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“In this insightful and highly-readable book, Joe Emersberger and 
Justin Podur tell the story of how Washington—aided by powerful 
media interests—responded with a relentless and brutal campaign 
to destroy Venezuela’s model of independence and bring the 
country back under U.S. control. It’s a sad and infuriating tale.” 
—LINDA MCQUAIG, author of The Sport & Prey of Capitalists

“It is an essential corrective to the highly misleading accounts of 
the mainstream media, the U.S. government, and from human 
rights NGOs, which regularly demonize the Maduro government 
while falsely presenting the opposition as noble freedom fighters.”
—GREG WILPERT, Co-Founder of VenezualAnlaysis.com and 
author of Changing Venezuela by Taking Power” 

“The book, with abundant detail on every page, will be an inval-
uable tool for solidarity groups.”—STEVE ELLNER, Associate 
Managing Editor of Latin American Perspectives, retired professor 
at Venezuela’s Universidad de Oriente

“Seldom has a book expressed so clearly the outrages that the 
U.S. has visited upon the Venezuelan people.”—MARIA PÁEZ 
VICTOR, Venezuelan-Canadian political activist and sociologist

Beyond their detailed analysis of six coup attempts since 2002 
. . . reveals the deceptions beneath the concept of democracy 
for industrialized capitalist societies.—JESÚS RODRÍGUEZ-
ESPINOZ A, editor, Orinoco Tribune

“Demonstrates that Obama’s 2015 declaration that Venezuela 
poses an ‘extraordinary threat’ to the national security of the US 
was precisely an inversion of reality. This compelling account 
illuminates the hope that Venezuela holds for the peoples of the 
world–and the lethal costs of resisting the U.S. empire.”—RO GER 
HARRIS, Task Force on the Americas
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“Extraordinary Threat shows that without a doubt it is not Venezuela 
that represents a “national security threat” to the United States, as 
former U.S. President Obama would have you believe. Rather, it is 
the United States and its allies that represent an existential threat 
to Venezuela, as they deploy the weapons of “liberal (capitalist) 
democracy” against millions among their own citizens who find 
it increasingly hard to receive basic healthcare, put food on the 
table, or even secure a roof over their heads. A must read for 
anyone who cares about democracy, human rights, and just plain 
human decency.—CL AUDIA CHAUFAN, MD, PhD, Associate 
Professor of Health Policy, York University, Canada

“If the Biden administration is serious about ending the 
Venezuela policy that senator Chris Murphy rightfully dubbed an 
“unmitigated disaster,” it should look no further than Emersberger 
and Pudor’s fact-packed, well-organized and updated guide to 
twenty years of U.S. coup attempts in oil rich Venezuela.”
—EIRIK VOLD, author of Hugo Chavez: the Bolivarian Revolution 
Up Close

“This is a carefully documented book. It challenges mainstream 
media journalists and political analysts, among others, to read 
it with an open mind.”—NINO PAGLIC CIA, editor of Cuba 
Solidarity

“From media-styled to overt mercenary incursions and everything 
in between, Emersberger and Podur deconstruct the history of 
U.S. interventionism against Chavismo.”—TERI MAT T SON, 
CODEPINK Latin American Campaign Coordinator

“A detailed run-through of recent Venezuelan history and a 
thorough debunking of its terrible media coverage: Extraordinary 
Threat is an extraordinary book.”—AL AN MACLEOD, author 
of Bad News from Venezuela: Twenty years of Fake News and 
Misreporting
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The Extraordinary Threat
to Venezuela

For over a century, the United States has used terror tactics—
including everything from direct military invasion to economic 
strangulation—to assert its self-appointed right to rule over all 

countries in the Americas. It has smashed small countries such as 
Haiti, Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala that could only have 
posed the “threat of a good example” by developing in defiance of U.S. 
orders. But Venezuela, at the start of the twenty-first century, “threat-
ened” to do much more than that. For many years, it provided a 
promising example of democratic and social reform under a govern-
ment described by itself and its adversaries as socialist. Venezuela also 
began to finance the liberation of other countries in the Americas. It 
helped Argentina pay off debt owed to the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and launched an initiative called PetroCaribe that helped 
many countries in the region buy oil. Venezuela also spearheaded 
regional integration initiatives that sidelined Washington—weaken-
ing the imperial grip of the United States.1

For two decades, despite winning elections, Venezuela’s “Chavista” 
governments (under the presidencies of the late Hugo Chávez, who 
died in 2013, and then his protégé and elected successor, Nicolás 
Maduro) have been smeared as dictatorships. No one in the Western 

1

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



10 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

media is ever held accountable for telling outright lies about the coun-
try. And these lies have deadly consequences: as a result, the Western 
public has accepted sanctions that have killed tens of thousands of 
Venezuelans since 2017.2 If a military attack on Venezuela occurs at 
some point by the United States or its allies, the way will have been 
prepared by the stories that have been told about Venezuela over the 
past twenty years.

The most audacious lie told about Venezuela’s government occurred 
when President Barack Obama imposed economic sanctions on 
Venezuela in March 2015. He issued an executive order that formally 
declared a “national emergency” based on the claim that Venezuela 
was “an extraordinary threat to the national security of the United 
States.”3 Every year since, the U.S. government has repeated this out-
landish claim, to keep its increasingly murderous sanctions in place. 
The sanctions are designed to starve the Venezuelan government of 
the hard currency it needs to import food, medicine, and the parts 
required to maintain basic infrastructure such as its electrical grid.

A New York Times analysis in 2015, without being explicit, con-
ceded that Obama’s “extraordinary threat” claim was absurd, but 
focused instead on concerns that it may have “backfired.” And the 
article also downplayed the importance of Obama’s lie by uncritically 
quoting U.S. officials saying it was “a formality required by law in 
order to carry out sanctions.”4 In fact, the article completely reverses 
the truth. It’s the U.S. government that poses an extraordinary threat 
to Venezuela.

Why is it so easy to lie about Venezuela? Why is it so difficult to 
clarify the reality? The answer has to do with the structure of capital-
ist democracy—a structure that facilitates aggression by the world’s 
most powerful states. The limitations that capitalist democracy places 
on voters at home also constrict what voters can do to restrain their 
governments’ behavior abroad.

What Makes a Democracy?

Democracy means rule by the people. Under capitalism, our global 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



THE EXTRAORDINARY THREAT TO VENEzuElA 11

economic system, power accrues to those with wealth. When you refer 
to any real-world government as a “democracy” you are, by necessity, 
using the term loosely. A “capitalist democracy” is one where crucial 
decisions about investment, employment, and how one spends most 
of one’s day are all decided by an ownership elite or the managers they 
appoint—not decided through democratic means. Basic economic 
questions—what gets produced, how, and for whom—are dominated 
by private business owners and wealthy investors, even though such 
questions are essential to everyone’s well-being. Keeping these eco-
nomic questions “insulated from political pressures” (that is, voters), 
as The Economist magazine once suggested should be done to an even 
greater extent, guarantees the political dominance of the wealthy.5 It’s 
an aspect of any capitalist democracy that is obscured because people 
can vote in elections even as they are disenfranchised when it comes 
to major economic decisions.   

In practice, similar comments apply to the liberal values that capi-
talist democracies claim to champion. People who actually threaten 
the dominant political class—not through violence but through effec-
tive journalism—may face brutal consequences.  

 In 2019, Julian Assange and Chelsea Manning were both in jail. 
Assange’s organization, Wikileaks, published documents leaked by 
Manning, an intelligence analyst who had been based in Iraq, that 
exposed war crimes perpetrated by the U.S. military. According to the 
UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, Assange has been arbi-
trarily detained since 2012, and yet the UK and Sweden, two of the 
countries responsible for his plight, simply dismissed the Working 
Group’s decision.6 The Lenín Moreno government in Ecuador (which 
took office in 2017) reversed the previous government’s policy of 
protecting Assange in its embassy in London. After failing to hound 
Assange out of its embassy, Moreno’s government stripped him of 
Ecuadorian citizenship rights and withdrew his political asylum. 
That has opened the door to his possible extradition to the United 
States. If the UK allows that extradition, Assange is to be tried in the 
States for conspiracy with Manning to hack computers and commit 
espionage—but in reality doing journalism that revealed war crimes.7 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



12 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many prisoners have been released 
from UK prisons for public health reasons. Assange has not. Manning, 
who was released in 2020, had spent seven years in jail, double the 
time spent by William Calley, who perpetrated the My Lai Massacre.8 
But Amnesty International still refused to call her a Prisoner of 
Conscience, and in 2019 merely said it hoped Manning’s latest arrest 
(for refusing to testify against Assange before a grand jury) would not 
last “any longer than necessary.”9

The Western media’s relentless vilification of Assange, which has 
been extensively documented by media critics Media Lens in the 
UK, makes this open assault on supposed liberal values possible.10 
Another aspect of how capitalist democracy selectively applies liberal 
values at home is that the line for acceptable dissent, or for simply 
being left alone as you go about your life, is drawn very differently 
for ethnic or racial minorities: African Americans in the United 
States are subjected to mass incarceration and other police violence; 
Indigenous people in Canada are subjected to various types of insti-
tutional lawlessness.11 

Still, the maintenance of elite dominance does not always require 
outright dictatorship and can accommodate periodic elections. 
Candidates who seriously threaten elite rule can be marginalized. 
Their electoral bases can be discouraged or disqualified from voting. 
Freedom of association can be guaranteed even if some forms of non-
violent protest and political activity are criminalized. The “free press,” 
which is not free at all but accountable to billionaire owners and cor-
porate advertisers, is key to obscuring and justifying the limitations 
of capitalist democracy to the general public. This does not always 
require deliberate dishonesty provided that a compatible worldview 
is internalized by editors and journalists. Which facts and sources 
matter and which can be ignored? Which stories run on the front 
page and which get buried in short articles deep inside, if they are 
covered at all?  In answering these questions, there is ample room for 
one-sided and error-riddled coverage that is driven by the sincerely 
held political views and unconscious bias of journalists. But there is 
often negligible accountability for the most egregious falsehoods and 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



THE EXTRAORDINARY THREAT TO VENEzuElA 13

lies of omission. To see how these falsehoods and omissions work to 
facilitate the aims of imperialist policy, there is probably no better 
case study than the media’s coverage of Venezuela. 

Traditional media outlets are not alone in whitewashing the worst 
actions of the powerful at home and abroad. Today there are other 
tools for ensuring the consent of the public: social media platforms 
that are also ad-dependent, owned by billionaires, and increasingly 
pressured to become as closed off to dissenting views as traditional 
media; and human rights organizations that present a face of neutral-
ity but serve the world’s most powerful governments through selective 
emphasis, omission, and falsehoods. Together, these organizations 
pressure the public to believe in a series of themes and tropes—all of 
which serve the powerful at the expense of the powerless. 

There are many such tropes in domestic politics: black-on-black 
violence, looters, greedy unions, welfare queens, super-predators, 
out-of-control deficits. The media frame stories in these terms so that 
the public will accept these elite premises as common sense. Getting 
the public to accept deep cuts to social spending at home so that elites 
can get an even bigger share of the country’s national income is bad 
enough. But when U.S. propaganda is turned on a poor country, it 
represents an extraordinary threat to the targeted government and 
its people. At least in domestic politics, the lived experience of voters 
offers a reality check, however inadequate, on the myths they are sold. 
Distorting the reality about faraway places like Venezuela is easier 
since few have the incentive to research beyond the most readily 
available sources for news and analysis.  

The Empire and Democracy Do Not Mix

Voters in poor and middle-income countries must contend with an 
additional limitation to capitalist democracy: threats from the U.S.-
led empire. 

The word empire evokes ancient Rome crushing smaller king-
doms on the road to dominating much of Europe and Asia. There 
is an extensive literature about empires and their history, and even 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



14 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

a debate about whether the United States is an empire. The evidence 
overwhelmingly suggests that it is with military bases in most coun-
tries, its navy in every corner of the high seas, its dollar as the reserve 
currency of the globe, and its undisguised efforts to overthrow or 
punish other governments for defying its orders (Venezuela, Iran, 
Nicaragua, Syria, China, Russia). The United States fits all the basic 
criteria for being an empire. There shouldn’t be much cause for 
debate. But being ruled by an empire is not a desirable state of affairs 
for the people of the world.12 The empire rewards obedient govern-
ments for brutality at home and even aggression abroad, provided 
they follow orders. On the other hand, the empire severely punishes 
independent governments even if they function within the rules of 
capitalist democracy. Democratic legitimacy does little to restrain 
the empire when it decides a government must be targeted for 
“regime change.” 13

Sometimes dictatorships are targeted, such as Iraq in 2003, Libya 
in 2011, and Syria in 2011. But six times in this century (so far) the 
United States has decided that a democratically elected head of state in 
the Western Hemisphere had to go: Venezuela’s Hugo Chávez in 2002, 
Haiti’s Jean-Bertrand Aristide in 2004, Honduras’s Manuel Zelaya in 
2009, Bolivia’s Evo Morales in 2019, Nicaragua’s Daniel Ortega and 
Venezuela’s Nicolás Maduro in 2019.14   

Venezuela is not a threat to the national security of the United 
States as outlandishly claimed. But it does threaten the U.S. capacity 
to bribe and bully governments throughout the Americas. Like any 
emperor, the United States casts itself as a victim to defend an inde-
fensible right to rule, but it relies more on the use of propaganda at 
home than a dictatorship would. At home, brutality against welfare 
recipients, undocumented immigrants, union members, and racial 
minorities is justified through truth reversal: depicting the victims of 
cruel policies as threats. Abroad, reversing the truth has allowed the 
United States to pose an extraordinary threat to Venezuelans. This 
escalating campaign against Venezuela has many features that are 
worth discussing in detail.

The same propaganda emanates from seemingly ideologically 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



THE EXTRAORDINARY THREAT TO VENEzuElA 15

diverse sources. The entire public, not just the Fox News–watching 
segment of it, must be targeted. The public must be made to support, 
or at least be largely uninterested in opposing, the crushing of a for-
eign government. For maximum effect, propaganda must emanate 
from high-profile NGOs and academics, not just from state and cor-
porate media. Liberal participation in this campaign is also crucial. 

For instance, Bernie Sanders was the great hope of the U.S. left 
for his programs of universal health care and free education. But his 
2016 presidential campaign, through a fundraising email, spread the 
lie that Hugo Chávez is a “dead communist dictator.” Sanders has 
said several times that he opposes intervention in Venezuela, even 
while using this disparaging language.15 But saying that one opposes 
“regime change” or is “against broad sanctions” does very little to 
impose moral and legal constraints on U.S. criminality when lies are 
transformed into truths that everyone across the political spectrum 
seems to accept.16  

Another example of liberal participation: in February 2018, 
Amnesty International was asked for its position on Trump’s financial 
sanctions on Venezuela that he imposed in August of 2017, a dramatic 
and lethal escalation of Obama-era sanctions.17 Amnesty replied that 
it “does not take a position on the current application of these sanc-
tions but rather emphasizes the urgent need to address the serious 
crisis of the right to health and food which Venezuela is facing. In 
terms of human rights, it is the Venezuelan state’s responsibility to 
resolve this.”

An illegal and devastating attack on Venezuela’s “right to health and 
food” by the United States was not something Amnesty International 
felt it needed to denounce. When liberal NGOs such as Amnesty take 
reprehensible positions, then liberal politicians and media can do the 
same without appearing to shed their liberal credibility. For instance, 
on February 3, 2019, Sky News asked Shami Chakrabarti, the British 
Labour Party’s shadow attorney general, if Labour leader (at the time) 
Jeremy Corbyn had been “tough enough” on Maduro. She replied, 
“When I’m not an expert in a particular region like South America, 
I go to my trusted sources for the picture and for me as a human 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



16 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

rights campaigner my trusted sources have always been Amnesty 
International and Human Rights Watch.” Predictably, given that nei-
ther of her “trusted sources” denounced Trump’s financial sanctions, 
she failed to say a word about them herself. Instead, she said only that 
Amnesty and Human Rights Watch reports on Venezuela had been 
“pretty damning” and that “as a member of the left” she had to decry 
abuses in Venezuela.  

On the right, the Mafioso-like tweets of U.S. Senator Marco Rubio 
and former Trump National Security Advisor John Bolton threaten-
ing Venezuela are incomparably worse. Rubio even went so far as to 
relish the destructive impact of U.S. sanctions on Venezuela’s electri-
cal grid. Politicians like Bernie Sanders or Shami Chakrabarti ought 
not to be equated to bloodthirsty maniacs like those on the right. But 
when liberals join a campaign to demonize a foreign government, it 
makes the campaign more effective, and that must be countered with-
out partisan exception. 

U.S. propaganda about targeted governments is also reliably spread 
by liberal media around the world. A particularly revealing example 
is the way the supposedly left-leaning Guardian in the UK covered 
Venezuela from 2006 to 2012. This was a period when the govern-
ment of Hugo Chávez was at its most popular and rapidly improving 
living standards, reducing inequality, and increasing political partici-
pation—all things one might expect a progressive outlet to welcome. 
And yet, the Guardian was overwhelmingly hostile in its coverage of 
the Chávez government during those years through the prolific anti-
Chávez output of its Caracas-based correspondent, Rory Carroll. The 
Venezuelan government was attacked by private media around the 
world long before an economic depression gave its assailants, espe-
cially Trump, even more leverage. 

Unquestioned assumptions and double standards are crucial to 
imperial propaganda against Venezuela. One such assumption is that 
it is fair to test a government’s democratic legitimacy by the extent to 
which it tolerates a violent U.S.-funded opposition. For the United 
States or its allies to tolerate a violent foreign-funded opposition 
would be considered ludicrous. Something as comparatively trivial 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



THE EXTRAORDINARY THREAT TO VENEzuElA 17

as Russia’s alleged hacking of Democratic Party emails generates out-
rage in the United States, a special investigation, and obsessive media 
coverage. 

In Venezuela’s case, the U.S.-backed opposition has made six 
attempts since 2002 to oust the Venezuelan government by force. 
For all the nonsense written about Venezuela being or becoming a 
dictatorship, the only time in recent years that Venezuela was  a dicta-
torship was from April 11 to 14, 2002, when Hugo Chávez was ousted 
in a military coup and Pedro Carmona, the head of the largest busi-
ness federation, was appointed president. The U.S. State Department’s 
Office of the Inspector General admitted that the United States pro-
vided funds and other support for the perpetrators. 

 There is no reason to doubt what would happen to anybody in 
the United States involved in a coup that kidnapped a U.S. presi-
dent. There would be no second attempt by the same domestic and 
international actors. Moreover, there is no legitimate reason why an 
elected government should be expected to tolerate a violent opposi-
tion, especially one backed by foreign muscle. Indeed, this impossible 
expectation seems to apply only to U.S. enemies. 

International allies are useful for providing cover for U.S. violence 
and making its propaganda at home more effective. The Canadian 
and British governments, like those of other rich countries, are very 
popular with the U.S. public.18 So when these governments support 
U.S. assertions about other foreign countries, it helps make the claims 
look credible.

In 2003, the United States did not need military allies for the narrow 
purpose of overthrowing Saddam Hussein. Iraq had been thoroughly 
disarmed of weapons of mass destruction (the most important of 
the fraudulent pretexts for the invasion), and its economy had been 
broken by a decade of sanctions. Still, the United States managed to 
get over forty countries to join its Coalition of the Willing—includ-
ing two with quite progressive reputations, Denmark and Norway.19 
Canada and France provided invaluable political and propaganda 
cover for the Bush administration (discredited internationally by then 
due to the Iraq War) when it overthrew Haiti’s elected government 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



18 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

on February 29, 2004. U.S. troops kidnapped Haitian President Jean-
Bertrand Aristide while Canadian troops secured the airport in the 
Haitian capital.  In 2017, Canada helped establish the Lima Group, 
a collection of right-wing governments in Latin America that, along 
with Canada, helped wage Trump’s vilification campaign against 
Venezuela. 

International allies helped the United States justify its economic 
sabotage of Venezuela—a form of indiscriminate violence against 
many countries that has been normalized to a horrifying extent as 
a supposedly non-lethal alternative to military force. The Economist 
has referred to it approvingly as “Financial Carpet Bombing.”20 In 
2015, Obama imposed sanctions that were indefensible under the 
UN Charter, OAS charter, and even U.S. law—the utterly fraudu-
lent “national emergency” caused to the United States by Venezuela. 
Trump drastically intensified the Obama sanctions in August 2017. 
Trump’s sanctions cost Venezuela at least $6 billion in lost oil revenue 
in their first 12 months. This meant that the government lost hard 
currency needed for essential imports. To best understand the devas-
tating impact of a $6 billion loss, consider that, according to Torino 
Capital, an anti-Maduro investment firm, Venezuela imported only 
$10 billion in goods in 2018. 

In April 2019, a paper by U.S. economists Mark Weisbrot and 
Jeffrey Sachs estimated that Trump’s sanctions may have killed about 
40,000 Venezuelans in the 2017–2018 period alone.21 In 2019, the 
United States effectively imposed an oil embargo, and then a blanket 
ban on all dealings with Venezuelan state entities. In 2020, it imposed 
“secondary sanctions” on a Russian firm that was helping Venezuela 
to sell its oil. The United States even announced that it would harass 
a Mexico-based company that had entered into an “oil-for-food” deal 
with Venezuela’s government.22 

In 2018, Venezuela could only import $140 million worth of medi-
cines, down from about $2 billion in 2013–14, when the economy was 
still growing.23 The food import figures are also stunning: $2.46 bil-
lion in 2018 compared to $11.2 billion in 2013. Despite these shocking 
numbers, Reuters didn’t mention the study by Weisbrot and Sachs 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



THE EXTRAORDINARY THREAT TO VENEzuElA 19

until a month after it came out. When it did finally acknowledge the 
study, it nonetheless continued to produce articles that reported the 
impact of U.S. sanctions as a mere allegation made by Maduro.24  

Economic sabotage creates a “humanitarian” pretext for over-
throwing the targeted government. In 2002, pro-war pundit Nick 
Cohen mocked opponents of the looming Iraq War for opposing a 
war that would “end the sanctions.”25 Ignoring the impact of sanctions 
on Venezuela, or presenting their impact as an allegation rather than 
a fact, is a way to sell the idea, even when not stated explicitly, that if 
only Maduro were ousted his people would be much better off. 

Under Trump, U.S. officials have been extremely open and 
emphatic in encouraging the Venezuelan military to oust Maduro. 
For instance, the Twitter accounts of four key U.S. officials—Senator 
Marco Rubio, National Security advisor John Bolton, Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo, and Vice President Mike Pence—were intensely 
focused on Venezuela in early 2019. By the week of February 18–24, 
2019, when the United States was attempting to stir rebellion in 
Venezuela through an aid delivery stunt at the Colombian border, 
these accounts tweeted a combined 153 times about Venezuela, which 
represented a whopping 77.2 percent of their collective Twitter activ-
ity.26 Bolton and Rubio even tweeted directly to Venezuelan military 
officials suggesting that a coup would save their own skins and their 
families as well.27 

Just as important as prominent Republicans attempting to incite a 
coup on Twitter was the negligible opposition from Democrats. Bernie 
Sanders’s only tweet during this crucial period reinforced the lie that 
Maduro was refusing humanitarian aid. Maduro had in fact requested 
and received humanitarian aid from allies and internal aid organiza-
tions working in Venezuela.28 Collectively, Bernie Sanders and five 
other progressive Democrats—Elizabeth Warren, Tulsi Gabbard, 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortes, Ro Khanna, and Ilhan Omar—tweeted 
only a combined twenty times about Venezuela during this period, a 
drop in the bucket compared to the 648 tweets by four Republicans 
between February 4 and March 24, 2019. This disparity was not only 
about quantity: at best, these Democrats tweeted timid objections 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



20 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

to military intervention. Only Tulsi Gabbard tweeted something 
that seemed to oppose the incitement of a coup. She tweeted that 
the United States should “stop intervening in Venezuela’s military.”29 
None rejected the false premise that Venezuela was a dictatorship.

Military Invasion, the Last Stage of U.S. Aggression to Come?

For the past two decades the U.S. campaign to overthrow the 
Venezuelan government has escalated from flagrant involvement in 
coup attempts, to lethal economic sanctions, to threats of military 
attack. Could it escalate even more, to direct U.S. invasion?

U.S. planners face a durable problem: the default stance of the 
public is antiwar. The targeted country must be thoroughly demon-
ized before overt military threats are feasible. Trump first made 
them against Venezuela’s government in 2017 after the country had 
already been relentlessly vilified in the Western media for sixteen 
years.30 The threats also came after Venezuela had been mired in an 
economic depression since 2014 that allowed the threats to be spun 
from a “humanitarian” angle. Panama was invaded in 1990 by the 
United States under George H. W. Bush, but the country effectively 
came pre-invaded through a U.S. military base. In 2004, Haiti’s demo-
cratically elected president was kidnapped by U.S. troops and flown 
off to the Central African Republic; the neighboring Dominican 
Republic served conveniently as a forward base for the proxy forces 
that helped overthrow Haiti’s president. In 1980s Nicaragua, the U.S.-
backed Contra terrorists, based in Honduras, were used to attack the 
Sandinista government. In 1990 this eventually produced an “electoral 
victory” for U.S. allies in Nicaragua that everyone in the world should 
have ridiculed. Nicaraguan voters were asked to choose between the 
Sandinistas and continued war and economic strangulation. 

In Venezuela, it appears that the Trump government really believed 
the military would be quickly frightened into overthrowing Maduro 
after the United States recognized Juan Guaidó as interim president 
in January 2019. The public nature of the U.S. threats and their often 
juvenile nature points to a lack of serious planning to actually follow 
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through. John Bolton pretending to accidentally reveal plans to send 
troops to Colombia by holding up a notepad is an indication of how 
confident Trump’s team was that threats alone would work.31

Despite an array of difficulties and disincentives, it’s obvious that 
a U.S. invasion is now a very real possibility. One disturbing consid-
eration is always the United States’ concern about its credibility—not 
wanting to be seen as making empty threats. But even without enter-
ing that final state of aggression, the United States can, as in the case 
of Cuba, keep up its economic warfare, even when it stands nearly 
without allies in doing so. 

Motive for the Crime?

In the case of Venezuela, with its massive oil reserves, U.S. motives 
against Chavista governments may seem too trivially obvious to dis-
cuss. John Bolton brazenly told Fox News in January 2019 that he 
wanted U.S. corporations to have unfettered access to Venezuela’s oil 
reserves because “it’ll make a big difference to the United States eco-
nomically.”32 But upon closer inspection a direct economic incentive 
is insufficient to explain the sustained and increasingly barbaric U.S. 
assault on Chavismo.

The Venezuelan government never denied the United States 
access to its country’s oil. According to the U.S. Energy Information 
Administration, as of 2017 Venezuela remained the U.S. economy’s 
third-largest foreign supplier of energy.33 Because of Trump’s sanc-
tions, Venezuelan oil exports to the United States dropped by over 
90 percent in 2019. But that was by choice of the United States, not 
Venezuela—and it has not made “a big difference to the United 
States economically.”34 In October 2019, Chevron was given a special 
exemption from U.S. sanctions to continue operating in Venezuela.35 
Despite two decades of Chavista governance, U.S. corporations still 
found that it was profitable to operate in Venezuela, although not 
always as profitably as they would have liked. Kimberly-Clark, the 
paper products manufacturer, did not withdraw from Venezuela until 
2016, well into the economic collapse. In April 2018, Reuters reported 
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that some multinationals were “keeping a foot in the door, hoping for 
improvements.”36 

The true preoccupation of empire—and the real explanation for 
U.S. animus toward Chavismo—is the fear that a poor country may 
develop along an independent path and succeed, thereby posing 
a “threat of a good example” that could inspire others.37 Haiti, the 
poorest country in the Western Hemisphere, is the ultimate example 
of a country that’s too small to ever be a U.S. rival and yet has been 
repeatedly crushed by U.S. intervention—right into the twenty-first 
century.38 An oil-rich country such as Venezuela could potentially 
do more than provide a “good example.” A secret cable published by 
Wikileaks revealed that in 2007 U.S. officials were demanding “more 
(and more flexible) resources and tools to counter Chávez’s effort to 
assume greater dominion over Latin America at the expense of U.S. 
leadership and interests.” Ominously, the cable stated: “We should 
continue to strengthen ties to those military leaders in the region who 
share our concern over Chávez.”39  

By the end of 2019, military leaders and police willing to serve “U.S. 
leadership and interests” had not emerged in Venezuela but had done 
so in Bolivia: the elected government of Evo Morales was overthrown 
and replaced with a pro-U.S. dictatorship. The Trump administration 
and the Venezuelan opposition were overjoyed and didn’t care to hide 
it. Trump made a statement that not only called the coup a victory for 
democracy in Bolivia but said that it would “send a strong signal to 
the illegitimate regimes in Venezuela and Nicaragua.”40 Liberal media 
and NGOs gave Trump and Venezuelan opposition leaders no incen-
tive to be discreet. The New York Times editorial board applauded the 
coup in Bolivia.41 Human Rights Watch described it as an “uprising” 
for which Morales was to blame.42 Bernie Sanders, to his credit, did 
find the courage to oppose the coup, and even lauded Morales’s key 
accomplishments while in office.43 

The pushback from Sanders shows that, compared to Venezuela, 
the story used to sell the coup in Bolivia was slapped together quickly 
and clumsily. Nevertheless, U.S.-led propaganda against Evo Morales 
was deployed effectively enough to provide cover to the Jeanine Áñez 
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dictatorship as it went on to massacre dozens of protesters to con-
solidate its power.44 Much worse awaits Venezuela if Trump and his 
accomplices get their way. 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Yes, Maduro Is a Duly Elected Leader

On January 23, 2019, the opposition leader Juan Guaidó 
declared himself Venezuela’s interim president and was 
immediately recognized by U.S. President Donald Trump.1 

Had he not received that recognition, Guaidó’s self-declaration would 
have been a joke, another in a long list of opposition blunders since 
2002. By late February, about fifty governments followed Trump by 
recognizing Guaidó, including Canada, Latin America’s right-wing 
governments, and most European countries. But Russia, China, 
India—indeed, about two-thirds of the world’s governments—did 
not follow along.

Guaidó had just been elected president of the opposition-con-
trolled National Assembly, thanks to an agreement the anti-Maduro 
parties reached to rotate the job among themselves after winning 
control of the Assembly in 2015.2 Guaidó’s party, Voluntad Popular, 
saw its turn come up and he got the post. Guaidó’s case for declar-
ing himself president was based on two closely related lies. One was 
that Nicolás Maduro’s election victory on May 20, 2018, was illegiti-
mate. The other was that Maduro had abandoned his post. Based on 
these two lies, Guaidó invoked Article 233 of Venezuela’s constitu-
tion which specifies the conditions under which the president of the 
National Assembly can take over as “interim president.”
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It’s very easy to disprove the lie that Maduro abandoned his post. 
The Caracas-based journalist Lucas Koerner, writing for the website 
VenezuelAnalysis.com, explained Article 233:

Article 233 of the Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela specifies that an “absolute vacuum of power” occurs 
in the following circumstances: the president’s death, resigna-
tion, impeachment by the Supreme Court, “permanent physical 
or mental incapacity” certified by a medical expert designated 
by the Supreme Court and approved by the National Assembly, 
“abandonment of post” declared by the National Assembly, or 
recall by popular referendum.

Guaidó’s claim to the presidency rests on the second to last 
of these conditions, namely the argument that Nicolas Maduro 
has failed to fulfill his constitutional responsibilities, thereby 
abandoning his post. Article 236 outlines in detail the duties 
of the president, which include everything from conducting 
international relations and leading the armed forces to granting 
pardons and convoking referenda.

The opposition may not like Maduro for a variety of reasons, 
but a cursory glance at the head of state’s Twitter feed will reveal 
that he has hardly abandoned his presidential functions.3

 
A hardline opposition blogger acknowledged this fact only a week 

before Guiadó declared himself president: 

Nicolás [Maduro] is usurping the Executive Power and imposed 
a de facto government, which means our current political 
and judicial thread doesn’t fit the options of vacancy of the 
legitimately elected President established in Article 233 of the 
Constitution. There’s no way to strictly apply the Constitution 
to our situation.4

 
The much more important lie, however, was that the 2018 presi-

dential election was illegitimate. 
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Maduro Won the 2018 Election

When the opposition made its third U.S.-backed effort to oust the 
government by force, it insisted that the 2013 presidential election 
had been “stolen” from opposition candidate Henrique Capriles.5 
Jump ahead to 2018 and nobody was claiming that Henri Falcón, 
Maduro’s opponent in the 2018 presidential election, actually won. 
By all accounts, Falcón was the second-place finisher behind Maduro. 
Guaidó, who was not well known in Venezuela at that time, was not 
even a candidate. One pro-government pollster claimed that as of 
January 16, 2019, over 80 percent of Venezuelans had never heard of 
Juan Guaidó.6 Guaidó was not even a figure who had any significant 
base of popular support at the time of the election.

Falcón’s economic advisor, Francisco Rodriguez, gave an inter-
view months after the 2018 presidential election in which he accused 
Maduro’s side of inflating his vote tally through vote buying.7 This alle-
gation doesn’t hold water but, even if true, does not begin to account for 
Falcón’s massive defeat. Rodriguez did not claim that Falcón received 
more votes than Maduro (that is, that the election was stolen).8 With a 
turnout of 46 percent, Maduro received 6.2 million votes (67.7 percent) 
to Falcón’s 1.9 million (21 percent). The rest went to a few lesser-known 
candidates.9 Maduro’s vote tally was in line with his popular support 
even according to opposition sources at the time.

Datanalisis is an anti-government polling firm. Its work has been 
frequently commissioned by Torino Capital, in which Francisco 
Rodriguez, Falcón’s advisor, was the chief economist. Datanalisis has 
been described by Reuters as the “respected” and “most closely watched” 
polling firm in Venezuela—implying that Datanalisis is both reliable 
and politically neutral.10 A Lexis Nexis search of English-language 
newspapers over the past decade shows how often Datanalisis was cited 
compared to other Venezuelan polling firms. Clearly, Datanalisis has 
been the polling firm most heavily relied on by Western media to assess 
Venezuelan public opinion.

Luis Vicente León, one of the directors of Datanalisis, writes opin-
ion pieces every few weeks for El Universal, one of Venezuela’s leading 
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newspapers. He has done 
so for years, it’s impor-
tant to add, given how 
frequently Venezuela’s media 
is described as “caged.”11 In 
the Venezuelan context, León 
could be called a “moderate” 
government opponent, but 
his hostility to the Maduro 
government, which he once 
likened to a kidnapper, is very 
strong indeed.12 For example, 
in November 2018, León wrote a piece in El Universal saying: “We face 
the impact of generalized sanctions, which it should be clear is the 
absolute responsibility of the [Maduro] government for being authori-
tarian and hostile.”13 In a TV interview that was broadcast in October 
2018 on Venevision, one of Venezuela’s largest networks, León defined 
the moderate opposition as those who are “not fools” and who “know” 
that “democracy doesn’t work” in Venezuela, that “tricks” are used 
against them, but believe they must participate in elections anyway.14 
The opposition “radicals” he defined as those who want a foreign power 
to remove Maduro. The other director of Datanalisis, José Antonio Gil 
Yepes, also writes regularly in El Universal and takes a similar line.15 It’s 
almost certain that Gil Yepes signed the infamous Carmona Decree in 
April 2002, which abolished Venezuela’s democratic institutions when 
Hugo Chávez was briefly ousted by a military coup.16 So Datanalisis 
is not a polling firm one would expect to exaggerate Maduro’s level of 
popular support—quite the contrary. 

According to Datanalisis, Maduro had 20 percent support at the 
time of the May 2018 election.17 Given Venezuela’s twenty million eli-
gible voters, this is equivalent to about four million votes. That’s twice 
the number Falcón received. But there’s reason to think that Maduro’s 
support was actually greater than what the anti-Maduro polling firm 
claimed. Considering Venezuela’s dire economic conditions at the 
time of the election, those would be four million hardcore supporters 
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of the Chavista political movement that has dominated Venezuelan 
politics since Hugo Chávez was first elected in 1998. Months before 
his death in 2013, Chávez urged his supporters to vote for Maduro, an 
endorsement that, several years later, still meant a great deal to mil-
lions of Venezuelans. 

The appeal of Chavismo is inseparable from the revulsion millions 
feel toward the U.S.-backed opposition—and fear of what they would 
do in power. By the time of the 2018 presidential election, the opposi-
tion had made five major U.S.-backed efforts to oust the government 
by force. Collectively, those five attempts took approximately three 
hundred lives. About half of those deaths were government sup-
porters, security personnel, or bystanders. These numbers do not 
include hundreds of Chavistas murdered in the countryside since 
2001, who were most likely killed by wealthy landowners opposed 
to land reform.18 If Maduro had four million hardcore supporters on 
Election Day, according to an anti-government pollster, then that’s 
reason enough to view the 6.2 million votes Maduro received without 
too much suspicion.

But the regional elections of October 2017, which took place only 
seven months before the presidential election, provide strong evi-
dence that Maduro’s hardcore support was about six million voters 
(30 percent of the electorate), not the four million suggested by 
Datanalisis polls. 

Lessons from the 2017 Regional Elections

Francisco Rodriguez’s analysis of the opposition’s defeat in the 
regional elections of October 2017 was very different than his analysis 
of the 2018 presidential defeat.19 In the 2017 regionals, the opposi-
tion lost seventeen of the twenty-three governorships that were up for 
grabs. This was an almost complete reversal of the results Rodriguez 
predicted.20 When Rodriguez analyzed the election results, he did not 
even attempt to blame vote buying for the strong Chavista support:

As others have noted, government mobilization efforts likely 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



YEs, MADuRO Is A DulY ElEcTED lEADER 29

played a role in the differential change in turnout. In surveys 
taken before the election, 71% of respondents reported receiv-
ing food through the CLAPs, and the share of respondents who 
viewed the food supply situation as positive rose from 5.0% in 
July of last year to 23% in September. This might help explain the 
impressive turnout for oficialista candidates, even without direct 
vote-buying last Sunday.21

The CLAPs that Rodriguez believed helped Chavista candidates 
win so decisively are “Local Supply and Production Committees” that 
were set up by the Maduro government in 2016 to distribute food and 
other basic products directly to households at discounted prices.22 The 
program has become crucial to abating the impact of the economic 
crisis, and no doubt drove support for government candidates from 
voters who recognized this. Rodriguez and Kronick noted another 
factor that helped Maduro to mobilize his base—Trump’s belligerence 
and the opposition leaders who welcomed it:

After the Trump administration imposed financial sanctions 
on Venezuela, Maduro came out swinging, blaming opposition 
leaders for lobbying for sanctions and saying that “those who 
are happy because of sanctions are digging their own political 
grave.”

He may have been right.23

They added that opposition leaders nevertheless “quixotically 
refused” to condemn U.S. sanctions.

In 2017, the idea of economic war resonated with voters and drove 
support for the government. That wasn’t the case in 2015, when the 
opposition won the National Assembly elections, its greatest electoral 
triumph of the Chavista era. At that time, Maduro’s talk of “economic 
war” waged by treasonous U.S.-backed opponents fell flat. Yes, he was 
saddled with an insurrectionary opposition backed by a superpower. 
But Maduro also refused to make policy adjustments that would have 
ended the economic crisis.24 And oil prices didn’t collapse until he 
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had been in office for about a year and a half. But two years later, 
the economic war was undeniable. Trump had drastically intensified 
the economic sanctions that Obama first imposed in March 2015. 
Additionally, the opposition had used its control of the National 
Assembly to undermine their own country’s economy.25 The first two 
presidents of the opposition-controlled National Assembly openly 
lobbied investors to stay away from Venezuela.

Opposition leader Henry Ramos, who had been president of the 
opposition-controlled National Assembly for a year, said in an inter-
view in March 2017 that every time Maduro tried to make any kind 
of economic deal involving foreign investors, he would immediately 
contact the government abroad to undermine it. He effectively boasted 
about hurting Venezuela’s economy while it was in crisis. By 2017, not 
only was an economic war on Venezuela impossible to dismiss, but 
Trump also began making overt military threats against Venezuela, 
which must also have fueled support for the government.26

After losing the 2017 regional elections, the faction of the oppo-
sition that participated (to the disgust of hardliners who advocated 
abstention) had a long list of complaints: last-minute changes to 
voting center locations, confusing ballots, food handed out near 
polling stations, and strong evidence that 4,568 votes were fraudu-
lently tallied in the state of Bolivar, one of the seventeen states won by 
Maduro’s allies. Nevertheless, Rodriguez and Kronick concluded that 
all these factors combined “explain only about one percentage point 
of the government’s eight-point lead.”

Venezuela’s highly automated system for counting votes was called 
the “best in the world” by Jimmy Carter in 2012.27 Despite this, during 
any contested election in Venezuela, a tiny amount of fraud in the 
actual vote count is detectable. And yet in the 2017 election fraud 
could not begin to explain the opposition’s defeat.28 Nationwide, the 
government’s candidates received 700,000 more votes than the oppo-
sition. The allegedly stolen votes in Bolivar were only about 0.08 
percent of the government’s total votes nationwide. The government 
won by such a large margin that fraud was simply not a remotely 
credible explanation for its victory.
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Datanalisis had predicted that the opposition would receive double 
the government’s vote. There are two reasons why Datanalisis made 
such an inaccurate prediction. First, it underestimated the gov-
ernment’s level of support. As it would seven months later in the 
presidential election, Datanalisis polling suggested that Maduro’s allies 
could get four million votes nationwide in the regional elections. They 
actually received 5.8 million. Second, it overestimated the willingness 
of opposition voters to participate in the elections, and predicted an 
overall turnout that was off by eighteen percentage points. Datanalisis 
polls suggested that the opposition candidates could get about eight 
million votes nationwide. They actually received five million.

While turnout was not nearly as high as Datanalisis predicted (79.2 
percent), it was still high (61 percent) for regional elections—seven 
points higher than in the 2012 regional elections.29 Indeed, 61 percent 
would be considered high turnout for a U.S. presidential election. The 
2017 regional elections showed that while Chavismo was certainly 
beatable at the polls, it was no pushover.30 Maduro could still count 
on a hardcore base representing about 30 percent of the electorate, 
which won him reelection in 2018. A Pew Research poll conducted 
several months after the presidential election found that 33 percent 
of Venezuelans “trust the national government to do what is right 
for Venezuela.”31 In most of the Western democracies whose govern-
ments dismissed Maduro’s victory, 30 percent support from eligible 
voters wins the election. So, putting aside appeals to Western estab-
lishment groupthink—“widely dismissed as fraudulent” in a standard 
Reuters formulation—if you look at the hard data, including polls 
from an anti-Maduro source such as Datanalisis, the case for a stolen 
election in 2018 falls apart. 

Maduro’s Share of the Vote Was Not Low by International Standards

In recent U.S. presidential elections, Barack Obama received 31 per-
cent in 2008 and 28 percent in 2012. Donald Trump received 26 
percent in 2016, and didn’t even win the popular vote.32 In the UK, 
Theresa May’s Conservative Party formed a minority government after 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



32 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

receiving the votes of 29 percent of the electorate.33 David Cameron 
led the Conservatives to a majority government in 2015 by winning 
the votes of only 24.4 percent of the electorate.34 In Canada, Justin 
Trudeau’s Liberals won a majority government in 2015 by receiving 
the votes of 27 percent of the electorate.35

Some dismissed Venezuela’s presidential election mainly by point-
ing to the scale of the economic crisis under Maduro: an almost 50 
percent drop in real GDP by the end of 2018. How could any govern-
ment win a clean election under those conditions? That was essentially 
the approach of a New York Times analysis published in January 2019.36 

This facile analysis fails to account for the unpopularity of an 
opposition openly working to make the crisis worse, and openly 
collaborating with Trump—who had been threatening Venezuela 
militarily for nine months before the presidential election.37 Maduro’s 
vote tally in 2018 actually did show the impact of the crisis. In 2006, 
Chávez received the votes of 47 percent; in 2012, 44 percent. Turnout 
in those elections was 75 percent and 80 percent, respectively.38 In 
the 2018 election, turnout was only 46 percent. This shows that sup-
port for the government did falter because of the crisis. However, as 
Venezuela-based journalist Ricardo Vaz noted, “In the most recent 
presidential elections in Chile and Colombia, to name just two exam-
ples, participation was respectively of 49 and 48%, and nobody even 
floated the possibility of questioning their legitimacy.”39

There are democratic shortcomings in all the countries mentioned 
above, most of all Colombia. Winning with only 30 percent or less 
of the eligible votes is not a healthy sign. However, the Venezuelan 
government’s democratic shortcomings stem primarily from facing 
an extraordinary foreign threat. And, again, tolerance of a violent for-
eign-backed opposition is not a fair test of a government’s democratic 
legitimacy. It is not a test that countries such as the United States, 
United Kingdom, and Canada would ever pass. 

What About Disqualified Opposition Candidates?

The international media made much about two opposition leaders, 
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Henrique Capriles and Leopoldo López, who were disqualified from 
running in the 2018 presidential election. Lucas Koerner dealt with 
this objection succinctly in an op-ed for Mint Press News:

Capriles was indeed disqualified from running over Odebrecht 
corruption allegations that were likely politically motivated. 
Nevertheless, in any other country he would probably still be in 
jail, or legally barred from holding office, given his high-profile 
role in the 2002 coup, in which he led the siege of the Cuban 
Embassy and participated in the kidnapping of Interior Minister 
Ramón Rodriguez Chacín together with former Chacao Mayor 
Leopoldo López. Capriles and López, along with other promi-
nent opposition leaders, including Julio Borges, Antonio 
Ledezma, and María Corina Machado, would go on to spear-
head five more brazenly unconstitutional attempts to oust the 
Chavista government: the 2002/3 oil lockout, the 2013 post-
election opposition violence, the 2014 and 2017 guarimbas, as 
well as the current Trump-led coup.40

While Capriles (belatedly) served a few months in jail for his par-
ticipation in a briefly successful coup, López avoided any jail time 
thanks to a wide-ranging amnesty Hugo Chávez granted many of the 
coup perpetrators at the end of 2007.41 In 2014, after being involved 
with four different attempts to oust a democratically elected govern-
ment by force, López finally went to jail. But the Western establishment 
demands nothing short of total impunity for U.S.-backed insurrec-
tionists: no limits to the number of times they can try to overthrow 
the government.

Puntos Rojos: The Perfect Blackmail?

Kiosks set up by the government close to voting centers on Election 
Day, known as Puntos Rojos or “Red Points,” were depicted by Reuters 
as “voting bribery.”42 U.S. sanctions, however, were not depicted as 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



34 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

an attempt to coerce voters, even though they clearly were. Puntos 
Rojos are used for exit polling, and have also been used by the opposi-
tion, except in a different color, in numerous elections over the past 
twenty years.43 By law, they are required to be 200 meters away from 
voting centers. On May 3, Maduro said that people who came to a 
Punto Rojo after voting could “probably” win a prize. This is hardly 
an exemplary practice, but it could only indirectly incentivize people 
to vote. Moreover, voting is secret, so nothing would prevent people 
from voting for the opposition and then showing up for a chance at a 
prize. An opposition blog referred to the Puntos Rojos as “The Perfect 
Blackmail,” but even this account concedes that the government can’t 
know how people voted.44 

Opposition leaders have often accused the government of under-
mining public confidence in the secrecy of the vote. Ignoring that 
their repeated allegations of fraud (when they lose) could have 
undermined confidence in the secrecy of the vote, opposition lead-
ers have sometimes publicly reassured their supporters that their 
votes are secret. One example is an emphatic statement put out by an 
opposition politician, Pablo Perez, a month before the 2015 National 
Assembly elections. It was published in the notoriously anti-govern-
ment newspaper El Nacional.45 

But turnout in the October 2017 regional elections was 61 per-
cent, despite the most hardline segments of the opposition urging 
abstention.46 Most opposition supporters therefore seemed to be 
quite confident in the secrecy of their votes. Four different groups 
of international observers concluded that Maduro’s electoral victory 
was clean.47 One of those groups, the Council of Electoral Experts of 
Latin America (CEELA), denounced electoral fraud in the November 
2017 general election in Honduras before the OAS did.48 In February 
2018, the Maduro government had formally invited UN observers 
to monitor the election.49 Revealingly, a new opposition coalition, El 
Frente Amplio Venezuela Libre (FAVL), lobbied the UN not to send 
the observers.50 VenezuelAnalysis reported that, in March, opposition 
supporters marched in front of the United Nations headquarters in 
Caracas demanding that the UN not send observers. This amounted 
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to pressuring the UN to declare the elections fraudulent in advance. 
An objection to UN observers can be reasonable if an election really 

is stolen in advance—in other words, if no viable candidates against 
the government were allowed to run, or if they were barely allowed to 
campaign.51 But that just wasn’t the case. Neither Datanalisis polling 
nor a cursory glance at losing candidate Henri Falcón’s media access 
and rallies during the campaign supports that claim.52 Protesting UN 
observers in this case was a tacit admission that the votes would be 
counted properly—an idea that the opposition and its foreign backers 
accept when it comes to elections their side wins, notably the 2015 
National Assembly elections. In any event, the UN refused Maduro’s 
request for observers.

To repeat: objections to Maduro’s electoral legitimacy in May 2018 
do not hold up, regardless of how often they have been repeated.53 An 
outlet such as Reuters, for example, would simply report ad nauseam 
that the election was “widely dismissed as fraudulent” or words to that 
effect.54 Support for Chavismo, in both the 2017 regional and 2018 
presidential elections, was obviously far stronger than the Western 
media cared to admit. Closely related to these facts, there was never 
any reasonable grounds for taking seriously Juan Guaidó’s claim to 
be interim president of Venezuela. Constantly reporting the claims 
of Western officialdom—as if there were no reasonable case against 
them—is lying by omission.55 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



The Guaidó Era as a Sixth, Very Long 
Coup Attempt

U.S. sanctions killed tens of thousands of Venezuelans 
before the recognition of Juan Guaidó as interim president led 
to even more murderous sanctions. In August 2017, President 

Donald Trump imposed financial sanctions on Venezuela that caused 
the government to lose at least $6 billion in oil revenues over the fol-
lowing twelve months. That’s about 6 percent of Venezuela’s GDP, in 
a region where most countries spend about 7 percent of GDP annu-
ally on health care.1 Western journalists decried the Puntos Rojos exit 
polling stations but were too indoctrinated to see that U.S. sanctions 
are a gun to the head of the Venezuelan electorate. The message is 
that tremendous economic pain will be inflicted on the country until 
Maduro is gone. 

