

history. Since 2013, the country has lost
62 percent of its Gross Domestic Prod-
uct (GDP) (Bull and Rosales, 2020). The
economic crisis has rapidly spiralled into
a serious humanitarian crisis marked by
worsening public services, malnutrition,
and shortages, including for food and
medicine.

Venezuelan oil production has also de-
clined because of international sanctions
and a lack of maintenance in the oil sec-
tor. Instead of market-friendly economic
reforms and relaxing price controls, Mad-
uro chose to continue with his predeces-
sor’s populist economic policies, including
nationalizations, tight state control of the
economy, and uncontrolled printing of
money. Some short-term relief did not
solve the complicated problems. Losing
his popular support, Maduro was, indeed,
not in a position to deviate from Chavez's
socialist policies mainly due to a fear of
losing his base (Smilde, 2015). Maduro's
economic management was also marred
by a series of incompetent appointments.
At a critical time when the economic crisis
deepened, Maduro appointed a professor
who believed inflation does not really exist
(Ellsworth, 2016).

The decline in state revenue due to



the sharp fall in oil prices also resulted in
reduced social welfare programs. As social
programs benefiting the poor, the clien-
telist social networks providing services in
exchange for political support has sig-
nificantly expanded under Maduro’s rule.
Even though food distribution and other
social programs have long been in place,
at least since Chavez was in power, the
massive misuse of state resources became
more frequent through solid patronage
and clientelist politics under the Maduro
administration (Buxton, 2017). Maduro
explicitly used government resources

to guarantee his re-election for another
term. For example, before the presiden-
tial elections in 2018, Maduro expanded
food subsidies nationally to assure a high
electoral turnout (Penfold, 2018). Under
military control, food was used as a politi-
cal tool to reward and mobilize supporters
and punish opponents. The voters who
were not ideologically aligned with Madu-
ro were excluded from food distributions
and other social programs (Garcia-Guadil-
la and Mallen, 2019).

The neo-patrimonial rule under Mad-
uro also allowed corruption and illicit
businesses to flourish across the country.
According to Transparency Internation-
al (2019), Venezuela is among the most
corrupt countries in the world (of a total of
180 countries included in the Corruption
Perception Index, Venezuela ranks 169).
A recent example of the complex corrup-
tion schemes initiated under Maduro'’s
rule is the “Local Commmittees for Supply
and Production (CLAP) program.” Initially
created to provide subsidized food to poor
citizens, the program has turned into a
complex corruption network that made
money from overvalued contracts, which
eventually enriched high-level officials
(Reuters, 2019). While corruption has pro-
liferated under Maduro’s rule, other illicit
businesses, including drug trafficking,
have emerged as a key source of profits
for the ruling elite (Naim and Toro, 2018).
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Opposition protested against the government of
Nicolas Maduro in Caracas, Venezuela on April 26,
2017.

Anti-Maduro
Protests

This difficult economic situation has
been accompanied by a pronounced
deterioration in social issues and, conse-
qguently, an increase in the levels of politi-
cal conflict. Deteriorating economic con-
ditions, economic mismanagement, and
rampant corruption have undermined
Maduro’s unravelling support over the
years, leading to widespread discontent
among broad sectors of the population,
even including some faction of Chavez
supporters. Inevitably, the worsening sit-
uation triggered several massive protests
across the country against rising repres-
sion, the high cost of living, and misgover-
nance.

Amid growing frustration, in 2014,
the government faced the first mas-
sive demonstrations. Leopoldo Lépez,
an opposition leader, led national street
protests in opposition to Maduro as part
of a strategy known as “La Salida” (The
Way Out). Hard-line members of the
opposition and students took part. The
demonstrations were severely repressed
by Venezuelan security forces, resulting in
the deaths of 43 people.

The country witnessed another set of
widespread protests in 2017, when the Su-
preme Court stripped the opposition-led
parliament’s legislative powers. This deci-
sion prompted widespread outrage in the
country. A month of huge protests against
Maduro’s rule involved instances of loot-
ing and violence. Maduro reacted to these
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protesters by referring to them as “vandals
and terrorists” and called his supporters
to the streets (Romo and Marilia, 2017).
Similarly, he ramped up his fierce rheto-
ric against the right-wing opposition and
external powers.