Francisco Rodriguez, an anti-Maduro Venezuelan economist, 
acknowledged the dramatic correlation between Trump’s financial 
sanctions and a greatly accelerated fall in Venezuela’s oil produc-
tion in a piece he wrote for the Washington Office on Latin America 
(WOLA).2 His key findings are provided in Table 3.1 (page 37).

Rodriguez found that oil production in Venezuela followed the 
same general pattern as in Colombia until Trump’s financial sanctions 
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were imposed. Production levels in both countries basically tracked 
international oil prices. But after Trump’s sanctions were imposed, 
production levels in both countries diverged drastically: Venezuela’s 
plummeted while Colombia’s stabilized. Had Venezuela’s production 
continued to follow the same pattern as before the financial sanctions, 
then its oil revenues would have been drastically higher.  

How exactly did Trump’s financial sanctions hurt Venezuela?  
One of the Venezuelan government’s major assets, the state-owned 

CITGO corporation, is based in Texas. CITGO’s parent company 
was PDVSA, Venezuela’s state oil company.3 The sanctions blocked 
CITGO from sending profits and dividends back to Venezuela, an 
amount averaging about $1 billion per year since 2015.4 Rodriguez 
explained that Trump’s sanctions also made it impossible for PDVSA 
to continue paying suppliers through the issuance of New York law 
promissory notes. The United States has tremendous leverage because 
all the Venezuelan government’s outstanding foreign currency bonds 
are governed under New York State law.5 Sanctions similarly ended 
PDVSA’s very effective practice of getting loans for joint ventures that 
it subsequently paid back through oil production.

Table 3.2 (page 38) shows Venezuela’s estimated oil revenues for 
the first twelve months after Trump’s financial sanctions. The price of 
Venezuela’s oil has increased linearly since August 2017, from $50 to 
about $70 per barrel. The oil production volumes are taken from the 
estimates Rodriguez provided in his WOLA article. 

In the “No Trump Sanctions” case shown above, it is assumed that 
Venezuela’s oil production would have continued to fall at the same 
rate as in the twelve months before Trump’s financial sanctions. This 

   

   

   

January 2013 – December 2015

December 2015 – August 2017

August 2017 – January 2019

       

TIME PERIOD

TABLE 3.1: Oil Production in Venezuela and Colombia (2013–2019) 

VENEZUELA

0.0

–1.0

–3.0

Source: Compiled by the authors.

MONTHLY PERCENTAGE GROWTH

COLOMBIA

0.0

–0.8

0.3
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means a decline of 11 percent, which is very close to the worst-case 
projections that were made before financial sanctions were imposed.6 
With the sanctions in place, however, production fell by 37 percent. 
The difference in total revenue between the two cases over the twelve-
month period is about $6 billion. That estimate is larger if it is assumed 
that Venezuela’s production would have done better (declined by less 
than the “worst case” of about 11 percent) in the absence of Trump’s 
sanctions. And no additional impact of that $6 billion loss beyond the 
oil industry is assumed, which also contributes to making it a conser-
vative estimate of the impact of Trump’s sanctions.

These $6 billion in losses from oil exports were in U.S. dollars, which 
means that Venezuela lost the hard currency needed to pay for imports.7 
This is a crucial point. In 2018, Venezuela was only able to import $11.7 
billion in goods, according to Torino Capital. The impact on medicine 
imports was especially destructive. According to U.S. economist Mark 
Weisbrot, while its economy was still growing in 2013, Venezuela was 
importing about $2 billion per year in medicine.8 By 2018, that amount 
had fallen to an astonishing low of $140 million—an especially hor-
rifying development because medicines are much more difficult to 
substitute with local production than food.9 It is impossible to deny that 
a collapse in medicine imports has killed thousands of people in the 
2017–2018 period, as Weisbrot and U.S. economist Jeffrey Sachs argued 
in a paper published in April 2019. Weisbrot and Sachs cite a 31 percent 
increase in general mortality in the 2017–2018 period, according to a 
survey by anti-Maduro Venezuelan academics. That increase works out 
to an extra 40,000 deaths. As noted in chapter 2 regarding Datanalisis, 
caution should be used when citing opposition sources. But there is no 
denying that thousands were being killed. Even Rodriguez estimated 
that about a third of the increased mortality in 2018 could be due to 
sanctions.10 In a civilized world, these sanctions would put numerous 
high-ranking U.S. officials in jail for murder. 

U.S. sanctions against Venezuela are clearly crimes against human-
ity, and not only for their impact on medicines. The Venezuelan 
government’s Local Supply and Production Committees (CLAP) 
program has also been crippled by U.S. sanctions. CLAPs distribute 
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subsidized food and other basic products directly to households 
throughout Venezuela.11 About 60 percent of Venezuelan house-
holds have received supplies from the CLAP program, according to 
Datanalisis.12 Another anti-Maduro source, the annual ENCOVI sur-
veys, reported that almost 90 percent of households were receiving 
products through the CLAP program by December 2018.13 Slashing 
the Maduro government’s revenues through sanctions inevitably dev-
astates its capacity to maintain a program on which Venezuelans have 
come to depend. This could not possibly be justified even if Maduro 
were a dictator. In the short term, U.S. belligerence entrenched 
Maduro’s electoral base behind him. But in the long term, the U.S. 
may coerce the kind of electoral result in Venezuela that, in 1990, 
Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush produced in Nicaragua 
through a decade of terrorism and sanctions. 

When Trump recognized Guaidó as Venezuela’s interim president, 
it signaled a new, deadlier phase of sanctions. Two days after Guaidó 
declared himself president, Trump appointed Elliott Abrams, experi-
enced in running genocidal U.S. proxy wars in Central America in the 
1980s, as special envoy to Venezuela.14 It was impossible to miss the 
significance, the flaunting of U.S. imperial impunity.  

Trump’s recognition of Guaidó was a legal pretext to make U.S. 
sanctions more devastating. Venezuelan government assets in the 
United States were seized and officially transferred to Guaidó’s self-
declared “interim government.” Oil shipments from Venezuela to the 
United States would also now be invoiced by only the government rec-
ognized by Washington. In other words. Maduro’s government would 
simply be throwing money away if it continued oil shipments to the 
United States because it would not be paid for them. This amounted 
to an embargo on Venezuela’s oil. Torino Capital immediately revised 
its projections for Venezuela’s economy in the coming year. It had pre-
dicted an 11 percent contraction in real GDP for 2019. Shortly after 
Guaidó’s recognition, it revised that to a 26 percent contraction—a 
projection that proved extremely accurate.15 

Recall that Barack Obama first imposed economic sanctions on 
Venezuela in March 2015 through an executive order that formally 
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declared a national emergency (in the United States) based on the 
preposterous claim that “the situation in Venezuela” was “an extraor-
dinary threat to the national security of the United States.”16 Both he, 
and later Trump, would renew the fraudulent national emergency 
every year. A bogus national emergency was also Ronald Reagan’s 
legal pretext to strangle Nicaragua’s economy during the 1980s and 
back Contra terrorists who opposed the government. 

Not every national emergency is created equal. For instance, in 
February 2019, when Trump declared a national emergency to bypass 
Congress over building his infamous wall on the U.S.–Mexican 
border, legal challenges were quickly initiated.17 One of the arguments 
used to oppose Trump was, as one law professor said, that “the presi-
dent can’t just say any old thing is a national emergency.”18 And yet, 
this has been precisely the case in Venezuela.

U.S. sanctions are also a flagrant violation of the Organization of 
American States Charter, which the U.S. government has signed. In 
Chapter IV, Article 19, it states:

No State or group of States has the right to intervene, directly 
or indirectly, for any reason whatever, in the internal or exter-
nal affairs of any other State. The foregoing principle prohibits 
not only armed force but also any other form of interference or 
attempted threat against the personality of the State or against its 
political, economic, and cultural elements.19 

And Article 2 of the UN Charter states: “All Members shall refrain in 
their international relations from the threat or use of force against the 
territorial integrity or political independence of any state.”20

What If Venezuela Behaved Like the United States? 

Imagine Venezuelan President Nicolás Maduro saying, as Trump 
did, that he refused to rule out a “military option” against the United 
States; or saying that the U.S. military could “topple” Trump’s govern-
ment “very quickly.” Imagine if a high-ranking Maduro government 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



42 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

official said, as Secretary of State Rex Tillerson did, that the U.S. 
military might step in as an “agent of change” and send Trump off 
to a nice “hacienda” somewhere; or if another top Maduro official 
said, as Tillerson’s successor Mike Pompeo did, that Venezuela was 
“very hopeful that there can be a transition” in the United States and 
that Venezuela’s intelligence services were discussing with regional 
allies how to achieve that “better outcome.”21 All of these examples 
were threats made long before the United States recognized Juan 
Guaidó. Trump’s first statement about a possible “military option” 
for Venezuela was made in August 2017. The recognition of Guaidó 
made such threats more frequent and severe. 

Consider, for example, the wild remarks made by John Bolton, 
Trump’s former National Security Advisor. After January 23 (the 
date of Guaidó’s self-declaration) Bolton used Twitter to constantly 
implore the Venezuelan military to turn on Maduro. On March 12, 
Bolton tweeted: 

The U.S. fully supports Interim President Juan Guaidó and the 
National Assembly. We will continue to intensify our efforts to 
end Maduro’s usurpation of Venezuela’s Presidency and will 
hold the military and security forces responsible for protecting 
the Venezuelan people.

Bolton, a key U.S. official responsible for the Iraq War that cost at least 
half a million Iraqi lives, was, like his superiors, never held accountable 
for his crimes. The spectacle of Bolton not only out of jail but issuing 
threats and presuming to hold anyone “responsible” was disgusting.22 

In a radio interview on February 1, Bolton joked about having 
Maduro sent to a U.S.-run torture camp in Cuba.23 Reuters seemed 
to chuckle along with Bolton’s thug humor: “Move over ayatollahs: 
Bolton turns tweets and talons on Maduro.”24 The Reuters article 
included a cartoon that showed Maduro behind bars and wearing an 
orange jumpsuit while Bolton danced outside the cell. It even claimed 
that the cartoon, by Venezuelan cartoonist Fernando Pinilla, hung on 
Bolton’s office wall.
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Weeks passed without the coup that Bolton clearly expected to 
occur immediately after Guaidó’s announcement. The United States 
issued grave warnings to Maduro not to arrest Guaidó, but for almost 
two decades Venezuela had, to an amazing degree, been tolerant of 
an openly insurrectionary U.S.-backed opposition.25 That crucial fact 
seemed to have escaped the empire’s notice. Guaidó led large rallies. 
The government also rallied its supporters to the streets. Another U.S. 
provocation would have to be arranged. 

The Failed Aid Stunt

On February 12, 2019, at a large rally in eastern Caracas where upper- 
and middle-class opposition supporters tend to live, Juan Guaidó 
ordered the Venezuelan military to allow humanitarian aid into the 
country through the border with Colombia on February 23—even 
though he lacked any legal authority to do so.26 The stunt failed to 
incite a coup, as the military simply obeyed Maduro’s orders not to 
let in the shipment. Frenzied propaganda aside, it was a non-event.

This was the shipment of U.S.-government-supplied items that was 
to be sent into Venezuela without passing through official UN channels 
and international aid groups already working in the country. 27 Recall 
that the U.S. government has objected to aid being delivered to Gaza 
in defiance of Israel’s criminal blockade.28 If Israel pretended to force 
“aid” into Gaza, as the United States attempted to do in Venezuela, 
it would rival the cynicism of the stunt at the Colombia–Venezuela 
border. The Trump administration should have been forced to answer 
at least two questions by the Western media.

Instead of sending aid, why not end the economic sanctions? 
The loss of $6 billion per year from Trump’s sanctions dwarfs the 
$20 million in aid his administration intended to force through the 
border.29 And why not simply increase donations to the UN and the 
International Committee of the Red Cross, two organizations that 
were already working in Venezuela? 

Predictably, no such questioning of the Trump administration 
took place. Instead, Western readers were bombarded with deceptive 
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articles, such as one by Jim Wyss for the Miami Herald. Its headline 
was: “Venezuela aid organizers imagine a ‘river of people’ over-
whelming Maduro’s blockade.”30 Wyss wrote that “Venezuelan leader 
Nicolás Maduro continues to reject international aid—going so far as 
to blockade a road that might have been used for its delivery.”

Wyss’s article contained two big lies. First, in November 2018, 
Maduro publicly requested aid and the UN then authorized it for 
Venezuela shortly afterward.31 This was even reported by Reuters.32 
But that didn’t stop Reuters from writing numerous articles a few 
months later with headlines such as “U.S. looking for ways to get 
aid into Venezuela: Envoy,” ignoring the option of simply donating 
money to aid workers who were already in the country.33 

Second, the “blockaded” road widely mentioned at the time was 
the Tienditas Bridge linking Venezuela to Colombia. It had been 
blocked since 2016, when it was completed but never opened. U.S. 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo was responsible for the allegation, 
made in a tweet, that the bridge had been blocked by Maduro to stop 
aid. A CBC article from February 15, 2019, admitted to having been 
misled, like other news media, by Pompeo.34 But in the same article, 
the CBC also claimed that the Tienditas Bridge had been “featured in 
stories describing how the president of Venezuela, Nicolás Maduro, is 
keeping international food aid from his desperate citizens.” The CBC 
debunked one lie but spread an even more serious one: that Maduro 
was keeping aid from his citizens. There was also a huge lie of omis-
sion in the CBC article: no mention of U.S. economic sanctions. 

An earlier CBC article from February 8 ran with a subheading that 
falsely claimed: “Maduro says aid not needed in Venezuela, Guaidó 
wants to allow it.”35 The CBC later revised the article, adding the clause  
“although Venezuela has accepted foreign aid in the past, and Maduro 
has not always been consistent in his statements on the subject.” But 
referring to international aid received in “the past” was deceptive. The 
CBC should have said that Venezuela “is receiving” (present tense) 
international aid from the UN and the Red Cross.36 And the dishonest 
subheading remained in the revised CBC article.

Numerous articles also ignored the historical precedent. When 
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Elliott Abrams, Trump’s special representative for Venezuela, was an 
Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American affairs in the 1980s, 
he used humanitarian aid as cover to arm the Contra terrorists in 
Nicaragua.37 In the Miami Herald article by Jim Wyss, the use of U.S. 
aid for military purposes is presented as something only Maduro 
suspected. Independent U.S. foreign policy critics would have men-
tioned the historical precedent, but no effort was made to cite them.   
The journalistic approach used by Wyss and many others resembles 
the run-up to the Iraq invasion of 2003, when completely factual 
statements that Iraq had no weapons of mass destruction were often 
attributed solely to the discredited Iraqi government—and not to crit-
ical, independent observers.38  

The aid stunt was aimed at giving the Venezuelan military a 
humanitarian pretext for turning on Maduro. As usual, John Bolton 
made U.S. intentions impossible for anyone to miss. One of his many 
tweets before the aid stunt warned:

Any actions by the Venezuelan military to condone or insti-
gate violence against peaceful civilians at the Colombian and 
Brazilian borders will not be forgotten. Leaders still have time to 
make the right choice.39 

U.S. Senator Marco Rubio tweeted directly to Venezuela’s Director 
of Military Counter-Intelligence:

.@Ivanr_HD you should think very carefully about the actions 
you take over the next few days in #Venezuela. Because your 
actions will determine how you spend the rest of your life.

Do you really want to be more loyal to #Maduro than to your 
own family?40 

The day after the failed aid stunt, Rubio tweeted, without comment, a 
picture showing former Libyan dictator Muammar Gaddafi bloodied 
and in the clutches of the U.S.-backed rebels who raped and mur-
dered him.41 
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This was open mafioso-style behavior intended to push a transpar-
ently fraudulent aid mission and incite a coup. The stunt was further 
discredited to any informed observer when the Grayzone News, and, 
weeks later, even the New York Times, debunked claims that Maduro 
supporters had set some of the trucks carrying aid ablaze. Guaidó 
supporters had actually set the trucks on fire.42

But while the outcome of the stunt was still in doubt, the self-iden-
tified democratic socialist Bernie Sanders backed up the stunt in his 
own way.

The Bernie Front of the Propaganda War  

Within only one week, February 18 to 24, there were a total of 153 
Venezuela-related tweets from Marco Rubio, John Bolton, Mike 
Pompeo, and Mike Pence. These tweets represented 77 percent of their 
collective tweets as they frantically pushed the aid stunt.43  

On the day of the aid stunt, February 23, Sanders issued his only 
Venezuela-related tweet in the entire month:

The people of Venezuela are enduring a serious humanitarian 
crisis. The Maduro government must put the needs of its people 
first, allow humanitarian aid into the country, and refrain from 
violence against protesters.44 

Did Sanders not know that Venezuela was already receiving foreign 
aid? Didn’t Sanders notice the Trump administration openly trying 
to incite a military coup in Venezuela since 2017 through sanctions? 
Was Sanders ignorant of the consequences of U.S.-backed military 
coups in Latin America?45 Was he not familiar with Elliott Abrams’s 
track record, or John Bolton’s? 

The liberal journalist Norman Solomon defended Sanders’s 
Venezuela position by noting that Sanders was “savagely trashed” for 
refusing to call Maduro a “dictator” during an exchange with Wolf 
Blitzer on February 25, 2019.46 But Sanders was trashed, in part, 
because his remarks to Blitzer were weak and incoherent. Sanders 
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had said that it’s “fair to say that the last election [in Venezuela] was 
undemocratic,” so it did look odd when Sanders stopped short of 
labelling Maduro a “dictator”—as the Sanders campaign labeled Hugo 
Chávez in 2015.47 Sanders clearly didn’t have the stomach (and per-
haps the knowledge) to hit back at Blitzer explaining why elections in 
Venezuela compare extremely well with those in his own country. He 
told Blitzer that Venezuela was not as undemocratic as Saudi Arabia. 
But the relevant comparison should be between Venezuela and the 
United States, which would never tolerate a violent foreign-backed 
opposition the way Venezuela has. Several months later, Sanders fell 
in line even more conspicuously. Sanders referred to Maduro as “a 
vicious tyrant.”48 In January 2020, pressed during an interview by the 
New York Times editorial board, Sanders called Maduro (along with 
Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega) a dictator.49

On March 8, the Real News Network reported that “16 progressive 
members of Congress” had demanded “an end to economic sanctions 
and to military threats against Venezuela.” It interviewed Ro Khanna, 
a Democratic Representative from California, who led the initiative.50 
Khanna told RNN’s Sharmine Peres:

Well, we sent a letter calling for a repeal of the broad-based sanc-
tions precisely for your point. They’re hurting the poorest folks 
in Venezuela. They’re giving Maduro an excuse to blame the 
United States, as opposed to taking responsibility for his own 
failed economic policies and his own cronyism. So I don’t think 
that they are productive.

It was actually very clear that U.S. sanctions were killing—not 
simply “hurting”—Venezuelans.51 Khanna also spoke as if a crime 
against humanity could be acceptable if it were “productive” to 
U.S. objectives. At one point in the interview, Khanna said: “I don’t 
understand how Bolton is still allowed to be near foreign policy. I 
mean, here’s someone who is the architect of the biggest blunder in 
American foreign policy, the Iraq war.”

An unprovoked war of aggression based on a pack of lies is not 
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a “blunder” that should have merely kept Bolton away from a job 
involving foreign policy. Downgrading mass murder to a “blunder” 
exposes an inability to see Iraqis as human beings. 

Khanna also claimed that Venezuela’s 2018 election was “tainted” 
through a lack of (presumably U.S.-approved) “supervision.”52 The fol-
lowing year, U.S.-approved supervision of Bolivia’s election produced 
a bogus election audit that led directly to a coup and a U.S.-approved 
dictatorship. As the most far-left elected politicians in the United 
States, figures such as Khanna and Sanders should understand the 
stakes and be keenly aware that they are the only ones who might 
hold the U.S. government accountable for its crimes. They are the 
only official figures who stand between millions of innocent people 
abroad and the horrors that the United States would inflict on them. 

As the Guaidó era began, prominent NGOs also ensured that pres-
sure was applied to Venezuela’s government while U.S. criminality 
went virtually unopposed.

Amnesty International Adds Reinforcement

Three days before the aid stunt (and shortly after meeting with Juan 
Guaidó), Amnesty International issued a report that was ostensi-
bly about denouncing an allegedly brutal response by Venezuelan 
security forces to recent anti-government protests in poor neighbor-
hoods.53 Amnesty’s Americas director, Erika Guevara Rosa, wrote, 
“International justice is the only hope for victims of human rights vio-
lations in Venezuela. It is time to activate all available mechanisms to 
prevent further atrocities.” Given the circumstances, the report read like 
a barely disguised attempt to bolster Trump’s threats against Venezuela 
from a human rights angle. Venezuela was days away from what may 
easily have resulted in a U.S.-backed coup or even invasion. What were 
the human rights implications of a U.S.-backed military coup or inva-
sion? Anyone with knowledge of Latin American history knows the 
very disturbing answer. But Amnesty was completely unconcerned. 

The Amnesty report was titled “Venezuela: Hunger, Punishment 
and Fear, the Formula for Repression Used by Authorities Under 
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Nicolás Maduro.” The insinuation was that “hunger” was a weapon 
Maduro used against the public, even though the text only referred to 
food distribution in the following sentence: “There is a strong pres-
ence of pro-Nicolás Maduro armed groups (commonly known as 
‘colectivos’) in these areas, where residents depend to a large extent 
on the currently limited state programs to distribute staple foods.”

The “limited state programs” referred to CLAP—the program 
Trump viciously attacked through sanctions beginning in August 
2017. Amnesty not only ignored Trump’s attack on the CLAP pro-
gram, it also cast as thugs the organized poor people distributing food 
to millions of people. When using the term “colectivo,” the report 
referred only to poor people who are armed and therefore vilified 
them as criminal gangs. This is a very partisan use of the term and is 
often deployed by the opposition.

According to George Ciccariello-Maher, a U.S. scholar who has 
done extensive research on the grassroots Chavista organizations 
in the poorest neighborhoods, “colectivo” is used by these groups 
to refer to themselves, and the vast majority of them are not armed. 
The term means armed, pro-government criminals only in the U.S.-
backed opposition’s definition. 54  

So while Amnesty criticized Venezuela’s government for “stigma-
tizing” protesters in poor neighborhoods, Amnesty itself stigmatized 
Chavistas in poor areas by using the term “colectivos” as the opposition 
does. And this despite the fact that colectivos (armed or not) would be 
targets for savage repression by the opposition, if it ever seized power. 
All six U.S.-backed coup attempts since 2002 have demonstrated their 
total disregard for the lives of the poor and for Chavistas in particu-
lar. The opposition’s applause for the brutal coup-installed dictatorship 
in Bolivia, which took power in 2019 and governed for almost a year 
before democracy was restored, dramatically underscores this point.

When questioned directly about the financial sanctions Trump 
imposed on Venezuela in August 2017, Amnesty replied that it took 
no position on U.S. sanctions. As for its position regarding statements 
by U.S. officials and politicians encouraging the Venezuelan military 
to perpetrate a coup, Amnesty replied that “responsible discussion on 
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the current state of human rights in Venezuela should not be focused 
on statements made by parties outside the country.”55 

This was shocking. U.S. sanctions are attacks on Venezuelans’ 
rights to health and food—indeed, on their very lives. U.S. threats 
against Venezuela and its open encouragement of a military coup are 
similarly indefensible acts—and also grave threats to human rights. 
But Amnesty claimed that staying silent about those facts was the 
responsible thing to do.

On January 25, 2019, Amnesty received a petition asking it to 
change its position and oppose U.S. economic sanctions and the 
deliberate incitement of a military coup in Venezuela. It was signed 
by filmmaker and political activist John Pilger, former UN special 
Rapporteur to Venezuela Alfred de Zayas, and Canadian author 
Linda McQuaig, among others.56 On February 7, Amnesty updated 
its position on U.S. sanctions and threats—by asking the U.S. govern-
ment to be careful in imposing economic sanctions and to “monitor” 
their impact on the “most vulnerable groups.”57 This was absurd. The 
deadly impact of sanctions had been well established for over a year 
before Trump made them even worse in January 2019. Regarding 
U.S. threats and incitement of a military coup, Amnesty now vaguely 
requested that the “international community” follow the law. It did 
not single out Trump, even though his government was driving the 
attacks on Venezuela. Moreover, Amnesty’s timid request to follow 
the law was contradicted by its position that the U.S. should merely 
“monitor” its illegal economic sanctions. 

It was infuriating to see Amnesty, a major human rights group, com-
pletely incapable of denouncing grave human rights abuses by the most 
transparently racist and cynical U.S. president in recent memory.  

Another Eminent Fraud: The UN Rights Chief

On March 20, 2019, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
Michelle Bachelet made a statement about Venezuela:

Although this pervasive and devastating economic and social 
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crisis began before the imposition of the first economic sanc-
tions in 2017, I am concerned that the recent sanctions on 
financial transfers related to the sale of Venezuelan oil within 
the United States may contribute to aggravating the economic 
crisis, with possible repercussions on people’s basic rights and 
well-being.58

In a literal reading of her words, even if the sanctions made a preex-
isting crisis worse, they would only have a “possible” negative impact 
on “people’s basic rights and well-being”—a total absurdity. Bachelet’s 
cowardly nonsense contrasted sharply with the candor of Alfred De 
Zayas, a UN-appointed special investigator who visited Venezuela in 
2017.59 He said that U.S. sanctions amounted to “economic warfare.” 

Bachelet said that Maduro’s government did not “fully acknowl-
edge” the scale of the economic crisis, but she failed to acknowledge 
the U.S. economic strangulation of Venezuela. She also said nothing 
about repeated U.S. military threats. And while Bachelet failed to dis-
sent against U.S. crimes, she hypocritically expressed concern about 
dissent within Venezuela—where Juan Guaidó was free to lead a U.S.-
backed insurrection against Maduro’s government.

In July, Bachelet released another report in which she less timidly 
stated the obvious about crippling U.S. sanctions, but was still unable 
or unwilling to demand that they be lifted. Her report said that “the 
economy of Venezuela, particularly its oil industry and food produc-
tion systems, were already in crisis before any sectoral sanctions were 
imposed.”60 That’s precisely what makes U.S. sanctions so depraved. 
Imagine a defense attorney saying, “Your Honor, I will show that the 
victim was already in intensive care when my client began to assault 
him.”61 Attacking somebody who is vulnerable is much worse than 
attacking somebody who is not. This was especially true after Trump 
escalated U.S. sanctions in August 2017. But rather than make that 
obvious point, Bachelet’s report stated the following:

Nevertheless, the latest economic sanctions are exacerbat-
ing further the effects of the economic crisis, and thus the 
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humanitarian situation, given that most of the foreign exchange 
earnings derive from oil exports, many of which are linked to 
the U.S. market. The Government has agreed to gradually autho-
rize humanitarian assistance from the United Nations and other 
actors.  However, the level of assistance is minimal vis-à-vis the 
scale of the crisis and there is an urgent need to adopt structural 
economic reforms.
 
After admitting that U.S. policy was deliberately worsening “the 

humanitarian situation,” the report demanded that Maduro’s govern-
ment offset the damage through “economic reforms”—but not that 
U.S. sanctions be lifted, even though their very objective is to make 
any economic recovery impossible. 

Only two months earlier, on May 16, Marco Rubio approvingly 
tweeted that Maduro “can’t access funds to rebuild electric grid or 
PDVSA.”62 In March and April, Venezuela had been hit with unusu-
ally severe electrical blackouts. Maduro claimed (plausibly) that the 
blackouts were caused by opposition sabotage, using snipers and cyber-
attacks. But even if that claim turned out to be false, the much larger 
point Rubio acknowledged—and celebrated—was the obvious link 
between U.S. sanctions and the reduced capacity of Maduro’s govern-
ment to provide essential services to all Venezuelans.63 Could Bachelet 
possibly have missed how utterly vile U.S. objectives were—especially 
after a high-profile figure like Rubio had made them explicit?

In August 2019, Trump escalated the sanctions yet again by impos-
ing a blanket ban on dealing with Maduro’s government. This basically 
meant a full trade embargo.64 

In a December interview with Anya Parampil of the investigative 
website the Grayzone, Francisco Rodriguez, the prominent anti-
Maduro economist, described how opposition legislators blocked a law 
that would have authorized the UN Development program to procure 
parts to repair Venezuela’s electrical grid—parts Maduro’s govern-
ment would not be able to get on its own, due to sanctions. “The more 
hardline groups, in particular Voluntad Popular [Guaidó’s party at the 
time] and Primero Justicia, decided to block the law,” Rodriguez said. 
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“Publicly they haven’t made their argument clear but everybody knows 
the rationale is that they believe that anything that makes Venezuelans’ 
lives better is giving oxygen to the Maduro regime.”65 Indeed—and a 
conclusion like this should have been stated by Bachelet if even an anti-
Maduro Venezuelan like Rodriguez could do it.

Problems Emerge as Coup Attempt Drags On   

By the end of 2019, four U.S.-backed governments in the Western 
Hemisphere—Chile, Ecuador, Haiti, and Colombia—were shaken 
by massive protests against neoliberal economic policies. The unrest 
was met with deadly responses by security forces. The regional “good 
guys” in the U.S. government’s story were exposing themselves as “bad 
guys” in a conspicuous way. The U.S. government, the OAS Secretary 
General Luis Almagro, and Juan Guaidó and other Venezuelan oppo-
sition leaders all responded by accusing Cuba and Venezuela of 
stirring up the unrest.66 It was alleged that Maduro, cash-strapped and 
supposedly on the brink of collapse, was successfully destabilizing 
several U.S.-backed governments. Maduro mocked the allegations.67 
The protests undermined the idea that surrendering to Washington 
paved the way to peace and prosperity: Chavistas could now point to 
massive unrest under several U.S.-backed governments in the region.  

Corporate media diverted public attention toward pro-United 
States protesters in Hong Kong. Alan MacLeod, writing for FAIR.
org, showed that the Hong Kong protests received about ten times 
more coverage from the New York Times and CNN than the protests 
in Ecuador, Chile, and Haiti combined. This was especially striking 
considering that seventy-six protesters had been killed in Ecuador, 
Chile, and Haiti, while only two protest-related deaths had occurred 
in Hong Kong.68    

The U.S.-backed military coup in Bolivia in November 2019 also 
exposed the hypocrisy of the Venezuelan opposition and its cheer-
leaders. By the end of 2019, Guaidó, who applauded the coup, was 
strutting around Caracas pretending to defy a “dictatorship” while 
Evo Morales, who won Bolivia’s presidential election in October, was 
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threatened by a real dictatorship if he dared to return from exile.69 
But, despite Guaidó’s remarkable freedom to operate in Venezuela, 
the Guaidó insurrection became increasingly undermined by corrup-
tion scandals, internal disputes, and embarrassing failures.  

On April 30, Guaidó announced a military uprising while stand-
ing outside an air force base in wealthy eastern Caracas. The uprising 
was exposed as farcical within hours. Trump was reduced to pub-
licly whining that Cuba had foiled it.70 Five weeks later, on June 6, the 
Washington Post said it acquired a recording in which Mike Pompeo, 
perhaps trying to shift blame for the U.S. failure to oust Maduro, 
aired frustrations over how difficult it was to keep the opposition 
united.71 Then, on June 14, a hardline opposition outlet, Panampost, 
reported that Guaidó’s representatives had stolen funds that were sup-
posed to help recent defectors from the Venezuelan military living in 
Colombia.72 The tone of the article was unabashedly angry and sar-
castic. It mocked Guaidó’s promises to treat military defectors like 
heroes, saying, “Surprise, heroes don’t starve.” But it also said many 
defectors spent money on alcohol and prostitutes and “didn’t leave a 
good impression” in Colombia. Reuters conveyed the basics of the 
story the next day in far less detail and using an objective tone.73   

In September, photographs (and later, video) emerged of Guaidó 
smiling with armed members of the Colombian drug-trafficking 
paramilitaries known as Los Rastrojos during the time of the aid 
stunt. Reuters reported that Guaidó denied knowing who the men 
were, but didn’t mention that one Rastrojos member who posed with 
Guaidó was wearing a gun. Wouldn’t Guaidó’s security team have to 
know and trust an armed man to let him get that close? Was the man 
actually part of Guaidó’s security team during the aid stunt? 

In early December, another pro-opposition outlet, Armando.info, 
published new allegations that were damaging to Guaidó.74 Nine oppo-
sition legislators were accused of receiving kickbacks in exchange for 
helping a Colombian businessman evade U.S. sanctions. Guaidó said 
he would not tolerate corruption. But one of the accused lawmak-
ers, José Brito, fired back, saying Guaidó was corrupt, and that people 
close to Guaidó bought a nightclub in Madrid with illegally acquired 
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funds. This public dispute with Brito came at the same moment when 
Humberto Calderón Berti, who’d been recently fired by Guaidó as his 
representative to Colombia, gave a lengthy interview to Panampost in 
which he portrayed Guaidó as being surrounded by “toxic” people. 
Calderon singled out Leopoldo López as a bad influence.75 

Remarkably, strong attacks on Guaidó began to appear in some 
U.S. corporate media. Opposition figures in the United States, who 
had soured on Guaidó as the coup attempt dragged on, appeared to 
have mobilized to make him the scapegoat, and perhaps position 
themselves to replace him. For example, a Miami Herald article from 
December 4, 2019, ran with the headline, “Poll Shows Venezuela’s 
Guaidó Is Losing Popularity and Has Sunk to Maduro Level.” A day 
earlier, a Reuters headline stated “‘Missed his moment’: Opposition 
corruption scandal undermines Venezuela’s Guaidó.”76     

As 2019 ended, it looked as if Guaidó may not be reelected as the 
National Assembly president for 2020.77 Indeed, on January 5, pro-
government assembly members voted with opposition legislators 
to elect Luis Parra as the new president of the National Assembly.78 
Guaidó’s allies disputed the vote and held their own in the headquar-
ters of El Nacional, an anti-Maduro newspaper.79 Needless to say, they 
claimed Guaidó was reelected. Much more importantly, the United 
States continued to back Guaidó and to escalate its sanctions even 
further. 

2020: U.S. Crimes Against Humanity Get More Brazen

As the world reeled from the COVID-19 pandemic, Maduro solicited 
emergency loans that the IMF was making available to member coun-
tries. The IMF quickly rejected Maduro’s request, claiming that it was 
unclear if his government was recognized by UN member states. This 
was an absurd excuse: in 2002, the IMF, which is traditionally domi-
nated by the U.S. Treasury Department, had immediately offered 
loans to the Carmona dictatorship after it ousted Hugo Chávez in a 
coup. That dictatorship, in power for only two days, was recognized 
by almost no government but the United States. The IMF’s excuse to 
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reject Maduro’s 2020 request was also ridiculous because, in October 
2019, the majority of UN member states voted Venezuela onto the 
UN Human Rights Council—despite intense U.S. lobbying against 
it.80 And yet the Washington Post editorial board lashed out at Maduro 
over his request, whining that Maduro “must have known” the loan 
“would be turned down.” That was indeed predictable—thanks to 
the same U.S. government that made a spectacle of demanding that 
Maduro accept “aid.”81 

In March, the U.S. began imposing sanctions on foreign firms that 
trade with Venezuela.82 It also announced a Wild West–style bounty 
on the head of Maduro and other officials, based on drug traffick-
ing allegations that were transparently political in nature—and in 
some instances, totally preposterous. For example, it was alleged 
that Maduro’s government intended to “flood” the United States 
with cocaine.83 This claim, no matter how unhinged, was consistent 
with the officially declared U.S. “national emergency” that said that 
Venezuela was an “extraordinary threat” to the United States: a clear 
example of the aggressor demanding victim status.

Michele Bachelet said in March that, due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, “sectoral sanctions” should be “eased or suspended.” She added 
benevolently that the people in countries targeted by U.S. sanctions—
though she never explicitly singled out the United States—“are in no 
way responsible for the policies being targeted by sanctions,” as if stated 
U.S. concerns about democracy, human rights, and U.S. “national secu-
rity” were the reason countries like Venezuela were targeted.84  

Recall that anti-Maduro Venezuelan economist Francisco 
Rodriguez had projected a return to growth for Venezuela in 2020. 
Additional U.S. sanctions and threats therefore had a clear and savage 
logic to them, which was to ensure that no economic recovery would 
take place after years of crisis. Fuel shortages began to plague the 
country in May as key refineries stopped producing. That month, 
a raid by U.S. mercenaries who had been hired by Guaidó and his 
allies was easily snuffed out by the Venezuelan military (with help 
from armed fishermen).  Secretary of State Pompeo denied “direct” 
U.S. involvement.85 Indeed, “indirect” U.S. involvement was obvious 
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to anyone who closely followed U.S. policy toward Venezuela for the 
past twenty years, especially during Trump’s presidency, but it was 
still remarkable that Pompeo would issue only a qualified denial over 
the raid. 

Iranian tankers  began to arrive  in Venezuela on May 23 with 
desperately needed gasoline. Iran has formally complained to the UN 
about U.S. threats against the tankers.86 Bernie Sanders, supposedly 
the leading progressive Democrat, tweeted nothing about it. Only a 
year earlier, he had tweeted a demand for Maduro to accept aid. Now 
he was silent as Trump openly sought to block fuel from reaching 
Venezuela. Democrats in Congress were useless as an opposition—
a point that came through clearly in the Venezuela-related chapter 
of The Room Where It Happened, a memoir that John Bolton had 
published in June. The person Bolton described as his most serious 
concern, in terms of stifling him on Venezuela, was Trump’s Secretary 
of the Treasury, Steven Mnuchin. Appropriately enough, Bolton 
barely mentioned the Democrats.87 In fact, Joe Biden, once he secured 
the Democratic Party’s presidential nomination, made it clear that his 
aggression toward Venezuela would match Trump’s.88

As 2020 came to a close, the United States seemed unwilling to 
declare an end to the Guaidó era any time soon—the very long 
attempt to oust Maduro through threats, appeals to the Venezuelan 
military to perpetrate a coup, and, worst of all, constantly escalat-
ing economic warfare. The lack of opposition to this prolonged coup 
attempt where it would be most effective—in Western governments, 
media, and prominent NGOs—has proven lethal. The empire cen-
tered in Washington is an extraordinary threat to the world.

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



How Could Chavismo Flourish in 
“Once Prosperous”

and Democratic Venezuela?

In his State of the Union address on February 6, 2019, Donald 
Trump said, “We stand with the Venezuelan people in their noble 
quest for freedom—and we condemn the brutality of the Maduro 

regime, whose socialist policies have turned that nation from being 
the wealthiest in South America into a state of abject poverty and 
despair.”1 Trump’s ridiculous comment was not considered contro-
versial because the Western media, including the anti-Trump liberal 
outlets like the New York Times, have spent many years conveying a 
lie: that Venezuela had been very prosperous and democratic until 
Hugo Chávez, and then his successor Nicolás Maduro, came along 
and ruined everything. If readers believe that, then they may indeed 
wonder, “Why shouldn’t the U.S. government help Venezuelans return 
to that prosperous state?” But this attitude is the result of common 
deceptions about Venezuela’s economic history, and it ignores how 
the rise of Chávez actually brought democratic reform, not regres-
sion, to Venezuela. The story the Western media tells should instead 
make people wonder how Chavismo could have become the dominant 
political force if everything had once been wonderful in Venezuela.
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For example, on March 19, 2019, a New York Times article by 
Michael Schwirtz ran with the headline, “U.N. Appeals to Maduro 
and Guaidó to End Battle Over Humanitarian Aid.”2 It emphasized a 
dubious report about poverty in Venezuela, stating that:

As much as 94 percent of the population lives in poverty, accord-
ing to the report, and up to seven million people, or a quarter of 
Venezuela’s population, are now in need of humanitarian assis-
tance in a country that was once one of the world’s wealthiest [our 
emphasis]. 

The 94 percent poverty figure comes from Venezuelan anti-
government academics who put out the annual university-based 
ENCOVI surveys of living conditions in Venezuela. It’s crucial to 
note that this is an estimate of income poverty, which doesn’t account 
for government-subsided food, education, and healthcare—meaning 
that it gives a distorted picture of actual living conditions. In 2015, the 
ENCOVI income poverty estimate was shown to be anywhere from 
25 to 34 percentage points too high. Its 2019 estimate was probably 
not as badly exaggerated, but it was still misleading.3 

Stating that a once-wealthy Venezuela has plunged into a 94 per-
cent poverty rate is also deceptive because it ignores the gains made 
under Chávez, when Venezuela’s poverty rate fell by half. Even so, 
there is no question that poverty did increase dramatically after 2014, 
for three reasons: Maduro’s policy errors, a steep fall in oil prices, and 
years of U.S. support for an insurrectionist opposition. After 2017, the 
increase in poverty was overwhelmingly due to U.S. sanctions. But in 
addition to downplaying this context and uncritically citing ENCOVI 
figures, the New York Times tells the more damning lie that Venezuela 
was “once one of the world’s wealthiest” countries. 

This vague claim about Venezuela’s economic history, in various 
forms—“once prosperous,” “once the richest”—has become ubiqui-
tous in the Western media. A Lexis Nexis search of English language 
newspapers for “Venezuela” and “once prosperous” turned up 563 
hits between 2015 and 2019.4  The “once prosperous” claim cannot 
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refer to Venezuela’s natural wealth: the huge oil and gold reserves are 
still there. The clear intent of describing Venezuela as “once prosper-
ous” is to suggest that living conditions were “once” those of a rich 
country. So, by what measure was Venezuela “once” wealthy? When 
exactly was that? What is the ranking criteria being used to say it was 
one of the wealthiest? Was it once in the top 10 percent (by whatever 
measure)? The top 50 percent?  

It’s always implied that Venezuela’s economic glory days were in 
the pre-Chávez era, but the financial journalist Jason Mitchell has 
made this claim explicitly. Writing for the UK Spectator in 2017, he 
said, “Twenty years ago Venezuela was one of the richest countries in 
the world.” So Venezuela had supposedly enjoyed its wealthy status 
in 1997, the year before Hugo Chávez was first elected.5 That’s utter 
nonsense. 

In reality, when Chávez was first elected in 1998, Venezuela had a 
50 percent poverty rate despite having been a major oil exporter for 
several decades. It started exporting oil in the 1920s, and it was only 
in the early 1970s that the biggest Middle Eastern oil producers, Saudi 
Arabia and Iran, surpassed Venezuela in production.6  In 1992, the 
New York Times reported that “only 57 percent of Venezuelans are 
able to afford more than one meal a day.” Does that sound like “one 
of the richest countries in the world”?7 Obviously not, but it is worth 
saying more about the statistics that can be used to mislead people 
about Venezuela’s economic history.

Economists typically use GDP per capita to assess how rich a coun-
try is. It is basically a measure of the average income per person.8 If 
journalists cared to be at all precise when they say that Venezuela had 
once been “rich,” then that’s a statistic they’d cite.

Figure 4.1 (page 61) shows World Bank data for Venezuela’s real 
(inflation-adjusted) GDP per capita since 1960, and it contradicts the 
Western media’s relentlessly insinuated story that a transition from 
prosperity to poverty took place because of Chavismo.9 Real GDP per 
capita peaked in 1977, near the end of an oil boom, then went into a 
long-term decline. When Chávez0 took office in 1999, it was at one of 
its lowest points in decades. Then it was driven even lower by the first 
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two attempts to oust Chávez: the April 2002 coup and, several months 
later, a shutdown of the state oil company—the “oil strike.” By 2013, 
real GDP per capita recovered dramatically, nearly reaching its 1977 
peak. Under Chávez, the poverty rate was cut in half, so there cer-
tainly is a correlation between GDP per capita and living conditions 
in Venezuela. But a country’s GDP per capita, by itself, says nothing 
about how income is distributed. And that can also make interna-
tional comparisons very misleading. 

For example, 1980 was very close to Venezuela’s historic peak in 
real GDP per capita, which ranked 32nd in the world that year when 
adjusted for purchasing power parity, as economists recommend for 
international comparisons. But its infant mortality rate ranked 58th 
in the world, far below Cuba, whose infant mortality rate was 28th 
that year.10 Infant mortality is a basic health indicator that helps reveal 
the extent to which a country’s wealth is actually being used to ben-
efit its people. In fact, Venezuela’s infant mortality rate in 1980 was 
more than twice as high as that in Cuba.11 Another revealing year 
is 1989, when the massacre of poor demonstrators later known as 

Figure 4.1: GDP per Capita (constant local currency)

Source: Compiled by the authors.
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the Caracazo took place. In terms of GDP per capita (adjusted for 
purchasing power parity), Venezuela ranked highest in Central and 
South America—while its government perpetrated the most infa-
mous slaughter of poor people in its modern history.12

The massacre exposed the essentially fraudulent nature of 
Venezuela’s prosperity and its democracy. It explains the rise of Chávez 
and also reveals how the U.S. government and media reflexively 
helped the Venezuelan government that perpetrated the massacre.

From Caracazo to Chavismo

It began on February 27, 1989.13 Venezuelan security forces killed 
hundreds, and possibly thousands, of poor people over a five-day 
period. The poor had risen up in revolt against an IMF-imposed 
“structural adjustment” program that involved stiff hikes to fuel 
prices and bus fares. The program was imposed by President Carlos 
Andres Pérez, a man who had campaigned saying that IMF pro-
grams were like a “neutron bomb that killed people but left buildings 
standing.”14

U.S. President George H. W. Bush called Pérez on March 3, 1989, 
while the Caracazo massacre was still taking place, to commiserate 
with Pérez and offer Venezuela loans. The U.S. media’s Venezuela nar-
rative suited Bush’s foreign policy. On November 11, 1990, a New York 
Times article about Venezuela by Clifford Krause described Pérez as 
“a charismatic Social Democrat.” Not a word was written about the 
Caracazo massacre. The article focused on Bush’s gratitude toward 
Pérez for, among other things, boosting Venezuela’s oil output to help 
protect the United States from negative economic consequences after 
the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.15

On February 5, 1992, Lieutenant Colonel Hugo Chávez first 
became widely known to Venezuelans by attempting a military coup. 
The day Chávez’s coup failed, a news article in the New York Times 
referred to Venezuela as “one of Latin America’s relatively stable dem-
ocratic governments” and to Pérez himself as “a leading democrat,” 
despite the Caracazo massacre only three years earlier, which is never 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



HOw cOulD cHAVIsMO flOuRIsH IN VENEzuElA? 63

mentioned. The Times also quoted then-President Bush calling Pérez 
“one of the great democratic leaders of our hemisphere.”16

Hugo Chávez had been secretly building a leftist movement within 
the military throughout the 1980s. It gained recruits and intensity 
after the Caracazo massacre. His 1992 coup attempt was initiated 
very close to midnight on February 4. By about 7:00 a.m. on February 
5, it had completely failed, but the government allowed Chávez to 
briefly address the nation on TV, provided that he call on his troops 
to surrender. 

In a seventy-two-second speech, Chávez appealed to his com-
rades to lay down their arms, and told Venezuelans that “for now” his 
objectives were not achieved. Twenty people were killed in the coup 
attempt. There appears to be widespread agreement that most of them 
were killed by Chávez’s co-conspirators.17 In November 1992, while 
Chávez was in jail, a second coup attempt was made by some of his 
supporters in the military. It was a much bloodier affair that left 171 
people dead.18

Considering Chávez’s electoral success several years later, the jour-
nalist Bart Jones’s analysis of Chávez’s brief 1992 speech seems right 
on target:

Chávez’s appearance was a bombshell . . . he did something 
almost inconceivable in a country where seemingly everybody 
dodged accountability: He took responsibility for a failure. “I 
accept responsibility for this Bolivarian military movement.”

He also indicated the rebellion wasn’t over yet. Two words—
por ahora, for now—sounded to many people like a pledge that 
the rebels would be back someday.19

Chávez served two years in prison which, considering he had 
attempted a coup, was a very light sentence. He was released by the 
government of Rafael Caldera, who was elected in 1994.The political 
system was by then so discredited that when Chávez attempted the 
coup Caldera had made statements that were sympathetic to it. But 
Chávez signaled his contempt for the entire establishment, which he 
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blamed for the Caracazo massacre, by refusing to thank or meet with 
Caldera after receiving a pardon.20  

Unfortunately, after he was elected in 1998, Chávez realized the 
coup attempt that catapulted his political career also handed his U.S.-
backed opponents a handy rationalization for their own efforts to 
seize power by force: “Chávez once led a coup, so we can, too.” Never 
mind that Chávez led one coup attempt, not several. He also went to 
jail for it immediately and did not receive the backing of the world’s 
most powerful government (quite the contrary). More important, 
six years after his coup attempt, Chávez and his political allies went 
on to consistently triumph in elections. That alone speaks volumes 
about the crushing poverty and injustice under the political system 
he rebelled against—circumstances that are today written out of the 
story the U.S. government and Western media tell about Venezuela. 

The Recruitment of Chávez, the Undoing of Punto Fijo

In 1958, a broad-based movement that included communists, liberals, 
and elements of the military overthrew the U.S.-backed dictatorship 
of Marcos Pérez Jiménez.21 The capitalist democracy that governed 
Venezuela from that time until the Chavista era began was dominated 
by an agreement known as the “Pact of Punto Fijo.” The pact was an 
arrangement by the dominant political parties to work together to 
marginalize their competitors. The pact was named after the “Quinta 
Punto Fijo,” an estate in Caracas. Appropriately enough, “Punto Fijo” 
translated to English means “fixed point.”22   

Many Venezuelans, especially poor people, were left very unsatis-
fied with the “fixed” democracy. Some leftist groups resorted to armed 
struggle during the 1960s and ’70s.23 The 1959 Cuban Revolution was 
fresh and inspiring in young minds. Aspiring Venezuelan rebels took 
to the mountains—the same way that Che and Fidel started off in 
Cuba. The Venezuelan rebels didn’t get involved in the battles the peas-
ants were already fighting to seize land from the rural elite. Instead, 
small groups of rebels tried to initiate their own battles, assuming that 
these would develop their own following. It didn’t happen. To make 
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matters worse, Venezuela was rapidly urbanizing, which exacerbated 
the isolation of the rebels in the mountains by limiting their peasant 
base of support.

In the 1970s, armed rebels moved their operations to the expanding 
cities. The kidnapping of U.S. business executive William Niehous in 
1976 was their most noteworthy (or infamous) act. The government 
responded fiercely and indiscriminately by assassinating, jailing, or 
disappearing people who were not involved.24 The rebels therefore 
repulsed some poor people in the cities who had been trying to orga-
nize legally.