Maduro violently cracked down on the
protests and imprisoned his major po-
litical rivals. Security forces repeatedly
used excessive force to repress anti-gov-
ernment demonstrations, resulting in
dozens of deaths. Several international
institutions documented human rights
violations committed by state authorities.
Recently, a UN Human Rights Council
fact-finding mission identified findings
about extrajudicial executions, enforced
disappearances, arbitrary detentions,

and torture committed in the country
since 2014 (UN Human Rights Council,
2020). Similarly, the International Crimi-
nal Court’s (ICC) prosecutor reported that
there is a “reasonable basis” to believe
Venezuelan civilian authorities, members
of the armed forces, and pro-government
individuals had committed crimes against
humanity (Reuters, 2020)



Maduro’s Presidency
Facing Questions of
Legitimacy

Under conditions significantly favouring
the incumbent party — including voting
irregularities — the main opposition parties
decided to boycott the next presidential
(2018) and parliamentary elections (2020),
saying the electoral system was rigged in
favour of Maduro and his party.

In May 2018, the presidential elections
took place amid criticism of domestic and
international actors. Maduro was re-elect-
ed with 67 percent of the vote, although
only 46 percent of eligible voters partici-
pated. The high abstention rate was due
to the opposition’s boycott.The election
was rejected and labelled illegitimate by
several countries and international or-
ganizations, including the United States,
the Lima Group (12 of 13 Latin American
member countries and Canada), and the
European Union.

In January 2019, Maduro was sworn in for

his second term as president amid ques-
tions about his legitimacy. Only two weeks
after Maduro's swearing-in ceremony, the
President of the National Assembly and
the opposition leader Juan Guaido de-
clared himself the country’s acting Presi-
dent. His claim rested on a provision in the
1999 constitution that allows the president
of parliament to assume power temporar-
ily in the absence of a president-elect. The
opposition argued that Maduro had not
been elected legally, and, therefore, the
country was without a president. Since
2019, Venezuela has been caught in a po-
litical conflict between the two men who
claim to be its rightful president.

Even though Guaido was recognized
as President by more than 50 countries,
he has remained powerless and strug-
gled to gain control. Most critically, he
did not succeed in persuading the upper
echelons of the military — the most criti-
cal power player in Maduro's survival — to
turn against the regime. With Maduro
firmly entrenched in power, Guaido-led
efforts have failed to change the political
dynamic on the ground. In June 2020,
ruling-party lawmakers elected one of the
opposition members backed by Maduro
to lead the parliament, depriving Guaidd

President of Venezuelan National Assembly Juan Guaido talks to the people during a rally in Caracas, Venezuela on

January 23, 2019
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of his position (Krygier and Faiola, 2020).
While the opposition declared this move
a “parliamentary coup,” Guaido’s popu-
larity significantly declined only one year
after he promised to remove Maduro from
power.

Seeking to bolster his legitimacy, Mad-
uro continues to hold elections signifi-
cantly stripped of their democratic re-
quirements. In the 2020 parliamentary
elections, the Guaidd-led faction of the
opposition refused to participate due to
serious electoral irregularities. The elector-
al system has been re-designed in favour
of the government. In June 2020, the
Supreme Court stripped three of the four
main opposition parties of their leader-
ship, allowing the parties to be co-opted
by pro-government politicians. Along with
an expanding of the National Assembly,
from 167 to 277 seats, this severely weak-
ened the opposition. The Maduro admin-
istration also refused to allow international
electoral observers.

With low voter participation, the pres-
ident and his left-wing allies won 257 of
the 277 seats in the assembly, taking 67.7
percent of the vote. Regardless of civilian
disenchantment with politics, solidified
his grip on the last democratically elected
institution in Venezuela.

Another Populist
Playbook: Foreign
Plots

Maduro has another similarity with other
populist leaders: he feeds fears of exter-
nal plots to distract the public’s attention
from daily problems inside the country.
From the outset of his reign, conspiracy
theories have been central to Maduro’s
discourse (Carey, 2019). Shortly after he
took office, Maduro accused foes of plot-
ting to assassinate him and claimed that
“imperialist” enemies infected Chavez
with cancer (Reuters, 2013). The Venezue-
lan government has trumpeted the con-
spiracies as a way of rallying its supporters
around a shared, unsubstantiated enemy.
Both Chavez and Maduro used conspira-
cies as a weapon to discredit or demonize
adversaries and to generate a fortress

15

mentality among supporters (Pineiro,
Rhodes-Purdy and Rosenblatt, 2016).