Douglas Bravo, a rebel leader, decided that an important lesson 
of their failures was that they needed to develop secret allies within 
the military. That led him to recruit Hugo Chávez, through Chávez’s 
brother Adan. Venezuela’s armed forces offered openings for that 
kind of activity, which most Latin American militaries did not. They 
provided much better advancement opportunities for people like 
Chávez who were dark-skinned and from humble backgrounds. And 
in 1971, when Chávez arrived at the military academy in Caracas, a 
revised curriculum gave cadets a much more well-rounded educa-
tion which could even include a serious study of Marx. Cadets in that 
period were also less likely than their predecessors to study at U.S.-
run military schools.25 So, despite many rebel failures, that particular 
success—recruiting Chávez and others within the military—proved 
fateful when combined with other developments among poor people 
in Venezuelan cities. 

The Overlooked Foundations of Chavismo

In We Created Chávez, the scholar and activist George Ciccariello-
Maher explains that poor people in Venezuela’s cities began organizing 
for self-help, but also for armed self-defense, throughout the 1970s. 
These organizations were independent of the former mountain-
based rebels who aspired to lead them. As living conditions worsened 
during the 1980s, these popular militia became more influential. They 
often battled the drug trade in their neighborhoods, and that brought 
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them into conflict with drug dealers and police. These militia and 
other (unarmed) political groups were the foundation of the vilified 
“colectivos” that would eventually bolster the Chávez government. As 
Ciccariello-Maher described:

These were not petty bourgeois students headed to the hills, 
half-inspired by a sense of romantic adventure, but rather revo-
lutionized poor fighting for their lives. . . . 

By 1991, the Barrio Assembly of Caracas had emerged as a 
sort of general assembly representing local groupings . . . long 
before Chávez’s election, long before the communal councils, 
and long before even the Bolivarian Circles and the Patriotic 
Circles that had preceded them, there were barrio assemblies, 
the fruit of a long history of revolutionary failures and experi-
mentation and the motor force of a new Venezuela.26 

So the poor did not take things lying down as they were written 
out of the fairy tale of prosperous and democratic Venezuela before 
Chávez arrived on the scene. They organized, and even armed them-
selves, against an establishment that had proven it would massacre 
them to keep them hidden.

Chávez Was Not Another Pérez

When Chávez first took office in 1999, the U.S. government did not 
go immediately on the attack. When you consider the flashy anti-IMF 
campaign rhetoric of Carlos Andres Pérez—the president who then 
massacred people to implement an IMF austerity plan—it’s unsur-
prising that the U.S. would feel Chávez out for a while. Maybe Chávez 
would be similarly phony—and therefore worthy of U.S. support. 

By 2001, the U.S. government realized that Chávez was not going 
to be like Pérez, who made a sick joke of his anti-IMF rhetoric once 
he was in office. Chávez was actually going to try to follow through 
on his promises to change the system and assert his country’s sover-
eignty. Chávez aggressively opposed the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, 
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and even said that the U.S. ambassador came calling and disrespect-
fully asked him to reverse his position. That provoked Chávez to 
order the ambassador out of the room.27 This was a key event in the 
souring of Venezuela-U.S. relations. 

Domestically, Chávez also had a short honeymoon period with 
Venezuela’s old elite and the middle class. As Gregory Wilpert put it 
in Changing Venezuela by Taking Power:

When Chávez first took office, he enjoyed approval ratings of 
90%, which would suggest that racism and classism for eventual 
middle-class opposition to Chávez could not be an important 
factor.28 

Venezuela’s middle class had been sliding into poverty for two 
decades and supported Chávez in 1998 because they were des-
perate for change.29 

But soon enough the old political elite, like the U.S. ambassador, 
deeply resented Chávez asserting his authority. They had expected 
Chávez’s deference. His African and Indigenous roots and his work-
ing-class origin could be overlooked, until he shunned the usual 
power brokers when making his cabinet appointments. The conflict 
intensified when a constituent assembly, elected by voters, drafted 
a new constitution which was then approved in a referendum. 
Transitional authorities were appointed under the new democratic 
order. As Wilpert described it: “The old elite then used its control 
of the country’s mass media to turn the middle class against Chávez, 
creating a campaign that took advantage of the latent racism and clas-
sism in Venezuelan culture.”30

By 2004, predictably, Chávez relied much more heavily on the sup-
port of poor people to win elections.31

A New Constitution, a New Era

In the first year he took office, Chávez initiated a three-step process to 
give Venezuela a new constitution.32 In April 1999, he went to voters 
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asking if they wanted to initiate the process by electing a constitu-
tional assembly, and if they approved of the rules specifying how the 
assembly would be elected. His side won that referendum with 92 
percent of the vote on the first question and with 86 percent on the 
second (which specified basic electoral rules).

Elections were then held in July to choose the members of the 
assembly. Chávez supporters won 125 of the assembly’s 131 seats. The 
assembly then drafted a constitution and, four months later, it was 
approved by 72 percent of voters in another referendum.  

The assembly also appointed a transitional body, known as a 
Congressillo (small congress), that appointed a new Attorney General, 
Human Rights Defender, Comptroller General, National Electoral 
Council, and Supreme Court. 

In July 2000, Chávez went to voters again for a fresh presidential 
mandate under the new constitution and prevailed easily with 59.8 
percent of the vote. But these were “mega-elections,” as Wilpert put it, 
ones that “eliminated the country’s old political elite almost entirely 
from the upper reaches of Venezuela’s public institutions.”

Thirty-three thousand candidates ran for over 6,000 offices that 
day. In the end, Chávez was reconfirmed in office with 59.8% 
of the vote. Chávez’s supporters won 104 out of 165 National 
Assembly seats and 17 out of 23 state governorships. On the 
local level Chávez candidates were less successful, winning only 
about half of the municipal mayors’ posts.

Ominously, a New York Times editorial in August of 1999 already 
presumed to lecture Venezuelans and distort a very democratic 
reform process as a power grab:

They should be very wary of the methods Mr. Chávez is using. 
He is drawing power into his own hands, and misusing a special 
Constitutional Assembly meeting now in Caracas that is com-
posed almost entirely of his supporters.

Mr. Chávez, a former paratroop commander who staged 
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an unsuccessful military coup in 1992, has so far shown little 
respect for the compromises necessary in a democracy, which 
Venezuela has had for 40 years.

Clearly, any genuine reform process in Latin America was going to 
be vilified by liberal outlets like the New York Times. 

The lies peddled about Venezuela’s past make U.S. aggression 
against it possible in the present. It is worth summing up some of 
these key lies:  

Venezuela was “once prosperous” and ruined by socialism. In fact, 
Venezuela was an unequal country in which most people were 
poor despite the country’s oil wealth, which had generated huge 
export revenues since the 1920s.

Venezuela was a democracy before Chavismo. In fact, Venezuela’s 
democracy was a gravely flawed system in which politicians 
alternated holding power according to an undemocratic agree-
ment and rammed austerity down the throats of Venezuela’s 
poor by committing massacres, such as the Caracazo. 

Chavismo ruined Venezuela’s democracy. Chávez indeed 
attempted to carry out a coup in 1992, but he came to power 
through an election in 1998 and afterward made changes 
through extensive democratic processes. 
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First Coup Attempt:
April 2002

The first coup attempt against Hugo Chávez—one that 
was briefly successful—began on April 11, 2002. Chávez was 
deposed for two days, kidnapped by members of the military. 

Pedro Carmona, the head of Venezuela’s largest business federation, 
Fedecameras, declared himself president. 

Carmona issued a decree while he was in power. This was the infa-
mous “Carmona Decree,” a statement so wild that it alienated some 
of his allies who wanted the coup to have a veneer of legality. The 
decree dissolved the National Assembly and fired all Supreme Court 
judges as well as the Attorney General, the Comptroller General, 
the Human Rights Defender (Defensor del Pueblo), and the National 
Electoral Council. It even changed the name of the country. The word 
“Bolivarian” was taken out.1 

The scholar and journalist Gregory Wilpert, who witnessed key 
events of the coup, summed up one ignored aspect of its significance:

The coup showed just how popular Chávez really was and how 
determined his supporters were to prevent his overthrow. They 
went onto the streets, at great personal risk (over 60 people were 
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killed and hundreds were wounded by the police in the dem-
onstrations that inspired the military to bring Chávez back to 
power), to demand their president’s return to office.

The sixty victims Wilpert mentions do not include the nineteen 
people killed on the day of the coup, who were evenly split among 
Chávez supporters and opposition protesters. Five bystanders were 
also killed.2 

Had the coup not temporarily succeeded, Chavistas might have 
struggled to convince anyone except their supporters that there had 
even been a coup attempt.3 But the coup succeeded long enough to 
completely unmask numerous people and organizations in Venezuela 
and around the world as fraudulent democrats by the time Chávez 
was restored to power on April 14. 

Separation of Oligarchy and State—Not Without a Fight

Months before it happened, a coup attempt began to look increasingly 
likely as Chávez, emboldened by numerous electoral victories within 
only three years, pushed through forty-nine decrees in November 
2001. He was able to issue these decrees because the National Assembly 
granted him permission to do so through what is called an “enabling 
law,” which was not new to Venezuela’s government. Under the previ-
ous constitution, from 1961 to 1998, 172 decrees were passed through 
six different enabling laws.4 There are constitutional ways to overturn 
these decrees in Venezuela, as there are in the United States in the case 
of presidential executive orders.5 So why the outrage at the Chávez 
decrees? Among other things, the decrees in 2001 introduced redis-
tributive measures such as land reform and established much greater 
presidential control over the state oil company, Petróleos de Venezuela, 
S.A. (PDVSA), to ensure that Chávez could pay for social programs.6

In the months before the coup, one rallying cry of the opposition 
was to “protect the meritocracy” at PDVSA. But any “meritocracy” 
within PDVSA had not benefited most Venezuelans in decades. 
There are also no compelling reasons for the state oil company to be 
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independent of other democratically elected branches of government. 
This was really a demand that PDVSA managers who were loyal to 
Venezuela’s traditional power brokers would deny Chávez the capac-
ity to fund popular polices. This opposition tactic would be made 
even more obvious during the “oil strike” carried out months after 
the first coup attempt: attack Chávez by starving him of the funds to 
alleviate poverty. It was the same approach the United States would 
take against Maduro.

The fierce reaction to the Chávez decrees highlighted that the old 
power brokers still had undisputed control over Venezuela’s private 
media. They also had support in Washington and, by extension, the 
Western media and big NGOs. Along with a hostile mass media, 
Chávez was confronted with strikes, protests, and, most ominously, 
mutinous acts by members of the military. In February 2002, for 
instance, Colonel Pedro Soto declared himself “in rebellion” and “in 
disobedience,” alluding to Article 350 of Venezuela’s new constitution, 
which legalized civil disobedience in response to unconstitutional 
acts by the government.7 This obviously foreshadowed the coup 
attempt only two months later. 

Chávez also faced the defection of some high-profile supporters 
who accused him of undermining democracy. Luis Miquilena, an 
advisor who won Chávez’s trust back when Chávez was in jail for 
the 1992 coup attempt, resigned in January 2002 and began working 
with the opposition. In February, Chávez fired a general, Guaicaipuro 
Lameda, whom he had appointed to run PDVSA in 2000. On April 
11, 2002, Lameda led a fateful protest march to the presidential 
palace, Miraflores, that provided the pretext for the coup. The mayor 
of Caracas at the time, Alfredo Peña, was also a onetime ally who 
turned bitter enemy several months before the coup.8 Such defections 
were encouraged and amplified by Venezuela’s private media which, 
as noted by Wilpert, was “largely taking the place of the discredited 
centrist and conservative parties.”9

Chávez fought back against the private media through his weekly 
TV show Alo Presidente, which he broadcasted on state TV. He had 
launched the show in 1999.10 But as the private media became more 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



76 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

openly insurrectionary, he increasingly resorted to using cadenas, offi-
cial government broadcasts that interrupted regular programming on 
all networks. That led the opposition, and the foreign governments, 
media, and NGOs that back them, to allege that “press freedom” was 
imperiled. They’ve been saying that ever since, in complete defiance 
of reality. For instance, sixteen years later, in 2018, Henri Falcón 
initiated his presidential campaign with a 35-minute tirade against 
Maduro that he delivered on state TV. Falcón also had ample access 
to Venezuela’s private media throughout his campaign. As of 2019, 
somewhere between 60 and 90 percent of households had access to 
private TV media.11 Second to the ludicrous claim that Venezuela is 
an “extraordinary threat” to the United States, the most inexcusable 
lie about Venezuela is the claim that the U.S.-backed opposition is 
voiceless in the mass media. 

The True Story of the Coup that Was Only Conceded After the Fact 

On April 11, 2002, opposition leaders diverted a protest march 
toward  Miraflores, where they did not have a permit to demonstrate. 
That put opposition protesters in direct confrontation with Chavista 
counter-protesters who were stationed in front of Miraflores, after 
being tipped off that this might happen.  

Police controlled by the anti-Chávez mayor of Caracas, who were 
probably joined by other opposition-aligned gunmen, exchanged fire 
with armed Chavistas. Nineteen people were killed, and this became 
the pretext for some military officers to rebel. It was not until after 
the coup was defeated that it was widely accepted that those nineteen 
deaths were evenly split between supporters and opponents of the 
government. Sixty people killed by Carmona’s efforts to suppress the 
uprising that restored Chávez to power have been even more effec-
tively written out of history.12     

During the coup, Venezuela’s private media blamed the April 11 
deaths on Chávez ordering his supporters to fire on unarmed pro-
testers. Some military men demanded his resignation. Chávez turned 
himself over to the mutinous generals so that they would not  bomb 
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Miraflores, as they had threatened to do. He also agreed to resign 
provided that four conditions were met, the most important being 
that he would follow the constitution: he would resign in an address 
before the National Assembly, and the vice president would take over 
his job until new elections could be held.  

The generals accepted his conditions, so Chávez authorized 
General Lucas Rincón Romero to announce that he would resign. But 
Chávez’s captors reneged on their agreement and therefore Chávez 
never formally stepped down. In fact, while he was being held captive 
and cut off from the news that the coup was quickly unraveling, his 
captors attempted to trick him into signing a resignation letter.13

Events spiraled after Chávez was seized. Government officials were 
driven into hiding or arrested, and the state media was shut down. 
Carmona and his accomplices then used the absence of Chavista 
officials in public, or any access to the mass media for their support-
ers, to declare that there was a “power vacuum” they had to fill.14 But 
Carmona’s decree on April 12 was such a grotesque power grab, and 
his illegal appointments so partial to his own conservative faction 
of the opposition, that some of the coup perpetrators balked at sup-
porting it. One notable example was the head of the army, General 
Vasquez Velasco. The journalist Bart Jones observed that Carmona 
had not appointed General Vasquez to any position—the general 
was “appointed to nothing,” as Jones derisively put it.15 Because of 
these internal rifts, the mobilization of Chavistas on the streets, and 
resistance by a loyalist sector of the military (in particular troops led 
by General Raúl Baduel), Chávez was officially restored to office by 
about 4:00 a.m. on April 14.  

A very long list of people and institutions who peddled the story 
that Chávez had undermined democracy were exposed as frauds 
when the coup was defeated. If not for that defeat, the U.S.-backed 
opposition’s story about the coup, one in which they cast themselves 
as democratic heroes, would have remained the dominant one. 
Instead, the truth about how various people and institutions sup-
ported the coup was revealed, in a process that might be called the 
Great Unmasking.
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Venezuela’s Private Media

On the day of the coup, Gregory Wilpert described the scene as he 
joined a crowd of pro-government supporters near an overpass, 
Puente Llaguno, that would become infamous thanks to footage 
manipulated by Venezuela’s private TV media: 

Everyone seemed to be trying to hide behind the buildings that 
kept them protected from shots coming from the street below. 
At the two ends of the bridge I saw several men returning fire 
toward the street below, just as was later shown on television . . . 

Once home, we turned on the TV and I saw the scene that 
I had witnessed of the Chavistas shooting from the bridge. To 
my amazement, though, the announcer was claiming that the 
Chavistas were firing at the unarmed opposition demonstration. 
I could not believe my ears because I had seen—with my own 
eyes, from the bridge—that no opposition demonstrators were 
visible on the street below.16

Unfortunately for Venezuela’s private media, the Irish filmmak-
ers Kim Bartley and Donnacha O’Brian happened to be in Caracas 
to interview Chávez when the coup took place. They produced a 
documentary, The Revolution Will Not Be Televised, that confirmed 
everything Wilpert had said about the Venezuelan private media’s 
stunning dishonesty regarding the gunfight on the Llaguno Bridge—
and much else.17

The documentary’s power is derived largely from its ability to expose 
the hubris of the opposition and, as the title suggests, the pivotal role 
in the coup played by Venezuela’s private media. Chávez opponents in 
the National Palace are shown rapturously cheering every sentence of 
the Carmona decree as it was read out. The film also vividly captures 
what journalist Eirik Vold described as “fierce competition” to “fill the 
key positions in Pedro Carmona’s government.”18 Getting in front of 
TV cameras to pose as the heroes who brought down Chávez was an 
essential part of that competition, and the competitors were also keen 
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to thank the media for its help. But as the coup unraveled in the streets 
and in pro-Chávez military barracks, the celebratory interviews on 
TV screens were largely replaced by silence.19 The documentary shows 
Chavista officials struggling to overcome the private media’s black-
out even after they had regained control of the National Palace and 
detained some of Carmona’s accomplices there. An excerpt is shown of 
a CNN interview with Carmona who (by telephone) told the network 
he had “total” control over the country.

For years afterward, on the anniversary of the coup, Chavistas 
would remind people of the front-page headlines and articles that 
appeared in the aftermath of the coup in opposition newspapers like 
El Nacional, El Universal, Tal Cual, and many others.20 On April 12, 
the day after Chávez was overthrown, an editorial in El Universal, one 
of Venezuela’s largest newspapers, stated: “Repugnant images were 
seen of sinister characters linked to the regime shooting at defense-
less citizens.” It ended breathlessly: “Freedom is the most precious 
value of the individual. What happened yesterday shows it. Let’s strive 
for it!” The next day, after Carmona’s Decree, a huge headline in El 
Universal declared “One Step Forward!” On April 12, an editorial in 
El Nacional titled “Hugo’s deaths” began “We already knew about his 
mental problems. . . .”  Tal Cual’s editorial that day was titled “Chao 
Hugo.” It said that “those responsible for yesterday’s killings must be 
found and brought to justice, starting with Chávez himself.”

Other newspapers were similarly supportive of the coup and 
would soon have their words thrown back at them with contempt. 
“The Assassin Fell,” blared a headline in Asi es La Noticia.21 They had 
unmasked themselves as hypocrites and would not be allowed to 
forget it when they resumed publishing articles invoking democracy, 
human rights, or press freedom to attack the government.

The Western Media

The New York Times editorial board was delighted by the coup. An April 
13 editorial said that Chávez’s “resignation” meant that “Venezuelan 
democracy is no longer threatened by a would-be dictator.” The Times 
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claimed that Chávez “stepped down after the military intervened and 
handed power to a respected business leader.”22 

But as the media watchdog group Fairness and Accuracy in 
Reporting (FAIR) put it, “Three days later, Chávez had returned to 
power, and the Times ran a second editorial (4/16/02) half-apologiz-
ing for having gotten carried away.” The Times’s half-apology stated:

In his three years in office, Mr. Chávez has been such a divisive 
and demagogic leader that his forced departure last week drew 
applause at home and in Washington. That reaction, which we 
shared, overlooked the undemocratic manner in which he was 
removed. Forcibly unseating a democratically elected leader, no 
matter how badly he has performed, is never something to cheer.
 
The Chicago Tribune’s editorial board wrote on April 14, “It’s not 

every day that a democracy benefits from the military’s intervention 
to force out an elected president.” This statement was contemptu-
ous of democracy, of course, but it was also embarrassing to applaud 
a military coup on the same day that democracy was restored. In 
fairness, events moved quickly, but the Venezuelan private media’s 
blackout of the anti-coup uprising must also have helped U.S. news-
papers make fools of themselves. If they had seen reports that the 
coup might be defeated, they would probably not have been so quick 
to welcome it.

A Washington Post editorial published on April 14, titled 
“Venezuela’s Breakdown,” started off strongly and seemed to set the 
Post admirably apart from the rest of the U.S. media: “Any interrup-
tion of democracy in Latin America is wrong, the more so when it 
involves the military.” But the Post then portrayed the military men 
who ousted Chávez as the lesser evil—and depicted the coup as prob-
lematic but necessary. The Post editors noted that the Carmona Decree 
resulted in “abolishing Congress and the Supreme Court,” and they 
conceded that the decree posed “dangers,” so they advised Carmona’s 
dictatorship to somehow “shape a transition that eases rather than 
accentuates the country’s political polarization.” 
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The Post editorial expressed some discomfort with the coup, unlike 
the New York Times or Chicago Tribune editorial boards, but was still 
supportive. The Post also claimed that Chávez had “exploited” poverty 
and inequality when he was first elected to successfully rally “much 
of the country” against the “political and economic elite.” Of course, 
the Post did not say that capitalism had saddled oil-rich Venezuela 
with poverty and inequality. By 2017, major media outlets routinely 
suggested that Venezuela was prosperous when Chávez first took 
office, but then became poor due to the socialist policies of Chávez 
and Maduro.

To write his book Bad News from Venezuela, the journalist and 
scholar Alan MacLeod examined 501 articles (both news and opin-
ion) in the U.S. and UK media from 1998 to 2013. He gathered his 
sample of articles from periods during which newsworthy events 
took place—one of which was obviously the April 2002 coup.23

Only 10 percent of the U.S. media articles from the coup period 
of MacLeod’s sample mentioned potential U.S. involvement. Some of 
them even denied it. For instance, the Washington Post editorial men-
tioned above assured its readers that “there’s been no suggestion that 
the United States had anything to do with this Latin American coup” 
despite “Mr. Chávez’s frequent provocations.” 

Scott Wilson, reporting for the Post on April 21, offered a rare 
exception to the practice of denying U.S. involvement. Wilson wrote 
that one of the perpetrators, Rear Admiral Carlos Molina, told him, 
while under house arrest: “We felt we were acting with U.S. support. 
We agree that we can’t permit a communist government here. The 
U.S. has not let us down yet. This fight is still going on because the 
government is illegal.”

Wilson’s article also mentioned meetings between Molina and 
members of the International Republican Institute, a foreign policy 
think tank informally affiliated with the Republican Party whose top 
officials were well connected with the Bush administration.24  But this 
was an all too rare exception to the U.S. media’s practice of reinforcing 
the U.S. government’s perspective on the coup.

Meanwhile, across the pond, the UK media offered some contrast 
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with the United States. On the basic matter of reporting that a coup 
had taken place, MacLeod found that UK newspapers got that much 
right. They reported the coup as a coup. The U.S. media, on the other 
hand, gave approximately equal weight to some kind of “alternative 
explanation.” The New York Times stood out from the pack in its 
efforts to depict the coup as some kind of popular uprising. Table 5.1 
(page 83) draws on MacLeod’s data.25

Both U.S. and UK newspapers almost completely buried the 
central role of the Venezuelan private media in the coup as well. 
MacLeod wrote: “Of the 139 articles in the 2002 sample, seven 
mentioned possible media involvement.” Duncan Campbell of the 
Guardian was the only journalist to make a strong case about the 
media’s involvement in the coup, noting that the media “certainly 
played a major part” by collaborating with the coup plotters, then 
imposing an information blackout once Chávez supporters rallied 
to take back the palace. According to MacLeod, thirty-nine percent 
of newspaper articles in UK media mentioned possible U.S. involve-
ment in the coup, but “only the Guardian presented U.S. involvement 
as a strong possibility.” 

The Guardian, by reputation, is one of the most left-leaning out-
lets among major Western newspapers. Considering the horrendous 
coverage of the coup published elsewhere, it deserves a bit of credit, 
as MacLeod noted. But the Guardian also produced some appalling 
coverage.

Consider an article by Alex Bellos, the Guardian’s South America 
correspondent, during a very crucial time, just after Chávez was 
restored to office, when readers would be paying much closer atten-
tion than usual to news coverage of Venezuela.26 Apparently, Bellos 
was only able to find witnesses who backed the pretext for the defeated 
coup: “When the [opposition] march drew close to the Miraflores 
palace witnesses reported seeing Chávez snipers fire at the crowds, 
killing more than 16 people.”

Now consider how Bellos, in the same article, goes on to describe 
the roughly sixty deaths that occurred during the uprisings against 
Carmona’s dictatorship:
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Meanwhile, in the streets of Caracas, thousands of demonstra-
tors supporting Mr. Chávez—or opposed to the way he was 
ousted—took over state TV to demand his return. Police fired 
water cannon and teargas. Agency reports claimed that dozens 
died in the violence.
 
Bellos switched to the passive voice to report deaths that totally 

implicated Carmona’s dictatorship: “dozens died.” Who killed them? 
Corporate journalists regularly use the passive voice to describe 
crimes perpetrated by the United States or its allies. There are 
no “Carmona shooters” in Bellos’s article, as there were “Chávez 
snipers.”

Bellos also accepted the opposition story so completely that, even 
as tens of thousands risked their lives to restore Chávez to power, 
Bellos speculated that they might not have supported Chávez but 
only objected to “the way” Chávez was overthrown. Did he see 
placards saying “Not this kind of coup!” or “Oust Chávez the right 
way!”? Do protesters risk their lives to bring back a government 
they dislike?

In the same article, Bellos falsely claimed that “Hugo Chávez led 

   

   

   

       

Newspaper

TABLE 5.1: U.S./UK Newspaper Reporting of April 2002 Coup

The Independent
The Times
The Guardian
The Daily Telegraph
TOTAL (UK)

New York Times
Washington Post
Miami Herald
TOTAL (U.S.)

Coup

2

8

37

7

54

22

30

58

110

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Alternative
Explanation

2

3

3

4

12

84

24

46

154
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two failed military coups before he took power via the ballot box, 
in 1998.” This falsehood was stated twice in the article. Chávez led 
a single coup attempt in 1992. Chávez was imprisoned for two years 
for making that attempt. There was another coup attempt in 1992 but 
Chávez, who was in prison, did not lead it.  

Bellos’s article claimed that Venezuela had an 85 percent poverty 
rate at the time of the coup, a huge exaggeration—though it was true 
that income poverty spiked to a high of 62 percent early in 2003, after 
an oil strike that was part of the opposition’s efforts to overthrow 
Chávez. Bellos also said that Chávez had only 30 percent support 
at the time he was briefly ousted. The 30 percent figure almost cer-
tainly came from Datanalisis, the anti-government polling firm. The 
Guardian. despite its progressive reputation at the time, and some dif-
ferences with outlets that were even more supportive of the coup, did 
not offer much of an alternative to the anti-Chávez consensus in the 
rest of the UK media. It’s a consensus that would endure and solidify 
for years.

While MacLeod analyzed print media, British researchers Lee 
Salter and Dave Weltman examined ten years’ worth of BBC coverage 
of Hugo Chávez’s government. Regarding the coup, Salter described 
their findings:

BBC News published nine articles on the coup on 12th April 
2002, all of which were based on the coup leaders’ version of 
events, who were, alongside the “opposition,” championed as 
saviours of “the nation.” Although BBC News did report the 
coup, the only time it mentioned the word “coup” was as an alle-
gation of government officials and of Chávez’s daughter.27 
 
In the internet age, when people can much more easily access 

media from around the world, it’s especially significant that the UK 
media in general offered no significant alternative to the U.S. media 
when the coup took place. Additionally, the more foreign coverage 
resembles U.S. coverage the easier it is for Western governments to 
parrot much of what Washington claims about Venezuela.
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The U.S. Government

On April 12, the George W. Bush administration’s press secretary Ari 
Fleischer, told reporters the following about the coup:

We know that the action encouraged by the Chávez govern-
ment provoked this crisis. According to the best information 
available, the Chávez government suppressed peaceful demon-
strations. Government supporters, on orders from the Chávez 
government, fired on unarmed, peaceful protesters, resulting in 
10 killed and 100 wounded. The Venezuelan military and the 
police refused to fire on the peaceful demonstrators and refused 
to support the government’s role in such human rights viola-
tions. The government also tried to prevent independent news 
media from reporting on these events.

The results of these events are now that President Chávez has 
resigned the presidency. Before resigning, he dismissed the vice 
president and the cabinet, and a transitional civilian govern-
ment has been installed. This government has promised early 
elections.

The United States will continue to monitor events. That is 
what took place, and the Venezuelan people expressed their 
right to peaceful protest. It was a very large protest that turned 
out. And the protest was met with violence.28

It’s remarkable that, while completely endorsing all the opposition’s 
lies and recognizing the legitimacy of the “transitional civilian gov-
ernment,” Fleischer was restrained in expressing his support for the 
coup when compared with the New York Times editorial board. 

A typical way that U.S. officials deny their involvement in any coup 
is to raise the standard for what counts as “involvement” to such a high 
level that the United States would have to micromanage every aspect 
of the coup, or even carry it out directly, for this to count as “involve-
ment.” The U.S. State Department’s Office of the Inspector General 
took that approach in a report from July 2002 titled “A Review of US 
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Policy Toward Venezuela November 2001–April 2002.”29 The report, 
despite attempting a whitewash, is nonetheless extremely damning of 
the United States and shows, to any reasonable person, that the U.S. 
government did not just support the coup from afar—that is, through 
public remarks made by people like Ari Fleischer—but provided 
material support to the perpetrators. The report stated:

While it is clear that NED, Department of Defense (DOD), and 
other U.S. assistance programs provided training, institution 
building, and other support to individuals and organizations 
understood to be actively involved in the brief ouster of the 
Chávez government, we found no evidence that this support 
directly contributed, or was intended to contribute, to that event.
 
Imagine Russia also confirming that it had provided “training, 

institution building, and other support” to people who had been 
involved in a military coup in the United States. We’d end up with 
World War III, not a debate about whether this was sufficient evi-
dence to say that Russia was involved. Any U.S. citizen who denied 
Putin’s involvement would be called an imbecile (at best), and more 
likely a traitor or a spy.

The State Department’s Inspector General also reported: “Both the 
Department and the Embassy worked behind the scenes to persuade 
the interim government to hold early elections and to legitimize its 
provisional rule by obtaining the sanction of the National Assembly 
and the Supreme Court.” Would Russia be absolved if it admitted to 
working “behind the scenes” with coup perpetrators in the United 
States and encouraging them to legalize their crimes after the fact? 

Also in the report: U.S. Embassy staff “urged opponents of the 
Chávez government to act within the limits of the constitution.” But 
as the U.S. economist Mark Weisbrot remarked, “all the admonish-
ments from the U.S. Embassy about not supporting a coup—while 
Washington was funneling millions of dollars to pro-coup organiza-
tions—were a mere formality. The real message was a big green light.”30 
Moreover, the United States and the opposition simply defined “the 
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limits of the constitution” in such a way that allowed a coup, and the 
U.S. message that mattered most to the perpetrators was supported by 
a continuous flow of U.S. funds, as Weisbrot argued.

By 2004, using the Freedom of Information Act, the investigative 
journalists Jeremy Bigwood and Eva Golinger uncovered more spe-
cifics about who exactly the U.S. government was funding. Among 
the more prominent Venezuelan opposition leaders whose organiza-
tions received U.S. funds were Leopoldo López, years later designated 
by Amnesty International as a “Prisoner of Conscience,” and María 
Corina Machado, often portrayed flatteringly in Western media 
as a brave dissenting voice in Venezuela. Others, such as Leopoldo 
Martínez and Leonardo Carvajal, were appointed as ministers by 
Carmona.31 In 2010, Scott Wilson of the Washington Post committed 
a rare feat of intellectual honesty for a corporate journalist:

The United States was hosting people involved in the coup 
before it happened. There was involvement of U.S.-sponsored 
NGOs in training people that were involved in the coup. And 
in the immediate aftermath of the coup the United States gov-
ernment said that it was a resignation, not a coup, effectively 
recognizing the government that took office very briefly until 
President Chávez returned. I think there was U.S. involvement, 
yes.32 

That’s quite a contrast with what the Guardian would say in a 2018 
article by Joe Parkin Daniels:

It later emerged that the administration of George W Bush had 
known about the coup plot, although distanced itself publicly 
from involvement. That did not stop Chávez from describing the 
episode as yet another example of US imperialistic intervention.

Facts did not stop the Guardian from describing U.S. involvement 
in the coup as a dubious allegation made by Chávez. This passage was 
even worse before one of the authors of this book complained to the 
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Guardian. The earlier version claimed that the Bush administration 
“did not support” the coup, despite the unmasking of the U.S. role 
that was provided by the U.S. government’s own report in 2002 and 
an abundance of other publicly available information.33

The IMF, which has always been dominated by the U.S. Treasury 
Department, immediately offered loans to the Carmona dictatorship. 
IMF spokesperson Thomas Dawson, a former U.S. State Department 
and Treasury official, stated that the Fund was “ready to assist the 
new administration [of Pedro Carmona] in whatever manner they 
find suitable.”34

HRW’s “As Soon As Possible” Scam35

Human Rights Watch (HRW) published a press release on April 11 
titled “Restore Rule of Law, Protect Rights in Venezuela.”36 It said in 
part: 

We call upon the transitional authorities in Venezuela to restore 
the country’s democratic institutions as soon as possible and 
to guarantee that the human rights of Venezuelans will not be 
violated, regardless of their political beliefs or affiliations. . . . 
Human Rights Watch is deeply concerned that President Chávez 
may not have left office voluntarily, but rather that he may have 
been forced to leave by military commanders, outside of a dem-
ocratic, participatory process. . . . 

According to press reports, President Hugo Chávez Frías 
left office under pressure by the Venezuelan armed forces early 
Friday morning. He is currently held by the military on an army 
base in Caracas. Pedro Carmona Estanga, head of Venezuela’s 
largest business association, Fedecámaras, announced that he 
would head a transitional government. . . . 

We call on the authorities to ensure that any searches or possible 
detentions of Chávez supporters be conducted in full compliance 
with the law and with the basic standards of due process.
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HRW basically played dumb. It tried to cover itself by saying it 
was “deeply concerned that President Chávez may not have left office 
voluntarily.” But the very next paragraph acknowledges that Chávez 
was being “held by the military” according to “press reports,” and 
that it was “announced” that an unelected businessman was running 
a “transitional government.” Surely that was enough for a credible 
human rights group to demand that Chávez be restored.

Where does Venezuela’s democratically ratified constitution stipu-
late that unelected businessmen get to “announce” that they will run 
the country when the president has been kidnapped (or even if the 
president had been legally arrested)?37 Nowhere, obviously. HRW 
should have demanded that the so-called authorities, the coup per-
petrators, immediately renounce their illegitimate authority, as they 
were soon forced to do. There was no other way to “restore the rule of 
law and protect rights” in Venezuela.  

If Chávez had truly wanted to resign, there was a constitutional 
way to do it. That obviously hadn’t happened. If it were true that 
Chávez had crimes to answer for, the constitution specified how 
such crimes should be addressed. Elected officials and the legally 
appointed Supreme Court were supposed to govern that process—
not an unelected businessman and whichever military men he had 
behind him. But instead of defending the rule of law in Venezuela, 
HRW merely asked that the “transitional authorities” not be too rough 
as they carried out illegal “detentions of Chávez supporters,” and that 
they give their coup some democratic cover “as soon as possible.” 

HRW’s press release also said nothing about the OAS Democratic 
Charter, another important omission. Two years later, when HRW 
said that the Democratic Charter should be invoked against the 
Chávez government over an alleged “court-packing law,” the group 
disingenuously claimed that the Charter had been crucial to mobi-
lizing a “chorus of condemnation” that restored Chávez to office in 
2002.38 But at that time HRW was certainly not part of any “chorus of 
condemnation” that helped overturn the coup. It never even called for 
Chávez to be restored.

Four months after the coup, on August 14, a Venezuelan Supreme 
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Court ruling acquitted key perpetrators of the coup.39 What was 
Chávez supposed to do about that ruling? Nothing? As Gregory 
Wilpert later argued, the “question thus became one of which prec-
edent is more dangerous, that of allowing a coup to go unpunished 
or that of fixing a dysfunctional court by ‘packing’ it.”40 Two years 
later, HRW dismissed this huge countervailing concern and absurdly 
equated the “court-packing law” to the coup itself. 

HRW did not call for invoking the OAS Democratic Charter when 
Jean-Bertrand Aristide, Haiti’s democratically elected president, was 
overthrown by U.S. troops in February 2004. The subsequent dicta-
torship under Gérard Latortue would later fire half of Haiti’s Supreme 
Court. HRW did not call for the OAS Charter to be invoked over that, 
either. HRW also did not object in 2018—and, in fact, applauded—
when Ecuadorian president Lenín Moreno trampled all over judicial 
independence by having a body he handpicked stack the judiciary.41 
In November 2019, HRW responded just as disgracefully when a U.S.-
backed military coup ousted Bolivian President Evo Morales. HRW 
America’s Director, José Miguel Vivanco, explicitly called the coup-
installed dictatorship of Jeanine Áñez a “democracy,” and, as Morales 
fled Bolivia for his life, HRW’s executive director, Ken Roth, accused 
Morales of “lawlessness” for “packing the Constitutional Court with 
his followers.”42

HRW’s conception of “judicial independence,” aside from being 
selectively invoked when its serves Washington’s interests, is also 
shallow. A judiciary may act independently of an elected branch of 
government while, in reality, serving unelected power brokers. The 
judiciary in a democratic society should ultimately be accountable 
to voters, like any other branch of government. In the United States 
during the Great Depression, President Franklin Roosevelt threat-
ened to pass a “court-packing law” in order to protect New Deal 
programs, a law somewhat like the one passed by Chávez.43 Had 
Roosevelt followed through on his threat (which is actually what 
U.S. lawmaker Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez said Joe Biden should do 
as president) would that have been equivalent to a military coup, as 
HRW essentially alleged about Chávez’s judicial reforms by invoking 
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the OAS Democratic Charter against them?44 One can make good 
arguments for and against various types of “court packing,” but it’s 
clearly not something on which HRW is remotely consistent or prin-
cipled. Equating the coup that ousted Chávez to his efforts to reform 
a pro-coup Supreme Court was preposterous.     

Significantly, HRW made no call for an immediate and inde-
pendent investigation into the U.S. role during the 2002 coup in 
Venezuela, nor did it demand any such investigation two years later, 
when U.S. troops kidnapped the president of Haiti. And yet, in 2008, 
HRW’s Americas director José Miguel Vivanco publicly demanded 
that the Chávez government “provide a full accounting of its relation-
ship” with the Armed Revolutionary Forces of Colombia (FARC) and 
that the OAS undertake a “rigorous and impartial” investigation of 
links between FARC and Venezuela.45

Amnesty International’s Credibility Takes a Beating

A Factiva search of major English language newspapers turns up 
no statement by Amnesty International regarding the coup during 
the crucial days April 11 to 13. A search of the March 1 to April 30 
period of 2002, using “Amnesty International” and “Venezuela,” did 
not turn up any articles that quoted Amnesty about Venezuela. This 
mirrors a pattern on Amnesty’s own website, where a statement spe-
cifically about the coup attempts against Chávez did not appear until 
December 19, 2002—a statement that equated the government with 
the opposition and said absolutely nothing to denounce U.S. involve-
ment in, by then, two major coup attempts. Amnesty expanded on 
that approach a few weeks later, saying: “The government, the oppo-
sition and the media have appropriated, manipulated and distorted 
the issue of human rights, converting it into one more weapon for 
polarization and confrontation.”46

Equating Chávez with the people trying to oust him would have 
been bad enough, but, in this statement, Amnesty also said that 
Chávez “has the main responsibility” for implementing Amnesty’s 
recommendations for “restoring full respect for Human Rights” as 
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part of a “long-term human rights agenda.” Amnesty’s real agenda 
appeared to be absolving the world’s only superpower from all 
responsibility for trying to overthrow Chávez, and shifting as much 
blame as possible away from U.S. allies in Venezuela. As another inci-
dent would show, Amnesty was not above resorting to censorship to 
further that agenda. 

A November 22, 2003, article in the Guardian ran with the head-
line “Chávez film puts staff at risk, says Amnesty.”47 Did Chávez make 
a film that threatened Amnesty’s staff? No. A clear and accurate 
headline would have said “Pro-Chávez film rejected by Amnesty.” 
The “Chávez film”—which Amnesty rejected from a film festival in 
Canada, insinuating it might provoke opposition supporters to attack 
its staff in Venezuela—was The Revolution Will Not Be Televised, the 
documentary that exposed the Venezuelan private media’s manipula-
tive coverage during the coup. Apparently, Fernando M. Fernandez, 
who has written reports for Amnesty about Venezuela throughout 
the Chavista era, was the key person in Venezuela who convinced 
Amnesty to reject the film.48

But jump ahead to May 11, 2019, and Fernando M. Fernandez was 
retweeting calls by opposition leaders to protest in the streets against 
Nicolás Maduro. In fact, Fernandez’s Twitter timeline has consis-
tently directed a steady stream of vitriol at Maduro’s government. 
On April 1, Fernandez said “dictatorship” was too weak a word to 
describe Maduro’s government and that it was now a “tyranny.”49 By 
this time, the opposition’s sixth major coup attempt was underway; 
yet Fernandez had no apparent concern that his vehement attacks on 
Maduro’s government would endanger Amnesty’s staff or the staff of 
any other NGOs in Venezuela with which it collaborates.50

Amnesty’s excuse for not screening The Revolution Will Not Be 
Televised in 2003 was clearly bogus. Amnesty’s Venezuela-based staff, 
especially Fernando Fernandez, obviously calculated that the opposi-
tion would be best served by having Amnesty pull the film and, even 
if its excuse tacitly blamed opposition supporters, it would be widely 
interpreted as Amnesty rejecting the content of the film, and thereby 
limiting its audience and credibility abroad.51  
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Another indication of Amnesty’s bias was that it designated the 
opposition politician Leopoldo López, despite his proud participation 
in the 2002 coup, a “Prisoner of Conscience” when he finally went to 
jail in 2014. Nelson Mandela never qualified for that designation in 
Amnesty’s opinion, nor did Chelsea Manning or Julian Assange. How 
in the world could somebody with López’s track record get it?

During the coup, a Chávez minister, Ramón Rodríguez Chacín, was 
repeatedly punched in the head while Leopoldo López and Henrique 
Capriles, another prominent opposition politician, led him through 
a hostile mob. Leopoldo López told reporters that the abduction of 
the minister had been “well done” and that “President Carmona”—an 
illegitimate title for a dictator—was aware of it.52 López would go on 
to support three more coup attempts before he was finally arrested.

Ernesto Villegas Poljak, a journalist who went on to become a 
Venezuelan government minister in 2012 (and is presently the Culture 
Minister) wrote a book about the April 2002 coup titled “Inside the 
April Coup.” He wrote that he met Fernando M. Fernandez, then 
president of Amnesty International’s Venezuela division, in the 
offices of the newspaper El Universal on April 12. Villegas said he 
asked Fernandez about the abduction of Ramón Rodríguez Chacín. 
According to Villegas, Fernandez dismissed the incident and said of 
the minister’s injuries, “It was just a few bumps.”53 Given Amnesty’s 
bias in support of the opposition, Villegas’s account seems highly 
credible.54 With a person like Fernandez as Amnesty’s key source, it is 
clear that López was absurdly granted Prisoner of Conscience status 
to bolster U.S. propaganda and impunity for its allies. 

Et Tu, Carter Center?

In 2002, four days after the coup failed, an op-ed by Jennifer McCoy, 
then the Carter Center’s director for the Americas, appeared in the 
New York Times.55 She wrote that the “Chávez regime” had been 
“threatening the country’s democratic system of checks and balances 
and freedom of expression of its citizens.” She also said that Pedro 
Carmona, the dictator who had just been ousted in an uprising that 
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left scores of Chavistas dead, “seemed to demonstrate autocratic 
instincts as strong as those driving Mr. Chávez.” She equated a dicta-
tor who seized power at the point of a gun with a president who, by 
2002, had prevailed in multiple democratic contests: two presidential 
election victories (1998 and 2000), along with the related victories in 
referenda, Constituent Assembly elections, National Assembly elec-
tions, and local elections. She accused the United States of sending 
“mixed signals” and said it was “not sufficiently firm about defending 
basic democratic values.” There was nothing “mixed” about the U.S. 
response. It solidly backed Carmona’s dictatorship. McCoy contin-
ued, criticizing Chávez (and by extension, his base among the poor) 
for “inflammatory rhetoric, which encouraged class polarization.” 
So while denouncing alleged threats to “freedom of expression,” she 
called for restricting the freedom of expression of the poor and their 
elected representatives—so as not to provoke Venezuela’s oligarchs. 

In 2004, the Carter Center would push back effectively against 
opposition lies that a recall referendum, which Chávez won by almost 
20 percentage points, had been stolen. The Center would do other 
valuable work in 2013: a report on the first election won by Nicolás 
Maduro that contained important data on Venezuela’s media, show-
ing it was not dominated by the government. That honesty would 
set it apart from other big NGOs, such as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International. And yet, the Carter Center is nonetheless 
deeply embedded in the U.S. establishment and shares its assump-
tions, as McCoy’s hostile op-ed demonstrated.  

The U.S. establishment is one  that is never held accountable even 
after being completely unmasked by events such as the 2002 coup. 
Hence, more U.S. attempts to overthrow Venezuela’s democratically 
elected government would follow.   

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Second Coup Attempt: Oil Strike, 
December 2002–February 2003

On October 21, 2002, six months after the defeated coup, 
the opposition organized a one-day national strike aimed at 
forcing Chávez’s resignation. The following day, they began 

a symbolic takeover—or “liberation,” as the opposition called it—
of a plaza in Altamira, part of the wealthy Chacao district in East 
Caracas. The opposition leader Leopoldo López was mayor of this 
district—despite his participation in the April coup he was still in 
public office.1 

Emboldened by an August 14 Supreme Court ruling that cleared 
four high-ranking military men who participated in the coup that 
ousted Chávez, about a hundred officers joined the Altamira Plaza 
protest by October 25.2 Vice Admiral Daniel Comisso Urdaneta, 
one of the four officers cleared by the Supreme Court, told the press 
that the plaza “liberation” was “the most entertaining coup in the 
world.”3 Fedecameras, the business federation once led by Pedro 
Carmona, openly backed the officers, as did Carlos Ortega, leader of 
the Confederación de Trabajadores de Venezuela (CTV) union fed-
eration and a perpetrator of the April coup. Once again, Article 350 
of the constitution, which permits civil disobedience in response to 

6

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



96 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

unconstitutional acts by the government, was invoked. The protest 
was quite a spectacle of elite impunity and delusion: supporters of 
Carmona’s dictatorship claimed to be fighting for democracy.  

In addition to the Supreme Court’s ruling on the military officers, 
there is no doubt the protesters were emboldened by ongoing U.S. 
funding and related support. Chávez ignored the plaza “liberation” 
and the protest, though it continued, failed to get much attention.4

On December 2, the opposition escalated its tactics by beginning 
to target the oil industry. Officially, they kicked off a general strike, 
but outside of opposition strongholds like eastern Caracas, businesses 
overwhelmingly stayed open. Focusing on the state oil company, 
PDVSA, which at that time provided about 80 percent of Venezuela’s 
foreign exchange, was far more threatening to the government. On 
December 3, employees and management at PDVSA who supported 
the opposition began to walk off the job. That same day, as the National 
Guard used tear gas to disperse protests outside the PDVSA offices, 
the National Electoral Council (CNE) voted 4 to 1 to hold a non-
binding referendum in February on whether Chávez should continue 
as president—a proposal that Chávez opposed. But the opposition, 
unwilling to risk leaving things to voters who had repeatedly handed 
Chávez victories, ignored the CNE’s decision and continued sabotag-
ing PDVSA.5 

Venezuela’s 1999 constitution allows for a binding recall referen-
dum halfway through a president’s six-year term, if those seeking the 
referendum collect enough signatures in support of the measure. In 
fact, a year and a half later, Chávez would win such a recall referen-
dum, in August 2004. What the opposition was pushing for at this 
point, in 2002, was another forced resignation, as they had during the 
April coup—but this time by using economic sabotage. Their strategy 
was to legitimize their tactics with a call for early elections exactly as 
they and their foreign apologists had done in the immediate after-
math of the Carmona Decree. 

On December 3, the New York Times reported that the Bush govern-
ment, totally disregarding the democratic legitimacy of Venezuela’s 
government, called for early elections, which meant that the United 
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States was winking at this second coup attempt. Ignoring overwhelm-
ing evidence (including the State Department’s Inspector General 
report, released only five months earlier) the New York Times stated: 
“In April, the United States appeared to support a coup against Mr. 
Chávez.”6 Appearance indeed; the article then added, “In the past year 
or more, the United States has also channeled hundreds of thousands 
of dollars in grants to American and Venezuelan groups opposed to 
Mr. Chávez.” Even with a second U.S.-backed coup attempt under-
way, the evidence could never be strong enough or fresh enough for 
the Times to state the obvious: U.S. policy sought the overthrow of the 
Chávez government.     

Everyone Wants Chávez Out—Even His Family

On December 4, 2002, Daniel Alfaro, the captain of a PDVSA oil 
tanker, the Pilin León, dropped anchor in Lake Maracaibo. The lake 
is actually a bay, and a major shipping route to the Caribbean. (Like 
many ships at that time, the Pilin León was named after a Venezuelan 
beauty contest winner, a practice that would soon end.) The captain 
said that he was acting in protest of Chávez “pushing us into a situa-
tion like Cuba.” Dozens of oil tankers soon joined his protest, which 
magnified the impact of a walkout that had already been initiated by 
PDVSA’s upper management and some workers. The journalist Bart 
Jones wrote:

Alfaro and the other captains became the latest instant heroes 
to the opposition. Hundreds of supporters gathered on the 
shoreline of Lake Maracaibo with the Pilin León in sight. Others 
circled the vessel with yachts, motorboats, canoes, and even 
kayaks to “protect” it if soldiers tried to board. León herself, a 
Miss World 1981 who was now in her forties, eventually made 
her way out to Lake Maracaibo to support the strikers.7  

On December 6, the ongoing Altamira Plaza “liberation” protests, 
which had limped along ineffectually for weeks, became a center of 
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attention again when a deranged gunman, who did not even flee the 
scene of the crime, opened fire on the crowd assembled there. He 
killed three people. The opposition blamed Chávez, reinvigorating 
the protests and hardening their insistence that he had to resign.8  

In an article about the shooting published on December 7, the 
New York Times quoted Julio Borges, an opposition legislator (also a 
founder, with Leopoldo López and Henrique Capriles, of the Primero 
Justicia Party) who would become president of the National Assembly 
fourteen years later. Borges said, “The president should resign to 
open the path to 24 million Venezuelans who want their liberty.” 
With tweaks to the population figure, that would sum up his stance 
toward the Chavista government for the next two decades.9 Borges, 
Leopoldo López, the military men leading the Altamira protests—the 
article mentioned all of them but never identified them as supporters 
of the coup that ousted Chávez and imposed a U.S.-backed dictator-
ship only eight months earlier. The article also uncritically quoted the 
U.S. government expressing its concern. Toward the end of the article, 
readers were vaguely informed, in a passive voice, that “the shoot-
ing came eight months after a huge anti-government protest ended 
in gunfire, leaving at least 19 people dead. Mr. Chávez was tempo-
rarily removed from power in the chaos afterward.” Who exactly 
removed Chávez? During every U.S.-backed coup attempt against the 
Venezuelan government since 2002, the slate is always wiped clean, as 
the same perpetrators attempt another one.      

On December 10, Chávez’s ex-wife, Marisabel, appeared on TV 
with their daughter sitting next to her and implored Chávez to “listen 
to the people” and resign. She had left Chávez shortly after the coup 
in April and would be an outspoken opposition supporter for years.10 
Presenting a former supporter turned opponent (in this case, a close 
family member) insinuated that there was overwhelming opposi-
tion to the president, and therefore suggested that the president’s 
refusal to resign could only lead to catastrophe. But journalists often 
accomplished this suggestion simply by stacking articles with anti-
Chávez sources, and presenting fierce Chávez opponents as unbiased 
observers.
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For example, the same day that Chávez’s ex-wife urged him to 
resign, the journalist Juan Forero wrote in the New York Times that 
“Mr. Chávez faces what political analysts have called a nearly impos-
sible situation.”11 Forero did not quote a single Chávez voter, but he 
did quote four different business people who supported the strike. 
Forero also quoted Ricardo Hausmann and made him come across 
as a neutral analyst. In fact, Hausmann is a vehemently anti-Chávez 
economist whom Juan Guiadó would name as his representa-
tive to the Inter-American Development Bank in 2019.12 In 1992, 
Hausmann had been appointed planning minister with the govern-
ment of Carlos Andres Perez, the one that perpetrated the Caracazo 
Massacre in 1989.13 Forero referred to Hausmann only as a “former 
planning minister in Venezuela”—a description so vague that readers 
might even have assumed that Hausmann had been a minister under 
Chávez. Even Ari Fleischer, the White House press secretary who had 
regurgitated every opposition talking point when Chávez was briefly 
deposed earlier that year, was uncritically quoted by Forero—a subtle 
way to present the U.S. government as a benevolent and neutral party: 
“We call on all sides to act responsibly, continue to support the dia-
logue process and reject violence.” 

As in the months prior to the coup in April, the media pretended 
that the majority of Venezuelans who had voted for Chávez repeat-
edly since 1998 did not exist. They were written out of the story, with 
help from anti-government polling firms such as Datanalisis, except 
when they could be depicted as thugs.14  

The Norwegian journalist Eirik Vold arrived in Caracas two 
months before the oil strike. Like most foreign journalists, he took 
up residence in wealthy East Caracas, an opposition stronghold 
where Venezuela’s private media has always had the most influence. 
He initially came to accept the story that Venezuelan and Western 
media coverage was telling. In his book about the years he lived in 
Venezuela, he wrote:

At the time I believed the best thing Chávez could do for the 
country as a whole was step down voluntarily and end the crisis 
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before further tragedies unfolded and he ended up in front of 
the international criminal court or being overthrown by his own 
people.15 

Vold’s perspective would change completely once he was able to 
venture out of East Caracas and actually meet Chávez supporters in 
poor neighborhoods. In a poor country with a lot of violent crime, 
this involved risk and discomfort on Vold’s part, and it would hardly 
open doors for him in the corporate media hostile to the perspective of 
Chavistas. But it allowed him to understand the majority of voters who 
told a different story than the one he had initially accepted as true.16

There were, however, some differences at this time with the 
story the Western media would tell in later years. For instance, in a 
December 11 article for the New York Times, Juan Forero reported 
that “pro-Chávez demonstrators protested outside private television 
stations, all of which are ferociously anti-Chávez, ransacking the news-
room of one of them.” His article also said that eight of the twenty 
Supreme Court judges had joined the strike.17 In later years, the 
opposition was constantly presented as voiceless in the mass media. 
Another key difference: on December 17, Forero acknowledged a fact 
about Venezuela that would be written out of history many years later, 
when Maduro was in office: “To the government and its supporters, 
Mr. Chávez is simply trying to manage Petróleos de Venezuela for the 
good of a country that, despite its vast oil wealth, has been mired in 
poverty.”18

With Chávez in office for only a few years, it did not yet make 
sense to rely on the trope of a “once prosperous” country ruined by 
Chavismo. Instead, the story was that a bumbling would-be authori-
tarian was not up to the task of reforming Venezuela, and it would be 
best if he resigned.

Pilin León becomes the Negra Matea

On December 21, the Chávez government won an important vic-
tory against the opposition’s oil industry sabotage. Troops took over 
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the Pilin León, and a retired seaman named Carlos López, along 
with others recruited by the government, navigated the tanker and 
its twelve million gallons of desperately needed imported gasoline 
to port. The private media derided the crew as unqualified and also 
claimed its members were Cuban.

What if the Pilin León had gone up in flames? The protesting former 
crew had allegedly set hidden traps that could have caused a catastro-
phe. True or not, it was clear that the risks were higher than under 
normal circumstances. Another worry was the ship smashing into 
Maracaibo Bridge if it went off course before passing underneath it. 

Bart Jones explained, “If something went wrong, Chávez could be 
blamed for irresponsibly sending an unprepared crew on a suicide 
mission to serve his political needs.” Jones described the key events 
that most of the country was watching live on TV:

Suddenly a puff of smoke came out of the ship’s chimney. The 
monster was running again. [Carlos] López ordered the ship 
to move ahead, but as it did the engines started overheating 
dangerously. He sent the ship in a circle to avoid heading to 
the bridge while the engineers tried to bring the temperature 
under control. They did, and the tanker headed for Maracaibo. 
When it was three hundred yards from the bridge, the crew let 
out a cheer. Even if something went wrong, the ship had too 
much momentum now to change course before passing under 
the bridge safely. It was going to make it. Soldiers guarding the 
bridge pumped their fists into their palms while holding their 
arms over their heads in a gesture made famous by Chávez. 
In Miraflores the elated president shouted with joy. “There 
goes the Pilin León!” he said, and, in a soccer reference, added 
“Gooooal!”19   

The ship would soon be renamed the Negra Matea, after the Afro-
Venezuelan governess who helped raise Simón Bolívar. In the years 
ahead, many other oil tankers had their beauty queen names replaced 
by those of female historical figures.20

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



102 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

Reporting the Perspective of the Imaginary Majority

On December 22, Juan Forero reported in the New York Times:

Editors and owners of the largest media outlets acknowledge 
involvement with the opposition and the strike, which over the 
last three weeks has crippled oil production and paralyzed the 
economy.

“We are united with the strike,” Víctor Ferreres, president 
of the Venevisión television station, told foreign reporters at a 
recent news conference.

The owners, though, say they have little choice, citing Mr. 
Chávez’s own attacks on the press and the conduct of the gov-
ernment-owned station, Venezolana de Televisión. The station 
broadcasts a continuous string of talk shows with government 
ministers and pro-Chávez analysts, who play down the strike 
and trumpet the government’s achievements.21 

At this point, well into a second media-led effort to overthrow 
the government within a year, Forero also quoted the Committee to 
Protect Journalists and other anti-Chávez sources expressing concern 
that Venezuela’s private media were going too far in trying to oust the 
government. But despite this rare bit of honesty about the Venezuelan 
media, Forero attempted no real exploration of how the media-led 
attack on the economy looked to the Venezuelans who had repeatedly 
voted in support of Chávez since 1998. In fact, Forero didn’t quote a 
single Chávez voter in his article.  

Chávez had to contend with the opposition sabotaging PDVSA’s 
computer systems. Because of this, oil-rich Venezuela resorted 
to importing gasoline. Middle and lower-level employees, who 
tended to support Chávez, were promoted to do the work of the 
upper-level staff who had walked off the job. The promoted work-
ers performed far better than the private media said they would, 
but there was also a significant loss of institutional knowledge and 
expertise. A cost-free victory would have been impossible, but 
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the fact remains that low-level workers prevailed over a strike led 
mainly by their superiors22  

By February 2, the opposition conceded that the strike had been 
defeated. In the New York Times, Forero wrote an article saying that 
the opposition’s key problems were its internal divisions and a failure 
to anticipate Chávez’s willingness to fight back. His article clearly sug-
gested that the opposition would prevail against Chávez in elections 
if only they could unify. Forero’s main sources were, as usual, anti-
Chavistas: Datanalisis director Luis Vicente León and Michael Shifter 
of the Inter-American Dialog think tank.23 Much as during the 2019 
Trump-led coup attempt, the idea that millions of voters might be 
deeply repulsed by politicians who were trying to starve them into 
rebellion was not raised. About two months later, on April 12, Forero 
nonchalantly wrote: “For some opposition leaders the strategy now is 
to lie low and watch the economy worsen, hoping that the president 
will be dragged down with it.” 

Elsewhere in this article, regarding the opposition coalition of “big 
businessmen, labor leaders, politicians and private media owners” 
that spearheaded the coup and oil strike, Forero conceded: “The 
coalition’s tactics are so reviled and its failures so pronounced—their 
strike cost the economy an estimated $7 billion and led to a rash of 
bankruptcies—that some prominent Chávez opponents are distanc-
ing themselves from the group.”24  

Nevertheless, Forero still cited a poll by the firm Consultores 21 
claiming that, if an election were held immediately, “Chávez would 
receive only 34 percent of the vote.” In hindsight, we know that the 
opposition would be repeatedly defeated by Chavistas in national elec-
tions for the next decade. But even in 2003, common sense should 
have provided Forero with a hefty amount of skepticism toward such 
polls. Chávez had already won many elections and now the opposition 
had twice tried to overthrow him in ways that revealed total contempt 
for most Venezuelans and for democracy. Forero quoted five Chávez 
opponents and, at the very end of the article, only one supporter. If this 
honestly reflects who he talked to, then he appears to have hindered his 
own capacity to conduct a competent analysis of the situation, as well as 
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the capacity of his readers. To put it another way, he didn’t follow Eirik 
Vold’s example of breaking out of the East Caracas bubble.

Massive Toll on the Poor

In the aftermath of the strike, Chávez fired eighteen thousand PDVSA 
employees, about half the company’s workforce. The dismissed 
employees came mainly from the managerial, professional, and tech-
nical staff.25 That may seem harsh at first glance, but not when the 
combined economic impact of the first two coup attempts is consid-
ered. They increased Venezuela’s poverty rate to 62 percent, a jump of 
14 percentage points.26 

By the end of the first quarter of 2003, Venezuela’s real GDP con-
tracted by nearly 30 percent from the combined impact of the coup 
and oil strike that followed (see chart below).27 It was the worst quar-
ter Venezuela had experienced in decades, one inflicted deliberately 
by the U.S.-backed opposition. 

Figure 6.1: Poverty and Extreme Poverty Rate

Source: Center for Economic and Policy Research.
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To repeat: Any foreign government linked to a political movement 
that inflicted this much economic damage on the United States would 
suffer horrific retaliation. U.S. politicians and media outlets that sup-
ported the sabotage would be declared treasonous and never be heard 
from again. 

Opposition Impunity, Yet Again 

Initially, Chávez was far less conciliatory after the oil strike than he 
was after the April coup. Carlos Ortega, arguably the most impor-
tant leader behind the second coup attempt, went into hiding. He 
was soon granted political asylum in Costa Rica, but the offer was 
withdrawn in 2004 and he went into hiding again. In March 2005, 
he was captured and that December given a sixteen-year prison term 
for treason. He escaped prison in August 2006. His family suggested 
that he may have been disappeared by the government, but he turned 
up in Peru, where he was given political asylum. From exile in 2019, 

Figure 6.2: Venezuela: Real GDF (seasonally adjusted)

Source: Center for Economic and Policy Research.
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Ortega has made videos, reported on by Venezuela’s private media, in 
support of Juan Guaidó and calling for protests in Venezuela so it can 
“retake the path of democracy.”28   

At the end of 2007, Chávez granted a wide-ranging amnesty for 
participants in the April coup, including amnesty for violence com-
mitted on board oil tankers. About forty military officers involved 
in the Altamira Plaza protest also benefited. The amnesty excluded 
people such as Ortega who fled the country to escape legal conse-
quences or were accused of crimes against humanity or “grave” 
human rights abuses.29  

But Ortega’s escape and many other examples of opposition impu-
nity suggest that people within the Chávez government were assisting 
those who wanted to overthrow him.  By granting the amnesty, Chávez 
was, in part, choosing to hold back on addressing corruption within 
his own ranks—among prosecutors and judges in particular. One 
prosecutor who seemed willing to aggressively pursue perpetrators 
of the coup was Danilo Anderson. In a crime widely assumed to have 
been perpetrated by opposition supporters, he was assassinated in 
November 2004 with a bomb that was planted in his car. To this day, 
Anderson is hailed as a heroic martyr by Chavistas.30 Overall, Chávez 
did not react timidly to the second coup, but it is difficult to fight a 
war on many fronts. The problem of traitors within a government’s 
own ranks is especially difficult when that government is also con-
tending with violent opponents backed by a lawless superpower. 

After the oil strike, the economy recovered very quickly (see chart 
above). The U.S.-based Center for Economic and Policy Research 
pointed out how dramatically this recovery defied IMF forecasts for 
the Venezuelan economy:

International Monetary Fund (IMF) forecasts repeatedly under-
estimated GDP growth by a gigantic 10.6, 6.8, and 5.8 percentage 
points for the years 2004–2006. Instead, the recovery was very 
rapid and the economy grew at a record pace over the next five 
years, with real GDP nearly doubling from the end of the oil 
strike (first quarter 2003) through the fourth quarter of 2008.31 
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Given that the U.S.-dominated IMF rushed to offer the Carmona 
dictatorship loans while it was very briefly in power (and later denied 
emergency loans to Maduro’s government during the COVID-19 
pandemic), it’s very safe to assume that ideological bias and dishon-
esty were mainly responsible for these atrocious predictions. 32

The Forgotten Currency Float

Notwithstanding the recovery, the oil strike prompted the Chávez gov-
ernment to give the economy an Achilles heel through the exchange 
rate system it implemented to prevent capital flight during the strike. 

In February 2002, only two months before he was briefly over-
thrown, Chávez implemented a “floating” exchange rate system. In 
that type of system, the exchange rate “floats” to wherever supply and 
demand take it as people and firms freely trade local currency (bolivars, 
in Venezuela’s case) for foreign currency. For obvious reasons, the rate 
at which the bolivar trades for the U.S. dollar, given its importance in 
international trade, is crucial to determining how expensive or cheap 
imports are in Venezuela. The less the bolivar is worth relative to the 
U.S. dollar, the more expensive imports will be, and vice versa. 

While it was briefly in place, Venezuela’s floating exchange rate 
worked well. The government’s dollar reserves grew despite tremendous 
political instability—until the oil strike. Reserves fell by $2 billion during 
the strike and the bolivar lost 30 percent of its value. On February 6, 
2003, days after the strike collapsed, Chávez announced that exchange 
controls would be reimposed as a way to stem capital flight and prop up 
the bolivar, officially ending the floating exchange rate.33      

With this change in policy, the bolivar could be legally exchanged 
for U.S. dollars only at a fixed rate set by the government. This created 
a black market for U.S. dollars, which did not cause major problems 
while Chávez was alive. Mind you, when Chávez introduced the 
system, the difference between the fixed rate and the floating rate was 
only about 15 percent.

But near the end of 2012, while Chávez was in Cuba unsuccess-
fully fighting off cancer, the difference between the black market rate 
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and the official exchange rate increased alarmingly. For reasons that 
are not clear, the government had begun cutting back on the U.S. 
dollars it issued to the private sector, causing the rates to diverge.34 
Once Nicolás Maduro was in office, the black market exchange rate 
skyrocketed, especially after oil prices collapsed in late 2014. As 
U.S. dollars supplied by the government at the fixed exchange rate 
became more scarce (because the government had much less oil rev-
enue, which it received in U.S. dollars), dollars became even more 
valuable on the black market. Market theory tells us that importers 
with the highest costs who can still stay in business end up setting 
prices. In Venezuela’s case, that meant importers who turned to the 
black market in dollars. The skyrocketing black market rate drove up 
the cost of imports, and therefore inflation, by effectively devaluing 
the bolivar.35 As the black market rate increased, the government lost 
money, because the dollars it would have given to private industry 
(for industry to provide goods and services) were diverted into vari-
ous forms of illegal speculation. The government printed bolivars to 
cover the losses, which also drove up inflation, leaving Venezuela 
plagued by a devaluation-inflation spiral. Figure 6.3 (page 109) shows 
how both trends reinforced each other: inflation alongside the black 
market exchange rate, that is, the number of bolivars required to get a 
U.S. dollar on the black market.36   

For several years after the oil strike, and with the fixed exchange 
rate that Chávez imposed in response, the Venezuelan economy per-
formed remarkably well. Opposition analysts, and their backers at the 
IMF and in the business press, were left looking very foolish as they 
predicted an economic collapse while the economy not only grew 
but delivered massive poverty reduction and decreased inequality. 
Unfortunately, Chavista commentators and officials widely saw the 
fixed exchange rate system as a crucial part of that success.37 Bolivia’s 
example should have disabused them of that idea.

Many governments buy or sell their own currency to stabilize the 
exchange rate. In other words, they maintain a “managed” or “dirty 
float” of the currency. The U.S. economist Mark Weisbrot recom-
mended this type of system for Venezuela in 2010.38    
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Under President Evo Morales, Bolivia was another left-wing 
government in the region, one facing very similar challenges as 
Venezuela (including hostile U.S.-backed oligarchs who would gladly 
overthrow Morales by force, and tried to do so in 2009). Bolivia sus-
tained rapid growth and poverty reduction using a “managed float” 
exchange rate system—basically what Chávez had abandoned after 
the oil strike. Tragically, Bolivia’s important example was ignored by 
both the Chávez and Maduro governments.39 In 2014, a Venezuelan 
economist, Hernán Luis Torres Núñez, wrote a piece for the left-
wing website Apporea in which he claimed Bolivia’s example showed 
that Maduro needed to cooperate more with business owners.40 That 
was an erroneous and a counterproductive way to try to convince 
Chavistas to fix the exchange rate system.41 (Despite his economic 
success, on November 10, 2019, Morales was overthrown in a U.S.-
backed military coup.) 

Under Maduro, extremely lucrative profiteering opportunities 
arose because of the skyrocketing black market exchange rate. This 
led to corruption within the Chavista ranks that must have been a 

Figure 6.3: Inflation and Black Market Rate

Source: Center for Economic and Policy Research.
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factor blocking reform of the exchange rate policy—but how big a 
factor it is not easy to say.42

What is undeniable, however, is that the second U.S.-backed coup 
attempt against Chávez was so destructive that it had pernicious 
long-term effects on economic policy. Nevertheless, the defeat of the 
second coup attempt brought several years of stability, as the opposi-
tion refrained from any significant attempt to remove the government 
by force until 2013. Control of the state oil company, combined with 
rising oil prices, allowed the government to deliver huge benefits to 
the majority. Problems with the exchange rate system, and with grant-
ing impunity for coup attempts, would not become conspicuous for 
many years.    

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Third Coup Attempt: Fatalities over 
Frivolous Claims, April 2013

On April 14, 2013, about a month after Hugo Chávez died, 
Nicolás Maduro won the snap presidential election that 
Venezuela’s constitution calls for in the event of a president’s 

death. Maduro won by only 1.8 percentage points, a far smaller margin 
than pollsters across the political spectrum had predicted.1 The 
Western media’s favorite anti-government polling firm, Datanalisis, 
predicted a 9.7-point win for Maduro.2 Henrique Capriles, the loser, 
used the tiny margin of victory to cry fraud and call his supporters 
into the streets—with fatal consequences for several government 
supporters. The Obama government fanned the flames by standing 
behind Capriles’s preposterous claim to have been robbed. 

Ignoring Math, Opposition Victories, and CNE Independence

After the election, Maduro immediately said that he welcomed a 
full recount but the head of the National Electoral Council (CNE), 
Tibisay Lucena, reacted frostily to the idea.3 It was the CNE’s place to 
say if a recount would take place, not Maduro’s. She argued that the 
“hot audit” of 54 percent of voting machines, which was carried out in 

7

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



112 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

front of opposition witnesses and international observers, was more 
than statistically adequate to confirm the results—53 percent were 
audited on the day of the election and an additional 1 percent the 
next day, as explained in an open letter to the Western media signed 
by fourteen economists, most of them based in the United States.4 The 
audit ensured that electronically tallied votes in the randomly sam-
pled machines matched the printed receipts that each voter examined 
before leaving a voting center. A study released by the U.S. economists 
David Rosnick and Mark Weisbrot showed that Lucena had math-
ematics on her side.5 The odds that a 100 percent audit would confirm 
a win for Capriles were, as they put it, “far less than one in 25 thou-
sand trillion.” A year earlier, Jimmy Carter, referring specifically to 
the technical aspects of Venezuela’s electoral system, called it the “best 
in the world.”6 

Lucena also had past practice on her side. When the opposition 
won the 2007 constitutional referendum by almost the exact same 
margin, two percentage points, there was no 100 percent audit of 
the results.7 However, Lucena did not reject a 100 percent audit. 
She said that Capriles should follow the proper legal procedures to 
request one, and that “harassment, threats or intimidation are not 
the way to appeal to the Electoral Power.” Lucena’s house had been 
attacked, but serious violence had not yet erupted at that point.8 She 
also rebuked the Organization of American States (OAS) president 
José Miguel Insulza for publicly supporting a 100 percent audit. 
Arguably, her remarks were also an implicit rebuke of Maduro’s 
initial comments on the matter. This is significant given that, for 
years, the opposition and its foreign allies had strongly impugned 
the CNE’s independence. Many prominent people, including the 
OAS president, seemed to think that electoral procedures should be 
simply made up on the fly, and the independence of the CNE disre-
garded, when it suited them.  

On April 17, Capriles formally submitted paperwork to the CNE 
asking for a 100 percent audit. By that time, several Chavistas had 
been killed in attacks perpetrated by his supporters.9  

On April 18, the CNE announced that it would audit the remaining 
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46 percent of machines—in other words, bring the audit to 100 per-
cent. Capriles celebrated the decision in a TV address, calling it a great 
victory for the protests he had instigated. Referring to the remaining 
46 percent of machines that would be audited, he claimed:

We know where the problems are—in those 12,000. That’s where 
they are. There we will be able to perfectly prove the truth to 
all of you. . . . So we accept what the CNE has announced to 
the country. We will be there during the audit—important to 
remember—there are technical details. I am not going to tire the 
country at this late hour with technical details. But it is impor-
tant to remember the fingerprints records that the CNE must 
disclose.10 

Note that Capriles immediately shifted his demands. The audit 
now had to include an audit of the entire fingerprint registry to sat-
isfy him, not simply a 100 percent audit of the voting machines. He 
also denied that any of his supporters had killed anyone or attacked 
a single Cuban-staffed medical center, a denial that a Reuters report 
would soon refute. He said that any fatalities that occurred after his 
call for protests were the result of common crime, and that the gov-
ernment was trying to pass these deaths off as politically motivated. 
On April 25, Capriles announced that his people would not supply 
witnesses for the audit of the voting machines because a review of 
the fingerprint registry was not included.11 Capriles also traveled to 
Belgium, France, Germany, and Spain to plead his case.12  

On May 9, Capriles told the Spanish newspaper El Pais that he 
had actually won the election by 400,000 votes. As Dan Beeton of the 
Center for Economic and Policy Research observed:

Capriles is still alleging the vote count was stolen in a way that 
would have been detectable in the first audit, and hence the sta-
tistical analysis still applies. If tens of thousands of voters voted 
multiple times, it would be very difficult to stuff the receipt boxes 
to match the multiple voting, without having some discrepancies 
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between the machine and the paper count. The receipt boxes are 
in plain sight of all observers and it would be impossible for a 
voter to stuff multiple pieces of paper through the thin slot with-
out anyone seeing. It would also be impossible to vote more than 
once without not only the collaboration of observers to fix the 
machines to allow this, but a conspiracy involving tens of thou-
sands of people, with no subsequent leaks.13 

Predictably, math and logic bounced off the Western media and it 
was Maduro, not Capriles, who was described as behaving shiftily. On 
June 5, Reuters reported that “Maduro originally accepted a proposal 
for a full audit of the close April election which he won, but then 
backtracked and has since hardened his stance.”14 

In a way, Reuters was correct that Maduro had backtracked. He 
had initially overstepped and basically disrespected the CNE with 
his emphatic endorsement of a full audit. He then shifted to letting 
the CNE take the lead, as he should have from the beginning.15 By 
the time Reuters claimed that Maduro had “hardened his stance,” 
the CNE was only days away from completing the utterly unneces-
sary 100 percent audit Capriles had demanded. On June 11, the CNE 
announced that no discrepancies were found.16 

Media Malevolence

The Western media’s failure to scrutinize Capriles’s allegations clearly 
involved something worse than incompetence. Dan Beeton claimed 
that “one reporter writing for a major U.S. newspaper has told us that 
his editors refuse to publish anything related to our statistical analysis 
or regarding the audit and its significance more generally.”17 

The analysis Beeton referred to was done by his colleagues at the 
Center for Economic and Policy Research (CEPR), Mark Weisbrot 
and David Rosnick. It showed that the sample size of 53 percent that 
was used to randomly audit the voting machines on the day of the 
election was decisive. (The audit looked for discrepancies between 
printed receipts that all voters checked and the touch screen votes 
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recorded by the machines. An additional 1 percent of the machines 
were audited the next day.) The odds that a 100 percent audit would 
find enough discrepancies to change the results in favor of Capriles 
were infinitesimally small.  

A Factiva search for “Weisbrot,” co-founder of CEPR, between May 
9, the study’s release date, and July 9 turned up twenty-seven articles, 
but none of them mentioned the statistical analysis. This included a 
May 17 Christian Science Monitor article that ran with the headline 
“Venezuela’s Maduro Still Waiting on Washington’s Recognition” and 
actually quoted Weisbrot:

“A lot of Venezuelans seem to think that a close election is not a 
valid election, so this leaves room for Maduro’s critics to ques-
tion it,” says Mark Weisbrot of the Center for Economic and 
Policy Research, an independent think-tank in Washington. Mr. 
Weisbrot says he thinks the US is trying to take advantage of this 
situation.18 

Was this newspaper that quoted Weisbrot not allowed to mention 
that he had published a study explaining why Capriles’s fraud claims 
were ridiculous? The article also misleadingly referred to a “partial 
recount” being underway. That was the “partial recount” that took a 54 
percent audit up to 100 percent—in other words, a complete recount. 

In a later piece, Beeton observed that while “Capriles’ call for the 
fingerprint audit has gained traction in the English language media, 
the CNE officials’ announcements that they plan to conduct such an 
audit have not.” Beeton highlighted one appalling example: a June 9 
report by the AP’s Christopher Toothaker that mentioned Capriles’s 
demand for a fingerprint audit but not the fact that weeks earlier, on 
May 17, the CNE had announced that it would do one.19 

In September, the CNE completed this audit as well and explained 
its methodology to officials from UNASUR and the Carter Center.20 
A year later, a Carter Center report on the election acknowledged 
the validity of the CNE’s approach to the fingerprint audit but said 
that the opposition’s boycott of the process and “lack of information” 
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led to a “loss of an important opportunity” to reassure people about 
the results.21  

In other words, the U.S.-backed opposition had instigated protests 
that resulted in several deaths over an election that proved to be com-
pletely fair.

Contrast this with Mexico’s 2006 presidential election. Then, the 
right-wing Felipe Calderón defeated left-of-center Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador by six-tenths of a percentage point, a much smaller 
margin than Maduro’s win over Capriles in 2013. Mexico’s electoral 
authorities did a recount of nine percent of the ballots and refused 
to release the results.22 The Western media’s reaction could not have 
been more different in this case. As Dan Beeton explained:

“An Anti-Democracy Campaign; Mexico’s presidential loser 
takes a lesson from Joseph Stalin,” ran a Washington Post edito-
rial headline. The Times of London declared him “Mexico’s bad 
loser: A demagogue prepared to hold the nation to ransom.” . . . So 
far at least, no major U.S., British or Canadian paper has labeled 
Capriles a “sore loser” and the Washington Post has yet to compare 
him to Stalin.23

Another contrast was that polls in Mexico had widely predicted a 
win for López Obrador in 2006, an additional reason why claims of 
fraud in that case were plausible. Mexico’s right-wing establishment 
had reason to fear a López Obrador victory before the election, and 
therefore prepared to steal it from him. But polling firms in Venezuela, 
including the pro-opposition Datanalisis, widely predicted a heavy 
loss for Capriles in 2013. In the fraud story that Capriles wanted to sell, 
Maduro was caught off guard as the votes came in but still managed 
to rig the vote count without leaving evidence, despite Venezuela’s far 
more advanced and transparent voting process—and the scrutiny of 
a hostile Western media. 

Of course, when it comes to Venezuela, and indeed any state that 
is considered a U.S. enemy, the Western media’s message is largely in 
sync with the U.S. government and large NGOs.
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The U.S. government called for a 100 percent audit the day after 
Maduro’s election victory, and again on April 16.24 A month later, the 
International Crisis Group (ICG), which was receiving about half 
its funding from the United States and other Western governments, 
echoed that call: “The validity of the election result [in Venezuela] 
needs to be clarified.”25 Even more imperiously, the ICG singled out 
Brazil as a “regional power” that should “not tolerate further destruc-
tion of the rule of law and democratic values” elsewhere in Latin 
America.26 

Human Rights Watch (HRW) said on April 17: “Capriles chal-
lenged the results and asked the electoral authorities to conduct a full 
recount, a request echoed by the secretary general of the Organization 
of American States and initially supported by Maduro. However, the 
National Electoral Council [CNE] summarily rejected the request 
and proclaimed Maduro president on April 15.”27 Of course, the CNE 
did not reject a full audit. The HRW statement also said that Maduro 
would be “installed as President” on April 19, as if he had perpetrated 
a coup. It also scolded Maduro, saying he “shouldn’t threaten to use an 
‘iron fist’ to restrict and intimidate those who try to voice their opin-
ions.” But should Capriles have denied that his supporters had killed 
people and attacked medical centers, incited by his claims that he’d 
been robbed of the election? What was the message sent by his denial? 
Should Capriles have been asked to denounce high-profile supporters 
who made wild claims that put Cuban-staffed medical centers in the 
line of fire? HRW ignored those questions, ignored the track record of 
the U.S.-backed opposition, and failed to distinguish between formally 
requesting a recount and trying to spark a coup. As usual, HRW pre-
tended that only Maduro’s words could incite or intimidate. 

Reuters Belatedly Investigates a Few Chavista Deaths

On May 8, more than three weeks after the fact, Reuters published 
an article about three post-election deaths in the La Limonera 
neighborhood in Caracas. It conceded that two of the three deaths 
it investigated (out of nine then alleged by the government) seemed 
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strongly to indicate the responsibility of Capriles supporters.28 All 
three victims were murdered as they headed home after protecting a 
medical center from attack by opposition supporters: 

When official results showed him narrowly losing, Capriles on 
the night of Sunday, April 14 called on supporters to demand a 
full recount by marching in the streets.

A day later, opposition protesters near La Limonera went to 
a state-run clinic staffed by doctors from Cuba who were hired 
through a Chávez-era oil-for-services deal.

Witnesses interviewed by Reuters said about 100 protesters 
surrounded the clinic for around two hours shouting slogans 
such as “Get out Cubans, we don’t want you here,” banging pots 
and pans in a rowdy “cacerolazo” (from the Spanish word for 
casserole, a loud banging of pots and pans) protest.

Maduro sympathizers including hairdresser Rosiris Reyes 
and carpenter Jose Luis Ponce arrived to protect the clinic from 
harm, witnesses and relatives said. As the protest died down 
they began returning home, but never made it.

“From a Toyota, someone started shooting and shouting 
opposition slogans. One of the bullets hit my mother in the 
back,” said fifteen-year-old Yonylexis Reyes, who lives with two 
brothers in a small apartment decorated with the posters with 
the faces of Maduro and Chávez.

“She fell off the motorcycle and we took her to the hospital.” 
Her mother died two days later.

Ponce was also shot while returning from the clinic, accord-
ing to witnesses. A family member said one person was later 
wounded at his funeral by a shot fired from a neighborhood 
near La Limonera.
 
It would have been truly miraculous if attacks on Cuban-staffed 

medical centers, like the one described by Reuters, had not occurred. 
And that was not only because the opposition had been hysterically 
vilifying all things Cuban and Cuba-related in the private media 
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for years.29 The Reuters article didn’t mention that, the day after the 
election, Nelson Bocaranda, a high-profile pundit who then had a 
regular column in El Universal, one of Venezuela’s largest newspapers, 
tweeted to one million followers that he had been “informed” that 
Cubans in Maracaibo were hiding ballots inside a medical center and 
refusing to release them.30  

It is hard to imagine a tweet more clearly intended to incite vio-
lence against Cubans working in medical centers.31 The medical 
centers, known as Integral Diagnostic Centers (CDIs in the Spanish 
acronym) had expanded in Venezuela since 2003. They brought 
basic health care services to the poorest areas by deploying tens of 
thousands of Cuban doctors to defeat a boycott of the program by 
Venezuela’s right-wing medical establishment.32 Reuters, in the article 
quoted above, mentioned that Provea, a local human rights group, 
“later released a report saying it had found no evidence that any of 
the CDIs had been attacked—drawing furious criticism from govern-
ment leaders including Villegas.”33 Ernesto Villegas is a journalist who 
went on to become Maduro’s Communication Minister in 2012.34

Had Bocarcada’s incendiary tweet been mentioned by Reuters, then 
Villegas’s criticism of Provea would have been easy to understand. 
Also unmentioned was that, in 2010, Provea received funds and other 
support from the Canadian government, which had been openly hos-
tile to the Venezuelan government for years. In 2009, for instance, 
Canadian prime minister Stephen Harper referred to Venezuela as a 
“rogue state.”35  

But putting aside the limitations of the Reuters article, the bias of 
human rights groups such as Provea and HRW is extreme indeed 
when even Reuters reports facts that expose the shoddiness of their 
work.

Below are people whom Ernesto Villegas described in a report as 
victims of opposition violence in the wake of the election:

�	José Luis Ponce Ordóñez, 45, shot after defending medical center.
�	Rosiris Reyes, 44, shot shortly after defending medical center. 
�	Keler Guevara, 23, police officer shot while on duty.
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�	Johnny Pacheco, 37, shot after defending medical center. (One 
of the three cases Reuters belatedly investigated, and disputed by 
Reuters after speaking with his relatives.)

�	Gerardo Rico, 39, died after spending weeks in a coma, allegedly 
after being beaten by group of Capriles supporters.

�	Rey David Chacín González, 11; Johan Hernández, 22; María 
Victoria Báez, 12—all killed when a truck smashed into them as 
they were on the streets celebrating Maduro’s win.

�	Luis Eduardo García, 24, shot while next to CNE building demon-
strating in support of Maduro.

�	Hender Bastardo, 21, shot. A motorizado (motorcycle rider) often 
associated with pro-government colectivos that are vilified by the 
opposition. 

�	Henry Rangel, 32, shot while on the street celebrating Maduro’s 
win.36

Capriles Shifts Again, Alleges Unfair Election

By May, Capriles had shifted away from claiming that the vote count 
had been rigged. His focus switched to claiming that the election 
should be annulled by the Supreme Court because it was unfair. 
Reuters described his appeal: 

“This appeal seeks to annul the elections and request new 
presidential elections in Venezuela,” said Gerardo Fernandez, a 
lawyer representing the opposition, who are intent on at least 
discrediting Maduro even if they cannot overrule the result.

“We’ve come to defend the citizens who voted in April 14.”
Fernandez said the appeal includes complaints relating to 

incidents prior to the election. The opposition accuses Maduro 
of using state resources and government media for his campaign.

Capriles also alleges there were thousands of irregularities on 
voting day, ranging from intimidation of poll station volunteers 
to illegal campaigning by government supporters.37

The Supreme Court quashed the challenge in August.38  
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Elections around the world would be declared illegitimate if fair 
media access was taken into account. That is certainly the case in the 
United States, in the wake of the infamous Citizens United ruling 
of 2010.39 That ruling banned legal restrictions on corporate fund-
ing of political campaigns. In Venezuela, concentrated wealth also 
gives some candidates conspicuously unfair advantages. Capriles is 
related to the founding owners of Cadena Capriles which, as of 2013, 
was Venezuela’s largest print media conglomerate.40 As is invariably 
the case with U.S.-backed political movements in Latin America, the 
opposition in Venezuela is solidly based among the wealthiest people 
in the country. That alone would make marginalizing them in the 
media next to impossible without a much deeper democratization of 
media and society than was achieved under Chávez.  

In fact, in July, the Carter Center quietly published data that oblit-
erated the opposition’s complaint about media access. 

The Carter Center Quietly Drops a Bomb

As part of a preliminary report on Venezuela’s 2013 presidential 
election, the Carter Center analyzed TV news coverage during the 
campaign.41 As the name of the Center suggests, it is part of the U.S. 
establishment, founded by a former president, making its data dif-
ficult for U.S. apologists to dismiss.42 The data showed no significant 
advantage in coverage for Nicolás Maduro during the campaign. The 
Carter Center therefore demolished the ubiquitous lie that the oppo-
sition was silenced in Venezuela’s media, without actually intending 
to (the Center’s executive summary still called for more equitable 
media access) and without criticizing the Western media or other 
NGOs. The data was devastating and spoke for itself.

The data showed that the largest audience share for news went to 
a private broadcaster, Venevisión, whose quantity of pro-Maduro 
and pro-Capriles coverage was roughly equal during the campaign. 
The same kind of balance was provided by Televen, another private 
broadcaster that was third in audience share. Globovisión, a pri-
vate broadcaster that was fourth in audience share, was lopsidedly 
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pro-Capriles. The government network, VTV, which was second in 
audience share, was very pro-Maduro. 

Looking only at total minutes of electoral coverage on all four net-
works named above, the Carter Center’s data showed a 57 percent 
to 34 percent advantage for Maduro. But the audience share of the 
private media’s TV news coverage was nearly three times as large as 
the state media’s (72 percent to 25 percent). Accounting for audience 
share eliminated any real advantage for Maduro over Capriles on TV 
during the presidential campaign. 

A false representation of Venezuela’s media has been ubiquitous for 
many years. For example, the journalist and scholar Alan MacLeod 
has sampled hundreds of articles about Venezuela that appeared in 
U.S. and UK newspapers during the period 1998 to 2013. He found 
that 100 percent of the articles that mentioned Venezuela’s media 
described it as being under the thumb of the government.43 The decep-
tion was so widespread that in 2010 Amnesty International, either 
from ignorance or because it feared no rebuttal, made the outland-
ish remark that Globovisión was the “only TV station whose license 
has not been revoked in recent years because of its editorial line.”44 In 
reality, a foreign-backed insurrectionist opposition in Venezuela has 
media access that third-party candidates in the United States, such as 
Jill Stein of the Green Party (outlandishly accused of being a “Russian 
asset” by Hillary Clinton), can only fantasize about.45

Leopoldo López Laments the Aborted Coup Attempt

Eight months after the election, on December 8, the opposition leader 
Leopoldo López said in an interview that Capriles would “be presi-
dent right now” if Capriles had kept his supporters on the streets.46  

A few years later, Julio “Coco” Jimenez, then a member of Voluntad 
Popular (the political party of both López and Juan Guaidó), was 
much more emphatic. Jimenez, a young activist who had been on 
CNN a few times, went on a homophobic rant at Capriles, whom he 
accused of squandering a golden opportunity to oust Maduro through 
street protests.47 
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The United States ultimately failed to get other governments 
to reject Maduro’s 2013 victory. At that time, there were too many 
left-of-center governments still in office in Latin America for such 
frivolous claims to be endorsed. And in 2008, those governments had 
spearheaded the formation of the Union of South American Nations 
(UNASUR), with headquarters based in Ecuador, which reduced 
U.S. influence in the region. In 2019, by comparison, Evo Morales in 
Bolivia was not as fortunate, when he faced a coup incited by bogus 
claims of electoral fraud and backed by Washington and its regional 
allies, including Juan Guaidó.48 By 2019, UNASUR had practically 
been disbanded thanks to the efforts of right-wing governments 
in Ecuador, Brazil, and Argentina. But during the attempt against 
Maduro in 2013, even though other Latin American governments did 
not go along, the United States still had plenty of support from the 
Western media and high-profile NGOs—the propaganda apparatus 
that targets states the U.S. government wants overthrown.

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Fourth Coup Attempt:
February–April 2014

When Hugo Chávez was close to death at the end of 2012, 
the Venezuelan economy began to struggle. A devaluation-
inflation spiral began, rooted in the exchange rate system 

and the country’s failure to adopt a “managed float” policy, as Bolivia 
under Evo Morales had done. The system put in place to prevent capi-
tal flight during the second coup attempt (the oil strike of 2002) was 
now wreaking havoc. In 2013, economic growth slowed, shortages of 
goods became a serious irritant, and inflation spiked. Thanks to high 
oil prices, however, economic growth persisted (see Table 8.1, page 
125). Real GDP in each quarter of 2013 was higher than in the cor-
responding quarter of 2012. Although that trend would not continue 
into 2014, the continued growth in 2013 helped Chavismo defeat the 
opposition in municipal elections on December 8, 2013. 

Five days after the elections, Reuters reported:  

Venezuela’s ruling Socialist Party and allies took 10 percent-
age points more votes [nationwide] than opposition rivals 
in Sunday’s election for mayors that was a test of strength for 
President Nicolas Maduro, final results showed on Friday. . . .

8
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Capriles, the governor of Miranda state who narrowly lost the 
April presidential vote, may come under pressure from within 
the opposition for his failure to deliver better results at Sunday’s 
vote, which he had cast as a plebiscite.

Several other opposition leaders have advocated more con-
frontational tactics, such as street protests, against Maduro 
whom they cast as an autocrat taking instructions from Cuba 
and leading Venezuela’s economy to ruin.2

Two months later, in February 2014, Leopoldo López and María 
Corina Machado launched the more “confrontational tactics” 
Reuters had anticipated: violent protests explicitly aimed at toppling 
Maduro.  

The day before the protests began, Leopoldo López placed an op-ed 
in one of Venezuela’s largest newspapers, El Universal, urging people 
to attend.3 Of course, he inserted weasel words. López wrote, “We 
will see each other on the street, which is our terrain, in a nonviolent 
way, which is our strategy and for one objective: the best Venezuela.” 
But he immediately added, “We are facing a national threat, repre-
sented by a rotten and corrupt leadership that has kidnapped the 
Venezuelan State, turning it into a criminal.” Coming from a man 
who had already backed three other attempts to oust the government 
(and, in fact, personally led 
the kidnapping of govern-
ment officials during the 
first one), the meaning was 
obvious. The timing of this 
attempt, so soon after a 
major electoral defeat at the 
end of 2013, led to public 
bickering with his fellow 
insurrectionist Henrique 
Capriles, who did not think 
protests were wise so soon 
after the opposition’s defeat 
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in municipal elections.4 But López charged ahead with his attempt 
to oust Maduro in what was also a factional battle for control of the 
opposition.5

It should be noted that, like López, U.S. president Donald Trump 
also used weasel words on January 6, 2021, when he incited rioters to 
overrun the Capitol Building for a few hours—which led immediately 
to Trump’s second impeachment, his banning from all major social 
media, calls to bar him from ever holding federal office again, a mas-
sive and prolonged military presence in the capital, and President Joe 
Biden’s new government declaring the need for “a radical rethinking 
of law enforcement” to confront “domestic terrorism.”6 López was not 
of course the equivalent of a lame duck U.S. president, as he launched 
a vastly more destructive attempt to seize power by inciting violence.         

Don’t Even Plan This in New York or London

Predictably, more attacks on Cuban-staffed medical centers ended up 
taking place.7 In the United States or United Kingdom, both López 
and Machado would have been jailed in December 2013 when it was 
obvious (even to Reuters) that they intended to lead another attempt 
to overthrow Maduro. By comparison, the Puerto Rican activist Oscar 
López Rivera spent decades in prison, twelve of them in solitary con-
finement, for allegedly conspiring to perpetrate violent attacks that 
scarcely threatened U.S. colonial rule over Puerto Rico.8 He was not 
involved with briefly overthrowing the U.S. government itself.9 

In 2010, President Barack Obama ordered the assassination of a 
U.S. citizen, Anwar al-Awlaki, in Yemen based on allegations that he 
was conspiring to perpetrate terrorist attacks on the United States. 
Awlaki had never been charged with or convicted of a crime. In 2012, 
a separate CIA drone strike killed Awlaki’s sixteen-year-old U.S.-born 
son as well. Obama’s press secretary shrugged off the teenager’s killing 
by saying he should have “had a more responsible father.”10

In the United Kingdom, young men have received prison sentences 
for attempting to organize riots using Facebook.11 Writing in the 
Guardian, a former political editor of the newspaper, Michael White, 
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joked about the possibility that the men might be sexually assaulted 
in prison: “It could be like this for the next 18 months, lads. And what 
if that big bloke on the next floor takes a shine to you?”12

In the United States, the Occupy Wall Street camps were forc-
ibly dismantled for being “a public health hazard” and for allegedly 
“attracting vagrants and crime.” Police denied Occupy protesters the 
use of amplifiers to make speeches, hence the “human microphone” 
that protesters used to communicate, and also to mock the draconian 
restrictions with which the protest camps were expected to comply. 
And still the camps were dismantled by force. A march that slowed 
traffic on the Brooklyn Bridge led to seven hundred arrests.13

Writing for FAIR.org, Josmar Trujillo described the “moral panic” 
in the U.S. media in July 2019 when a few New York police officers 
“were doused with water during a record heatwave.”14 The dousing 
came shortly after the family of Eric Garner, a Black New Yorker who 
was choked to death, was told that the police officer who killed him 
would not be charged. In fact, the officer had not yet been fired.15  

Protest tactics that could not possibly be called violent or destruc-
tive are also stigmatized in U.S. political culture. Barack Obama urged 
Colin Kaepernick to “listen to the pain” he may cause by kneeling 
during the national anthem in protest of police killings. On July 
24, 2019, the U.S. House of Representatives overwhelmingly passed 
a non-binding resolution that opposed U.S. citizens supporting 
Palestinians by engaging in boycotts that target the state of Israel and 
U.S. companies doing business with Israel.16

The United States and its allies also mercilessly punish journalists 
who too effectively expose war crimes, as the imprisonment of Julian 
Assange and Chelsea Manning makes clear.17 

It’s also striking how baselessly a protest movement in the United 
States, no matter how peaceful and firmly rooted in harsh domes-
tic realities, is linked to foreign interference. Senator Kamala Harris, 
when she was running for the Democratic Party’s presidential nomi-
nation, said in July 2019 that Colin Kaepernick’s protests against police 
violence and racism received a great deal of attention only because 
of “Russian bots” on social media.18 But months before a fourth 
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U.S.-backed coup attempt in Venezuela, allegations of U.S.-backed 
sabotage were reflectively dismissed as cynical and absurd. For exam-
ple, in September 2013, a news article by William Neuman in the New 
York Times stated that “accusing unseen conspirators of subjecting the 
nation to a variety of ills is an art form in Venezuela, honed during the 
14-year presidency of Hugo Chávez, who died in March.”19 

We aren’t saying that Venezuela’s government is entitled to be as 
violent and oppressive as the U.S. government and its closest allies—
just that the practical consequences of accepting an imperial double 
standard is obvious, when you consider the case of Venezuela and 
other targeted countries.20 No democracy is obliged to let itself be vio-
lently overthrown. But if you accept or ignore the double standard, 
then a government targeted by the United States is easily labeled as 
“authoritarian” or a dictatorship if it takes any steps to defend itself. 
A U.S.-backed opposition is emboldened to use and incite violence, 
knowing that any response will be labeled repression and gain them 
even more support from the Western propaganda apparatus. 

Corporate Media and Others Mislead About Who Was Killing People

By mid-March 2014, a month into this fourth coup attempt, two facts 
were being systematically buried by the corporate media. One was 
that more people had died due to the actions of protesters than as 
a result of police brutality or from attacks by government support-
ers.21 The other fact was that the United States had been remarkably 
unsuccessful in its efforts to get other Latin American governments 
to denounce Maduro. 

Table 8.2 (page 129) summarizes the facts regarding the forty 
protest-related deaths. The list is taken from one compiled by 
VenezuelAnalysis, a reader-supported website that is often critical of 
Chavismo from the left, based on Venezuelan news reports and offi-
cial sources.22 By March 14, the opposition’s side had caused seventeen 
deaths, either directly or through lethal hazards they had created in 
the streets. The government’s side was either clearly or most likely 
responsible for eleven deaths. 
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Table 8.2: Protest-Related Deaths

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Strongly Implicated
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By the time the protests fizzled out in early April, there had been 
a total of forty deaths. The opposition’s side was most likely respon-
sible for twenty-one of them; the government’s side was mostly likely 
responsible for fourteen.