Unable to control the collapse of the
economy and chronic issues inside the
country, Maduro sustained typical Chavez-
style conspiracy theories and claimed
foreign states were the main culprit of
the country’s problems.In 2016, Maduro
announced a plot orchestrated by the
US and its alleged domestic conspirators
to sabotage the Venezuelan economy.
Two weeks later, he announced that the
US Embassy, with the participation of
opposition leaders, carried out a cyberat-
tack against the banking system (Telesur
English, 2016).He also explicitly attributed
the country’s socio-economic misery to
“external dynamics” by constantly invok-
ing the “economic war” waged against
his government by internal and external
enemies (Reuters, 2018). Maduro has also
constantly characterized the widespread
protests and rallies as attempted coups
fostered by the United States against his
government. For Maduro, there was an
international right-wing conspiracy work-
ing with the radical opposition inside the
country to oust him.

Meanwhile, the US's increasingly ag-
gressive policy towards Venezuela helped
Maduro paint himself as the victim of a
foreign plot by the US in an effort to gain
favour at home and abroad. First, the
Obama administration declared Venezu-
ela as an “an unusual and extraordinary
threat to national security” and imposed
sanctions on a few high-ranking govern-
ment officials in 2015 (Neuman, 2015).
Then, the Trump administration further
increased the pressure by adopting a
“maximum pressure” policy to topple
Maduro and pave the way for a demo-
cratic transition inside the country. Wash-
ington imposed another set of sanctions
against Venezuela in 2019 in a bid to oust
Maduro. The PDVSA state-led oil company
was barred from accessing US financial
markets as of 2017 and from selling oil to
any US-related individual or corporation
as of 2019.

These sanctions disrupted he flow of
petrodollars. But the aggressive policies
also provided Maduro with a tailor-made
excuse: he could blame the crisis on exter-
nal powers and establish more sweeping



government control over key government
institutions (Dempsey, 2018). Similarly,
Maduro used the sanctions to shore up his
domestic supporters and loyalists. Mad-
uro shouted to a large crowd: “l invite the
entire Venezuelan people, in all the states
and regions of the country, to join in. No
one messes with our country. The Yankee
boot will never touch it,” (New York Times,
2015).

Being in dire need of economic and
financial relief, the Maduro government
managed to find ways of evading sanc-
tions by deepening its alliances with
like-minded regimes. In response to rising
isolation in the region, the Maduro ad-
ministration has become more reliant on
alliances with Iran, Turkey, China, Russia,
and other autocratic populist internation-
al actors.
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Iranian President Hasan Rouhani and Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro at the opening ceremony of the Non-
Aligned Movement Summit in Porlamar, Venezuela on September 17, 2016

An Authoritarian Coalition with Like-minded

Regimes

Maduro’s less favourable conditions
after Chavez were not limited to domestic
dynamics. Venezuela's position has signifi-
cantly changed in the regional and inter-
national context since Maduro assumed
the presidency. In the late 1990s and early
2000s, Latin America experienced a “Pink
Tide,” as a wave of leftist governments
took power in the region. While this surge,
which began with Chavez's election in
Venezuela in 1998, created a favourable
environment for Chavez, it had begun —
and continues — to recede as right-wing
parties once again gained power in the
region.

With the demise of potential left-wing
allies, Maduro's government has become
increasingly isolated in the Western Hemi-
sphere. Rising repression, human rights vi-
olations, economic crisis, and widespread
corruption cases have all accelerated the
regime’s regional isolation.

The changing price of raw materials has
also altered regional dynamics (Rome-
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ro and Mijares, 2016). In 2005, Chavez
launched PetroCaribe, which provided

a stable oil flow to many Caribbean and
Central American nations on preferential
payment terms. When Venezuela's oil
production plunged and the US sanctions
ramped up, the Maduro administration
scaled back the program. In return, Vene-
zuela lost the diplomatic support of those
small countries, which had until then that
blocked nearly every resolution put for-
ward by other member states condemn-
ing or pressuring the Maduro govern-
ment.