There were three additional deaths—the cases of Genesis Carmona, 
Juan Orlando Labrador Castiblanco, and Adriana Urquiola—for 
which the facts are unclear regarding who was responsible. There 
were also two accidental deaths. Franklin Alberto Romero, a busi-
nessman, died from an electric shock in San Cristobal when he and 
several others tried to mount a billboard on a barricade. In the case 
of protester Jimmy Vargas, video footage confirmed that he acciden-
tally fell from a rooftop. Vargas’s passionately anti-government family 
members blamed the government anyway, which led Reuters and 
others to spread false claims that he had been shot or otherwise made 
to fall from the roof. In a subsequent report, Reuters admitted that 
“a cellphone video of the incident shows him appear to stumble and 
then plunge backward while climbing down from a ledge.”23

Reuters, to its credit, even dared make the important point in one 
article that “in a country with at least 15,000 homicides last year, there 
is ample scope for confusion and propaganda.” However, it more 
often stuck to a pattern of vague reporting that suggested government 
responsibility for all the deaths.24

The New York Times commonly used that approach, too, but media 
activists successfully pressured it into making the following correc-
tion to an article on March 26:

An earlier version of this article incorrectly stated that the more 
than 30 people killed in the political demonstrations in Venezuela 
since February 4 were protesters. That number includes security 
forces and civilians, not only protesters.25

Peter Hart made the crucial point about this correction in an arti-
cle for FAIR.org: 

If you have been relying on US media to follow the Venezuela 
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story, or relying on Venezuelan opposition sources, you’d prob-
ably have the mistaken idea that the violence was basically all 
happening on one side—which might explain how this error got 
into the Times.

A month earlier, the Times had issued another correction regarding 
Venezuela’s TV media. A news article had stated: “The only television 
station that regularly broadcast voices critical of the government was 
sold last year and the new owners have softened its news coverage.” 
The correction read as follows:

An earlier version of this article referred imprecisely to 
Globovision. Before its sale last year, it broadcast more voices 
critical of the Venezuelan government than any other TV sta-
tion, but it was not the only one to regularly feature government 
critics.26

Unfortunately, these corrections do not have much impact on a 
headline-scanning, article-skimming readership.

The Western government–funded International Crisis Group 
(ICG) sunk especially low in its report about the protests. It claimed 
that there was only “weak evidence” that any opposition people had 
ever used firearms:

In contrast to the abundant evidence linking security forces 
and pro-government civilians to deaths and injuries, it is 
unclear whether some in the opposition used firearms. In any 
case, the evidence on this is weak. The only deaths that appear 
clearly linked to the protesters are those involving accidents 
caused by barricades, including the use of barbed wire or other 
obstacles.27

So as far as the ICG is concerned, the bodies of several people 
(police and civilians) who were shot to death while attempting to 
clear barricades in opposition strongholds are “weak evidence” of 
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firearm use by the opposition.28 The report was so extreme in its bias 
that it even tried to impugn the results of the 2004 recall referendum, 
which Chávez won by 18 percentage points.29 

When the United States Is Isolated, Pretend It Isn’t

The members of the Organization of American States (OAS) took a 
completely different stance toward the protests than did the United 
States, but U.S. apologists did their best to ignore it. 

An OAS resolution from March 7 expressed “solidarity with the 
victims and their family members, the people, and the Government 
of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.”30 One should distinguish 
the OAS member states from the OAS bureaucracy, which is funded 
primarily by the United States and based in Washington, DC. In 2014, 
that distinction was important due to the large number of left-of-cen-
ter governments in the region. 

The United States and Panama alone expressed strongly dissenting 
views in the footnotes to the resolution. As journalist Nate Singham 
pointed out, the U.S. defeat at the OAS was remarkable given that 
“historically, the OAS has acted consistently with US foreign policy 
objectives.”31 

Consider how the New York Times and Reuters reported this. A 
Times article published on March 14 ignored the OAS resolution and 
grossly misled readers about the response of regional governments 
to the protest: “Mr. Maduro’s kinder face is likely intended only to 
deflect international criticism, which has come most strongly from 
the United States.”32

If the words “most strongly” in the sentence above were replaced 
with “almost exclusively,” then it would have been accurate. Not only 
was the United States isolated in the Western Hemisphere, but ten 
days after this Times article came out, the European Union endorsed 
UNASUR’s efforts to ease tensions in Venezuela. UNASUR, a body 
created in 2008 by the left-of-center governments in South America, 
was obviously even more independent of Washington than the OAS.33 
Also note how the reporter, William Neuman, was not hesitant to 
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speculate about Maduro’s motives. Imagine a reporter similarly spec-
ulating about what motivated John Kerry’s allegation that the Maduro 
government had unleashed a “terror campaign” against protesters.34 
The following sentence is perfectly reasonable but would never 
be allowed in a New York Times article: “Kerry’s allegation is likely 
intended to boost the morale of violent protesters who have been almost 
entirely shunned by governments in the hemisphere.” (Italics added.)

Reuters was less ridiculous than the New York Times but still very 
misleading when it reported on March 16 that “Maduro has come 
under pressure from some foreign governments and rights groups 
over excessive use of force from his security forces.” 35

Readers must become researchers to discover that protesters, at 
that point, were responsible for more deaths than government secu-
rity forces, and that the United States had failed almost completely to 
convince other governments to support the protesters.

CBC Reporter Admits, “I Was Not Aware of Ultimas Noticias”

During the 2014 coup attempt, the Western media ignored the content 
of Venezuela’s news media and constantly made or implied claims of 
draconian censorship—exactly as Alan MacLeod found in his exten-
sive research of U.S. and UK media coverage during the period 1998 
to 2013.36

For example, on March 27, the CBC reported: 

For Canadians with friends and family in Venezuela the extent 
of the violence sweeping that country is hard to watch, but many 
are also working to overcome government crackdowns on local 
news to ensure the world knows exactly what’s happening.37

We sent the author of this article, Mark Cadiz, the following email:

Were you aware that Ultimas Noticas, Venezuela’s largest 
circulating newspaper, regularly features vehemently anti-gov-
ernment op-eds? A headline from an op-ed in today’s edition 
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reads “Solution to the crisis: As we can see we are living at the 
margins of the Constitution under a military dictatorship in 
which a military–civic clique perpetuates itself by force.”

Another op-ed from 3/24/2014 says, “Not One More Death: 
The deaths have been occurring daily, the most noteworthy 
caused by armed groups operating outside the law but with the 
apparent consent of the Government.”

Another op-ed from 3/24/2014: “Critical Situation: The so-
called President has decided to establish himself as a fourth-rate 
dictator.”

Another one from 3/20/2014 says, “One can’t keep playing 
around with Maduro’s assassin government and its insincere 
calls for peace.”

This is far from an exhaustive sampling. Ultimas Noticias also 
features pro-government opinion and news reports, but to claim 
that fiercely anti-government voices are shut out of the media 
is a flagrant lie. You should sample Venezuela’s media directly, 
especially if you read Spanish, and see for yourself.38

Cadiz responded the same day:

Thanks for your detailed email and your concerns about my 
opening lead in the article. I’ve looked at your links and greatly 
appreciate you sending them to me. I was not aware of Ultimas 
Noticias, but thanks for pointing this newspaper out. I will have 
to update/retract the statement about media censorship.

I will discuss further with my senior editors to correct this 
issue.

Thanks for your concern.

The following clarification was appended to the end of the article 
four days later:

This story originally said, “With the government also censoring 
media coverage, citizens have turned to social media to organize 
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and inform the world about the extreme measures the government 
has taken.” The story did not mean to imply that the government 
was employing blanket censorship. While the government has 
taken steps to discourage reporting of some events in news and 
social media, both pro- and anti-government reports have contin-
ued to appear in the nation’s news media, and publicly accessible 
social media tools have continued to work inside the country.

This clarification was better than nothing, but it came buried 
underneath an article that flatly contradicted it. The headline, sub-
head—“Venezuela an online battleground for Canadians backing 
protests: Canadians part of an effort to overcome crackdown on 
local news”—above an image of a masked protester all conveyed that 
Canadians in general were allied with protesters in a noble battle for 
press freedom. 

Cadiz also relied heavily on two anti-Maduro sources. One was 
Ana Maria Roa, whom Cadiz said was “a Toronto resident of 22 years, 
[who] came to Canada when she was 18 and makes regular visits to 
Venezuela” and “participated in protests in her hometown of San 
Cristobal.” Another source was “Yorman Urdaneta, originally from 
the Zulia state of Venezuela, who has been living in Canada for four 
years.” Cadiz quoted her as saying, “Eventually there is going to be a 
social explosion in Venezuela, and I believe there is going to be a lot 
of blood on the streets. But the only way the people are going to get 
their country back is to fight.”

Cadiz was not even familiar with Venezuela’s largest newspaper, 
so it’s reasonable to guess he was not aware that the opposition was 
defeated decisively in municipal elections only two months before 
the protests began. One reason for that defeat was the mentality of 
opposition people like his source, Urdaneta, who have consistently 
proved willing to see “a lot of blood on the streets” to annul their 
electoral defeats. 

In April 2013, Venezuela’s overseas voters cast 93.1 percent of their 
votes for Capriles. Any article that relies on Venezuelan expatriates 
would be completely unrepresentative of Venezuelan public opinion.39 
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But it’s a fair guess that Cadiz wasn’t aware of this either. It’s quite 
easy to understand why, by 2014, a well-intentioned journalist would 
report the way Cadiz did. The Western media had been laying the 
propaganda groundwork since 2001. Venezuelan-Canadians—attrac-
tive sources for the CBC because they speak English or French and 
are easier to contact than people in Venezuela—were overwhelmingly 
pro-opposition.40 And consider what prominent NGOs were saying 
about Venezuela’s media. 

In 2014, Reporters without Borders (RSF) ranked Venezuela 116 
out of 179 in its “freedom of expression” index (and Canada 18th).41 
On February 20, the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) made 
the absurd claim that “nearly all TV stations in Venezuela are either 
controlled or allied with the government of Maduro and have ignored 
the nationwide protests.”

It was child’s play to refute this nonsense if you actually spent 
some time looking at the content of Venezuela’s TV media during 
the protests. But it was much easier (and no doubt invited less flak) 
if you simply took the word of supposedly reputable NGOs and 
Venezuelans living in Canada. Examples are listed below of signifi-
cant protest coverage on Venezuelan TV, including interviews with 
hardline opposition leaders of the protests, among them the future 
Trump-recognized “interim president” Juan Guaidó:

�	Interview with Henrique Capriles on Venevisión (Feb, 20).
�	Venevisión coverage of opposition protests (Feb, 18).
�	Globovisión report on student protests (Feb, 12).
�	Interview with Juan Guaidó on Globovisión (Feb, 22). 
�	Venevisión interview with Tomás Guanipa, leader of the opposi-

tion Primero Justicia (Justice First) party (Feb. 20).
�	Globovisión interview with María Corina Machado (Feb, 17).42

Commenting on Machado’s interview with Globovisión, the U.S. 
economist Mark Weisbrot observed that she

 
accuses the government of torturing students, and defends the 
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most controversial aspect of the ongoing protests: she argues 
that the people have a right to overthrow the democratically 
elected government. (This is something that would not appear 
on TV in most countries in the world in a situation like the 
current one in Venezuela, where threats to overthrow the gov-
ernment have been carried out and attempted repeatedly in the 
past 12 years). This interview is on Globovisión, the station that 
the . . .  New York Times report complains has “softened its news 
coverage.”43

Comparing Two New York Times Editorials on the Question of 
“Democratic Norms”

On March 14, 2014, the New York Times editorial board stated:  

In the month since mass demonstrations began in Venezuela, at 
least 25 people have died in the protests. No end to the crisis is 
in sight, and each day the grievances grow, the arrests multiply, 
positions harden and moderates retreat.44

The protesters were in fact responsible for more deaths than the gov-
ernment, but the editorial linked to a Times article that conveyed the 
opposite by relying on pro-opposition sources. The editorial continued: 

There is no easy solution. The government of President Nicolás 
Maduro still commands strong loyalty from followers of the 
populist revolutionary Hugo Chávez, who died a year ago, 
while the opposition is divided and lacking in a common plat-
form beyond despair over the economic mess left behind by 
“Chavismo.” This is not a “Venezuelan Spring” to be resolved by 
the exit of a discredited tyrant. Though Mr. Maduro lacks his 
predecessor’s charisma, his narrow victory in the presidential 
election last April is not in dispute, and no elections are sched-
uled before 2015. This is a bitterly divided population in urgent 
need of mediated dialogue.
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The editorial board was guilty of a few drastic bits of historical 
revisionism. First, contrary to what the editorial claimed, Maduro’s 
electoral victory was still disputed by the leaders of the protests. 
Their violent attempts to overturn the 2013 presidential election 
results were written out of existence. López and Machado never 
accepted the validity of Maduro’s victory; López had even stated 
that the 2013 protests should have continued until Maduro was 
overthrown. The opposition knew it could count on U.S. support 
no matter how violently and intransigently it behaved. Rather than 
pressure its own government to stop giving the opposition that con-
fidence, the editorial dismissed the blame that Maduro put on the 
United States.  

The editorial also ignored the opposition’s big defeat in nation-
wide municipal elections only two months before the 2014 protests 
began. Chavistas were probably better prepared to campaign than 
they were when Maduro was elected earlier that year, shortly after 
the death of Chávez. Also, despite problems, the economy had con-
tinued to grow. Oil prices remained high and would not collapse for 
almost another year. The editorial stated that opposition barricades 
“make life harder.” Actually, those barricades ended several lives, and 
damaged the economy. And yet the editorial still claimed that the 
protesters were “driven to despair” by economic problems and mainly 
concerned with “restoring democratic norms.” 

Compare this editorial with one the Times published only five 
months later, on August 6, 2014, about Israel’s bombing of Gaza 
(Operation Protective Edge) which, like the protests in Venezuela, 
lasted for about two months.45 The key passage singled out Hamas 
for vastly harsher condemnation than Israel, the government that was 
actually responsible for the slaughter: 

In too many cases, Israel launched weapons that hit schools and 
shelters and failed to adequately protect Palestinian citizens. But 
Hamas knowingly targeted Israeli civilian centers in violation of 
any civilized standard and launched weapons from populated 
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areas in what looks like a deliberate effort to draw Israeli fire on 
innocents.

Israel attacked Palestinians in Gaza with nearly complete impunity. 
According to figures in the editorial, Israel’s firepower killed 1,800 
Palestinians (408 of them children) in about two months. That’s 96 
percent of the dead in what the New York Times outlandishly called 
a “war.” It was also about one hundred times more people than the 
Maduro government and its supporters could credibly be accused of 
killing months earlier. The editorial board also mentioned in pass-
ing Israel’s “blockade that has kept Gazans confined to the strip, and 
deprived them of imports, exports and jobs.” This grossly understates 
the impact of the blockade that by itself kills thousands of Palestinians 
every year.46 

The editorial claimed U.S. relations were “strained” by Israel’s 
actions, but that’s a lie. A few weeks before this editorial was pub-
lished, the U.S. Senate unanimously passed a resolution expressing 
complete unqualified support for Israel’s “right to defend its citizens 
and ensure the survival of the State of Israel.”47 

Unlike Hamas, the lavishly U.S.-funded Israeli government did not 
get accused by the New York Times of perpetrating terrorist attacks 
even as it clearly terrorized Palestinians.48 “Failed to adequately pro-
tect” is the most the Times can muster when Palestinian corpses pile 
up embarrassingly high.49 

The editorial showed no concern that Israel was violating the 
“democratic norms” (which are nonexistent under Israel’s military 
occupation) that, in Venezuela, supposedly concern the U.S. govern-
ment and the New York Times editorial board. There can be no doubt 
that the Western media would also give a U.S.-approved government 
in Venezuela a free hand to murder. After all, a U.S.-backed govern-
ment in Caracas received flattering press coverage after its security 
forces killed hundreds, possibly thousands, of people in five days 
during the Caracazo Massacre of 1989.50

Radically different standards for concepts such as “democratic 
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norms,” “peaceful protest,” and “self-defense” apply to U.S.-backed 
governments or protest movements. An extraordinary threat to 
democracy and human rights around the world—the one posed by 
Washington and its many accomplices—therefore goes undetected by 
the people who could do something about it.   

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Buildup to the Fifth Coup Attempt

Venezuela’s GDP growth recovered for at least two quar-
ters after the defeat of the fourth coup attempt in 2014. But 
at the end of the year, a collapse in oil prices—combined 

with President Nicolás Maduro’s refusal to reform the exchange rate 
system—caused a recession that kept getting worse.  

The chart below shows West Texas Intermediate (WTI) oil prices 
during the period between Maduro’s election on April 14, 2013, and 
the end of the violent protests in 2017. WTI is a cheaper type of oil 
than Brent, which is often referred to in news articles about oil prices, 
and are closer in price to those of Venezuelan oil.1 After oil prices col-
lapsed during the fourth quarter of 2014, they fluctuated around $50 
per barrel for years, and often went far lower, defying the predictions 
of experts.

The table below shows several oil price predictions cited by Mark 
Weisbrot and Jake Johnston in a 2012 report for the Center for 
Economic and Policy Research.3 All these predictions grossly over-
estimated what the average price of oil would be in 2015 and 2020.

Maduro’s failure to overhaul the fixed exchange rate system can be 
partially explained by the two coup attempts he had already survived 
in April 2013 and in February–April 2014. Maduro inherited the 
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exchange rate system implemented by Chávez in February 2003 after 
the oil strike. Unfortunately, many Chavistas credited that system, in 
which the government sets official exchange rates, as being essential to 
Venezuela’s economic success under Chávez.4 Maduro was inhibited 
from making changes that could alienate his activist support base. He 
probably also hoped that notoriously unpredictable oil prices would 
return to 2013 levels.5 Reduced oil revenues made U.S. dollars scarcer, 
which caused the black-market rate for dollars to rise even faster. The 
expanding black market was the main cause of inflation, even though 
it represented a small percentage of all transactions for dollars. 

The government increasingly imposed price controls in an effort 
to slow inflation. But this mainly expanded a black market in price-
controlled goods—and created long lines outside stores where 
price-controlled items were sold. Maduro insisted that Venezuela’s 
chief problem was economic sabotage by his opponents—what he 
called an “economic war.” But many voters were not persuaded, 

Figure 9.1: WTI Oil Prices (from Maduro’s Election to
August 1, 2017)

Source: Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis.2
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and the opposition was able to rebound from its defeat in the 2014 
municipal elections. On December 6, 2015, it won control of the 
National Assembly.  

After President Donald Trump deepened the U.S. sanctions regime 
in August 2017, Venezuela did face a true economic war. But in 2015, 
“economic war” was not a strong explanation for the recession.6 With 
better economic policy, Maduro could have won two vastly better 
years for Venezuela despite the fall in oil prices. It would not have 
been easy, and the needed reforms would have been assailed by some 
critics from the left, as well as from the right (however hypocritically 
in the latter case). But the example of Evo Morales in Bolivia, who was 
overthrown in a U.S.-backed coup in November 2019 despite very 
solid economic policy and popular support, is highly instructive. No 
amount of economic success or democratic legitimacy will by itself 
prevent a U.S.-backed coup. And regardless of what might have been 
done better by Maduro during his first two years in office, after 2017 
sanctions would have destroyed Venezuela’s economy.7

The UNASUR Proposal

In July 2016, an economic team put together by the Union of South 
American Nations (UNASUR) proposed a detailed stabilization plan 
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TABLE 9.1: Projection of Oil Prices 2015–2035

AEO2012

AEO2011

EVA

IEA

INFORUM

IHSGI

Purvin & Gertz

SEER

2020 2025

116.91

95.41

82.24

106.30

91.78

99.16

98.75

94.20

126.68

109.05

84.75

118.10

105.84

72.89

103.77

101.57

132.56

118.57

89.07

127.30

113.35

87.19

106.47

107.13

138.49

124.17

94.78

134.50

117.83

95.65

107.37

111.26

144.98

126.03

102.11

140.00

116.76

98.08

107.37

121.94

2030 2035

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration (2012).

(2010 dollars per barrel)

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



144 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

to the Venezuelan government.8 The team consisted of Francisco 
Rodriguez, a longtime Chávez critic, but also Mark Weisbrot and 
Alex Main from the Center for Economic and Policy Research, an 
independent think tank based in Washington DC that had often 
debunked false claims about Venezuela. The UNASUR team esti-
mated that Venezuela’s indirect subsidies—such as the exchange rate 
system and very cheap gasoline—cost the government anywhere 
from 11 to 17 percent of GDP. To put that in perspective, health care 
expenditures in Latin American countries (public and private com-
bined) averaged about 7 percent of GDP. The UNASUR plan would 
have replaced indirect subsidies with direct subsidies, such as an elec-
tronic discount card for low-income consumers of gasoline. Among 
its main recommendations was a clean float of the bolivar: the cur-
rency was to be freely traded so that the exchange rate was set by 
supply and demand.9

The plan did not address long-term problems. Venezuela, like all 
countries in the Global South, needs to diversify its economy or its 
export performance will be at risk. Exports are crucial to economic 
development.10 

Even a mild critic of Chavismo such as former UK Labour leader 
Jeremy Corbyn said that Venezuela’s economic crisis was in part due 
to its failure to diversify.11 Did Chavismo fail to diversify Venezuela’s 
economy, as critics charge? Yes, but it’s a charge that is much more 
fairly made against the U.S.-backed governments that ruled Venezuela 
during the period from 1930 to 1998. It’s not a very reasonable charge 
to level against Chavismo, which did not gain full control of the state 
oil company until 2003 and always faced the threat of a coup—thanks 
to Washington’s hostility.

Corruption is also regularly blamed for Venezuela’s economic prob-
lems. One of the most successful examples of economic development 
took place in South Korea from 1960 to 1996, almost entirely under 
corrupt U.S.-backed dictatorships.12 Even with U.S. support, success-
ful diversification and development took decades: South Korea’s child 
mortality rate went from being three times higher than that of the 
United States in 1960 to being equal to it by 1996.13 South Korea’s 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



buIlDup TO THE fIfTH cOup ATTEMpT 145

example dramatically exposes the inadequacy of “corruption” as an 
explanation for a country’s failure to develop. It also shows how ben-
eficial freedom from Western hostility can be—in addition to some 
well-thought-out, state-directed policies.

December 6, 2015: The Opposition’s Biggest Electoral Win

At the state and local level, Venezuela’s opposition was able to score 
electoral victories even while Chavismo had overwhelming popular 
support—basically throughout the entire period of 1998 to 2014.

But with the exception of a very narrow win in the 2007 constitu-
tion referendum, victory at the national level eluded the opposition. 
As Venezuela’s recession deepened, polls pointed to the opposition 
winning the 2015 legislative elections. Despite grumblings from 
hard-liners who wanted to abstain from the elections, the opposition 
participated and won 56 percent of the vote. The government’s party, 
the United Socialist Party of Venezuela (PSUV), won 41 percent. In 
terms of seats, the opposition’s victory was even larger. It won a two-
thirds majority in the Assembly.14 Recall that the disparity between the 
percentage of votes and seats was used by the opposition to attack the 
legitimacy of the 2010 National Assembly elections, when Chávez’s 
party won 49 percent of the vote, giving it 59 percent of the seats.15 
Just before the 2015 elections, the Washington Post editorial board 
complained that the voting districts had been “gerrymandered” in the 
government’s favor.16 Predictably, that objection was forgotten when 
the opposition won a much higher percentage of seats than votes. 

Anyone who knew about the opposition leadership’s ample access 
to the mass media in Venezuela would be unsurprised that they could 
win.17 Outside Venezuela, supporters of the opposition would casu-
ally claim that it was shut out of the media—with no need to worry 
about rebuttals.18

Months before the election, on August 7, 2015, a New York Times 
editorial stated in its headline, “Venezuela Tries to Silence Critics.”19 
The editorial didn’t mention Venezuela’s media directly, but cited the 
jailing of Leopoldo López and the fact that Maria Corina Machado 
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was barred from running. It concluded: “Whether the opposition will 
get to compete fairly, though, is in doubt.” It referred to Machado and 
López as “critics” who “refrained from endorsing acts of violence.”  

How would the New York Times editorial board have described 
“critics” like Machado and López in the United States had they been 
involved with multiple foreign-backed efforts to overthrow the U.S. 
government? We get a good idea from a Times editorial published 
on April 11, 2019, which praised the Trump Justice Department for 
charging Julian Assange, who was responsible simply for doing jour-
nalism, not plotting coup attempts.20

On November 22, 2015, two weeks before the National Assembly 
elections, the Washington Post ran an editorial titled “Venezuela’s Dirty 
Election Approaches.”21 The editorial cited Organization of American 
States president Luis Almagro, who also aggressively impugned the 
elections in advance by stating: 

The opposition is coming to the elections with its main lead-
ers disqualified or in detention, with limited ability to access the 
media, under the scrutiny of the country’s intelligence system, 
and under the burden of the country’s legal framework inter-
preted against them.

Thus, falsely portrayed as oppressed underdogs with a system 
hopelessly rigged against them, the opposition went on to leverage its 
money (including U.S. funds), media access, and the recession into a 
huge win at the polls—one that gave them a two-thirds majority of 
seats despite winning only 56 percent of the vote.22  

On January 15, 2016, Nicolás Maduro gave his State of the Union 
address in front of the now opposition-controlled National Assembly. 
It was broadcast on “cadena nacional”—that is, on all TV stations 
in Venezuela—along with a thirty-minute rebuttal by Henry Ramos 
Allup, the first National Assembly president chosen by the opposi-
tion.23 It was a bizarre spectacle when seen in light of the assertion, 
made relentlessly by the likes of the Washington Post and so many 
others, that Maduro’s opponents were silenced. 
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Of course, opposition politicians like Henry Ramos have always 
had ample access to huge audiences. In 2015, according to data from 
CONATEL, the Venezuelan government’s media regulator, a record 
high 68 percent of Venezuelan households had access to subscription 
TV (either through satellite or cable), where anti-government pundits 
and politicians regularly appeared.24 That does not include illegally 
obtained access, which would drive the percentage much higher.25 
Only two years earlier, in 2013, the top three private networks in 
Venezuela—Venevisión, Televen, and Globovisión—had about a 70 
percent combined audience share for news and, years later (despite 
what were essentially wartime conditions imposed by crippling U.S. 
sanctions and threats) were still very balanced between pro and anti-
government coverage.26  

But if you believed what Chavismo’s detractors had been saying 
for over a decade, then watching Henry Ramos rebut Maduro in a 
thirty-minute speech broadcast on all TV stations in January 2016 
had to seem remarkable. This was happening in a country that the 
Western media had for many years depicted as having a thoroughly 
silenced opposition.27 

The most outrageous part of Ramos’s rebuttal was when he 
explained why portraits of Simón Bolívar had been removed from 

Maduro sits as Henry Ramos rebuts his speech (Telesur).
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the building when the opposition took over. The portraits were digi-
tal renderings of Bolívar’s face created through a government-funded 
study of his remains, which Chávez unveiled in 2012.28 Ramos 
insisted that the portraits made Bolívar look less white than he had 
really been—that Bolivar’s features had been “mulaticized,” as he put 
it. He put his racist concern with the degree of Bolívar’s whiteness on 
display in a speech he knew was being aired on every TV network in 
Venezuela. That he did so in the middle of an economic crisis added 
even more to the absurdity.

About ten minutes after commenting on Bolívar’s whiteness, Henry 
Ramos turned to Maduro to verify that his remarks were still being 
broadcast on “cadena nacional.” They were. About ten minutes later, 
Maduro jokingly reminded Ramos again that he was still on “cadena 
nacional.”

The Western media apparently missed Ramos’s prime-time bigotry. 
One exception was the anti-Chavista Caracas Chronicles blog, which 
seemed a bit embarrassed by his outburst. It briefly commented in a 
live blog of the speech: “Ramos Allup is still harping on the Bolívar 
portraits! #LetItGoHenry.”29 The opposition’s racism had always been 
ignored by its international cheerleaders. That racism would manifest 
itself in gruesome ways during the fifth coup attempt.

Months after his televised rebuttal of Maduro, at a rally on August 
27, Ramos publicly lamented the failure of the military coup of April 
2002.30 He said the coup had pulled Chávez’s pants down and revealed 
that he didn’t have male parts.31 At the rally, Ramos also said he was 
getting “a flood” of information leaked to him by military men who 
were fed up with Maduro. Ramos mockingly claimed that Maduro 
was “terrified” that an upcoming opposition march on September 1 
in Caracas could have the same consequences as the infamous march 
that briefly led to Chávez’s overthrow in 2002. 

Two months later, a 10,000-word New Yorker article titled 
“Venezuela, A Failing State” by William Finnegan flattered Ramos 
extravagantly.32 Finnegan provided a firsthand account of the march 
on September 1, which Ramos said had Maduro “terrified” of 
another coup. Finnegan wrote that Ramos was “calm, worldly, almost 
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professorial,” a “mensch” with “good comedic timing,” “the public’s 
first choice for President, far ahead of Maduro. Now I could see why.” 
To seem a bit less of a fanboy, Finnegan added vaguely that Ramos 
“can be fierce, and he has a long history to live down.” The result was 
that Finnegan had transformed an unabashed bigot, who had all 
but admitted to fomenting another military coup, into a charming 
democrat. 

A U.S. Embassy cable published by Wikileaks, long before 
Finnegan’s article appeared, showed how the U.S. ambassador to 
Venezuela, William Brownfield, privately assessed Ramos in 2006.33 
Brownfield called him “unimaginative, overconfident, and even repel-
lent.” It’s impossible to disagree, but adjectives at least as harsh also 
apply to Brownfield, who in 2019 called for intensifying the already 
murderous sanctions on Venezuela without even bothering to pre-
tend that they weren’t lethal.34 

The cable revealed that Ramos and officials from his party were 
constantly begging U.S. officials for money and favors.35 Think of how 
deeply imperial double standards are ingrained. A political leader in 
the United States who behaved like Ramos—who made no secret of 
his desire to see a coup, and who had been caught soliciting funds 
from a foreign government that supported previous coup attempts—
would be in prison. 

In December 2015, after the elections, the lame-duck Chavista-
dominated Assembly replaced thirteen Supreme Court judges whose 
twelve-year terms had expired.36 Before the appointments were made, 
the Supreme Court had ruled that it was constitutional to make the 
changes before the new Assembly was sworn in on January 5.  

That day, Henry Ramos Allup announced that Maduro would be 
ousted within six months.37 Unsatisfied with the high level of impu-
nity the U.S.-backed opposition had enjoyed until then (thanks, in 
part, to the wide-ranging amnesty that Chávez granted opposition 
leaders in 2007), the new Assembly quickly drafted an “amnesty 
law” aimed at freeing those imprisoned as a result of the four coup 
attempts since 2002. 

The institutional struggle began when the National Electoral 
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Council (CNE) said that four of the legislative elections may have to 
be rerun because they were tainted by vote-buying.38 (The Supreme 
Court soon backed this announcement with a ruling on December 
30, 2015.) One Chavista and three opposition legislators from 
the state of Amazonas were suspended. As the journalist Rachael 
Boothroyd-Rojas explained in an article for VenzuelAnalysis.com, 
the suspensions removed the opposition’s two-thirds supermajority, 
which would have given it more power; for example, the power to 
remove judges in cases of  “gross misconduct.” Even with a superma-
jority, however, the National Assembly’s powers were checked by 
the “Citizens Power” branch, which the constitution defines as the 
“Ombudsman, the General Prosecutor [Attorney General] and the 
General Comptroller.” The Citizens Power branch would determine 
if something qualifies as “gross misconduct,” enabling the removal 
of a judge by the National Assembly. In short, while a supermajor-
ity certainly gave the National Assembly more power, it was not 
going to allow it to easily trample the other branches of government. 
Nevertheless, the constitutional standoff that went on during the fol-
lowing months continued to lay the groundwork for the fifth coup 
attempt.39 

On January 6, the suspended legislators were sworn in despite the 
CNE’s decision and its backing from the Supreme Court. On January 
11, the Supreme Court escalated the dispute further by declaring the 
entire National Assembly “in contempt” for swearing in the three 
suspended legislators.40 The Assembly was therefore unable to pass 
laws until two days later, when the opposition backed down. The 
three members in the disputed seats were formally “disincorporated” 
on January 13, meaning that their swearing-in ceremonies were 
annulled.41 

Supreme Court Thwarts National Assembly

Over the ensuing months, the Assembly attempted to pass a number 
of laws and block Maduro’s decrees but was repeatedly thwarted by 
the Supreme Court (with the exception of one law that was upheld 
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by the court on April 28).42 The court overruled a January 22 vote by 
the National Assembly that would have blocked Maduro’s “Economic 
Emergency” decree. The court then approved an extension of the 
decree in March.43 

In March, the Assembly also passed a statement asking OAS presi-
dent Luis Almagro to help invoke the organization’s “Democratic 
Clause” against Venezuela. The charter empowers member states to 
sanction a government by suspending it from the OAS if it has been 
judged to have violated democratic norms.44 The real threat in this 
case would be providing legal and political cover for intensified U.S. 
sanctions. Early in that month, opposition legislators unveiled their 
plan to oust Maduro before the end of his six-year term. It involved 
passing a law that would retroactively reduce the presidential term 
from six years to four, pursuing a recall referendum, and other 
tactics.45 

The retroactive presidential term shortening proposal was thrown 
out by the Supreme Court on April 26.46 The opposition’s proposed 
“amnesty law” was struck down by the court in April.47

One of the new Assembly’s first proposed laws would have priva-
tized social housing built under Chavista governments. The Supreme 
Court shot it down in May on the grounds that it infringed on a 
constitutional right to housing. The court also expanded Maduro’s 
economic emergency decree powers which, among other things, allo-
cated more resources to the recently created Local Production and 
Distribution Committees (CLAPs) that distributed food directly to 
households through communal councils. In September, the emer-
gency decree was extended again.48 

In June, the Supreme Court struck down a proposed law dealing 
with foreign international aid.49 It would have allowed foreign aid 
groups to operate in Venezuela without the invitation of the president 
and, according to the court, given the aid groups “the power to decide 
what the cooperation consists of, what quality and on what condi-
tions it would be delivered.” The court said that the law infringed on 
the “powers of the Executive branch with respect to states of emer-
gency and in regards to the management of foreign relations.”
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On July 19, the court blocked the Assembly’s attempt to remove 
the thirteen Supreme Court justices who had been appointed in 
December. The journalist Lucas Koerner reported: 

The high court cited Article 265 of the Venezuelan Constitution, 
which specifies that the removal of TSJ justices can “only be 
done by the National Assembly through a two-thirds majority in 
cases of grave misconduct, as authorized by the Citizens Power” 
branch of government. 

Venezuela’s Citizen’s Power branch, which is composed of 
the attorney general, the national ombudsman, and the comp-
troller, has yet to recommend an investigation of any of the TSJ 
justices.50 

On July 28, the Assembly voted to defy, as it briefly had in January, 
the Supreme Court’s suspension of three opposition legislators who 
were accused of vote buying. The court announced that any votes it 
took while it defied that suspension would be “null.”51 

One of the Assembly’s multipronged strategies to oust Maduro was 
based on the claim that he was Colombian. This charge was inspired 
by rumors, including the possibility that Maduro’s mother may have 
been born in Colombia. The Supreme Court ruled in October that 
Maduro was indeed Venezuelan. Lucas Koerner explained at the 
time that even Colombia’s government, which was hostile to Maduro, 
undermined the opposition’s effort.52 

In October, the Supreme Court also ruled that, given the Assembly’s 
status of being “in contempt,” Maduro could bypass it for the pur-
pose of getting his budgets approved. Three opposition mayors broke 
with Accion Democratica, the political party led by Henry Ramos, 
and signed a document supporting the budget—and were, in turn, 
expelled from their party.53  

On November 15, 2016, the three opposition legislators the 
Supreme Court had suspended after their elections were called into 
question submitted a letter to Henry Ramos saying they were “will-
ing to be disincorporated” from the National Assembly. It appeared 
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that the standoff between the National Assembly, the Supreme Court, 
and President Maduro might soon be resolved. But the legislators did 
not follow through on this, and they were never actually “disincor-
porated,” as the Supreme Court had ordered back on January 11. The 
Supreme Court pointed this out in a November 21 ruling.54 

The Saga of the Failed Recall Referendum Drive

If a recall referendum had been held before January 10, 2017, an 
opposition victory would have triggered a fresh presidential election. 
The Venezuelan constitution says that one recall vote is allowed after 
the midway point of the president’s six-year term. But if a recall vote 
is won in the fourth year, then the vice president simply takes over for 
the remainder of the term. In a recall referendum held before January 
10, 2017, then, an opposition victory would have triggered a fresh 
presidential election. It was therefore very important to the opposi-
tion that a recall vote be held in 2016.55 

The opposition did not officially launch its signature drive until 
April 26, 2016, because they were working on other strategies simulta-
neously. One that they were excited about was retroactively shortening 
the presidential term to four years.56 In a recall referendum, the oppo-
sition would have to win with more votes than Maduro received in 
April 2013. However, a referendum on the “term shortening” amend-
ment to the constitution provided a lower threshold: no requirement 
to win with more votes than Maduro received in 2013. The Supreme 
Court had reasonable grounds for quashing that idea. By insisting that 
the amendment apply to Maduro’s current term, the opposition was 
effectively trying to bypass the constitutionally established procedure 
for cutting Maduro’s current term short: the recall referendum.

Henrique Capriles wanted to pursue the recall vote process imme-
diately. But it wasn’t until early March 2016 that the notoriously 
divided opposition coalition announced a four-pronged approach to 
ousting Maduro: reducing his term to four years, organizing street 
protests, rewriting the constitution through a constituent assembly, 
and carrying out a recall referendum.57 
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 According to Venezuelan law, gathering signatures from 1 per-
cent of the electorate starts the recall referendum process, and then 
gathering—and having the national electoral council (CNE) verify—
signatures representing 20 percent of the electorate triggers a vote. 
During the recall attempt in 2004, eight months had elapsed between 
the end of November 2003, when the opposition submitted signa-
tures representing 20 percent of the electorate, and the recall vote 
held in August 2004.58 In May 2016, however, when the opposition 
was eight months away from the crucial January 10 deadline, it had 
not collected enough signatures required for a recall vote. It had only 
gathered enough signatures for the CNE to begin the process. 

The opposition did not help itself by staging protests, which turned 
violent, outside CNE offices in May. This gave the CNE grounds for 
suspending its work for weeks.59 A Eurasia Group flowchart of the 
process showed that January 10 would have been a tight deadline 
even if Maduro’s allies on the CNE had not engaged in deliberate foot 
dragging—as they certainly did.60 

In late October, courts in four states issued injunctions against the 
petition drive based on fraud allegations. The CNE again suspended 
its work, thereby ensuring, as was already obvious, that the crucial 
January 10 deadline would be missed.61

The National Assembly voted to obey the Supreme Court and dis-
incorporate the three opposition legislators on January 11—after first 
electing a new president, Julio Borges, on January 5, who presided 
over the vote. But the court refused to recognize the January 11 vote 
because it had ordered the Assembly to formally disincorporate the 
legislators before it would recognize any other vote the Assembly took. 
Henry Ramos, as the last Assembly president the court recognized 
as legitimate, would have to preside over the vote. The opposition 
refused that condition and therefore remained in contempt.62  

The Assembly then invoked Article 233 of the constitution to 
make the argument that Maduro had abandoned his post—the same 
absurd claim that Juan Guaidó would use in 2019 to declare himself 
interim president. On January 30, 2017, the Supreme Court rejected 
the Assembly’s arguments. Even opposition writer Francisco Toro 
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conceded the absurdity of the argument in an October 26, 2016, blog 
post (but justified making it anyway, claiming that Maduro was guilty 
of worse constitutional violations).63 

In March, the Supreme Court announced that it would fill in for 
the National Assembly (while the Assembly remained in contempt) 
for the purpose of negotiating contracts for the state oil company. The 
opposition and its supporters abroad, such as CNN, claimed that the 
National Assembly had been “dissolved.” A significant consequence of 
this ruling, one that turned the constitutional battle into a full-blown 
coup attempt, was that the Chavista attorney general, Luisa Ortega 
Díaz, publicly denounced the ruling as a “rupture of the constitutional 
order.” It was soon clear that she had flipped to the opposition’s side, 
which was an especially critical development because she was part of 
the key Citizen Power branch of government mentioned above.64 

It’s important to note what the journalists Rachael Boothroyd-
Rojas and Ryan Mallett-Outtrim mentioned about the Supreme 
Court ruling in an analysis piece: 

Although Article 336.7 of the constitution does give the TSJ 
[Supreme Court] the authority to “declare an unconstitutional 
default in the national, state or municipal legislature . . . and 
establish, if necessary, corrective measures,” the exact “mea-
sures” open to the court aren’t specifically elaborated on. 

Do they include allowing the TSJ to take over the daily affairs 
of the AN [National Assembly]? There’s certainly no precedent 
for it under the current constitution; but then again, the consti-
tution does establish the TSJ as the ultimate legal body in the 
country for interpreting the Magna Carta.65

On April 1, the Supreme Court backed down and reversed its 
ruling. But by April 4, the fifth coup attempt was underway.66

The Constitutional Blame Game

To what extent did Maduro’s government trample democracy, judicial 
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independence, and the constitution during this institutional standoff? 
All things considered, not enough to warrant being called a dictator-
ship or even particularly “authoritarian.” 

These terms were not applied to Brazil, for example, when President 
Dilma Rousseff was ousted by the Senate in 2016, based on an inde-
fensible pretext: the breaching of budget rules that had nothing to do 
with perpetrating a crime, which is the constitutional requirement for 
impeachment. Two years later, ex-president Lula da Silva was impris-
oned in what was obviously a politically driven case, and therefore 
disqualified from running for president in 2018. Both these acts were 
undemocratic power grabs by Brazil’s right wing and welcomed by 
Washington.67 

More dramatically, the Áñez government in Bolivia was not called 
a dictatorship by the likes of Human Rights Watch and the Western 
media, even though it was installed after a military coup that ousted 
President Evo Morales. In fact, HRW’s America’s director explicitly 
referred to Bolivia under Áñez as a “democracy.”68 

Additionally, there is no valid democratic principle that requires 
an elected government to let itself be overthrown by the proxies of a 
hostile foreign power. The very first article of the Venezuelan consti-
tution states:

The Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela is irrevocably free and 
independent, basing its moral property and values of freedom, 
equality, justice and international peace on the doctrine of 
Simón Bolívar, the Liberator. Independence, liberty, sovereignty, 
immunity, territorial integrity and national self-determination 
are unrenounceable rights of the Nation.69

Citizens of the world’s most powerful states, especially the United 
States, may understandably take their country’s “independence,” 
“sovereignty,” “self-determination,” and “territorial integrity” for 
granted. They do not worry about foreign governments overthrowing 
their own, unless they believe the ravings of people like John Bolton 
(who not only claimed that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction but 
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also that Cuba posed a biological weapons threat to the United States) 
or Rachael Maddow (who urged her audience to worry that Russia 
might be able to disable “all the natural gas lines that service Sioux 
Falls” in the middle of winter).70 

But for much of the world, being targeted for destruction by the 
United States is an all too realistic concern. And the threat to Venezuela 
from the United States and its proxies long predates both Venezuela’s 
economic crisis and the 2015 National Assembly elections. It is hardly 
“authoritarian” that Venezuela’s CNE didn’t make a recall petition 
process quick and easy for an insurrectionist opposition.71  

That said, consider two of the opposition’s more valid complaints 
during this standoff.

One involved the way vote-buying allegations were handled with 
respect to three Assembly seats won by the opposition in the state of 
Amazonas. Based on taped phone conversations, there certainly was 
a plot to pay people who could show (through a photo of the voting 
receipt that is provided after voting electronically) that they voted for 
opposition candidates in that state.72 But with witnesses from all sides 
present inside voting centers during the elections, it seems unlikely 
that this scheme could have been carried out on any significant scale. 
There were clearly grounds for fining, and maybe even jailing, some 
of the people involved, but annulling the results should arguably 
require reasonable grounds that the violations may have changed the 
outcome of the election. Otherwise the door is opened, or thrown 
further open, to all kinds of frivolous electoral complaints. Venezuela 
had already been plagued for years by the opposition doing just 
that. The CNE and the Supreme Court were indeed using somewhat 
uncompelling legal grounds to deprive the opposition of the few seats 
it needed for a supermajority in the National Assembly, which would 
have given it more power. On the other hand, the law had regularly 
been bent (or often disregarded entirely) in favor of opposition lead-
ers such as Henry Ramos since 2002, simply because they were rich 
and allied with the United States. Ramos had not only been exposed 
seeking money and favors from a hostile foreign government, but 
in March 2017, he boasted about using his position as National 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



158 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

Assembly president to make Venezuela’s economic crisis worse.73 An 
“authoritarian” government would not have allowed Ramos any role 
in public life by 2015, much less recognize him, as the Supreme Court 
did, as the legitimate National Assembly president.

Another one of the opposition’s valid complaints during the stand-
off involved the Supreme Court’s decision to rule the entire National 
Assembly in contempt for swearing in the three legislators accused 
of vote buying. That was disproportionate. There should have been 
a way to simply not count votes from those legislators until the issue 
was resolved. In fact, this was effectively the situation for about the 
first seven months of 2016, when the Assembly was not being held in 
contempt. 

The opposition argued that during those months the Supreme Court 
was completely partial to Maduro (that is, not independent) and that 
it unjustifiably thwarted the Assembly’s ability to legislate. But much 
of what the Assembly tried to pass could be placed in two general 
categories: the blatantly unconstitutional—retroactively shortening 
the presidential term, claiming that Maduro abandoned his post, 
and trying to get more impunity for past coup attempts through an 
amnesty law—and the highly questionable—using foreign aid groups 
to undermine the authority of the president, privatizing social hous-
ing. In short, the court’s rulings against the opposition were mainly 
reasonable.   

No doubt the Supreme Court was solidly Chavista, but that’s 
because Chavistas had dominated almost every major election since 
1998. If Republicans dominated all major elections in the United 
States for eighteen years, as Chavistas had done in Venezuela, then the 
U.S. Supreme Court would be lopsidedly Republican. No system will 
magically produce judges who deliver politically neutral judgments.74 

Moreover, the very real national security concerns Venezuela faced 
also gave the Supreme Court strong reason to close ranks behind 
Maduro. The judiciary at all levels, however, was never under the 
thumb of the president or reflexively Chavista. And even purportedly 
Chavista public prosecutors were often obstructing efforts to hold 
enemies of the government accountable for grave crimes. It was a big 
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problem going back to Chavismo’s early years, but it came to the sur-
face during the violent protests of 2017.

In Venezuela, the U.S.-backed opposition used a serious economic 
crisis brought about by a fall in export revenue, which was greatly 
aggravated by the government’s errors, to gain popular support. 
(This strategy was similar to what happened in Brazil when Dilma 
Rousseff was ousted from the presidency in 2016.) After 2016, the 
Venezuelan Supreme Court’s response to the opposition-controlled 
National Assembly was hardly beyond reproach. But even without 
missteps, another U.S.-backed coup attempt was going to come. Two 
coup attempts had already been made against Maduro before eco-
nomic problems had made any dent in his level of popular support. 
In Bolivia, in 2019, the pretext for a military coup did not require 
any economic crisis at all to depose a very popular president, Evo 
Morales—it merely required bogus claims of electoral fraud, backed 
by the United States and, inevitably, the Western media.75       

The opposition would increasingly lean on U.S. support and, 
closely related to that, the indefinite prolongation of economic crisis 
to try to seize power by force—even if it lost them popular support 
and inflicted hardships on their own country.

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Fifth Coup Attempt:
April 4–July 31, 2017

Between April 4 and July 31, 2017, violent protests erupted 
in Venezuela and claimed 126 lives. These protests were a fifth 
attempt to leverage U.S. support and oust the government by 

force. While this coup attempt failed, it paved the way for Donald 
Trump to dramatically escalate the severity of U.S. sanctions. Unlike 
the fourth coup attempt (the protests of 2014), the 2017 protests came 
after oil prices had collapsed, and after U.S. sanctions, imposed by 
President Obama in 2015, openly targeted the Maduro government. 
In 2014, the protests came as  the economy, while struggling, was still 
growing and shortly after Maduro’s allies had won a decisive victory 
in municipal elections. In 2017, by contrast, the protests came after 
Maduro’s popular support had decreased due to an indisputably grave 
economic crisis. Like Maduro’s opponents in Venezuela, by 2017 the 
Western media were similarly emboldened to be more aggressive. For 
example, months before the protests of 2017, in October 2016, the 
New York Times editorial board absolved the U.S.-backed protesters 
in advance for killing anyone:

As the situation worsens, it is only logical that more Venezuelans 
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will be driven by desperation to rise up. If there is more blood-
shed, Mr. Maduro will be responsible.1

This is quite a contrast with the Times editorial published two years 
earlier that rebuked Palestinians while Israel was in the process of 
slaughtering hundreds of them per week with close to one hundred 
percent impunity.2 Absolution in advance is out of the question for 
Palestinians who must not even fire enhanced fireworks (so-called 
rockets) into empty fields. It’s a blessing reserved for U.S. allies.3  

The New York Times followed up with four more editorials about 
Venezuela between March 31 and August 30—just before and after 
four months of violent protests: 

“Venezuela’s Descent Into Dictatorship” (March 31)
“Pressuring Venezuela’s Leader to Back Down” (April 4)
“Mr. Maduro’s Drive to Dictatorship” (August 3)
“Exporting Chaos to Venezuela” (August 17)

None of the editorials had a harsh word to say about the opposi-
tion, even though it was not clear which side had killed more people 
during the protests. It was very clear, however, that protesters were 
responsible for some grisly atrocities. Also note the Times’s determi-
nation to stick the “dictator” label on Maduro. The August 3 editorial 
said that Maduro “belongs” in the same “rarefied company” as Bashar 
al-Assad and Kim Jong-un.4 And even though the August 17 edito-
rial expressed nervousness over the Trump administration’s military 
threats against Venezuela, it continued to demonize Maduro’s govern-
ment—which is what made those threats possible.      

In addition to the Western propaganda apparatus that always 
demanded impunity for U.S. allies in Venezuela, another force 
emerged from within Chavismo that was openly pushing the same 
line: Luisa Ortega Díaz, Venezuela’s attorney general since 2003. In 
fact, she was praised in a New York Times editorial on March 31.

Ortega publicly broke with Maduro and the Supreme Court over 
a ruling in March that would have allowed the court to fill in for the 
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National Assembly while the latter was ruled in contempt. Ortega’s 
position initially looked like sincere dissent against the ruling. 
However, as the fifth coup attempt, the violent protests of 2017, began 
and their death toll climbed (eventually taking 126 lives), it became 
clear that her objective was weakening Maduro, not enforcing the law 
or upholding the constitution. This became especially obvious after 
Maduro announced on May 1 that he was calling elections for a con-
stituent assembly.   