Venezuela's isolation in the regional
context has become more visible in the
initiatives led by the Organization of
American States (OAS), which is an influ-
ential regional organization that includes
35 independent countries in the West-
ern Hemisphere. The OAS has become
the principal body through which the
countries in Latin America have exerted
pressure on the Maduro administration as
instability intensified in the country. The



Secretary General of the OAS, Luis Alma-
gro, called the Inter-American Democratic
Charter in May 2016, a process that could
lead to Venezuela's suspension from the
organization. The Maduro government
formally withdrew from the regional body
in April 2019 (Gallén, 2019)

More external pressure and increased
isolation in the region further destabilized
the economy and the state’'s income. Be-
ing in dire need of economic and financial
relief, the Maduro government managed
to find ways of evading sanctions by
deepening its alliances with like-minded
regimes. In response to rising isolation in
the region, the Maduro administration
has become more reliant on alliances with
China, Russia, and other autocratic pop-
ulist international actors. Strong ties with
China and Russia have strengthened the
resilience of the Maduro administration.
During the Chavez era, these bilateral rela-
tions blossomed due in large part to the
close personal relations between presi-
dents. These two revisionist powers have
been eager to trade their financial and
diplomatic support to Venezuela as part of
their geopolitical intentions in America’s
backyard. With that intention, Moscow
and Beijing have played a crucial role in
keeping the Venezuelan regime afloat,
primarily through loans and other contri-
butions (Rouvinski, 2019).

Several other countries also appeared
eager to cooperate with the Venezue-
lan government despite the risk of more
sanctions. These countries have become
vital partners, filling the void at a time
when many Western companies express
reluctance to engage in business with
Venezuela for fear of incurring US sanc-
tions. A widening array of friendly coun-
tries seemed to expect preferential access
to Venezuela's market and to cultivate
lucrative commercial relationships. Erdo-
gan’s Turkey is one of the opportunistic
new “allies” that has extended a lifeline to
Maduro (Oner, 2020).

Meanwhile, Culba still remains an influ-
ential actor in Venezuela. Cuban security
officials are reportedly involved in various
key areas of the administration, including
intelligence services. Maduro’'s connection
to Cuba, cultivated when he was a young
man, has made Havana more pervasive
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during his rule (Naim and Toro, 2018). It

is believed that Cuban security training
and technical assistance has significantly
helped the Maduro government to estab-
lish a firewall against internal and external
threats (Fonseca and Polga-Hecimovich,
2020). In return for this aid, the Maduro
administration provided significant oil
support to Cuba. While Cuban military
and intelligence personnel help Maduro
stay in power, the oil provided by Vene-
zuela continues to provide much-needed
support to the Cuban economy.



CONCLUSION

The last seven years under Maduro have been marked by rising polariza-
tion, election irregularities, looming economic crisis, and massive protests.
Maduro's incompetent policies have further propelled the country into a
downward spiral, which eventually forced more than five million people to
leave the country. The same political, economic, and social shocks contribut-
ed to the regime’s rising authoritarianism. As the opposition gained popular
support through the elections and external pressure on Maduro grew, the
resorted to anti-democratic means to maintain his grip on power.

There is a widespread consensus that Maduro is an unpopular leader. De-
spite his lack of popular support, Maduro still shares particular features with
other populist leaders. His discourse and political style — framing politics as
constant battle between the good and corrupt —is notably populist in nature.
Similarly, his struggle for power at the expense of rising repression and re-
strictions is in line with the autocratic practices of other populist leaders. As
several scholars argue, Maduro has transformed an inherited, semi-author-
itarian regime into a full-blown authoritarian one (Corrales 2020; Marstein-
tredet, 2020).

Lacking personal charisma and booming oil revenues, Maduro has strug-
gled to obtain his predecessor’s popular support and failed to legitimize his
rule at the polls. Instead, Maduro consolidated his power through sharing it
with elites and the military. Externally, the country’s social, economic, and
political environment has contributed to the growing perception among in-
ternational actors that the regime is becoming ever more authoritarian and
unstable. In the face of the greatest threat to its survival both at home and
abroad, Maduro and his allies eliminated Venezuela's remaining democratic
institutions.

The Maduro administration remains reluctant to make any concessions
that might erode its power. With implicit and explicit power-sharing ar-
rangements with key actors at the domestic level, Maduro has been able
to cling to power. Currently, the military still supports Maduro; there are no
signs this will change anytime soon. As the recent political events suggest,
and barring free and fair elections, unpopular populist Maduro will remain
in power.
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