The journalist Lucas Koerner explained on June 16: 

In a shocking revelation, Ortega announced on May 24 that 
of 2,664 people indicted for crimes such as homicide, looting, 
grievous bodily harm, robbery, and arson, “only 284 have been 
jailed.” “[This] confrontation . . . will not be resolved by putting 
people in jail,” she said during the press conference.5

Edgar Marquez, the head of an organization representing Chavista 
protesters and bystanders who were killed or injured during the April 
2002 coup, said that Ortega used typos in the case files and other friv-
olous excuses to justify setting people free. She also stopped returning 
the calls of organizations like his with whom she had always worked. 
Marquez said that after her break with the government, they dis-
covered that she had lied to them for several years about cases she 
claimed to have been pushing through the courts. They did not sus-
pect the worst about her, however, until 2017.6

Ortega also gave an interview to the Wall Street Journal on May 
3, saying, “We can’t demand peaceful and legal behavior from citi-
zens if the state takes decisions that don’t accord with the law.”7 It 
was a bold provocation. An inability to make U.S.-backed insurrec-
tionists respect the law was among Venezuela’s biggest problems since 
2002. Neither Maduro nor Chávez could ever deal with prominent 
U.S.-backed subversives the way that the self-proclaimed “mature 
democracies” could. But here was Venezuela’s attorney general invert-
ing that reality in a U.S. newspaper, one that was especially hostile to 
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Chavismo; the article itself referred to the “authoritarian government 
she serves” and “the hard-line leftist regime.”

Three years earlier, in 2014, Ortega was named by U.S. Senator 
Marco Rubio as one of the many Venezuelan officials he wanted sanc-
tioned.8 In February 2015, it appeared that Ortega was added to a list 
of Venezuelan officials hit with visa restrictions by President Obama. 
(The U.S. State Department said that it could not legally name anyone 
on the list.)9 Three days later, Ortega announced on a public radio show 
that she was hiring a lawyer to sue the U.S. government.10 The Wall 
Street Journal made no mention of this in its interview with Ortega. 
Reuters, the BBC, and Al Jazeera also published articles about Ortega 
around that time.11 None mentioned that she had prepared to sue the 
U.S. government in 2014. When and why did she drop the idea?

As late as March 5, 2017, Ortega had tweeted, “Today we remem-
ber Hugo Chávez Frias, a tireless Venezuelan fighter for social and 
just causes.”12 On August 29, 2017, weeks after she had been fired 
on August 5, Ortega fled Venezuela to avoid prosecution for alleg-
edly letting her husband use her office to run an extortion ring. 
On August 31, Reuters reported her decision to pass details about 
corrupt acts allegedly perpetrated by Maduro “to authorities in the 
United States, Spain, Mexico, Brazil and Colombia.”13 The opposition-
controlled National Assembly refused to recognize her dismissal. 
By 2018, Ortega was trying cases before the opposition-appointed 
Supreme Court in Exile, whose members are based in the United 
States, Panama, Chile, and Colombia. They reportedly met weekly via 
Skype.14 In July 2018, Ortega hinted that a hard-line opposition con-
spiracy theory that Chávez died in December 2012 rather than March 
2013 may be true (though she later backed away from that).15 She has 
also claimed to be investigating the (already debunked) theory that 
Maduro is not Venezuelan.16 She immediately recognized the Trump-
appointed Juan Guaidó as Venezuela’s president in January 2019.17 
And on March 14, 2019, in an exclusive interview with the hard-line 
Pananpost.com, she attacked Chávez, whom she had always emphati-
cally praised: 
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Look, I’m going to face whatever. I’m not afraid of anything. But 
those who say that, are those who have unfortunately been vic-
tims of Chavismo. Chavismo sowed hatred. Divide and conquer: 
that was the maxim. I do not know who said it, but it was very 
true.

Maduro and Chávez too! They created hatred between broth-
ers, between neighbors.18 

Ortega’s about-face seemed calculated to avoid punishment, as a 
long-time Chavista official, at the hands of an opposition govern-
ment that she assumed would soon take power. In an interview on 
February 1, 2018, she was asked by the Venezuelan journalist Isnardo 
Bravo if she had presidential ambitions. Her response was: “I don’t 
know if one day I could think about or plan that but for now no.”19 

With a prosecutor like this, the question of why grave crimes 
against government supporters, and the government itself, went 
unpunished under the Chávez and Maduro governments, becomes 
easier to answer. 

In 2011, the documentary filmmaker Edward Ellis made a film, 
Tierras Libres, about the assassination of hundreds of Chavista activ-
ists in the countryside since 2001. The murders strongly suggested the 
involvement of wealthy landowners opposed to land reform. Ellis’s 
assessment of the Chavista legal system’s failure to bring perpetra-
tors to justice was scathing, but the Western media, despite constantly 
digging for anything negative to say about Venezuela under Chávez, 
took almost zero interest. The Guardian allowed Ellis an op-ed three 
months after a letter was sent to them protesting its complete lack 
of coverage of the murders, despite having a correspondent, Rory 
Carroll, living in Caracas for years.20 

There is a prophetic ring to Ellis’s remarks in a 2011 interview, 
when one considers that Luisa Ortega Díaz and a few other prosecu-
tors turned completely against Chavismo several years later:

The legal system in Venezuela, despite the international media’s 
misinterpretations, is still, in many cases, very much in the hands 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



fIfTH cOup ATTEMpT 165

of the middle and upper classes. Most of these people have their 
roots in the power structures of Punto Fijismo—that’s to say, the 
ancien regime. 

The majority of lawyers and judges share the same cultural 
background and class origins as the landowners and latifundis-
tas. They went to the same schools and universities, visit the 
same clubs and drink the same whisky regardless of whether or 
not they don a red hat at a rally. So what you have is a system 
run and controlled by money. If you have the resources to pay 
private lawyers who know how to manipulate the system, you 
have a much greater chance of walking free. And when it comes 
to the Attorney’s General Office or Public Attorney’s Office, they 
are notoriously ineffective and bureaucratic—many times filled 
with the same players. 

In my opinion, the lack of accountability in the nation’s Public 
Attorney’s Office (Ministerio Publico) is the greatest obstacle to 
ending impunity in the countryside, if not the entire country. 
Specific policies need to be implemented to ensure the follow-
up and investigation of cases but until we have people from the 
lower classes graduating as lawyers and becoming judges, I fear 
not much will change.21

Ellis’s film undermined the story that the Western media and 
NGOs like Human Rights Watch were determined to push: that 
the judiciary was under Chávez’s thumb. The international human 
rights NGOs had no interest in pressuring the government to root 
out corruption within its own ranks and reform the legal system if 
the opposition would be weakened by it. That explains why the case of 
Lourdes Afiuni, a judge imprisoned for corruption after she released 
a banker from custody, was transformed by the Western media into 
an “emblematic” case of alleged abuse under Chávez.22 

Meanwhile, hundreds of Chavistas victimized by corrupt judges, 
prosecutors, and police in the rural areas were ignored. One such 
victim is Donella D’vies, whose husband Hermes Escalona was 
murdered in 2003. D’vies featured prominently in Edward Elllis’s 
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film, which reveals that she actually appeared once on Chávez’s 
weekly TV show, Alo Presidente. On the show, Chávez promised 
her that he’d ask his own attorney to see what was going on with 
the case. The film followed up with D’vies, who tearfully said that 
nothing happened. “I never heard from that lawyer,” she said, and 
added through tears, “For the poor there is no justice.” Indeed, and 
no interest either, unless their plight can be weaponized in support 
of U.S. allies.23

An all too rare exception to this pattern was the case of assassinated 
Indigenous leader Sabino Romero. He struggled to have the govern-
ment enforce the constitutional land rights of the Yukpa people. That 
effort pitted him against wealthy landowners whom activists allege 
decided to have him killed. Romero was murdered in 2013 by a hired 
assassin named Angel Antonio Romero Bracho, aka “Manguera,” who 
was sentenced to thirty years in prison in 2015. A year earlier, five 
police officers who were Manguera’s accomplices were given much 
lighter sentences (seven years). Nobody has been prosecuted for actu-
ally hiring Manguera, and activists say their pressure campaign was 
essential to getting any convictions at all. In 2016, these activists, led 
by Romero’s wife, pressured Luisa Ortega after a prosecutor told them 
the case had been closed—to no avail.24 As of 2020, Romero’s sup-
porters continued to demand that the intellectual authors of Romero’s 
assassination be prosecuted.25  

Ignacio Ramirez Romero, a lawyer who is the head of the 
National Federation for the Defense of Human Rights in Venezuela 
(FENADDEH), says he did not doubt Luisa Ortega’s loyalty to 
Chavismo when she became a prominent prosecutor in 2002, but was 
not impressed with her ability: “I was very surprised when she was 
appointed Attorney General because she did not inspire confidence.”26 
The remarkably inept prosecution of Leopoldo López by Luisa 
Ortega and other prosecutors, who later turned against Chavismo, 
also suggests that their lethargy and incompetence may have been 
significantly rooted in the corruption and professional class bias that 
filmmaker Edward Ellis denounced years earlier.27     

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



fIfTH cOup ATTEMpT 167

Another Grim Tally

As it had done for the 2014 coup attempt, VenezuelAnalysis put 
together a detailed tally on the deaths during the fifth coup attempt 
in 2017.28 Because the victims are far more numerous—126 in 2017, 
compared with 43 in 2014—the two graphics below summarize the 
data rather than providing an incident-by-incident summary. 29 The 
tally uses information from the attorney general’s office as a baseline, 
which was then assessed against press reports and other sources. 
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Figure 10.1: Cause of Deaths, April 4–July 31, 2017

Source: Courtesy VenezuelAnalysis.
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Given Luisa Ortega’s open confrontation with Maduro throughout 
this period, this is not an approach that would underestimate deaths 
for which the government or its supporters were responsible. 

At least a quarter of all 126 protest-related deaths were caused 
by the opposition, either directly or by hazards they created in the 
streets. That is very likely an underestimate, however, given that in 
about half the cases the information was too vague to conclude who 
was responsible. Considering only the cases for which responsibility 
is clear, about half the deaths were caused by the opposition.   

Similar comments apply when one considers who died. About fifty 
victims could be clearly identified as opposition protesters or political 
figures, while nineteen were clearly members of the security forces or 
government supporters. Fifty-six victims were either bystanders or 
could not be reliably placed on either side of the political divide. 

Anyone tempted to discard the possibility that a lot of the unknown 
or disputed deaths could have been caused by the opposition need 
only consider the case of Orlando Figuera. If not for the brazenness 
of the opposition protesters who killed him, his death could easily 
have ended up in the “unknown” or “disputed” categories, or perhaps 
dismissed as unrelated to the protests, because alleged criminals are 
often lynched in Venezuela. 

           

   

                  

Figure 10.2: Who Died during Protests, April 4–July 31, 2017

Source: Courtesy VenezuelAnalysis.
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Figuera’s murder was not only gruesome, it was revealing in many 
ways that were ignored. On May 20, Figuera was stabbed six times, 
doused with gasoline, and set on fire by protesters in the wealthy 
Altamira neighborhood, which is in the opposition stronghold of 
Chacao, a municipality in East Caracas. (Leopoldo López was mayor 
of Chacao from 2000 until 2008; its mayors have always been from 
the opposition.) The assault on Figuera happened in broad daylight 
in front of a large crowd, in a neighborhood where many foreign jour-
nalists lived.30 Figuera died in a hospital from his injuries two weeks 
after the assault.31

Unable to deny that anti-Maduro protesters had set Figuera on fire, 
Reuters tried to depoliticize and downplay the atrocity as much as 
possible. They interviewed their own photographer, Marco Bello, on 
May 22 (while Figuera was being treated in a hospital) who said, “All 
I heard throughout was that he was being accused of trying to steal 
from a woman. I didn’t hear anyone accusing him of being a pro-
government infiltrator.”32 Reuters added that “lynchings have become 
common, killing about one person every three days,” according to 
a local NGO. On June 4, the day Figuera died from his injuries, a 
Reuters headline used the passive voice about his death. A man was 
“set ablaze”—by whom?33 In the twelfth paragraph readers were finally 
informed that Figuera had been “set ablaze” by anti-government pro-
testers. The article added:

The government says Figuera was targeted for being “Chavista,” 
or a supporter of late leftist Hugo Chávez, because he had dark 
skin and looked poor.

But a Reuters witness on site said a group of mostly hooded 
protesters pursued Figuera, calling him a thief, after he was 
accused of trying to rob a woman.

Figuera’s parents also accused the protesters of attacking him 
because they thought he was a Chavista.34 Reuters ignored what the 
victim’s family said and instead presented a variation of their patented 
“Maduro says” formulation, manipulating readers into deciding if 
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Maduro’s government or a Reuters photographer was more credible.35 
Many readers would tend to believe the victim’s family, certainly more 
than a relentlessly vilified government, but Reuters took away that 
option.  Disputing the exact reason protesters murdered Figuera was 
a desperate bit of damage control.

Protesters—whom the Western establishment uncritically sup-
ported—had murdered him in broad daylight, in a neighborhood 
that was teeming with foreign journalists.36 Two days before the 
assault on Figuera, another man, Carlos Ramirez, accused protest-
ers from his hospital bed of setting him on fire because they thought 
he was a Chavista. It happened in the same neighborhood, Altamira. 
Ramirez survived.37    

In one of his lengthy articles for The New Yorker, Jon Lee Anderson 
mentioned Figuera’s murder in passing without naming him: 
“Antigovernment activists had doused a chavista youth in gasoline 
and set him on fire.” But Anderson quickly went on to assert that gov-
ernment forces had been “far more violent than the protesters.”38 In 
contrast to his brief mention of Figuera’s case, Anderson spent para-
graphs uncritically relaying the views of Roberto Patiño, an opposition 
protester who had been injured. Anderson seems to have concluded 
that the government was “far more violent” based on the claim that 
“a hundred and twenty protesters died in the fighting.” But, as shown 
in the pie charts above, forty-eight deaths (about 40 percent) were 
bystanders, government supporters, or security forces. This means 
that, at most, seventy-eight protesters died, even if one assumes that 
all the “unknown” and “disputed” deaths were those of protesters.39  

Recall that, in the case of Israel, when almost one hundred percent 
of the dying is on the Palestinian side, and the death toll is in the 
thousands, the Western media often manages to depict Palestinians 
as the more violent party. At best, they are portrayed as equally vio-
lent and culpable.40 Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch 
have descended to this false depiction as well. 41

The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR), in a report it released in August 2017, sloppily claimed 
that Figuera died the same day he was attacked. In fact, he died from 
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his injuries fifteen days later. The report also conspicuously failed to 
ask Trump to stop threatening Venezuela militarily, as he had begun 
to do. A credible human rights organization would never overlook 
that type of aggression.42 

Needless to say, the murder of a poor Afro-Venezuelan by protest-
ers supported by the Western media and big NGOs did not become 
an “emblematic” case, like that of the judge Lourdes Afiuni (who 
had been under house arrest since 2011, and was released in 2019).43 
Instead, Figuera’s case was written off as an isolated case by the 
Western propaganda apparatus. 

Why Did These Protesters Get Away with It?

Obvious questions about the Figuera case cried out to be asked, but 
never were. For instance, the June 4, 2017, Reuters article highlighted 
above quoted a local NGO, Foro Penal, to suggest that the govern-
ment was going overboard with arrests as part of its “heavy-handed 
repression” of the protests. Reuters didn’t say who had been arrested 
for Figuera’s murder.  In fact, nobody has been arrested by Venezuelan 
police in what became, certainly in Venezuelan state media, a very 
high-profile case. More than two years later, in September 2019, the 
Maduro government was trying to extradite one suspect from Spain.44

Enzo Franchini Oliveros, a Chacao resident and construction com-
pany owner, was publicly named as a suspect a month after the attack. 
He was identified thanks to video footage that showed the license 
plate of his motorcycle. In November 2019, Spain released him from 
custody, claiming that Venezuela’s extradition paperwork was not 
in order. A Spanish newspaper, La Razon, published a sympathetic 
article about Franchini that ignored all the evidence against him.45 
Should it not have been very easy—especially for an alleged dictator-
ship—to quickly make numerous arrests in this case? 

In March 2019, Figuera’s mother had publicly expressed outrage 
that suspects had been able to leave the country.46 Her frustration 
was understandable. Enzo Franchini had been in trouble with the 
law before but had managed to escape punishment. The class bias in 
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the legal system that persisted under Chávez and Maduro is clearly a 
big factor in this case. It’s a bias that the Western establishment has 
consistently pressured Venezuela to maintain by invoking “judicial 
independence” or other lofty pretexts. Figuera’s killers also showed 
no fear of being outed to police by neighborhood residents. Were 
residents, including many foreign journalists, too afraid of the so-
called peaceful protesters to get involved? In some cases, were they 
too much in sympathy with the killers?

In May, U.S. journalists Abby Martin and Mike Prysner filmed 
a short documentary about the protests that was aired in July by 
Telesur, a network funded by the Venezuelan government.47 They 
showed that anyone living in Venezuela has good reason to fear 
doing honest firsthand reporting about anti-government protest-
ers. Martin and Prysner began their film by interviewing numerous 
peaceful protesters who arrived early in the day, but then they 
began following the violent protesters who tended to arrive later on. 
These protesters set up flaming street barricades in Altamira, the 
neighborhood where Figuera was murdered. Martin and Prysner 
were at one point surrounded by hooded men who demanded to 
know which outlet they were with. Having U.S. accents and white 
skin probably saved their lives. The men assumed they would get 
the kind of coverage they wanted. Martin and Prysner followed the 
protesters to a major highway that the protesters had blocked by 
commandeering two large trucks. Protesters also began throwing 
rocks at an air force base.

The National Guard arrived and fired tear gas to clear the roads. 
This of course meant that the violent protesters had succeeded in 
producing images of supposed repression. Martin said that no arrests 
were made that night. Prominent opposition supporters, among 
them the hard-line Panampost.com, spread rumors that Martin and 
Prysner were working for Venezuela’s intelligence services.48 This is 
the kind of allegation that outrages big human rights NGOs when it is 
made by the Venezuelan government against the opposition.

Martin and Prysner were threatened because the opposition is 
not used to journalism that doesn’t ape their perspective, no matter 
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the facts. An extreme example of the latter type of journalist is the 
veteran British broadcaster Michael Crick. Confronted on Twitter 
with graphic images of Figuera’s murder, he responded dismissively 
by saying that such things also happen in the United Kingdom.49 We 
can imagine how quickly Venezuela would be bombed if its govern-
ment was linked to protesters who burned people alive in the streets 
of London or Washington.  

Trump Thinks He Can Overrule Maduro’s Call
for a Constituent Assembly

It’s possible for a government to abuse its authority by calling for a 
vote (for example, one that would take universal rights away from 
racial or religious minorities), or, more obviously, by suppressing one. 
But with the support of the Western propaganda system, the United 
States has appointed itself judge of when a government in the Global 
South can hold a vote.  

On May 1, 2017, Maduro called for the election of a Constituent 
Assembly (ANC) to rewrite the constitution. It was a way to break the 
institutional standoff with the National Assembly, because a constitu-
ent assembly has very broad powers under Venezuela’s constitution. 
After the Constituent Assembly was elected on July 31, it allowed the 
government to replace Luisa Ortega Díaz. Her dismissal as attorney 
general, combined with the general exhaustion of the hard-line oppo-
sition, put an end to the fifth coup attempt.   

There was a precedent for this development: a constituent assem-
bly had been elected to write a constitution in 1999, and Venezuelans 
were asked to make very significant amendments to that constitution 
in referenda held in 2007 and 2009. At the end of 2013, Leopoldo 
López said in an interview that he was a strong believer that a con-
stituent assembly was required to rewrite the constitution.50 In fact, it 
was one of the strategies the opposition said they were working on in 
March of 2016.51 But when Maduro called for the election of a constit-
uent assembly, it was presented as an outrageous power grab. Trump 
dramatically intensified economic sanctions against Venezuela and 
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began making military threats a few weeks after the Constituent 
Assembly was elected on July 31, 2017.52

The Western media, ignoring Venezuela’s constitution, widely 
depicted the ANC as Maduro’s creation, and gave the impression that 
the opposition was not allowed to run in the ANC elections. Nicholas 
Casey of the New York Times deceptively explained to readers on July 
29, two days before the elections:

Now, President Nicolás Maduro is pushing a radical plan to 
consolidate his leftist movement’s grip over the nation: He is 
creating a political body with the power to rewrite the country’s 
Constitution and reshuffle—or dismantle—any branch of gov-
ernment seen as disloyal.

The new body, called a constituent assembly, is expected to 
grant virtually unlimited authority to the country’s leftists.

Venezuelans are going to the polls on Sunday to weigh in 
on the plan. But they will not have the option of rejecting it, 
even though some polls show that large majorities oppose the 
assembly’s creation. Instead, voters will be asked only to pick 
the assembly’s delegates, choosing from a list of stalwarts of Mr. 
Maduro’s political movement.53

Casey’s article never told readers that the opposition refused to 
run candidates. He seemingly preferred to let people assume that the 
opposition was not allowed to run. He also never explained that the 
sweeping powers of the ANC are defined in article 347 of the consti-
tution, so it was not a “new body” that was Maduro’s creation.54 Later 
in the article, Casey included the vague statement that Hugo Chávez 
“oversaw the last rewrite of the Constitution, in 1999,” but he failed to 
clarify that an ANC was elected to draft that constitution.55 

Foreign media didn’t always go to the deceptive extremes of the 
New York Times. An article in Al Jazeera by Elizabeth Melimopoulos, 
published on the day of the ANC elections, told readers that the 
opposition had refused to run candidates, also explaining:
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In 1999, the then newly elected President Hugo Chávez and 
voters supported the initiative. 

The difference this time is that Sunday’s election was ordered 
by decree, with no referendum indicating that a majority wanted 
a change.56

But Article 348 of Venezuela’s constitution does not say that an ini-
tial referendum is necessary. In 1999, Venezuela was transitioning away 
from the constitution that had been adopted in 1961. In 2017, Articles 
347 and 348 of Venezuela’s constitution defined, respectively, the 
powers of the ANC and how it could be convened. Article 348 stated: 

The initiative for calling a National Constituent Assembly may 
emanate from the President of the Republic sitting with the 
Cabinet of Ministers; from the National Assembly, by a two-
thirds vote of its members; from the Municipal Councils in open 
session, by a two-thirds vote of their members; and from 15% of 
the voters registered with the Civil and Electoral Registry.

Reasonable arguments can be made that, given the sweeping 
powers of the ANC, an initiating referendum should have been held 
even if one wasn’t explicitly stated as a requirement. But that is hardly 
grounds for declaring Venezuela a dictatorship. And there is no argu-
ment for expecting Venezuela’s Supreme Court to follow Trump’s 
orders on the matter.

Another objection to the ANC elections was that it was organized 
based on territorial and sectoral lines: that is, representatives were 
chosen for geographic regions but also for certain sectors, such as 
Indigenous people, pensioners, students, et cetera, in such a way that 
gave an advantage to the government. This was basically the “gerry-
mandering” objection that was made about the National Assembly 
elections of 2015—one that was forgotten when the alleged gerry-
mandering ended up favoring the opposition. 

An analysis published on May 30, 2017, by government opponent 
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Francisco Rodriguez, estimated that the opposition could win control 
of the ANC if it received 60 percent of the vote.57 To put it another 
way, Maduro’s allies could win a majority in the ANC with 40 percent 
of the vote, a percentage that also often won majorities in Canadian 
and British parliamentary elections.

A Tale of Four Referenda

In July, the opposition organized an illegal—and therefore non-
binding—referendum that asked voters to reject the looming ANC 
elections. It claimed that on July 16 over seven million people (a bit 
over one-third of the electorate) voted against electing an ANC, only 
two weeks before the ANC elections were held. Ballots were burned 
to supposedly prevent government reprisals against voters.58 

In the twenty-first century, the idea that burning paper records 
would do much to foil an alleged dictatorship from retaliating was a 
curious claim. Recent referenda elsewhere provide striking examples 
of Western hypocrisy—and the gaping holes in the stories the West 
sells about U.S. allies and adversaries. 

Venezuelan Opposition Referendum—A Democratic Festival,
Says Western Media

On the day of the illegal vote in Venezuela, Reuters reported: “There 
was a festive atmosphere under the Caribbean sun in most places, 
with people blasting music, honking car horns, waving Venezuelan 
flags, and chanting ‘Yes we can!’” 59 One of the referendum questions 
was especially provocative. It asked if the military should obey the 
opposition-controlled National Assembly. But Maduro’s government 
did not send security forces to stop voters from participating.60  

Referendum in Spain Provokes EU-Approved Repression

But that’s exactly what happened in Spain a few months later, in 
response to an illegal independence referendum in Catalonia. The 
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elected Catalan government was then dissolved by the national gov-
ernment.61 Its president, Carles Puigdemont, was arrested in Germany 
at Spain’s request.62 The EU, and Spain in particular, have since 2017 
increasingly joined Trump in sanctioning Venezuela and hypocritically 
expressing concern over the state of its democracy.63 In fact, even CNN 
showed images of Spanish national police attacking Catalan voters.64

Coup to Stop a Referendum in Honduras Had “Very Strong 
Argument,” Says Clinton

In 2009, Honduran President Manuel Zelaya tried to ask the public 
the following question in a non-binding vote: 

Do you agree that in the general elections of November 2009 a 
fourth ballot box should be installed to decide whether to con-
vene a National Constitutional Assembly that would approve a 
political Constitution?65

The Supreme Court said Zelaya couldn’t hold the non-binding 
vote, but he proceeded to organize the vote anyway. Zelaya ended up 
being overthrown in a military coup on June 28, 2009. During a tele-
vised Democratic Party presidential primary debate in 2016, Hillary 
Clinton commented on Zelaya’s ouster saying that, aside from throw-
ing him out of the country, “they had a very strong argument that 
they had followed the constitution and the legal precedence.”66

Hillary Clinton, who was the U.S. Secretary of State at the time, 
later boasted that she had been maneuvering behind the scenes to 
ensure that Zelaya’s return would be rendered “moot.”67 Honduras is 
now one of the regional governments that supports U.S. attacks on 
Venezuela in the name of human rights and democracy. 

Referendum in Ecuador Assaults Judicial Independence
with Western Support

In Ecuador, in 2018, a body with the verbose name “Transitory 
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Council of Citizens Participation and Social Control” (CPCCS-T 
is the correspondingly clunky Spanish acronym) ended up assum-
ing the sweeping powers of a Constituent Assembly (for example, 
by firing Ecuador’s Constitutional Court) without its members ever 
being elected.68 A referendum held in February 2018 gave President 
Lenín Moreno the power to handpick the CPCCS-T. Referendum 
questions are supposed to be approved by the Constitutional Court to 
ensure they are clear and do not trample basic rights. Moreno learned 
that the court was going to shoot down two of the seven unrelated 
questions in the referendum—one of which (in a very confusing 
way) proposed that he handpick the CPCCS-T. Moreno was enraged 
and publicly reprimanded the court, and then simply bypassed it. 
Disregarding the constitution, he issued a decree authorizing the ref-
erendum. Ecuador’s right-wing private media were delighted with his 
behavior, and Moreno easily ensured that public media went along 
with him as well. Western media were similarly impressed.69  

A Washington Post editorial board heaped praise on Moreno 
when the referendum was held.70 José Miguel Vivanco, the Americas 
Division Director of Human Rights Watch, has been an enthusiastic 
fan of Moreno’s government and the CPCCS-T in particular.71 

The Fifth Coup Attempt Fails, the Opposition Implodes

Rather than run candidates in a high-stakes election given the broad 
powers of the ANC, the opposition opted to leverage its U.S. sup-
port to try to further delegitimize and ultimately overthrow the 
government. It therefore handed complete control of an extremely 
powerful body to Maduro’s allies. But the coup attempt failed and, 
afterward, most of the opposition balked at the thought of losing 
another election. Opposition candidates participated in the compara-
tively low-stakes regional elections that were held a few months later, 
in October. These were the elections discussed earlier, in which the 
opposition performed disastrously, even though turnout (at 61 per-
cent) was not low. Maduro simply had vastly more support than the 
opposition-aligned pollsters cared to admit.72
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Four of the five opposition governors who won in those elections 
outraged and demoralized opposition hard-liners by being sworn in 
before the president of the ANC, Delcy Rodriguez. Henry Ramos 
Allup suddenly became a whipping boy for much of the opposition 
because all four governors were from Accion Democratica, the politi-
cal party he leads. The Miami Herald pundit Andres Oppenheimer 
said that the United States should consider hitting Henry Ramos with 
sanctions, and that the four opposition governors should be sanc-
tioned as well.73

Trump would have to intensify his already lethal and criminal effort 
to prop up his stumbling allies in Venezuela. The Juan Guaidó phase 
of Washington’s extraordinary threat to Venezuela was fifteen months 
away from beginning. That was a major escalation, of course, but one 
that built on multiple U.S.-backed coup attempts that were made pos-
sible by the constant vilification of Chavismo by Western media and 
prominent NGOs, dating back to at least 2002. Confronting that his-
tory is required not only to remove the inexcusable threat posed by 
the United States and its allies to Venezuela, but to better understand 
the need for democratic reform, especially regarding control of public 
debate, within the world’s richest countries. 
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Read Carroll and You’ve Read
Them All (2006–2012)

The Irish journalist Rory Carroll’s reporting for the Guardian 
from Venezuela is important for three reasons. 

First, he was prolific. For years, his work dominated the 
Guardian’s Venezuela coverage. This London-based newspaper is 
an outlet that many people regarded as left-wing, so not one they’d 
suspect of being reflexively anti-Chávez. The British-Chilean docu-
mentary filmmaker Pablo Navarete remarked on Twitter, “I lived in 
Venezuela for two years between 2005 and 2007. When I arrived I 
thought the Guardian was a left-wing newspaper. By the time I left it 
was clear it wasn’t. I felt almost ashamed at my naivety.”1

Second, he was on the ground. Carroll was based in Venezuela for 
several years and this, understandably, was cited by Carroll himself 
and his many high-profile fans as evidence that he was credible.

Third, he was representative. His book about his years in Caracas, 
Comandante: Hugo Chávez’s Venezuela, received rave reviews in 
high-profile publications across the accepted ideological spectrum.2 
The Economist named it among the “Books of the Year” for 2013, and 
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it received glowing coverage from the New York Times Book Review, 
Washington Post, The New Republic, Christian Science Monitor, and 
many other publications.    

Aside from its quantity, Carroll’s reporting did not significantly 
impact the Guardian’s Venezuela coverage, which remained roughly 
the same—overwhelmingly hostile toward Chávez—in the years 
before and after Carroll was in Caracas. It’s very unlikely that any 
other correspondent would have reported much differently for the 
Guardian had Carroll not been chosen for the job. 

The journalist and scholar Alan MacLeod helped substantiate this 
last point in his book, Bad News from Venezuela. MacLeod inter-
viewed numerous Western journalists reporting from the country 
and summarized some of his findings:

Some may be surprised to learn that journalists who write for 
the most left-wing major newspaper in the English-speaking 
West [the Guardian], home of the far left, are close friends 
with people writing for the most conservative sources in the 
English-speaking world on the topic. However, media analysts 
have argued . . . the left-wing private media and the right-wing 
private media have long shared more opinions and interests in 
common than they have had disagreements and that they have 
a propensity to hunt in packs, spending a great deal of time 
together and developing a sense of group solidarity and result-
ing in the phenomenon of groupthink on many issues. This is 
particularly the case with foreign journalists.3 

To illustrate the groupthink mentioned above, MacLeod analyzed 
articles in seven major Western newspapers during the two months 
following Chávez’s death in 2013.4 He compared this coverage to what 
appeared when Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah died two years later. His 
conclusion:

Hugo Chávez, a man who had won multiple clean elections, 
dramatically reduced inequality, poverty and extreme poverty, 
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decreased unemployment and inflation, increased literacy rates, 
increased GNP per capita in Venezuela, a country where polls 
show that its citizens believe the country became substantially 
more democratic . . . was presented in a less favourable light 
than King Abdullah, an absolute monarch boasting one of the 
worst human rights records in history. The key difference in 
this instance was that Abdullah was an ally of the British and 
American states and of neoliberal globalization that big business 
pushed for, whereas Chávez was its foe.5

Oligarchs and the Professional Class   

Corporate journalists such as Carroll, working as foreign corre-
spondents for newspapers such as the Guardian or New York Times, 
are part of a professional class that capitalism does not reward with 
anything resembling the incomes of oligarchs who own media out-
lets—or even the lavish salaries of elite TV journalists.6  

However, compared to the majority of workers, who do jobs that 
require no post-secondary education, professional journalists are 
rewarded with a significant amount of prominence and prestige, and 
can usually be relied on to attack political movements that oligarchs 
hate.7 This is often true of the professional class even when they are 
struggling financially.8 Chavismo’s difficult relationship with much 
of Venezuela’s professional class is unsurprisingly mirrored in the 
hostility of numerous professional journalists like Carroll. On top of 
the imperial assumptions correspondents like Carroll bring to their 
coverage of movements like Chavismo, professional class solidarity 
with their counterparts in poor countries is also a factor. Any political 
movement that is serious about attacking inequality will encounter 
strong resistance from segments of the professional class.9 

A Useful NPR Interview

In April 2013, a month after the death of Hugo Chávez, Rory Carroll 
spoke to NPR about his years of reporting from Caracas:
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Now, over time, when he [Chávez] became a bit more oppres-
sive, shutting down television stations, and when the wheels 
were kind of beginning to come off the economy in some ways, 
I, in my own reporting, became very critical, just reflecting 
what I saw on the ground. And this prompted quite a debate, 
internal debate, in my newspaper, because a lot of editors then 
and to this day feel and felt that we should have supported 
Hugo Chávez because he was a standard-bearer for the left. 
Whereas I, very close up, I thought, well, no, actually. Because 
sadly, he’s running the country into the ground and we have to 
report that.10 

This NPR interview succinctly illustrates many of the distortions 
that plagued Carroll’s reporting, which includes 250 Venezuela-
related articles from 2006 to 2012. Over that same period, the two 
other Guardian writers who most frequently rebutted Carroll’s per-
spective, Mark Weisbrot and Richard Gott, published twenty-one 
and seventeen Venezuela-related articles respectively.11 Whatever 
debate there was within the Guardian about its Venezuela coverage, 
Rory Carroll and the editors who supported him prevailed. It was no 
contest. 

When Carroll asserted to NPR that Chávez had “run the country 
into the ground,” it was the message that he’d conveyed in article after 
article for several years.12 The charts below demolish this claim. By 
the time Chávez left office, income poverty and extreme poverty had 
been reduced drastically. Income inequality, as measured by the Gini 
Coefficient, fell substantially and became the lowest in the region. 
Venezuela’s rank in the UN Human Development Index—a com-
posite measure of national income (GDP), access to education, and 
child mortality—rose from seventh in the region when Chávez first 
took office to fourth in the region by the time of his death in 2013. 
High inflation—which Carroll cited constantly in his articles (and 
in the NPR interview) as proof of economic mismanagement under 
Chávez—was a problem long before Chávez took office. The aver-
age inflation rate during the Chávez years was 22 percent. Over the 
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eighteen-year period before he took office, it averaged 36 percent.13 
It also trended upward before Chávez and stayed comparatively flat 
while he was in office. (See Figure 11.1, below.)

Figure 11.2 (page 188) shows that Venezuela’s Gini Coefficient 
went from 0.50 in the 2001–2003 period to about 0.40 in the 2009–
2011 period. A lower Gini Coefficient means less income inequality. 
Costa Rica and the Dominican Republic are above the dashed line 
because their levels of inequality became worse between the two 
periods (their Gini Coefficients increased). Venezuela is the country 
farthest below the dashed line because its inequality deceased by the 
greatest amount between the two periods. 

Figure 11.3 (page 189), showing poverty levels, reveals a big jump 
in both poverty and extreme poverty during the early Chávez years: 
the result of the opposition’s first two attempts to drive Chávez from 
office by force. Carroll’s book never mentions the spike in poverty 
caused by those attempts.14  

Figure 11.1: Inflation, Pre-Chávez versus Chávez Years

Source: Courtesy VenezuelAnalysis.
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 Opposition Destruction Written Out of Carroll’s Story

In his entire NPR interview, Carroll made absolutely no mention of 
the Venezuelan opposition, not even a passing reference to them or 
their efforts to oust Chávez. That’s like doing a long interview about 
politics in Iraq since 2003 without mentioning the U.S. invasion and 
occupation. 

Carroll, in an effort to appear even-handed, readily gave Chávez 
credit for being charismatic: he referred to Chávez as “an extraor-
dinary showman” with “an incredibly powerful connection” to the 
poor. But Carroll totally sidestepped the fact that the opposition, by 
attempting to oust Chávez, had waged a scorched earth campaign 
against the poor and against democracy. In turn, the poor made a 
logical decision to support Chávez against the repulsive opposition 
leadership. 

Figure 11.2: Gini Coefficient, 2001–2003, Latin America

Source: Courtesy VenezuelAnalysis.
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Figure 11.3: Poverty and Extreme Poverty Rate

Source: Center for Economic and Policy Research.
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The facts don’t support the theory that the poor were dazzled 
into irrationally supporting a talented “showman”—the shallow and 
patronizing insinuation made by Carroll and other corporate jour-
nalists.15 A more credible explanation is that they took Chávez’s side 
because they wagered, correctly, that his government intended to 
redistribute wealth and power in their direction, while his opponents 
had proved willing to do anything to prevent such a redistribution.  

If the Chávez government were as “oppressive” (the term Carroll 
used to describe Chávez to NPR) as the government in the United 
Kingdom, where young men have been sentenced to years in prison 
for simply advocating riots through comments on Facebook, then 
most of Venezuela’s top opposition leaders would have received 
lengthy prison terms by 2002.16

As an example he could use to justify calling Chávez “oppressive,” 
Carroll mentioned Chávez “shutting down television stations.” In 
2007, five years after the coup—one that Venezuela’s major broad-
casters had all supported—the Chávez government refused to renew 
the license of one domestic broadcaster, RCTV. The non-renewal of 
RCTV’s license in 2007 did not shut it down. It only meant that RCTV’s 
broadcasts were no longer available free of charge, as the broadcasts of 
the other coup-supporting networks (Venevision, Globovision, and 
Televen) remain to this day in Caracas. RCTV continued to broad-
cast through cable and satellite until 2010, eight years after the coup, 
when another dispute with government regulators forced it off the air. 
But by April of 2013, when Maduro ran against Henrique Capriles 
to replace the recently deceased Chávez, data for TV coverage and 
audience share compiled by the Carter Center during the campaign 
showed no significant advantage for Maduro. But the decontextual-
ized fuss made for years over RCTV by journalists like Carroll made 
such a finding seem impossible.17

A Privileged, “Close-Up” View of the Class Divide

NPR asked Carroll to describe the class divide in Caracas. He described 
the poor “clinging to the hillsides” in cheaply built houses. At lower 
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elevations, he said, “the rich, the middle class tend to live.” He might 
have added that the wealthier areas are in East Caracas. NPR also 
asked Carroll to state authoritatively if Chávez had improved the lives 
of the poor. Didn’t the poor decide that for themselves by handing 
Chávez numerous electoral victories over fourteen years? Carroll was 
eager to stress that he saw Venezuela “close up,” but he dismissed the 
perspective of the majority of Venezuelan voters who had always seen 
Venezuela close up—and not from a pricey East Caracas apartment. 

According to Michael Fox, one of the authors of Venezuela Speaks: 
Voices from the Grassroots, Rory Carroll contacted him shortly after 
Carroll had arrived in Caracas in 2006.18 Carroll was taking crash 
courses in Spanish and was generally trying to familiarize him-
self with Venezuela. He invited Fox to a party at his apartment in 
Altamira, an upper-class neighborhood and opposition stronghold 
in East Caracas.19 Fox said that the “lavish” apartment “had the 
feel of a penthouse” and included an “amazing balcony” overlook-
ing Altamira. Carroll was quite happy with it, according to Fox. A 
small group of journalists were there, including the British-Chilean 
documentary filmmaker Pablo Navarrete, who recalled on Twitter 
that “foreign correspondents + other ‘expats’ in the apt’s expansive 
veranda sipped cocktails while the barrio lights glistened on the 
horizon.”20 

A party like Carroll’s would not set an atypical scene. Foreign jour-
nalists in Caracas, with the exception of those like Fox who worked 
for small alternative media outlets like VenezuelAnalysis, overwhelm-
ingly reside in East Caracas. As the Miami Herald journalist Jim Wyss 
told Alan MacLeod: 

I can see the house of the reporter for the Guardian from where I 
am sitting. . . . I think almost everybody is living in the wealthier 
area because it is really one of the few places that is safe to walk 
around. Security is a real issue in Venezuela.21

 
Lucas Koerner was based in Caracas reporting on the perspective 

of the Chavista grassroots for VenezuelAnalysis from 2015 until 2020. 
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He did not dismiss the physical safety of journalists as a problem, but 
explained why it was hardly an insurmountable one:

While insecurity is undoubtedly a major problem in Caracas, it 
is mainly a barrier for multi-media teams reliant on ample quan-
tities of expensive equipment. Print and photo journalists can 
freely navigate most of the city’s barrios. It is simply a matter 
of taking the time to build local contacts and connections. Like 
everywhere else, journalism in Venezuela is all about cultivating 
relationships based on trust.22

And, like everywhere, it’s easiest, professionally and personally, to 
stick to reporting the perspective of the most comfortable. 

For Chávez, No “Benefit of the Doubt,” Ever 

Rory Carroll told NPR that any “right-thinking person” would have 
given Chávez the “benefit of the doubt” during his early years. But the 
Guardian’s news coverage certainly didn’t. In 2002, when it mattered 
most, the Guardian reported from the perspective of the U.S.-backed 
opposition—an approach that Carroll would continue when he 
arrived in Venezuela four years later.23 At that time, Michael Fox said, 
there was actually hope among international activists in Venezuela 
that Carroll might show less bias against the “Bolivarian process” 
because the Guardian, at the time, had a better reputation among left-
ists. Despite some terrible reporting on Venezuela, its “Comment Is 
Free” section offered some balance and hope that its reporting might 
someday improve. Also, Carroll himself, while trying to learn Spanish 
and get familiar with his new beat, seemed initially interested in hear-
ing pro-Chávez views.24

It must be stressed that during Carroll’s years reporting from 
Caracas, Venezuela was making rapid progress in poverty reduction. 
When oil prices collapsed in late 2014 and Venezuela entered into an 
economic depression, editorial standards dropped even further—to 
the point where military intervention by the United States was being 
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discussed openly in articles about Venezuela.25 The vilification of a 
U.S. enemy need not wait for economic difficulties to arrive. (The 
U.S.-backed coup in Bolivia against the very successful Evo Morales 
in November 2019 is another example.) It is wise, from the imperial 
perspective, to vilify an undesirable government while it is doing well. 
This lays the foundation for more destructive demonization if and 
when problems arrive. Carroll’s reporting did that during Chavismo’s 
most successful years.

In 2007, a headline to one of Carroll’s articles blared, “Venezuela 
Scrambles for Food Despite Oil Boom.”26 A photo underneath the 
headline showed people lined up outside a government-run super-
market that sells subsidized food and other items at low prices.  

Headlines are important: only 40 percent of readers in the United 
States said they read beyond the headlines, according to a study con-
ducted by the Media Insight Project.27 The selection of headlines, 
photos, and topics crucially shapes how readers perceive foreign 
governments. In the case of Carroll’s article, all of these elements 
conveyed the impression that things were generally getting worse 
in Venezuela, when the country was in fact undergoing a period of 
rapid poverty and inequality reduction. The photo and the headline, 
tweaked to replace the word “Boom” with “Wealth,” would easily fit 
among articles written while Maduro was in office as well. 

It is unlikely that Carroll chose the headline, which is typically 
done by editors, but people who read beyond the headline to the rest 
of the article found this claim: “Up to a quarter of staple food sup-
plies have been disrupted, according to Datanalisis, a public opinion 
and economic research group.” Here Carroll presents the anti-Chávez 
polling firm Datanalisis as an impartial “research group.” Recall that 
one of its directors, Gil Yepes, almost certainly signed the Carmona 
Decree after Chávez was briefly overthrown in April 2002.28

Another striking example, from December of 2007, is an article 
by Carroll that ran with the headline “Chávez loses bid to rule until 
2050.”29 In 2007, Venezuelan voters narrowly rejected a slew of con-
stitutional amendments proposed by Chávez, 51 to 49 percent. One of 
the amendments would have abolished presidential term limits. The 
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unsubtle intent of the Guardian’s headline to Carroll’s article about 
this vote—“Chávez loses bid to rule until 2050”—was to suggest that 
an audacious power grab had been foiled, as if Chávez had tried to 
delay the next presidential election until 2050. 

It was an especially dumb headline considering that the Guardian 
is based in the United Kingdom, which does not have term limits for 
elected officials. Carroll’s editors should not have found the concept 
difficult to grasp.  

Chávez had once mocked his opponents by saying that he would 
stay in office until 2050—obviously, by winning elections. Carroll can’t 
be blamed for the headline. Indeed, his very first sentence refuted it: 
“The Venezuelan president, Hugo Chávez, has lost a referendum 
that would have allowed him to run for re-election indefinitely and 
enshrined socialism in the country.” But that makes the headline even 
more inexcusable. In an opinion piece published on the Guardian’s 
website the very same day, the writer and aid worker Conor Foley 
falsely stated that “voters narrowly rejected his [Chávez’s] proposals 
for constitutional reform which would have enabled him to stay in 
power until 2050.”30 Foley’s piece showed that this falsehood spread 
by the Guardian wasn’t restricted to a flawed headline.

Opposition’s Racist Attacks Ignored by Carroll

Even though Carroll’s article refuted its own misleading headline, it 
still contained many lies of omission, as was common in his report-
ing. He said that Chávez had labeled his opponents “fascists, traitors 
and mental retards,” and that he had called U.S. President George 
W. Bush “a donkey, an alcoholic and a war criminal.” But Chávez’s 
opponents also called him (and his supporters) names. More signifi-
cantly, they tried to overthrow him. But in Carroll’s account, Chávez 
was presented as irrationally abusive. A related insinuation was that 
Chávez’s opponents were earnest democrats whom Chávez assailed 
with unprovoked abuse.

Carroll said nothing in the article about the two U.S.-backed 
attempts, one of them briefly successful, to overthrow Chávez. He also 
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ignored the racist nature of the attacks on Chávez and his supporters 
by the opposition media. A cursory glance at the prolific output of 
former El Universal cartoonist Rayma Suprani illustrates the preva-
lence and vehemence of those racist attacks.31 

For many years, Suprani routinely deployed flagrantly racist images 
of Chávez and Chavistas in one of Venezuela’s leading newspapers. 
Such images would never have been published by the Guardian, 
Carroll’s employer, given its liberal pretensions.32 In one cartoon, 
Suprani depicts animals watching the struggle for political power 
on TV while the opposition seemed to have Chávez on the ropes 
(during the first days of the oil strike in December 2002). The animals 
don’t look happy. One animal asks the “score of the game.” Another 
answers: “Civilization 3, Barbarism 1.”33 

In 2014, shortly after Rayma Suprani was fired, Z. C. Dutka wrote 
about her work for VenezuelaAnlysis.com: “Rayma’s cartoons, which 
have been rejected as racist and classist by countless government sup-
porters, often depicted chavistas as overgrown, brutish gorilla-like 
figures in red shirts, chained to their political party in shackles.” Dutka’s 
article showed two examples: one in which an ape-like Chávez figure 
leaves a trail of bananas for his supporters, and another in which his 
supporters are drawn as identical red-colored brutes (their faces unmis-
takably meant to caricature Chávez) all chained together and marching 
in unison under a caption that reads “the Independence Day parade.” 
In another Suprani cartoon, government-built homes for poor people 
are depicted as dog houses, and the inhabitants are directly attacked as 
idiots who don’t realize that they are living like dogs: “They promised 
us a house and they delivered,” reads the caption.34

Suprani’s cartoons were representative of the opposition’s pervasive 
racism. And yet, in his 293-page book, Carroll devotes one full sen-
tence to the opposition’s racist attacks on Chávez: “They made racist 
jokes that ‘mi comandante’ really means ‘mico mandante’ monkey 
ruler.”35 Carroll also claimed in the book that Chávez invited abuse 
through “calculated, measured provocations,” “a trap that exposed 
their [the opposition’s] arrogance, economic power and sense of 
entitlement.” But Chavistas in general, not just Chávez, were targeted 
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with racist abuse—an obvious problems with his “measured provoca-
tion” theory.36 How did the poor provoke the opposition’s abuse? By 
existing, and voting for Chávez who took their side against racists?  

Did a Wikileaks Document Show that Oil Giants
Had Chávez by the Throat?

On December 9, 2010, one of Carroll’s articles ran with the headline, 
“WikiLeaks Cables: Oil giants squeeze Chávez as Venezuela strug-
gles.”37 Carroll’s opening sentence stated that “Venezuela’s tottering 
economy is forcing Hugo Chávez to make deals with foreign corpora-
tions to save his socialist revolution from going broke.” 

What sets Wikileaks apart as a media outlet is that it publishes 
primary sources, which allows readers to check for themselves what 
journalists write about the documents it releases. The cables Carroll 
cited said nothing at all about Venezuela’s government going broke, 
and, in any case, such a claim would have been absurd. At the time, 
Venezuela had very low levels of public debt and ample foreign 
exchange reserves.38    

What allowed Carroll to make this claim? He asserts that the Italian 
ambassador “Luigi Maccotta told his US counterpart that Italian oil 
company ENI squeezed PDVSA over an Orinoco Belt deal in January 
this year knowing it had no one else to turn to.” But Carroll also writes 
that “foreign oil companies still in Venezuela stay largely silent lest 
they anger the government and find themselves locked out of the 
Western Hemisphere’s biggest energy reserves,” which contradicts the 
central claim of the article. Why would foreign investors care about 
angering Chávez if their position was as strong as Carroll claimed?

Carroll also failed to mention that even U.S. officials were not com-
pletely sold on Luigi Maccotta’s version of events. The cable said: 

It is unclear what bonus Eni really paid PDVSA, but it is interest-
ing that regardless of the figure, PDVSA likely will not see any 
cash flow in the immediate future due to its $1 billion debt to the 
Italian company.
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Based on U.S. officials engaging in dubious speculation about 
PDVSA’s cash flow situation in 2010, Carroll jumped to the Chávez 
government being at the mercy of foreign businessmen. His book says 
nothing about foreign companies ever having Chávez by the throat, 
even though he does mention Eni once, giving him the opportunity to 
do so, and it says absolutely nothing about the U.S. diplomatic cables 
released by Wikileaks—which can be taken as an admission that his 
sensationalist reporting did not stand up.39  

Chomsky Blasts Carroll’s “Quite Deceptive” Reporting of His Views

Carroll’s deceptive approach didn’t only apply to Venezuelan sources 
and events, but was also evident when he wrote about prominent for-
eign observers. 

In 2011, Carroll conducted an interview for the Observer with 
the famous left-wing intellectual Noam Chomsky. The Observer is a 
Sunday-only newspaper that is owned by the Guardian Media Group, 
and its content is hosted on the Guardian website. Carroll reported 
that “speaking to the Observer last week, Chomsky has accused the 
socialist leader [Hugo Chávez] of amassing too much power and of 
making an ‘assault’ on Venezuela’s democracy.”40 The original 
headline read, “Noam Chomsky denounces old friend Hugo Chávez 
for ‘assault’ on democracy.” The article closed with an open letter 
Chomsky wrote to Chávez asking for clemency in the case of Judge 
María Lourdes Afiuni, who had been in prison from 2009 to 2011 
while facing corruption charges, and was moved to house arrest ear-
lier that year.

Carroll had always taken a highly selective interest in Chomsky’s 
views on Latin America. In 2008, when Chomsky signed an open 
letter critical of Nicaraguan president Daniel Ortega, Rory Carroll 
pounced on it. At about the same time, Chomsky signed an open 
letter to Colombian president Alvaro Uribe about far graver matters, 
but this letter was ignored. The letter to Uribe asked him to stop right-
wing paramilitaries from assassinating and threatening academics 
in Colombia. The one to Ortega objected to allegedly unfair use of 
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technicalities to bar two political parties from municipal elections.41

Very shortly after the article appeared in the Observer, Chomsky 
was scathing in his assessment of the way Carroll had summarized 
their conversation. He said Carroll had been “quite deceptive” and had 
excluded “much of relevance that I stressed throughout, including the 
fact that criticisms from the US government or anyone who supports 
its actions can hardly be taken seriously, considering Washington’s 
far worse record without any of the real concerns that Venezuela 
faces, the Manning case for one, which is much worse than Judge 
Afiuni’s.” Asked about one obvious insinuation from Carroll’s article, 
if he believed Chávez had made Venezuela less democratic, Chomsky 
replied, “I don’t think so, and never suggested it.”42 

Chomsky’s criticism, and a backlash from readers, prompted the 
Guardian to release a full transcript of the interview. It also tweaked 
the headline to replace the word “denounces” with “criticizes.”43 Two 
years later, Carroll mentioned the Chomsky interview in his book 
Comandante (essentially to argue that the Afiuni case marked a 
turning point in the level of support Chávez could receive from the 
international left) but neglected to include Chomsky’s harsh criticism 
of the interview.44 In fact, exactly as Chomsky claimed, the transcript 
showed several key comments that Carroll left out of both his book 
and his original account of the interview for the Observer: 

My suspicion is that the judiciary is not as independent as it 
should be. We may compare it to Colombia next door. Colombia’s 
human rights record is incomparably worse. . . .

And I should say that the United States is in no position to 
complain about this. Bradley Manning has been imprisoned 
without charge, under torture, which is what solitary confine-
ment is. The president [Obama] in fact intervened. 

Chomsky’s criticism of the Chávez government was far from a 
“denunciation,” and was not meant to suggest that Venezuela had less 
right to call itself a democracy than the United States or Colombia 
(the closest U.S. ally in Latin America). His qualified statement 
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contradicted a view of the Chávez government that Carroll relent-
lessly insinuated in his reporting: that Venezuela fell short of being a 
democracy, unlike (by tacit assumption) the United States or United 
Kingdom. Carroll claims explicitly in Comandante that Venezuela in 
the Chavista era had become “an authoritarian democracy, a hybrid 
system of personality cult and one-man rule that permitted opposition 
parties, free speech, and free, not entirely free elections.”45 Elsewhere 
in the book he refers to the Chávez government as an “authoritar-
ian regime.”46 Carroll never refers to the United States or United 
Kingdom in that manner—governments that, as Chomsky has often 
noted, seriously constrain democracy despite not being confronted 
with an extraordinary threat, such as foreign governments that are 
trying to overthrow them, and are powerful enough to pull it off. 

Carroll’s Book: Covering Details with Imperial Moss

Carroll’s book Comandante provides an almost total whitewash of the 
U.S. role in efforts to overthrow Chávez. The book’s complete silence 
about the explosively revealing U.S. diplomatic cables released by 
Wikileaks in 2010 is a great illustration of how determined Carroll 
was to provide a whitewash. Those cables reveal a U.S. government 
obsession with weakening the regional influence of the Chávez gov-
ernment. The cables show that the United States trained and assisted 
Venezuelan opposition leaders long after they had disgraced them-
selves by participating in the 2002 coup, while pressuring regional 
governments to resist Chavista influence. For example, in 2006 the 
U.S. ambassador to Honduras, Charles Ford, wrote in a cable that 
“[President] Zelaya is no Chávez, but if left unchanged, circum-
stances could make him complicit in advancing Chávez’s influence 
in the region.” The cables show that Ford tried and, after some ini-
tial success, ultimately failed to persuade Zelaya to shun Chávez’s 
Petrocaribe initiative, which provided generous repayment options 
for oil that Venezuela sold to Honduras. In 2009, the democratically 
elected Zelaya was overthrown in a military coup. U.S. officials under 
Obama maneuvered to undermine the regional response to the coup. 
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The cables reveal that U.S. Embassy officials lobbied several regional 
governments to recognize Honduran elections even if Zelaya was not 
allowed to finish his term.47       

In order to whitewash the role of the United States in the coup 
that briefly ousted Chávez in 2002, Carroll’s book ignored informa-
tion that was in the public domain long before the cables published 
by Wikileaks. Carroll’s book said the following regarding the coup of 
April 2002:

The CIA, its own documents later showed, knew a coup plot had 
been bubbling. The US ambassador said he warned Chávez a 
coup was imminent and that the president shrugged it off, saying 
he knew about the plot. Whatever the truth of that, the opposi-
tion felt emboldened by US antipathy to the comandante, and 
the Bush administration smirked when he fell. But there was 
little evidence, as Chávez would later insist, that Washington 
pulled the strings.

An Irish documentary, The Revolution Will Not Be Televised, 
became an influential advocate overseas for Chávez’s version, 
casting him as a romantic hero. The coup entered folklore, guilt 
and innocence tangled in the veins, details covered by moss.48

 
Note how Carroll says nothing about U.S. funding and training 

for the coup perpetrators. Neither does he address U.S. willingness 
to back up the coup-plotters’ version of events, to ensure immedi-
ate IMF loans, and to continue funding the opposition after the coup 
failed. Moreover, Carroll’s claim that there is “little evidence that 
Washington pulled the strings” is a standard evasion: it ignores ample 
U.S. support for the coup’s perpetrators by focusing on the question 
of whether or not the United States had micromanaged the coup. A 
few months after the coup, an internal U.S. government investiga-
tion said Washington had “provided training, institution building, 
and other support to individuals and organizations understood to 
be actively involved in the brief ouster of the Chávez government.”49 
Carroll’s story about the coup would easily be seen as preposterous 
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if the situation had been reversed: if Venezuela’s government admit-
ted to having assisted the perpetrators of a coup in the United States, 
welcomed it while it was successful, but later tried to absolve itself by 
saying it had warned Washington. 

Opposition Impunity, Cubans, and Kernels of Truth

Remarkably, Comandante never mentions the amnesty Chávez 
granted in December 2007 to participants in the 2002 coup and the 
oil strike that followed. Carroll does discuss two high-profile partici-
pants in those coup attempts, Henrique Capriles and Leopoldo López, 
but says nothing about their participation. That’s especially striking 
in the case of Capriles, a two-time presidential candidate, because 
Carroll discusses him in some detail as a candidate. Carroll praised 
Capriles’s athletic physique, mentioned that he dated models, said he 
received homophobic and anti-Semitic abuse, and talked about his 
electoral victories in the state of Miranda, but never mentioned that 
Capriles (with López) led the arrest of a Chavista minister during the 
April 2002 coup and also participated in a mob siege of the Cuban 
Embassy.50 The book also never says a word about the hundreds of 
Chavista peasants who were assassinated since 2001, most likely by 
wealthy landowners opposed to land reform. Carroll would have 
been aware of this wave of murders: in 2011, the Guardian published 
a short letter, signed by Chomsky, John Pilger, and many others, 
deploring the newspaper’s Venezuela coverage, which was dominated 
by Carroll, and had completely ignored the issue.51 And yet, the mur-
dered peasants are mentioned nowhere in the book Carroll published 
two years later.

Elsewhere in Comandante, Carroll depicts Chávez as ruthlessly 
bullying judges to keep opponents in line. But the truth is that Chávez 
largely failed to keep them, or even state prosecutors, from under-
mining his government.52 Alarmingly often, the legal system let his 
most dangerous opponents off the hook even when they murdered or 
grievously harmed poor people within his electoral base, or flouted 
the rule of law. By making these key omissions, Carroll’s book erases 
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the huge challenges that Chávez faced. It is true that the Chávez gov-
ernment had shortcomings, as does any government. But had Chávez 
not faced an insurrectionist opposition staunchly backed by a super-
power, he could have placed less emphasis on political loyalty and 
more on technical competence when appointing people to key posts. 
He could have moved more aggressively against corruption and sab-
otage within the government’s own ranks without fear of providing 
more defectors to a dangerous U.S.-backed opposition. Those factors 
do not absolve Chávez of responsibility for every problem, but they 
were huge contributing factors that Carroll simply buried.53  

Foreign correspondents like Carroll do not only bring an imperial 
bias to their work, but also a bias in favor of the professional class to 
which they belong. That’s important in the case of Venezuela because 
fierce resistance to Chávez’s efforts to empower poor people did not 
come only from the highest levels (oligarchs) but from the profes-
sional class: specialized workers like doctors, lawyers, engineers, 
journalists, administrators. Intelligence officers may even be included 
among them. 

In the most insightful passages of Comandante, Carroll describes 
how poor people derived dignity from their participation in com-
munal councils, whose development Chávez supported all over the 
country. Carroll describes a communal council meeting he attended 
with a security guard, “Luis,” whom he befriended, perhaps in his 
Altamira apartment building. In the pre-Chávez era, poor people 
in neighborhood assemblies informally organized to try to solve 
problems. Under Chávez, these groups evolved into the communal 
councils (generally consisting of 200 to 400 families in cities and 20 
to 50 in rural areas) that were given legal recognition and govern-
ment funding. As of 2019, there were 47,000 registered communal 
councils, involving millions of people.54 Carroll correctly observes 
that the councils acted as a buffer against Chávez’s failings. They 
certainly give people a way to direct their anger and frustration at 
lower-level government officials and bureaucrats, and of course to 
pressure them to do their jobs properly, including by having the 
people take on tasks themselves.
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Luis, the security guard, with whom Carroll attended a communal 
council meeting, had a hard life. In 2010, his beloved grandson was 
murdered, a victim of Venezuela’s infamously high violent crime rate. 
But Luis’s support for the government was not shaken. This was evi-
dent even in Carroll’s predictably uncharitable and mocking account 
of the meeting, in which he nevertheless conceded that the councils 
“breathed life into grassroots government: planting trees in plazas, 
distributing subsidized food, fixing houses and roads, liaising with 
government agencies.”55 Carroll wrote of Luis:

At work, he was nobody, one of a million anonymous, barely 
acknowledged security guards. But back in El Valle, he was part 
of the revolution, an active and respected member of the com-
munal council.56

But for the professional class, and not just in Venezuela, dignity is 
often derived from serving an unjust social order; for Western journal-
ists, this means serving the U.S.-led imperial order. Carroll is probably 
sincere in expressing his mystification at some of Chávez’s early moves 
against Venezuela’s professional class. He uses the more nebulous 
term “middle class” and includes within it everyone from teachers to 
Catholic bishops: “The puzzle was not Chávez’s attacks on the pluto-
crats—when he accused them of looting the nation’s oil wealth, he was 
essentially correct—but his alienation of the middle class.”57 

In many Latin American countries, professional-class prestige 
often comes with a hefty dose of racial privilege. The racist attacks on 
Chávez first erupted when the private media turned the professional 
class against him.58 Similar to what the economist Dean Baker has long 
advocated for segments of the professional class in the United States 
(for example, exposing U.S. doctors to competition from equally quali-
fied, lower-paid doctors from Europe and elsewhere), Chávez exposed 
Venezuela’s professional class to foreign competition by making deals 
with Cuba. Cuban doctors, nurses, teachers, technicians, and intelli-
gence specialists began taking up positions in Venezuela. In addition 
to providing essential services to people who would not have otherwise 
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received them, the Cubans’ presence also effectively undermined the 
ability of Chavismo’s professional-class enemies to subvert the revolu-
tionary process—including from within.59 Chávez also bypassed (and 
therefore enraged) the medical establishment by having thousands of 
Venezuelans trained in Cuba.60  

The Norwegian journalist Eirik Vold, who lived in Venezuela for 
years while Chávez was in office, wrote about the way Chavista “mis-
iones,” various types of social programs initiated by Chávez, including 
the provision of basic medical services to the poor, were distorted 
by his opponents: “The established commercial media had treated las 
misiones with a combination of crass criticism and concealment. The 
first time I heard about the Cuban doctors, for example, was in an El 
Universal article that described that scandal of a child who died from 
alleged malpractice at the hands of a Cuban doctor.”61

The Venezuelan Medical Federation (FMV in its Spanish acronym) 
launched strikes against Chávez beginning in 2001, and boycotted a 
government program that would pay Venezuelan doctors to serve 
the poorest communities. It then tried to block the government from 
using Cuban doctors, through an agreement that was initiated in 
February 2003 by the Chavista mayor of the Libertador municipal-
ity.62 In August 2003, a Venezuelan court ruled in support of a lawsuit 
brought by the FMV seeking to outlaw the use of Cuban doctors by 
invoking licensing procedures. The Chávez government appealed to 
the Supreme Court (initially without success) and disregarded the 
court rulings while it continued to file appeals.63 But Chávez also 
issued a decree in December 2003 expanding the Libertador program 
to the entire country. Subsequent changes to the judiciary (includ-
ing the 2004 court-packing law that Human Rights Watch equated 
to a coup attempt), combined with the immense popularity of the 
program that Chávez dubbed Misión Barrio Adentro, rendered 
the FMV’s legal victories in 2003 irrelevant.64 Though Comandante 
acknowledges the popularity of the Cuban doctors, it says nothing 
about the war Venezuela’s medical establishment waged on them 
through the courts and the private media.65 As of 2020, the president 
of the FMV, Dr. Douglas León Natera, who has been its president for 
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decades, was still decrying the “supposed doctors” from Cuba and 
calling their work in Venezuela “illegal.”66 He was also a signer of the 
Carmona Decree in April 2002.67   

Unlike plutocrats or oligarchs who have no justification to exist, a 
professional class—workers with above average training and experience 
requirements to do their jobs—is necessary in any modern economy.68 
Dealing with elitism within this class therefore poses a unique chal-
lenge. In addition to bringing in Cuban competitors, Chávez also 
attempted to address this challenge by giving working-class communi-
ties greater access to higher education. Public universities were created 
to bypass the so-called autonomous universities that were opposition 
strongholds. But, as with efforts to expand worker-run industries, 
performance standards in the universities were compromised by short-
term political calculations: some students weren’t failed in courses 
when they should have been, just as some worker-run cooperatives 
were not forced to pay back government loans. Writers sympathetic to 
Chavismo such as Eirik Vold have acknowledged this, while also saying 
the problems were “often rather exaggerated.”69    

If the Chávez government could be cast as an “authoritarian regime,” 
or as some kind of hybrid that falls short of being a democracy, even 
though it clearly had majority support and was reducing poverty, it 
should be no surprise that the government could be more effectively 
demonized after serious economic problems emerged. Numerous 
foreign correspondents like Rory Carroll spent years waging a propa-
ganda war on Chavismo. Despite the Guardian’s left-wing reputation, 
correspondents such as Carroll are still part of the professional class, 
as well as citizens of the leading imperial states. Carroll’s reporting 
conformed with those perspectives, which helps explain the acco-
lades his book received across the Western media spectrum. Carroll 
diligently produced the propaganda that, in later years, allowed the 
United States to dramatically escalate the threat it posed to Venezuela.

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



The Human Rights Fraud
 

For the past twenty years, Human Rights Watch (HRW) has 
been particularly aggressive in attacking Chavismo. Recall its 
appalling response to the coup that briefly ousted Chávez in 

2002.1 While a knee-jerk dismissal of everything HRW reports about 
U.S. enemies is unadvisable, knee-jerk acceptance is more dangerous. 
This outfit does not hide that it is essentially the U.S. Empire’s human 
rights group. If westerners accept HRW’s claims uncritically, they will 
become complicit with the U.S. government and its close allies terror-
izing much of the world, including, of course, Venezuela. This can be 
seen most clearly by taking a wider view of HRW’s work.

In 2014, one hundred scholars, including three Nobel Peace Prize 
laureates, published an open letter to HRW asking it to close its 
“revolving door” with U.S. officials. HRW’s reply to the petition dis-
missed their concerns and said that, “on balance, the United States 
has played a constructive role at the [United Nations] Human Rights 
Council.”  

In 2015, Ken Roth, HRW’s executive director went even further. 
He wrote:

For all its faults, the U.S. government remains the most powerful 
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proponent of human rights, and the Human Rights Watch base 
in the United States gives the organization special access to 
Washington.2  

A very incomplete list of U.S. “faults” in this century alone high-
light what a scandalous statement this is coming from the head of a 
human rights group: 

�	Launching a war of aggression in Iraq based on lies that left at least 
half a million Iraqis dead. In fact, wars fought by the U.S. since 
2001 have displaced at least 37 million people.3 

�	Providing ample material support for Israeli atrocities and repres-
sion in Palestine and for Saudi atrocities in Yemen.

�	Directly overthrowing Haiti’s democratically elected president 
Jean-Bertrand Aristide in 2004 and installing a dictatorship that 
killed about four thousand Aristide loyalists by 2006. 

�	Showering Colombia’s government with financial, military, and 
propaganda support as its military (and paramilitary allies) mur-
dered 39,000 to 53,000 civilians between 2000 and 2011.4  

�	Ignoring European and Canadian support for these crimes, Roth 
has also hailed Western governments in general as “the strongest 
traditional allies of the human rights cause.”5 

“Rescues” by Aggressors Must Not Get a “Bad Name”?

When Roth called the United States the “world’s most powerful pro-
ponent of human rights,” he added that “much of the world is rightly 
suspicious of the U.S. government’s agenda, so Human Rights Watch 
is careful to maintain our independence from U.S. foreign policy (we 
regularly report on and criticize it).” 

Widespread disgust with the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 
clearly pressured HRW to show some “independence from U.S. 
foreign policy.” Almost a year after the invasion, HRW published 
an essay arguing that the war could not be called a “humanitarian 
intervention.”6 It said the piece was written because “the Iraq war and 
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the effort to justify it even in part in humanitarian terms risk giving 
humanitarian intervention a bad name.” It worried that such a devel-
opment “could be devastating for people in need of future rescue.” 
HRW wanted the world’s most powerful states to carry out “future 
rescues.” HRW also clarified that “our purpose is not to say whether 
the U.S.-led coalition should have gone to war for other reasons.” 

So almost a year after the WMD pretext was exposed as fraudulent, 
and even while rejecting a humanitarian pretext, HRW still refused to 
take an antiwar position on Iraq.  

Haitian Lives Do Not Matter to HRW    

The United States has been deeply involved with countless military 
coups in the Americas, but in 2004 it openly perpetrated one. On 
February 29, 2004, U.S. troops flew Haiti’s democratically elected 
president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, out of Haiti in the early hours of 
the morning. The coup received crucial support from France, Canada, 
and eventually Brazil and Uruguay, both of which contributed a large 
number of troops to MINUSTAH—the French acronym for the UN 
mission stationed in Haiti in June 2004 to consolidate the dictatorship 
of Gérard Latortue. That dictatorship would rule Haiti for two years.7 

In 2010, MINUSTAH’s negligence spread cholera through-
out Haiti’s water supply. The ensuing epidemic killed about 10,000 
Haitians. It is easy to verify from HRW’s website that it took several 
years for it to say anything that resembled a demand for the UN to 
accept full responsibility. 

In 2014, HRW official Amanda Kessling wrote a commentary for 
CNN titled “Why Water Access Matters to Poverty Reduction.” Her 
piece mentioned Haiti’s cholera epidemic—and the death toll, which 
by then was 8,700—but she did not mention the UN’s responsibility 
for it.8   

The evidence of UN guilt was so obvious that by 2011 the cholera 
victims’ political battle with the UN was well underway despite an 
initial lack of support from foreign NGOs working in Haiti. The jour-
nalist and activist Yves Engler reported that foreign NGOs based in 
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Haiti—such as Doctors without Borders and Oxfam—were publicly 
dismissive of the victims’ struggle during its early stages.9 In 2016, a 
report by a UN Special Rapporteur, Philip Alston, also said that scien-
tific evidence of MINUSTAH’s guilt was “overwhelming” and that the 
arguments the UN used to evade accountability were “legally inde-
fensible.”10 Nevertheless, Obama administration lawyers represented 
the UN in New York where they successfully helped it evade respon-
sibility—a routine victory for the world’s “most powerful proponent 
of human rights.”11 

Four months later, the outgoing UN Secretary General, Ban 
Ki-moon, half apologized by saying that the UN “simply did not do 
enough with regard to the cholera outbreak and its spread in Haiti.” 
Philip Alston observed, “He apologizes that the UN has not done 
more to eradicate cholera, but not for causing the disease in the first 
place.”12 Ban also promised that the UN would do more for the vic-
tims, but by 2018, very little was happening on that front. The Institute 
for Justice and Democracy in Haiti, which led the legal battle for the 
victims, sent a letter to the UN demanding that it quit dragging its 
feet.13 The letter was signed by sixty organizations, including Amnesty 
International. HRW, conspicuously, was not one of them. 

The U.S.-Led “Rescue” of Notorious Killers that HRW
Had Once Denounced

Under the U.S.-backed dictatorship of Gerard Latortue, about 4,000 
people were killed in pro-Aristide strongholds by the Haitian police 
or by armed anti-Aristide groups, according to a scientific survey 
published in The Lancet. The study, which found 8,000 homicides 
overall (including the 4,000 noted above), was done in the Greater 
Port-au-Prince area, not all of Haiti.14  

Table 12.1 (page 210) shows the study’s findings (expressed as a 
death rate) as well as scientific estimates for Iraq during the bloodi-
est years after the 2003 invasion. Data for Venezuela is also included. 
Iraq has been invoked to make absurd comparisons to both Haiti and 
(much more frequently) Venezuela. For example, unscientific and 
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incomplete counts of Iraq’s violent death toll (compiled by Iraq Body 
Count) have been used to claim that Venezuela under Chávez was 
more dangerous than Iraq.15 In the case of Haiti, Iraq Body Count 
figures have been used to suggest that the mortality study published 
in The Lancet about Haiti could not possibly be accurate 16

 Sympathy for the Dictatorship’s Police in Haiti, None for Its Victims

In May 2005, while killings were underway in Haiti, José Miguel 
Vivanco, HRW’s Americas Director, wrote an open letter to the UN 
Security Council asking for more armed personnel (that is, firepower) 
for MINUSTAH.18 In the letter, Vivanco blamed “gangs claiming affil-
iation with former President Jean-Bertrand Aristide” for “much of the 
violence.” Vivanco’s letter referred to the U.S.-installed Latortue dic-
tatorship as the “Interim Government of Haiti.” HRW never referred 
to Latortue as a dictator. By contrast, Vivanco has spent years calling 
Maduro a dictator.19 

Two months before Vivanco wrote his letter, researchers with 
Harvard Law School concluded that “MINUSTAH has effectively 
provided cover for the police to wage a campaign of terror in Port-
au-Price’s slums.” They implored MINUSTAH to “address” the 
“persecution” of Aristide’s supporters and to counteract the rampant 
“impunity for the perpetrators of political violence.”20  

But Vivanco’s almost exclusive concern was that Haitian police were 
“highly vulnerable” and “outgunned by former military and crimi-
nals.” He therefore asked for additional forces for MINUSTAH, and 

   

   

   

       

Violent Deaths
(thousands)

TABLE 12.1: Violent Death Rates: Various Countries and  Years17

Venezuela (2016)

Greater Port-au-Prince

All of Iraq (2003–2006)

Population
(millions)

Violent Death Rate
(per 100,000/yr.)

16.7

8.0

151–601

29.8

2.1

26.1

56

206

170–720

Source: Compiled by the authors.
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that these troops be “explicitly authorized to use the force necessary 
to protect the civilian population and stop violent attacks”—implying 
that they weren’t violent enough already. He threw in a brief acknowl-
edgment that police should be restrained from using “lethal force 
unnecessarily against demonstrators” but made no mention of extra-
judicial executions. Vivanco wanted to see MINUSTAH empowered 
to kill more people in poor neighborhoods where Aristide’s political 
movement (Lavalas) had always been extremely popular and orga-
nized.21 This organized support went back decades and was the reason 
Aristide and his allies were able to rout his opponents in elections, 
even though his supporters endured horrors after Aristide was first 
overthrown in a 1991 coup. Vivanco expressed absolutely no concern 
that Aristide’s supporters were “highly vulnerable” (as he described 
the police) while they were being killed by the thousands.  

Vivanco’s letter was also shocking because, days before it was pub-
lished, Latortue’s dictatorship had acquitted the Haitian death squad 
leader Jodel Chamblain, whose atrocities against Aristide support-
ers HRW had documented in the early 1990s.22 In 2004, Chamblain 
had marched triumphantly into Port-au-Prince with Dominican 
Republic–based paramilitaries.23 In addition to this, months before 
Vivanco’s letter came out, the dictatorship announced that it would 
be providing back pay to Haiti’s former military. HRW had also 
documented the atrocities of Haiti’s military during the early 1990s 
after the first coup that overthrew Aristide. Could Vivanco, who has 
been HRW’s Americas Director since 1994, have forgotten every-
thing HRW had written about the Haitian military’s crimes, and 
Chamblain’s?24  

In 1994, the Clinton government ordered the military men who 
had seized power in 1991 to let Aristide finish his term.25 Thousands 
of U.S. troops entered Haiti to oversee the dictatorship’s exit. After 
some embarrassing incidents during which U.S. troops stood by as 
Aristide’s supporters were murdered, they eventually provided some 
security to Aristide and his supporters. The troops also protected 
the Haitian elite from popular outrage, stemmed migration to the 
United States (a key reason that Clinton supported Aristide’s return), 
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and took the opportunity 
to seize evidence of U.S.-
citizen collaboration with 
the death squad for which 
Jodel Chamblain was a 
top commander. Restored 
to office, Aristide defied 
U.S. objections and dis-
banded Haiti’s military in 
1995. Until 1997, HRW 
had repeatedly demanded 
that the U.S. government 
return the stolen docu-
ments to Haiti to help with 
the ongoing prosecution of 
criminals like Chamblain. 
But by 2004, HRW was 
basically feigning igno-
rance about its own reports from the 1990s so it could disregard the 
murderous campaign against Aristide’s supporters—and even request 
more firepower for MINUSTAH to do the Latortue dictatorship’s 
work.26  

In the first year and a half of MINUSTAH’s occupation of Haiti, 
the most dangerous period of its battle against so-called gangs, the 
number of troops it lost to acts of violence remained in the single 
digits.27 They were more likely to be killed in accidents. Over its thir-
teen-year existence, MINUSTAH’s losses from “malicious acts” in 
Haiti averaged about one per year, according to its own figures. In 
many years, the number was zero.28

Two months after Vivanco’s letter was published, a MINUSTAH 
raid in a poor neighborhood killed twenty-three people. A few 
weeks after the massacre, a MINUSTAH spokesperson said it “deeply 
regrets any injuries or loss of life during its operation.” It could openly 
acknowledge and take responsibility for the deaths because it knew 
there would be no legal consequences.30 
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TABLE 12.2: MINUSTAH Deaths
from "Malicious Acts"

No. of Deaths

6

5

0

1

1

0

1

0

0

0

1

0

0

      1.15

Source: United Nations29  
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As for the Haitian police force that Vivanco described as “highly 
vulnerable,” it was in fact much smaller than many police forces in the 
world, relative to the size of Haiti’s population. But, by that measure, 
the security forces propping up Latortue’s dictatorship were several 
times less vulnerable than the ones on which Aristide had to rely. That 
was mainly because Latortue also had MINUSTAH working for him. 
The table below shows the violent death rate for armed personnel in 
Haiti, Venezuela, Iraq, and the United States during different time 
periods. Those death rates in part reflect how much violence there 
was in each country (i.e., how dangerous it was in general), but they 
also reflect how numerous were the armed personnel relative to the 
population. Hence, the number of police (or troops) relative to popu-
lation is also included in the table.  

Haiti still has a small police force relative to its population. As of 
2018, it had roughly 60 percent of the number of police per person 
as the United States.32 When Aristide was overthrown in 2004, it had 
less than 15 percent. Moreover, as HRW itself documented in 1995, 
Haiti’s police force was penetrated by anti-Aristide officers with mur-
derous track records, thanks to U.S. efforts. After the 2004 coup, the 
United States inserted hundreds of the insurgents and former military 

   

   

   

       

No. of 
Police Troops

TABLE 12.3: Police/Troop Death Rates in Selected Countries and

Haitian Police: Feb. 2003–04

Haitian Police and MINUSTAH

Haitian Police (2018–19)
Police in U.S. (2011–15)
Venezuelan Police (2015–17)
U.S. Troops in Iraq (2004–07)

Armed
Personnel
per million
inhabitants

2500–3000

10,000–10,500

15,000
724,690
175,000

130,600–148,300

278–333

1,100–1,200

1,350
2,300
5,900

5,000–5,300

40

38

17–34
27–72

157–351
656–755

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Time Periods31

(before Aristide ousted)

forces: Feb. 2004–05
(year after Aristide ousted)

Violent
Deaths of

Armed
Personnel

1,333–1,600

362–366

113–227
4–10

90–201
456–549

Deaths
per 100,000
Personnel
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members who helped overthrow Aristide into Haiti’s police force.33  
Given that the police in Haiti were not only scarce but infiltrated 

by U.S.-backed criminals, poor people began arming for self-defense. 
No doubt, informally armed groups can devolve into being criminal 
gangs (as can the police). One reason Aristide was vilified by the inter-
national media was that he refused to demonize all poor people who, 
quite understandably under these conditions, organized to defend 
themselves.34 But Vivanco had no inhibition about demonizing them 
while a dictatorship openly backed the armed actors who had always 
terrorized the poor.    

In the time leading up to the coup, Vivanco ignored Aristide’s dire 
shortage of police. HRW instead criticized Aristide in a published 
statement that appeared only sixteen days before U.S. troops kid-
napped him.35 While insurgents, who had been given safe haven in 
the neighboring Dominican Republic for years, were killing and scat-
tering his few police, HRW declared that “Aristide Should Uphold 
Rule of Law.”36 It demanded that he “take immediate, constructive 
steps to reestablish the rule of law and rebuild the country’s demo-
cratic institutions.” In his book Damming the Flood, Peter Hallward 
sarcastically commented on HRW’s demands:

 
Once Aristide’s puzzling failure to do these things had facilitated 
his removal from office, rather than call for the immediate res-
toration of the elected government or even press for an inquiry 
into the circumstances of its removal, HRW urged, instead, the 
speedy dispatch of more foreign troops.37  

The Nobel laureates who had asked HRW to close its revolving door 
with Washington were also dismayed by its stance on Haiti: “In the face 
of what were likely the worst human rights abuses of any country in the 
Western Hemisphere at the time, HRW barely lifted a finger.”38  

HRW essentially treated the U.S.-perpetrated coup in Haiti and 
its bloody aftermath as a “humanitarian rescue” that must not get 
a “bad name.” Its failure to act as a credible human rights advocate 
was matched by the Western media’s dismal performance. It is easy to 
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anticipate how HRW’s attitude toward the police in Venezuela would 
be completely transformed after some kind of U.S.-orchestrated 
“humanitarian rescue”: the “colectivos,” organized Chavistas in poor 
neighborhoods who are sometimes armed, would be cast in the same 
role as the pro-Aristide “gangs” that Vivanco demonized in Haiti.39 
But as long as Venezuela’s police work for a government that the 
United States is trying to overthrow, they are unreservedly, and often 
recklessly, denounced by HRW.

By Contrast, Outrage at Police in Venezuela, for Now

On September 19, 2019, HRW issued a brief report titled “Venezuela: 
Extrajudicial Killings in Poor Areas: Pattern of Serious Police Abuse 
Goes Unpunished.” The report said: 

Interior Minister Néstor Reverol reported in December 2017 
that there were 5,995 such cases in 2016 and 4,998 in 2017. 
Venezuelan security forces killed nearly 7,000 people in inci-
dents they claimed were cases of “resistance to authority” in 
2018 and the first five months of 2019, according to the govern-
ment figures.40 

Relative to population (Haiti in 2004–06 had roughly a third of 
Venezuela’s 2019 population), the numbers above are very similar 
to the number of people killed per year by the armed actors serv-
ing Latortue’s dictatorship in Haiti. But in Venezuela’s case, HRW was 
eager, on the basis of skimpy evidence, to imply widespread politically 
motivated killings by police. The report quoted Vivanco saying that 
“authorities are resorting to egregious abuses in low-income commu-
nities that no longer support the Maduro regime.”41 

By HRW’s own account, then, these killings were not taking place 
in bastions of organized opposition to the government that went 
back decades—as they were in Haiti under Latortue, who represented 
the U.S.-backed elite that Aristide had trounced in the elections. In 
Venezuela’s case, those bastions of opposition to Chavista governments 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



216 EXTRAORDINARY THREAT

are middle- and upper-class neighborhoods. And of course, HRW 
never referred to Latortue’s dictatorship as a “regime,” nor did it ever 
speculate or express interest in Latortue’s popularity level in the poor 
neighborhoods his security forces attacked.

HRW also showed no concern about Venezuelan police vulnerabil-
ity as it had in Haiti in 2005 (when, after Aristide was overthrown, 
it became Vivanco’s primary concern), even though the dangers of 
policing in Venezuela have been widely reported. Closely related to 
that problem is Venezuela’s notoriously high homicide rate, one of 
the highest in the Americas—as the Western media has constantly 
reminded us for decades. But this was easily forgotten when it was not 
useful to the story HRW wanted to tell. 

From 2015 to 2017, the violent death rate for Venezuelan police 
as a group ranged from 90 to 201 per 100,000 personnel (see the 
table above). The homicide rate for all Venezuelans as of 2017 was 57 
per 100,000 inhabitants, according to the UN.42 Unlike Haiti (which 
has fewer police per person than the United States), Venezuela has 
about two and a half times more police per person than the United 
States. Despite their much higher numbers relative to the population, 
Venezuelan police are (at least) ten times more likely to be killed on 
duty than U.S. police.43  

Under Maduro, Venezuela has shifted to a mano dura (hard-
handed) approach to crime.44 Nobody should endorse this approach, 
given that it inevitably encourages police impunity in the poorest 
communities. Unfortunately, that approach has popular support 
throughout the region.45 Under Chávez, however, a much more 
progressive approach to policing, combined with rapid poverty and 
inequality reduction, failed to have much positive impact on the 
homicide rate. Homicides plateaued during Chávez’s last four years 
in office, after an alarming increase that began years before he was 
first elected. There is widespread agreement that the homicide rate 
has fallen since 2016, for reasons that are unclear.46 

In fact, Chávez was accused of deliberately weakening the police 
at the expense of public safety. Western media didn’t shrink from 
blaming him for the country’s high homicide rate. In 2012, the Los 
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Angeles Times reported the following in an article with the headline, 
“In Venezuela, killings of Caracas police are on rise”:

Observatory director and criminologist Roberto Briceno-Leon 
believes that the violent tone set by Chávez in promoting his 
socialist Bolivarian Revolution is partly responsible for rising 
crime rates—a belief that he says is shared by 58% of Venezuelans 
polled by his university group.

“Chávez has promoted the idea that violence forms part of 
the class struggle against the rich and the landowners, and so it’s 
not so bad,” Briceno-Leon said. “He has always rationalized high 
crime by saying the problem exists on every country on Earth, 
and that it’s the fault of poverty and capitalism. He won’t hire 
more police because he sees it as a right-wing policy.”47 

Under both Chávez and Maduro, notwithstanding their different 
approaches to policing, the criminal justice system overall, including 
prosecutors and judges, remained stacked against poor people. The 
assassinations of Chavistas in the countryside and widespread impu-
nity for the violent opposition are the most striking manifestations of 
this fact. 

But Chávez should have been widely praised for resisting the tempta-
tion to support heavy-handed policing. By itself, this was a positive aspect 
of his years in office. Instead, he was absurdly accused of having sinister 
motives for doing so. Brian Nelson’s book The Silence and the Scorpion 
(an apologia for the 2002 coup that briefly ousted Chávez) suggests 
that Chávez’s efforts to curb the power of police were actually intended 
to benefit Colombian FARC rebels operating in Venezuela.48 Chávez 
should be criticized for not making the sweeping changes required to 
ensure that most prosecutors and judges did their jobs properly. And 
yet, had he done so, the response of groups like HRW would have been 
to scream that judicial independence was being trampled.49    

HRW’s radically different approach to police violence in Haiti and 
Venezuela illustrates how shamelessly the group adopts any stance 
that will help the United States justify overthrowing the governments 
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it doesn’t like and keeping in power the dictatorships it supports. The 
death of Chávez provided another revealing example of HRW acting 
as if it were the U.S. government’s human rights group.  

Dramatic Imperial Bias Revealed by Death of Chávez  

Within two hours of Chávez’s death on March 5, 2013, HRW put out 
a statement attacking his legacy. It was titled “Chávez’s Authoritarian 
Legacy: Dramatic Concentration of Power and Open Disregard for 
Basic Human Rights.” The statement chose not to say a single positive 
thing about Chávez’s time in office. HRW does not limit itself to only 
criticizing governments or political leaders. It also hands out effusive 
praise. In addition to flattering the world’s most powerful states (the 
United States and its European allies), HRW has applauded low-level 
U.S. allies as well, such as Ecuador under Lenín Moreno. 

There was nothing in the statement about how Venezuela had 
achieved a huge reduction in poverty and inequality under Chávez. 
(But when those trends reversed under Maduro, HRW took the 
decline as a stick with which to beat the government constantly.) 
There was nothing about drastically increased voter turnout under 
Chávez. There was no recognition that Chávez admirably resisted 
pressure from the opposition to resort to heavy-handed policing in 
order to bring down Venezuela’s very high homicide rate. 

There was no praise for Chávez strongly opposing the U.S. bomb-
ing of Afghanistan in 2001, as well as its invasion of Iraq, the 2004 
coup in Haiti, the 2009 coup in Honduras, NATO’s bombing of Libya, 
the catastrophic militarization of the conflict in Syria, and Israel’s 
aggression in Lebanon and Palestine. None of that drew Chávez any 
applause from HRW. 

Instead, as examples of Chávez “embracing abusive govern-
ments,” HRW highlighted Libya under Muammar al-Gaddafi, Syria, 
Iran, and Cuba—all governments the United States has targeted for 
destruction.50 HRW did not mention the U.S.-backed government of 
Colombia even though, for a time, Chávez had warm relations with 
the far-right and extremely abusive Alvaro Uribe.51 In 2008, their 
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relationship rapidly went sour.52 But Chávez quickly repaired rela-
tions with Colombia after Juan Manuel Santos took office in 2010. 
Santos (who attended Chávez’s funeral) was Uribe’s Minister of 
Defense from 2006 to 2009, and is therefore deeply implicated in the 
large-scale crimes of armed actors in Colombia, both military and 
paramilitary.53 Chávez also had warm relations with the right-wing 
Haitian President Michel Martelly, whose sham election in 2011 was 
the direct result of U.S. and OAS bullying. But, for obvious reasons, 
none of these relationships provoked outrage or even a mention from 
HRW.54

Moreover, it’s impossible to see how any government in the Global 
South, unless it’s suicidal, avoids relationships with abusive govern-
ments. Consider the most obvious example: Venezuela’s relationship 
with the United States. 

Should we condemn Chávez for continuing to sell oil to the United 
States despite its abusive government? Of course not. To do so would 
have inflicted hardships on the most vulnerable Venezuelans and 
indiscriminately punished people in the United States. 

Countries of the Global South should try to unite to resist the arbi-
trary rule of the strong, even if doing so sometimes means defending 
bad governments. This is analogous to saying that the basic civil 
rights of criminals must be defended in any society that rejects arbi-
trary rule. 

For example, Chávez supported Libya’s Gaddafi—rhetorically, since 
Venezuela was not in a position to do much else. But the United States 
got its way in Libya. Gaddafi was overthrown and savagely murdered 
by U.S. proxies. Venezuela’s support was hardly going to prevent 
that—unfortunately, because the United States and its NATO allies 
managed to make Libya far worse today than it was under Gaddafi.  

HRW officials would also never give Chávez credit for his achieve-
ment of surviving U.S.-backed efforts to overthrow him.55 Had 
those efforts succeeded, they would have resulted in a Latortue-
style campaign to murderously eradicate Chavismo as an organized 
political force. We know from what happened in Haiti that HRW’s 
responses would have ranged from silence to outright support for 
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a brutal dictatorship. This became clear once more after a military 
coup ousted Evo Morales in Bolivia in 2019. In May 2020, Vivanco 
explicitly referred to the U.S.-backed Añez dictatorship in Bolivia as 
a “democracy.”56  

HRW’s statements about other prominent political leaders who 
have died, considered alongside its statement regarding Chávez, dra-
matically expose its double standards. HRW has deplored the bigotry 
of Donald Trump, but it hailed an overtly racist warmonger, the late 
U.S. Senator John McCain. Ken Roth, HRW’s executive director, 
tweeted that McCain “will be remembered for his firm, principled 
opposition to torture, especially by Bush, a member of his own party.” 
Its Americas director, José Miguel Vivanco, tweeted (in Spanish) that 
McCain was “a giant in North American politics and an ally in the 
defense of human rights.” Sarah Margon, HRW’s Washington direc-
tor, tweeted that McCain’s death “feels exceptionally tough for those 
of us who have fought for human decency and basic rights alongside 
and with him.” Dinah PoKempner, HRW’s general counsel, retweeted 
an article that called McCain a “war hero.”57 

McCain’s “war hero” status comes from participating in the slaugh-
ter in Vietnam that most likely killed three million people—or “gooks” 
as McCain unapologetically preferred to call them.58 He was taken 
prisoner after his plane was shot down during his twenty-third bomb-
ing mission and then he was tortured by the North Vietnamese.59 
How many people did McCain kill during those missions? Was it 
hundreds? Thousands? It’s inexcusable that he was tortured, but it 
does not justify what he was doing in Vietnam—which was crimi-
nal, not heroic. His ordeal as a prisoner cannot erase the humanity 
of his victims or justify the racist slurs he used against them. Despite 
the death toll of millions of Vietnamese, McCain complained in his 
1989 book Faith of My Fathers about “frustratingly limited bombing 
targets.” In 1998, McCain’s arguments for a “winnable” Vietnam War 
were poorly veiled regrets that the slaughter was not worse: “Had we 
taken the war to the North and made full, consistent use of air power 
in the North, we ultimately would have prevailed.”60 HRW also pub-
lished an official statement after McCain’s death saying that he “was 
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for decades a compassionate voice for US foreign and national secu-
rity policy.”61 McCain strongly supported the Contra terrorists armed 
by Ronald Reagan in the 1980s to bring Nicaragua’s democratically 
elected government to its knees—the first democracy Nicaragua had 
after seven decades of brutal dictatorship backed (and for a time 
directly imposed) by Washington.62 How could that—or the fact that 
McCain joked about bombing Iran—evade the notice of a serious 
human rights group?63  

Himself a sponsor of terrorists, McCain tried to have the Chávez 
government placed on the U.S. “sponsors of terrorism” list.64 U.S. 
journalist Max Blumenthal wrote of McCain, “In Libya and Syria, 
he cultivated affiliates of Al Qaeda as allies, and in Ukraine, McCain 
courted actual, sig-heiling neo-Nazis.”65 McCain also supported the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.66 In its statement following his death, 
HRW vaguely conceded that there “were certainly times when McCain 
didn’t live up to his own aspirations.” But it then hastened to add that 
McCain had a “deep commitment to human rights.”   

The group’s praise for McCain’s anti-torture rhetoric is also inter-
esting. Why was the use of torture even being debated in a country 
that Ken Roth proclaimed the “world’s most powerful proponent 
of human rights”? McCain’s opposition to torture, putting aside the 
watered-down legislation he actually supported, is much more indic-
ative of a regressive political culture than of virtue on his part.67 In 
the twenty-first century, are we also to cheer U.S. politicians for being 
anti-slavery and pro-universal suffrage? Regardless, even if the U.S. 
political culture does include people who are worse than McCain on 
some issues, how does that excuse a human rights group showering 
him with praise?   

HRW’s statement published in 2015 after the death of staunch 
U.S. ally King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia was titled “Saudi Arabia: 
King’s Reform Agenda Unfulfilled: New Leadership Should Prioritize 
Improving Country’s Human Rights Record.”68 It found positive things 
to say about a man who ran perhaps the most brutal and backward 
dictatorship on earth.69 It said that, under Abdullah, there had been 
“a marginally expanded public role for women” and other “concrete 
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gains for women.” It noted that “internet and social media empow-
ered Saudi citizens to speak openly,” and that Abdullah was a “great 
champion of religious dialogue outside the kingdom.”  

Its criticism of Saudi Arabia was embarrassingly muted. It said 
that “some written laws promulgated during King Abdullah’s reign 
curtailed basic rights.” Another sentence blandly observed that Saudi 
judges “continue to jail and sentence people for ‘sorcery’ and ‘sowing 
discord.’”  In fact, Abudullah’s government beheaded people for those 
things.70 

HRW’s hopeful tone regarding alleged progress in Saudi Arabia has 
been a staple of U.S. establishment propaganda for several decades. 
Abdullah Al-Arian, an assistant professor of history at Georgetown 
University, put together a collection of New York Times headlines 
from 1953 to 2017 that all hyped “reform” in Saudi Arabia.71 The 
U.S. media critic Adam Johnson has mocked this endless spin for the 
Saudi rulers as the “71,500-year reform plan” that congratulates them 
for “moving their country toward the 19th century every five years or 
so.”72    

HRW’s beloved John McCain reacted to Abdullah’s death by calling 
him an “important voice for reform in Saudi Arabia,” a “vocal advo-
cate of peace,” and a “critical partner in the war on terror.” President 
Obama, former President George H. W. Bush, Vice President Joe 
Biden, and Secretary of State John Kerry all made similar remarks.73  

Western support for the Saudi dictatorship (often referred to by the 
romanticized term “kingdom”) has gone far beyond public flattery. 
In September 2016, Reuters estimated that “Obama’s administration 
has offered Saudi Arabia more than $115 billion in weapons, other 
military equipment and training, the most of any U.S. administration 
in the 71-year U.S.-Saudi alliance.”74 Canada and the UK have also 
supplied its military.75 

The horrors that Saudi Arabia has inflicted on Yemen since 2015 
with Western-supplied military hardware and training, combined 
with the murder of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi on 
October 2, 2018, by Saudi agents, led to an unprecedented public rela-
tions problem.76 By 2019, Trump was forced to use his veto in order to 
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keep supporting the Saudi atrocities in Yemen. On May 2, 2019, the 
U.S. Senate failed to override the veto.77  

HRW still found positive things to say about the Saudi government 
in a statement on November 4, 2019—proving that its commitment 
to the “71,500-year reform plan” was very strong indeed. It said 
that “important social reforms enacted under Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman have been accompanied by deepening 
repression and abusive practices meant to silence dissidents and crit-
ics.”78 It was still willing to give more credit to a notoriously barbaric 
U.S. ally than it did to Chávez when he died.

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Colombia’s U.S.–Approved Horror 
Show Could Come to Venezuela  

After two decades of coup attempts, ever-tightening eco-
nomic strangulation, and tens of thousands of deaths from 
preventable disease, it could be tempting to assume that 

Venezuela’s surrender to U.S. dictates would be better than the status 
quo. Since 2016, Venezuela’s economic collapse has sparked an exodus 
of Venezuelans into Colombia and other countries. According to one 
widely cited group of anti-Maduro academics, nearly one million per 
year left Venezuela for other countries between 2017 and 2019.1 What 
if the sanctions ended and those millions of people could go home?2

In the real world, controlled experiments are impossible. But 
Venezuela’s neighbor, Colombia, offers a glimpse into what the future 
holds for Venezuelans should Chavismo fall to the right-wing opposi-
tion. A U.S. victory in Venezuela—the overthrow of Maduro—would 
bring an end to sanctions. But whatever relief that brings could be com-
pletely canceled by the ravages of low-intensity war, the likes of which 
Colombia has endured as the price for keeping its oligarchy in power.    

More than 220,000 have died in Colombia’s fifty-seven-year-old 
civil war.3 Its population of  internally displaced people was about 7 
million in 2016, and had consistently been similar to Syria’s between 
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2011 to 2016.4  As of 2015, there were hundreds of thousands of 
Colombian refugees living in Venezuela, but barely any Venezuelan 
refugees living in Colombia.5 Colombia’s government was never tar-
geted for economic strangulation by the United States: it has been a 
recipient of U.S. financial and military support. Similarly kind treat-
ment has been dispensed to Colombia’s government by the western 
media. For example, in 2014, the New York Times editorial board said: 
“Colombia, Brazil and other Latin American countries should lead 
an effort to prevent Caracas from representing the region [on the UN 
Security Council] when it is fast becoming an embarrassment on the 
continent.” The Times actually singled out Colombia’s government as 
one of the regional good guys.6

On April 18, 2009, at the Summit of the Americas in Trinidad, Hugo 
Chávez handed a copy of Open Veins of Latin America by Eduardo 
Galeano to the new U.S. president and repository of great hopes, 
Barack Obama. Galeano is one of Latin America’s most respected 
writers, and Open Veins is a devastating single-volume history of the 
carnage wrought by various empires on the continent. But the book 
didn’t have much of an impact on Obama or lead to any change in 
how the United States related to Venezuela. Had Obama cracked the 
book open, he could have learned about the system of plunder that 
has afflicted the continent for the past five hundred years.  

In its history of exploitation, Venezuela shares much with other 
countries in the region, and has many special connections to its 
neighbor, Colombia. In the time of Simón Bolívar, during the early 
nineteenth century, Venezuela was part of Gran Colombia. Panama 
seceded from Colombia in 1903 at the behest of the United States, 
while other countries, including Venezuela, split off at different times. 
Colombia today has roughly twice Venezuela’s population and covers 
a bigger territory.

Their shared histories go through the boom-and-bust commodity 
cycles of the twentieth century and the armed struggles of the 1960s. 
When Colombia’s FARC, ELN, and M-19 fought their leftist armed 
struggles against the state, Venezuela had its own armed struggles 
in the hillsides. The U.S. counterinsurgency strategy, brought to 
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Colombia by U.S. General William P. Yarborough in the 1960s, envi-
sioned Latin America’s military officers trained in the United States 
to fight these local insurgencies on behalf of multinational corpo-
rations and local landowners. Among their tools: the creation of 
auxiliary forces, armed civilians working with the military, which 
used indiscriminate attacks on civilians and showy violence to ter-
rorize would-be guerrilla sympathizers. If rural guerrilla fighters 
followed Mao Zedong’s doctrine of being “fish” swimming among 
the rural population, the U.S.-backed counterinsurgents would 
“drain the swamp” by displacing peasants from their villages and 
depopulating the countryside. The counterinsurgency strategy was 
generalized and applied to Venezuela, to build up the security state 
and a counterinsurgency. 

U.S. oil politics in Latin America could not but focus on Venezuela. 
Colombia also has oil, as do Ecuador and Bolivia. U.S.- and UK-backed 
sanctions against the Mexican government in the 1930s were a pun-
ishment for nationalization.7 

Both countries were founded on the exploitation of African slaves, 
the theft of Indigenous lands, and an unequal, plantation-based 
economy with concentrated land-ownership and cities built to export 
commodities to the metropoles of the world. They diverged in the 
specific commodities they specialized in, with Colombia focusing on 
coffee and Venezuela becoming a major petroleum exporter in the 
early twentieth century. In the 1970s, the global economy of illegal 
drugs changed, and the U.S. market for cocaine, produced from the 
coca leaf grown in the Andes (Colombia, Bolivia, and Peru), expanded 
dramatically. Apart from being illegal, the business functions like 
other commodity-based businesses: raw materials are produced in 
the Global South, and sellers and consumers in the Global North 
capture most of the value, placing their profits in U.S. and European 
banks. But in the propaganda system, Colombia came to be portrayed 
as the source of the world’s drug problems, as opposed to what it was, 
a source for the primary commodities, coca and poppy, from which 
profits and power were derived mainly by the elites of the United States 
and Europe (whose masses also consumed the finished product). 
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The Cuban Revolution in 1959 inspired leftist guerrillas through-
out the hemisphere. In Colombia, the pre-emption of a liberal reform 
movement through the assassination of the presidential candidate 
Jorge Eliécer Gaitán in 1948 started a guerrilla war that has contin-
ued in various forms until today. In addition to problems shared with 
Brazil, Venezuela, Ecuador, and its other neighbors, from land con-
centration to an inability to protect its own industries or welfare state 
from penetration by U.S. corporations and privatization pressures, 
Colombia has borne this special burden of a permanent civil war. 
Because of this, the United States has since the 1960s treated Colombia 
as its laboratory for counterinsurgency in the Americas—including 
paramilitarism, the use of the drug trade to finance counterinsur-
gency, aerial fumigation, surveillance, and other activities.

The permanent civil war has also provided Colombia’s elites with 
cover for the violent suppression of popular movements and demands 
for social reform. The Colombian state has identified unions, peas-
ant associations, Indigenous people, and Afro-Colombians with the 
guerrillas and has therefore treated them as civil war belligerents. In 
the countryside, this has led to mass displacement and an internal ref-
ugee crisis. In the cities, it takes the form of the assassination of union 
and social movement leaders. These killings are done by paramilitary 
death squads who are organized and financed by elites, sometimes 
privately but usually through the state, which allows them to operate 
with impunity. 

All of these dynamics are seen in other Latin American countries, 
but they have dominated and shaped Colombia’s history to a greater 
extent.

Venezuela evolved somewhat differently. The political class devel-
oped a power-sharing arrangement to maintain democratic trappings 
while keeping the country and the all-important oil company in elite 
hands and under U.S. hegemony. And though guerrillas did take up 
arms in the 1960s, Colombia-style dirty-war methods kept the dis-
ruption of business-as-usual to a minimum. But when Hugo Chávez 
arrived on the Venezuelan scene and upset this rigid political order, 
promising to include the masses in the benefits of the oil economy, 
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the dirty-war methods were expanded. In particular, Venezuelan 
peasants trying to assert their rights were murdered in large numbers, 
like their counterparts in Colombia. 

When Chavismo became a political force in 1998, there were some 
wait-and-see moments as the United States tried to determine what 
Chavismo was and how it would affect oil politics globally. Colombian 
analyst Hector Mondragon believed that Plan Colombia, a multi-
billion-dollar package of military and anti-narcotics co-operation 
announced in 2000, had a lot to do with having a bigger U.S. military 
presence in Colombia to better target Venezuela (and Ecuador).8 The 
entire decade of 2000–2010 was one of continuous escalation of the 
Colombian civil war, as President Álvaro Uribe, who held office from 
2002 to 2010, kept ramping the conflict up, promising victory against 
the guerrillas. When victory proved elusive, Uribe blamed Colombia’s 
neighbors Ecuador and Venezuela, and tried to inflame wars against 
them.  

A series of Colombia-Venezuela incidents were manufactured to 
maintain a continuous sense of threat against the reform process 
underway in Venezuela.  

The first such incident: In February 2003, the Colombian consulate 
and Spanish Embassy in Caracas were bombed. The Colombian govern-
ment immediately insinuated that Chávez was behind the bombings, 
but no further conflict between Colombia and Venezuela followed. By 
November, Venezuela’s public prosecutor, Danilo Anderson, issued 
arrest warrants accusing anti-Chávez National Guard general Felipe 
Rodriguez and two lieutenants in the bombings.9 Rodriguez, who 
was one of the leaders of the April 2002 coup against Chávez, went 
into hiding, but was apprehended in 2005. Less than a year before, 
Anderson, who had brought the charges against him, was assassinated 
by a car bomb.10 In 2008, a Venezuelan court convicted Rodriguez and 
sentenced him to ten years and six months in prison11 for planning the 
bombings to destabilize the government.12 He received early release on 
March 4, 2011.13 

The next incident occurred at a regional security summit in Bogotá, 
in mid-March 2003. There, the Colombian government (with its U.S. 
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patron behind it) pointed fingers at every single neighboring country. 
Panama was blamed for being a route by which arms and people are 
transported. Ecuador came in for criticism as a drug trafficking route 
as well. Brazil was asked to send troops to Colombia for a “multilat-
eral force against terrorism.” (In January of that year, Uribe had asked 
for a U.S. intervention in his own country.) 

Venezuela was singled out for special criticism. Colombia’s rep-
resentatives at the summit claimed that Venezuela was training and 
supporting one of Colombia’s guerrilla organizations, the FARC. 
Because the FARC was already on the U.S. State Department’s list of 
“terrorist organizations,” a deft combination of the Bush doctrine, 
of overthrowing states accused of supporting terrorism, and the 
Rumsfeld doctrine, “the absence of evidence is not the evidence of 
absence,” would have been enough to justify an intervention against 
Venezuela.

Colombia’s rant at the summit was a bold inversion of reality for 
multiple reasons. It was Colombia’s army-backed paramilitaries who 
had crossed the border into Panama in January 2003 to murder four 
Indigenous leaders—the mayors and commissioner of the Kuna Paya 
village, who were shot and hacked apart with machetes. And it was 
the Colombian army that would soon engage in cross-border terror-
ism by attacking Venezuela and testing its defenses.

On March 31, 2003, Chávez announced on Venezuelan radio: “A 
short while ago, I ordered an air force operation and we bombed an 
area where we detected the presence of a group” of Colombian irregu-
lar forces along the border. The Colombian irregulars had attacked 
a Venezuelan military post. Chávez stressed that Caracas would 
not tolerate Colombian armed groups entering Venezuela. “Neither 
paramilitaries nor rebels nor the armed forces of Colombia have 
authorization, nor will they have it, to be on Venezuelan territory,” he 
said.14 

Another Colombian raid occurred in May 2004. Some eighty-eight 
Colombian paramilitaries were apprehended on Sunday, May 9, at 
a ranch, El Hatillo, near Caracas. 15 These eighty-eight were part of 
a larger group of 130 who had entered Venezuela. According to the 
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testimony of one of the captured Colombians, the group was training 
and preparing for yet another operation to overthrow the Venezuelan 
government:

The terrorist plan consisted of attacking a military installation in 
Caracas this week, possibly the Urban Security Command of the 
National Guard. On Monday, the paramilitaries were to be taken 
to another ranch, where they would receive final training with 
arms and ammunition, and do the assault on Wednesday. “We 
were going to attack a military base that has tunnels underneath 
containing arms,” said the presumed paramilitary. The purpose, 
according to one of the anti-Chávez “generals,” was to steal arms 
from the base to give to a 3,000 strong paramilitary group who 
were to come to Venezuela in 8 days.16

 
The ranch belonged to Robert Alonso, an anti-Castro Cuban, high-

profile member of the Venezuelan opposition, and brother of the actor 
Maria Conchita Alonso. There were also, according to Venezuelan 
authorities, active members of Venezuela’s military involved in the 
plot, which included not only plans to take over the state but to carry 
out terrorist attacks. 

One of the Colombians who was caught gave anonymous, on-cam-
era testimony while wearing a mask. The man, a Colombian army 
reservist, had been given the impression that he would be going to do 
agricultural work in the countryside, but, along with the others, was 
then informed that he would be training for a major military opera-
tion. “When we learned what was really going on,” he said, “more 
than one Colombian wanted to escape. One Colombian tried, but 
they caught him after 100 metres, and told him the next time they 
would kill him, and they took our papers.”

Chávez framed the issue in explicitly anti-terrorist terms. “We’ve 
struck a blow against coup-plotters, destabilizers, and terrorists, in 
this endless struggle against terrorism, destabilization, and the ene-
mies of democracy and the people.” He described the whole operation 
as an assassination attempt: “They came to kill me.”
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Richard Boucher, the State Department’s spokesperson, said: “I 
know there are some accusations that all this is part of some US con-
spiracy to overthrow the Chávez government. We categorically reject 
these declarations and shameful accusations.”17

Next, the Venezuelan opposition finally tried to use the constitution 
to get rid of Chavismo by gathering signatures for a recall referendum, 
scheduled for August 2004. But as the referendum campaign ramped 
up that summer, Uribe announced a new “border brigade,” with 
forty-six tanks supplied from Spain, to be deployed to the Venezuelan 
border.18 The Venezuelan military expressed concern; Chávez went 
to work on a diplomatic solution. Spain, which had elected a social-
ist government, cancelled the deal. The tanks never arrived, and the 
whole topic became a friendly joke between Uribe and Chávez at a 
later summit, during a brief period of cordial relations.  

The opposition’s referendum failed as well, with Venezuelans voting 
overwhelmingly to keep Chávez in office. But in December 2004, 
Colombia made another daring provocation: the arrest of a high-
profile spokesman for the Colombian guerrillas, Rodrigo Granda, in 
Venezuela. The Colombian government received support from sub-
orned Venezuelan police and military agents as it smuggled Granda 
out of Caracas. He was taken to a Colombian prison and released 
three years later in a multilateral negotiation with France. The whole 
incident was also a statement from Uribe (and the United States) 
against Chávez’s attempts to work with Cuba to facilitate a negotiated 
solution to the Colombian civil war. In response, Chávez closed the 
Colombia-Venezuela border. 

Around the time of Granda’s release in 2007, Chávez pushed for 
another major effort to negotiate an end to the Colombian civil war. 
The hope was for a humanitarian exchange of prisoners, which would 
address the FARC’s most unpopular tactic, kidnapping. Uribe eventu-
ally scuttled the deal and initiated military operations in FARC zones 
instead.19 

From 2007 forward, Uribe kept ramping up the aggression against 
FARC locally and against Venezuela internationally. In March 2008, 
Colombia assassinated the commander of the FARC, Raúl Reyes, in 
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an air raid.20 Reyes was in Ecuador. The cavalier air attack on another 
country nearly led to war with both Ecuador and Venezuela—which 
may well have been the point. 

At the end of Chavismo’s glory years, from 2006 to 2012, the 
Colombia-Venezuela border again became the focus of the assault 
on Chavismo. A smuggling economy developed as people began 
taking subsidized staples out of Venezuela—fuel, food, toilet paper, 
and other products available through Venezuelan government pro-
grams. Destabilizing Venezuela’s economy by making staple items 
difficult to get, border smuggling proved a more effective weapon 
against Chavismo than outright military attack. Colombia never 
had the internal stability required to make foreign conquest a viable 
option. Its military’s primary enemy has been civilians and, as a dis-
tant second, the FARC. 

During one phase of the most recent coup attempt in Venezuela, 
Juan Guaidó pulled his aid stunt on the Colombian border. Some of 
the Venezuelans who defected to his side ended up miserable and 
hopeless in Colombia. “We are adrift; we do not have the support 
of anybody. We want Juan Guaidó to come to talk to us face to face,” 
their spokesman said from a UN refugee camp weeks later.21 Some 
Venezuelan defectors even ended up in ICE detention centers in 
the United States. The Empire, from its own immoral perspective, is 
probably wise not to reward failure.22   

In contrast with Venezuela’s apparently uniquely bad human rights 
situation, we have Colombia, which is portrayed as fighting the 
good fight against terrorism. The facts reveal horrors committed by 
Colombia’s rulers that Venezuela’s elite and its U.S. sponsors have so 
far been prevented from inflicting on Venezuela. 

At the beginning of Colombia’s peace process in 2013, a state 
body produced an estimate of 220,000 deaths that were caused by 
the conflict between 1958 and 2013. Between 1996 and 2005, there 
was a kidnapping every eight hours and an anti-personnel mine 
killed someone every single day. Between 1980 and 2012, there were 
1,982 massacres, most of which were committed by the state and 
paramilitaries.23 
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These paramilitary death squads have become a part of the politi-
cal leadership of the country.24 Their crimes are the most horrific of 
any actors in the conflict and also the largest in scale. Over the course 
of various demobilization initiatives, during which paramilitaries 
could surrender and confess their crimes, the state collected evidence: 
“1,926 confessions of demobilized paramilitary members have been 
taken; 32,909 crimes confessed—the vast majority murders; 2,666 
victim remains exhumed, and 257,089 victims registered.”25 (These 
figures were reported in a 2009 State Department cable and published 
by Wikileaks.) The paramilitary campaign was particularly genocidal 
against Colombia’s Indigenous people, bringing thirty-four groups to 
the verge of extinction.26

Post-peace process, the killings keep going. The grim statistics 
are documented by Colombian human rights organizations such 
as the Lawyer’s Collective (Colectivo de Abogados). Human rights 
defenders were killed in large numbers: 133 in 2016, 126 in 2017, 
and 178 in 2018.27 The UN’s Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights documented 108 killings of human rights defenders 
in 2019.28 Murders of peasant leaders, union leaders, and so-called 
social-cleansing murders of LGBTQ, homeless people, sex workers, 
and others targeted by right-wing paramilitaries, also abound. 

But the scandal that dominated headlines for years in Colombia 
was the  “false positives” scandal, in which the army killed 10,000 
or more completely innocent noncombatants to boost the death toll 
they could report of guerrillas. The false positives program went on 
throughout Uribe’s rule from 2002 to 2010.29 The scandal broke in 
2008. There were over 5,000 military men involved in the killings, and 
a few hundred have been imprisoned for it.30 Uribe is still a senator in 
Colombia and recognized as the power behind the current president, 
Ivan Duque. In addition to the false positive murders, thousands of 
Colombians were disappeared during each year of Uribe’s rule: 15,732 
in 2002, 12,577 in 2003, and 9,759 in 2004, until the number slowly 
declined to below 1,000 in 2013 under President Santos. During the 
war, somewhere around seven million Colombians became internal 
refugees or internally displaced people.31 
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The point of all this isn’t simply to say, “Imagine if Chavismo’s 
human rights record had resembled that of Uribismo?”—although 
the contrast should be clear by now. The significance of this compari-
son is to show that Colombia’s nightmare of a permanent war against 
social movements is precisely what is planned for Venezuela should 
the opposition’s coup attempts finally succeed. 

In September 2014, New York Times editors singled out Colombia 
as a country that should “lead an effort to prevent Caracas from rep-
resenting the region when it is fast becoming an embarrassment.”32 
The editors registered zero “embarrassment” when U.S. General John 
Kelly told Congress, “The beauty of having a Colombia—they’re such 
good partners, particularly in the military realm, they’re such good 
partners with us. When we ask them to go somewhere else and train 
the Mexicans, the Hondurans, the Guatemalans, the Panamanians, 
they will do it almost without asking. And they’ll do it on their own. 
They’re so appreciative of what we did for them. And what we did for 
them was, really, to encourage them for 20 years and they’ve done 
such a magnificent job.”33

If the United States succeeds in Venezuela, the success will look 
something like Colombia: a multigenerational civil war, the exclusion 
of the majority, the murder of social leaders, and the reconfigura-
tion of the economy for the benefit of the United States and the local 
elite. The only compensation for the tragedy unfolding for the coun-
try will be better media coverage. No one who wishes Colombians or 
Venezuelans well can accept their own government’s contributing to 
such a future.
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Chronology: Six Coup Attempts

1. April 11–14, 2002: President Hugo Chávez deposed in a military 
coup. Constitution of 1999 annulled. Dictatorship under Pedro 
Carmona recognized by the United States. Carmona Decree dis-
misses the Supreme Court and elected officials countrywide. The 
coup results in seventy-nine violent deaths: sixty-eight Chávez 
government supporters (Chavistas), seven opposition supporters, 
and five bystanders. Two days later, Chávez is restored to power by 
massive protests and a revolt against the coup by segments of the 
military.

2. December 2002–February 2003: Management-led shutdown of 
state oil company, PDVSA. Combined with impact of April coup, 
it causes loss of 29 percent of GDP; income poverty increases from 
48 to 62 percent. After shutdown fails to topple the government, 
almost half of PDVSA employees are fired.

3. April 2013: Nicolás Maduro wins election following Chávez’s death 
in March. United States refuses to recognize election results. Violent 
protests led by losing candidate Henrique Capriles attempts to have 
election annulled. Nine deaths, all Maduro supporters (Chavistas), 
one possibly the result of crime unrelated to protests. 
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4. February–April 2014: Opposition suffers defeat in nationwide 
municipal elections in December 2013. Two months later, violent 
protests led by Leopoldo López again aimed at ousting Maduro. 
Forty-three deaths: twenty-two strongly indicate responsibility 
of opposition protesters, sixteen strongly indicate government’s 
responsibility (security forces or supporters). Responsibility for 
three deaths is unclear; two additional deaths are accidental and 
cannot be blamed on either side.1

5. April–July 2017: Opposition wins control of National Assembly in 
December 2015. Maduro prevails in legal battles with Assembly. In 
April 2017, violent protests aimed at ousting Maduro erupt again.
One hundred and twenty-six deaths: fifty opposition support-
ers, twenty-nine bystanders, nineteen government supporters or 
police, and twenty-eight unknown or disputed.2 

6. January 2019–ongoing: Juan Guaidó recognized as interim presi-
dent by United States and many of its allies. Trump administration 
intensifies economic sanctions, blocking revenues from oil sales to 
the United States from going to Maduro government. U.S. threats 
of military attack increase in frequency while U.S. officials make 
direct appeals to Venezuelan military to oust Maduro.
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Kovalik, The Plot to Overthrow Venezuela (Hot Books, 2019), 26.

17. Bart Jones, Hugo! The Hugo Chávez Story from Mud Hut to Perpetual 
Revolution (Steerforth Press, 2007), 160: “The coup left fourteen 
soldiers, five police, and one civilian dead. Dozens were injured.”

18. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 174. At least 40 of the deaths were inmates of a 
Caracas prison where a revolt took place the day of the coup attempt, 
but it was not the prison where Chávez was being held at the time: 
Todd Robberson, “Gunfire Keeps Caracas Tense,” The Washington 
Post, November 29, 1992, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/
politics/1992/11/29/gunfire-keeps-caracas-tense/67b2b2aa-8db2-
4808-934f-e8c12624e315/.

19. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 157.
20. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 190.
21. George Ciccariello-Maher, We Created Chávez: A People’s History of the 

Venezuelan Revolution, (Duke University Press, 2007), 23; Bart Jones, 
Hugo!, 32, 69, 70. 

22. Gregory Wilpert, Changing Venezuela by Taking Power: The History 
and Policies of the Chávez Government (Verso, 2006), 12; 268n8. The 
name of this residence should not be confused with a town with the 
same name in the state of Falcon. 

23. George Ciccariello-Maher, We Created Chávez, 23.
24. Rachael Boothroyd, “Venezuela’s Transition to Democracy: Latin 

America’s Best Kept Secret,” VenezuelAnalysis, November 26, 2014, 
https://venezuelanalysis.com/analysis/11040.

25. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 38, 39.
26. Ciccariello-Maher, We Created Chávez, 76, 100.
27. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 297.
28. Gregory Wilpert, Changing Venezuela, 20.
29. While one can quibble with any term, we feel “professional class” is more 

appropriate than the vague “middle class.” See discussion in chapter 7.
30. Gregory Wilpert, Changing Venezuela, 20.
31. Gregory Wilpert, Changing Venezuela, 268n20, 269.
32. Gregory Wilpert, Changing Veneuzela, 21.

5. First Coup Attempt: April 2002
1. Greg Wilpert’s thorough April 7, 2013, essay in VenezuelAnalysis, 

“The 47-Hour Coup That Changed Everything,” is a key source for 
this chapter. It has a complete list of what the decree did. See https://
venezuelanalysis.com/analysis/2336. 

2. Wilpert is co-founder of VenezuelAnalysis and still a member of its 
team. See https://venezuelanalysis.com/about.
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Bertrand Aristide in December 2001. See Jeb Sprague, Paramilitarism 
and the Assault on Democracy in Haiti (Monthly Review Press, 2012), 
153–156. 

4. Correo del Orinoco, “What You Need to Know About the Enabling 
Law,” VenezuelAnalysis, August 19, 2013, https://venezuelanalysis.
com/analysis/9955.

5. Gregory Wilpert, “Venezuela’s Enabling Law Could Also Enable 
the Opposition,” VenezuelAnalysis, February 6, 2007, https://
venezuelanalysis.com/analysis/2213.

6. Bart Jones, Hugo! The Hugo Chávez Story (Steerforth, 2007), 305. 
Chávez used the powers given to him by an “enabling law” passed by 
the National Assembly and that was about to expire.

7. “Coronel venezolano rechazó su baja y se declaró en rebeldía,” 
Emol.com, February 21, 2002.  https://www.emol.com/noticias/
internacional/2002/02/21/79294/coronel-venezolano-rechazo-su-
baja-y-se-declaro-en-rebeldia.html. We believe Article 350 to be 
dangerously vague and therefore unwise.  

8. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 166–67, 312–13, 321; Ciccariello-Maher writes that 
Peña was disliked and distrusted by the Afro-Venezuelan Network “in 
part due to his unabashed racism” long before his break with Chávez. 
George Ciccariello-Maher, We Created Chávez (Duke University Press, 
2013), 158–9; Juan Forero, “A Brash Rival for Venezuela’s President,” 
The New York Times, December 10, 2001, https://www.nytimes.
com/2001/12/10/world/a-brash-rival-for-venezuela-s-president.html.

9. See note 1.
10. “Hace 19 años se transmitió el primer Aló Presidente,” https://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=-W92bDoVAp0&feature=youtu.be.
11. See also Joe Emersberger, “Remembering Henri Falcon’s May 2018 

Presidential campaign in Venezuela,” Znet, May 2, 2002, https://zcomm.
org/zblogs/remembering-henri-falcons-may-2018-presidential-
campaign-in-venezuela/; chapter 2 also provides example of the high 
profile media access available to Datanalisis directors Luis Vicente 
Leon and Antonio Gil Yepes.     

12. Regarding those nineteen deaths, Francisco Toro, an opposition 
writer and Washington Post op-ed writer who founded the Caracas 
Chronicles website, was willing to concede in 2004 that “Today, we 
know that there were deaths on both sides.” Tellingly, Toro describes 
all the people killed (up to 50 in his account) in the uprising to restore 
Chávez as “looters.” Toro admits the private media imposed a complete 
blackout on news coverage to try to keep Carmona in power, but was 
in denial about the purpose of the blackout. Why was it needed if, as 
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Toro claims, “Chávez did not return because the crowds came out, the 
crowds came out because they realized Chávez was about to return. The 
key decisions—both to remove Chávez and to reinstate them—were 
taken behind closed doors by high-ranking military men”? There was 
nothing much for the media to hide in Toro’s account; Francisco Toro, 
“The Untold Story of Venezuela’s 2002 April Crisis,” Caracas Chronicles, 
April 14, 2004, https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/francisco-
toro/?utm_term=.f42630bbbd01;  https://www.caracaschronicles.
com/2004/04/14/the-untold-story-of-venezuelas-2002-april-crisis/.
Toro also gives the false impression that the Chávez government had 
not paid reparations to the victims of the 1989 Caracazo Massacre as 
the IACHR ordered it to do in August of 2002. Wilpert debunked that 
claim. See “The 47 hour coup.” See also Lucas Koerner, “Venezuelan 
Government Announces Further Reparations for Victims of Caracazo,” 
VenezuelAnalysis, March 2, 2015, https://venezuelanalysis.com/
news/11244.

13. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 364. Jones describes a final attempt to get a signed 
resignation letter; two years later, in Haiti, the United States had 
Aristide sign a resignation letter, then quickly flew him very far away 
from Haiti—to the Central African Republic. 

14. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 343. 
15. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 358.
16. Greg Wilpert, “The 47-Hour Coup That Changed Everything,” 

VenezuelAnalysis, August 13, 2007, https://venezuelanalysis.com/
analysis/2336.

17. The Revolution Will Not Be Televised / Chávez: Inside The Coup (2003), 
Kim Bartley and Donnacha O’Brian, February 2003, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=7ulE1AYhqTw. For more discussion of this 
documentary, and attacks that were made on it, see Joe Emersberger, 
“Attempts to whitewash the military coup of April 2002 in Venezuela,” 
Znet, May 17, 2020,  https://zcomm.org/zblogs/attempts-to-whitewash-
the-military-coup-of-april-2002-in-venezuela/. Another forensic 
analysis of the events of Puente Llaguno is presented in Angel Palacios’s 
2004 documentary film, Puente Llaguno: Claves de una massacre, 
https://vimeo.com/154420688.

18. Eirik Vold, Hugo Chávez: The Bolivarian Revolution Up Close (Irene 
Publishing, 2016), 71.

19. “. . . networks showed cartoons, cooking shows, and Hollywood movies 
like Pretty Woman.” See Bart Jones, Hugo!, 356.

20. Patria Grande, “Memorias del apagón mediático: Los editoriales de El 
Universal, El Nacional y Tal Cual los días del golpe,” Aporrea, April12, 
2011, https://www.aporrea.org/actualidad/n178889.html; Ivan Oliver 
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com/archive/politics/2002/04/21/clash-of-visions-pushed-venezuela-
toward-coup/7e18ff12-a04a-40a7-80d5-a67a17b6394b/. 

25. See data in Table 2.2 of Alan Macleod, Bad News From Venezuela: 
Twenty Years of Fake News and Misreporting (Routledge, 2018). We 
organized and formatted the data differently than MacLeod.

26. Alex Bellos, “Chávez rises from very peculiar coup,” The Guardian, 
April 15, 2002, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2002/apr/15/
venezuela.alexbellos.

27. Lee Salter, “A Decade of Propaganda? The BBC’s Reporting of Venezuela,” 
VenezuelAnalysis, December 14, 2009, https://venezuelanalysis.com/
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28. Press Briefing by Ari Fleischer, White House press secretary, April 12, 
2002, https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/ 
2002/04/20020412-1.html. 
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April 2002,” Report Number 02-OIG-003, July 2002, United States 
Department of State and the Broadcasting Board of Governors Office 
of Inspector General, https://web.archive.org/web/20090204221116/
http://www.oig.state.gov/documents/organization/13682.pdf.

30. Mark Weisbrot, “Bush Administration Tries to Hide Role in Venezuela 
Coup,” CEPR, August 9, 2002,  https://cepr.net/bush-administration-
tries-to-hide-role-in-venezuela-coup/. 

31. See Appendix 2 of Weisbrot’s testimony to Congress in 2004, https://
cepr.net/democracy-venezuela/. 

32. Scott Wilson on U.S. involvement in Venezuela coup, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=KzSnH4_p0PY&feature=youtu.be. This video 
clip was used in Oliver Stone’s documentary South of the Border.

33. Joe Parkin Daniels, “Venezuela: Is a U.S.-backed ‘military option’ to 
oust Maduro gaining favour?” The Guardian, September 13, 2018, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/sep/12/venezuela-trump-
nicolas-maduro-military-option. The earlier version stated: “It later 
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emerged that the administration of George W. Bush had known about 
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Its Implications,” CEPR, September 15, 2016, https://cepr.net/the-
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and-world-bank-face-declining-authority-as-venezuela-announces-
withdrawal/. IMF bio for Thomas C. Dawson II, https://www.imf.org/
external/np/bio/eng/td.htm.
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the coup, see Joe Emersberger, “Disgraceful yet illuminating reactions 
to the 2002 coup that briefly ousted Hugo Chávez: IACHR, CPJ and 
RSF,” Znet, May 18, 2020, https://zcomm.org/zblogs/disgraceful-yet-
illuminating-reactions-to-the-2002-coup-that-briefly-ousted-chavez-
iachr-cpj-and-rsf/.
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Watch, April 11, 2002, https://www.hrw.org/news/2002/04/11/restore-
rule-law-protect-rights-venezuela. The press release actually appears to 
have been written (or perhaps updated) on April 12—some time after 
Carmona seized power but before the Carmona Decree was issued.

37. From articles 233, 234 of the 1999 constitution, it would appear that 
legal arrest of the president could only happen through a Supreme 
Court ruling. 

38. “Human Rights Watch Questions and Answers about Venezuela’s Court 
Packing Law,” Human Rights Watch, July 2004,  https://www.hrw.org/
legacy/backgrounder/americas/venezuela/2004/QnA_venezuela.pdf.

39. Bart Jones, Hugo!, 369.
40. Wilpert, Changing Venezuela (2006), 48.
41. Interview with legal scholar Oswaldo Ruiz Chiriboga, who said at one 

point: “There are organizations that I considered to be serious in the 
past but they are now supporting Moreno. I am talking specifically 
about Human Rights Watch (the Americas division). The Americas head 
[Jose Miguel Vivanco] is applauding Moreno for what he is doing.” Joe 
Emersberger, “Ecuadorian President Lenin Moreno’s Assault on Human 
Rights and Judicial Independence,” Counterpunch, October 12, 2018, 
https://www.counterpunch.org/2018/10/12/ecuadorian-president-
lenin-morenos-assault-on-human-rights-and-judicial-independence/.

42. We discuss this in more detail at the end of chapter 11; Darren Ell, 
“Haiti: The Damage Done,” The Dominion, March 14, 2007, http://
www.dominionpaper.ca/articles/1070.
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Daniel Wallis and Diego Ore, “New battle rages over death toll from 
Venezuela crisis,” Reuters, March 31, 2014, https://uk.reuters.com/
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https://electronicintifada.net/blogs/rania-khalek/obama-hands-israel-
largest-military-aid-deal-history.

49. “Rocket attacks into Israel by Hamas and other extremist groups must 
stop, along with other terrorist attacks,” thundered the New York Times 
editorial. There were twelve Israeli civilians killed inside Israel by 
Palestinians in all of 2014, and only five killed by rockets fired from the 
occupied territories. The vast majority of the fatalities that Palestinians 
inflicted on Israel in 2014 were soldiers: 41 killed in Gaza and 24 in 
Israel. But New York Times editors demanded that the side enduring 
nearly 100 percent of the deaths also have a perfect record of sparing 
civilians. See “Israeli security force personnel killed by Palestinians in 
the Gaza Strip, since Operation Cast Lead,” B’Tselem, https://www.
btselem.org/statistics/fatalities/after-cast-lead/by-date-of-event/gaza/
israeli-security-force-personnel-killed-by-palestinians.

50. See discussion of Caracazo Massacre in chapter 4. See also Mark 
A. Uhlig, “Venezuela Unrest: Lesson for Leader,” The New York 
Times, March 6, 1989, https://www.nytimes.com/1989/03/06/world/
venezuela-unrest-lesson-for-leader.html. The Uhlig article oozes 
sympathy for Perez and concludes, “And it remains to be seen whether 
Mr. Perez can preserve his influence abroad at a time when his troubles 
at home are on painful display.” Venezuela’s security forces had just 
perpetrated a gruesome massacre but it was “his [Perez] troubles” was 
the sympathetic perspective the author used. 

9. Buildup to the Fifth Coup Attempt
1. See https://www.oil-price.net/.
2. See https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/DCOILWTICO.
3. Mark Weisbrot and Jake Johnston, “Venezuela’s Economic Recovery: Is 

It Sustainable?,” CEPR, September 2012, https://cepr.net/documents/
publications/venezuela-2012-09.pdf; also note that on September 5, 
2014, an op-ed by two opposition economists (Ricardo Hausmann 
and Miguel Angel Santos) said that Venezuela may default on foreign 
debt when oil prices were still at $90 per barrel. They said nothing 
about oil prices being about to collapse. See Ricardo Hausmann and 
Miguel Angel Santos, “Should Venezuela Default,” Project Syndicate, 
September 5, 2014,  https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/
ricardo-hausmann-and-miguel-angel-santos-pillory-the-maduro-
government-for-defaulting-on-30-million-citizens—but-not-on-wall-
street?barrier=accesspaylog. 

4. See last section of chapter 6, “The Forgotten Currency Float.” 
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5. We asked Dean Baker, who saw that U.S. housing price increases in the 
2000s were unsustainable, why oil prices were not similarly predictable. 
He replied, “new finds of oil are hard to predict. And, the technology 
that made fracked oil affordable was also a new story. There is nothing 
like this in housing. Demand also fluctuates hugely with the business 
cycle, which economists have not been good at predicting. A further 
complication is that the spread of electric cars is likely to become a big 
deal in the next decade.” 

6. It’s plausible that the U.S. government and Saudi Arabia contributed to 
the fall in oil prices as a way to pressure Russia, Iran, and Venezuela. 
Trump has been unusually open about the fact that the U.S. government 
pressures the Saudis to set production levels to suit U.S. interests. 
However, other factors, like technological developments, may have 
depressed prices anyway.

7. Jeff Mason and Roberta Rampton, “U.S. declares Venezuela a national 
security threat, sanctions top officials,” Reuters, March 9, 2015, https://
www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-venezuela/u-s-declares -venezuela-
a-national-security-threat-sanctions-top-officials-idUSKBN0M51N 
S20150309.

8. Joe Emersberger, “Chavismo must stop the economic bleeding,” 
TeleSUR English, July 19, 2016, https://www.telesurenglish.net/opinion/
Chavismo-Must-Stop-the-Economic-Bleeding-20160719-0039.html.

9. In a managed float the government intervenes at times to buy or sell 
currency to stabilize the exchange rate. This was done very successfully 
by Bolivia under its left-wing president, Evo Morales, for several years. 
See chapter 6.

10. Economist Ha Joon Chang stated in a 2009 paper, “To put it 
bluntly, economic development is impossible without good export 
performance. Economic development requires importation of 
advanced technologies, in the form of either machines or technology 
licensing, which need to [be] paid for with foreign currencies.” See Ha 
Joon Chang, “Industrial Policy: Can We Go Beyond an Unproductive 
Confrontation?” 2009, ABCDE Conference, Seoul, South Korea, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20090805034532/http://siteresources.
worldbank.org/INTABCDESK2009/Resources/Ha-Joon-Chang.pdf. 

11. For about 8:50 min point of video segment: Jon Snow, “Jeremy 
Corbyn—full Jon Snow interview on Brexit, Venezuela, and anti-
Semitism,” Channel 4 News, September 26, 2017, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=7v7LHgxvCnY.

12. Ha Joon Chang, “South Koreans worked a democratic miracle. Can 
they do it again?,” The New York Times, September 14, 2017, https://
www.nytimes.com/2017/09/14/opinion/south-korea-social-mobility.
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America’s War on Terror,” New York Times, September 8, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/08/magazine/displaced-war-on-
terror.html. Ken Roth tweeted out this finding on Twitter, apparently 
forgetting what he said in 2015 or, worse, seeing no contradiction. See 
https://twitter.com/KenRoth/status/1303548990349365248.

4. Those figures include targeted assassinations and massacres, not collateral 
damage in the context of battles with armed guerrillas such as the FARC. 
It’s a conservative estimate because it’s based on a report funded by the U.S. 
and other allies of the Colombian government. See “¡BASTA YA! Colombia: 
Memorias de guerra y dignidad,” Grupo de Memoria Histórica, 2013, 
http://www.centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/descargas/informes2013/
bastaYa/basta-ya-colombia-memorias-de-guerra-y-dignidad-2016.pdf.

5. “Twin Threats: How the Politics of Fear and the Crushing of Civil 
Society Imperil Global Rights,” HRW World Report 2016, https://www.
hrw.org/world-report/2016/twin-threats.

6. “War in Iraq: Not a Humanitarian Intervention,” HRW, January 25, 2004, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2004/01/25/war-iraq-not-humanitarian-
intervention.

7. MINUSTAH officially ended its mission in October of 2017 and was 
replaced by a much smaller UN force. See Jake Johnston, “The UN’s 
Legacy in Haiti: Stability, but for Whom?,” Haiti Liberte, August 11, 
2017, https://haitiliberte.com/the-uns-legacy-in-haiti-stability-but-
for-whom/.

8. Amanda Klasing, “Why Water Access Matters to Poverty Reduction,” 
March 21, 2014, https://www.hrw.org/news/2014/03/21/why-water-
access-matters-poverty-reduction.

9. Yves Engler, “Minustah’s filthy record in Haiti,” The Guardian, 
September 11, 2011, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/
cifamerica/2011/sep/11/haiti-unitednations-minustah-cholera.

10. Kim Ives, “New Internal Report Slams UN Cholera Cover-Up,” Haiti 
Analysis, August 24, 2016, http://haitianalysis.blogspot.com/2016/09/
as-appeals-court-upholds-immunity-plea.html.

11. Rick Gladstone, “Court Hears Suit Against U.N. on Haiti Cholera 
Outbreak,” New York Times, March 1, 2016, http://www.nytimes.
com/2016/03/02/world/americas/court-hears-suit-against-un-on-
haiti-cholera-outbreak.html?ref=world&_r=1; Joe Emersberger, “A 
Great Month For Impunity In US Courts,” TeleSUR English, September 
19, 2016, https://www.telesurenglish.net/opinion/A-Great-Month-for-
Impunity-in-US-Courts-20160919-0017.html.
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13. “Human Rights Organizations Call on UN Secretary General to Engage 
Victims as Partners in the New Approach Plan,” IJDH, July 16, 2018, 
https://www.ijdh.org/2018/07/resources/human-rights-organizations-
call-on-un-secretary-general-to-engage-victims-as-partners-in-the-
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14. Athena R. Kolbe, Royce A. Hutson, “Human rights abuse and other 
criminal violations in Port-au-Prince, Haiti: a random survey of 
households,” The Lancet, 2006, DOI:10.1016/S0140-6736(06)69211-8.  
http://www.ijdh.org/wp-content/uploads/2006/08/Lancet-Article-8-06.
pdf. 

15. An academic study in 2019 showed that most graduate students 
asked to use the internet to research mortality in Venezuela and four 
countries plagued by war (Syria, Yemen, Central Republic and Mali) 
erroneously concluded that Venezuela had the highest mortality rate: 
Mary Grace Flaherty and Leslie F. Roberts, “Internet searching produces 
misleading findings regarding violent deaths in crisis settings: short 
report,” February 19, 2019, https://conflictandhealth.biomedcentral.
com/articles/10.1186/s13031-019-0187-z.

16. Francisco Toro wrote, “from the time of the 2003 Iraq invasion until 
this January, while 116,705 civilians were killed in Iraq, according to 
the Iraq Body Count project, 124,221 Venezuelans were murdered, says 
Mármol García.” Iraq Body Counts (IBC) figures are low because they 
relied largely on media reports and only counted civilian deaths. The 
fact that U.S. troops had a violent death rate several times higher than 
Venezuelan police (next table in this chapter) also highlights how low 
IBC figures are: see Francisco Toro, “Counting by Murders,” New York 
Times, June 7, 2012, https://latitude.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/06/07/
venezuelas-murder-rate-unmatched-among-middle-income-
countries/.

17. Venezuela data taken from World Bank: https://data.worldbank.
org/indicator/vc.ihr.psrc.p5https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/
SP.POP.TOTL?locations=VE; Haiti data from the Kolbe and Hudson 
(note 18); Iraq Data from The Lancet and The New England Journal 
of Medicine (Table 4); http://web.mit.edu/humancostiraq/reports/
human-cost-war-101106.pdf; https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/
NEJMsa0707782#t=articleTop. The scientific surveys for Iraq were 
designed to determine the death rate for all of Iraq. The Anbar 
governorate may have had a violent death rate drastically higher than 
what was found for Iraq as a whole. Anbar has only about 5 percent 
of Iraq’s population but that’s where a third of coalition troops died 
according to the data on the icasualties website: http://icasualties.org/.

18. Jose Miguel Vivanco, “Letter to the U.N. Security Council on 
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the Renewal of the Mandate of the U.N. Stabilization Mission in 
Haiti (MINUSTAH),” HRW, May 16, 2005, https://www.hrw.org/
news/2005/05/16/letter-un-security-council-renewal-mandate-un-
stabilization-mission-haiti-minustah.

19. Plenty of examples from Twitter can be seen in this search: https://twitter.com/
search?q=Maduro%20dictator%20(from%3Ajmvivancohrw)&src=typed_
query.

20. “Keeping the peace in Haiti?,” Harvard Law School Advocates for 
Human Rights, March, 2005,  http://www.ijdh.org/wp-content/
uploads/2011/02/harvard-haiti-mar05.pdf. Quotes are from the 
executive summary and the conclusions. 

21. Secretly commissioned polls by USAID in 2002 showed that Aristide 
was by far Haiti’s most popular politician. René Preval’s electoral victory 
in 2006 would also have been impossible unless Aristide remained 
popular: Preval had a history of very close association with him. 

22. Joe Emersberger, “Haiti and Human Rights Watch,” Znet, March 29, 
2006 https://zcomm.org/znetarticle/haiti-and-human-rights-watch-
by-joe-emersberger/.

23. In Paramilitarism and the Assault on Democracy in Haiti (256–62), Jeb 
Sprague discussed how U.S. and UN officials oversaw the insertion of 
paramilitaries who had fought alongside Chamberlain into the Haitian 
police force after the 2004 coup. 

24. Vivianco bio: https://www.pbs.org/now/politics/vivanco.html.
25. By contrast, in the case of Juan Guaidó, Elliot Abrams (as if he were 

handing down a legitimate court ruling in Venezuela) declared that 
Guaidó’s term as “interim president” would not officially begin until 
Maduro was ousted.

26. See Peter Hallward, Damming the flood: Haiti, Aristide and the politics of 
containment (Verso, 2010). Hallward explains that Aristide’s movement 
lost the support of a “cosmopolitan elite” by 2004 whose contacts with 
foreign NGOs had been useful after the 1991 coup; for details on 
U.S. troops in Haiti in 1994, see Paul Farmer, The Uses of Haiti (third 
edition, Common Courage Press, 2005), 318–347; “A letter from HRW 
asking US government to return documents seized from Haiti,” https://
web.archive.org/web/20081217011117/https://www.hrw.org/legacy/
english/docs/1997/10/16/haiti1520.htm.

27. “Canadian peacekeeper shot by Haitian gunmen,” CBC News, 
December 20, 2005, https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/canadian-
peacekeeper-shot-by-haitian-gunmen-1.539414.

28. United Nations Peacekeeping, “Fatalities by Year, Mission and Incident 
Type,” UN, https://web.archive.org/web/20191010152658/https://
peacekeeping.un.org/sites/default/files/statsbyyearmissionincidentty
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pe_5a_30.pdf. About 100 troops were killed by the devastating 2010 
earthquake. The 2010 earthquake, illness, and accidents account for 
almost all MINUSTAH deaths.

29. The UN does not give data for MINUSTAH deaths in 2004 but the 
numbers provided by a December 20, 2005, CBC article we cited 
suggests there either were no MINUSTAH deaths in 2004 or that they 
were incorporated into the 2005 data. MINUSTAH was first deployed 
in Haiti in June of 2004. MINUSTAH had 7400 armed personnel in 
Haiti in 2004 and that number increased steadily to almost 12,000 in 
2010 and 2011. The numbers then declined to about 5000 in 2015 and 
2016.  

30. Amnesty International finally mentioned the massacre, in passing, 
six months later. See Joe Emersberger, “Amnesty International’s Track 
Record in Haiti since 2004,” Znet, February 7, 2007; https://zcomm.
org/znetarticle/amnesty-internationals-track-record-in-haiti-since-
2004-by-joe-emersberger/. 

31. Where a range is given it represents the maximum and minimum 
during the time period. Data for Haiti taken from Hallward (218), the 
November 2004 report by the Center for the Study of Human Rights 
at the Miami School of Law (50), and the March 2005 report by the 
Harvard Law School Student Advocates for Human Rights (10), Haiti 
Libre, “34 PNH officers killed in 9 months, an increase of more than 
200%,” October 15, 2019, https://www.haitilibre.com/article-29013-
haiti-flash-34-policiers-tues-en-9-mois-une-hausse-de-plus-de-200.
html. We extrapolated 28 police deaths in the first 10 months after 
Aristide was overthrown (reported by Miami School of Law) to 34 for 
full year and assume 4 MINUSTAH deaths in the year after Aristide was 
overthrown. Data for Venezuela for 2017 taken from the study “Monitor 
del uso de la fuerza letal en América Latina”—article contributed by 
anti-Maduro academic Keymer Ávila, 147, footnote 45 (total officer 
deaths), https://www.researchgate.net/publication/335472147_
Monitor_del_uso_de_la_Fuerza_Letal_en_America_Latina_un_
estudio_comparativo_de_Brasil_Colombia_El_Salvador_Mexico_y_
Venezuela?enrichId=rgreq-1f9a68164a0c47e179bb6a9a4a509189-
XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMzNTQ3MjE0NztBU
zo3OTcyMzc1ODQwNzI3MTNAMTU2NzA4NzY2MDk3Mg-
%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf. Avila says most 
police are killed off duty (60 percent in 2017 and 65 percent in 2016) 
but that is when they’d be more likely to be targeted for reprisals. In 
the same report (148), he says official figures put the total number 
of police (national, state, and municipal) at 175,000, an estimate he 
considers conservative. See also Table 4 of his 2016 report for a 2016 
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figure for officer deaths: 264. https://www.revistamisionjuridica.com/
como-muere-la-policia-en-venezuela/. The 2015 figure for officer 
deaths was taken from another anti-Maduro writer: Pedro Pablo 
Peñaloza, who claimed a rapidly increasing trend in police deaths 
from 2013 to 2015. See https://www.univision.com/noticias/crisis-en-
venezuela/los-policias-victimas-de-la-violencia-en-venezuela. Data 
for Iraq was taken from a 2009 Congressional Research Service report 
by Amy Belasco, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R40682.pdf and the 
Icasualties website. U.S. police numbers taken from a 2016 BBC article 
that provided extensive data. Violent “in line of duty” deaths of police 
averaged 49.6 per year from 2005 to 2015, according to the article. As 
a rate (divided by the number of police officers in that period) that 
works out to roughly 7 per 100,000. The U.S. homicide rate averaged 5 
per 100,000 in that period, according to numbers on the World Bank 
website. “US police shootings: How many die each year?” BBC, July 18, 
2016, https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-36826297; https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5?end=2017&locations=US
&start=2000. 

32. As of 2018–19, Haitian police have a violent death rate comparable to 
Venezuela’s police. But (as also shown in the table) its police are about 
four times less numerous per person than Venezuela’s. One cannot 
therefore conclude that Haiti’s police operate in as dangerous an 
environment as Venezuela’s. That said, the high death rate for Haitian 
police does suggest that the homicide rate reported in recent years for 
Haiti (the UNODC reports a value of 9.6 per 100,000 for 2016) may be 
much too low. 

33. “Haiti: Security Compromised: Recycled Haitian Soldiers on the 
Police Front Line,” HRW, March 1, 1995, https://www.hrw.org/
report/1995/03/01/haiti-security-compromised/recycled-haitian-
soldiers-police-front-line; Sprague, Paramilitarism and the Assault on 
Democracy in Haiti, 256–62.

34. Hallward (25) provides context for Aristide speeches that in a few 
instances encouraged poor people to fight back against death squads. 
Aristide, absurdly, was criticized over these remarks. 

35. “Haiti: Aristide Should Uphold Rule of Law,” HRW, February 13, 
2004,  https://www.hrw.org/news/2004/02/13/haiti-aristide-should-
uphold-rule-law. HRW’s expressed contempt toward Aristide was 
also rationalized by the lie that the 2000 legislative elections were 
“marred by serious fraud.” For a thorough debunking of that lie, see 
Peter Hallward, “Option Zero in Haiti,” New Left Review, 2004, https://
newleftreview.org/issues/II27/articles/peter-hallward-option-zero-in-
haiti.
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36. Amnesty International was similarly idiotic. On January 20, 2004 it 
demanded Aristide make “every effort” to “protect peaceful demonstrators 
and bystanders.” He could not even protect himself. See https://www.
amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/haiti-attacks-demonstrators-must-be-
fully-investigated.

37. Hallward, Damming the Flood, 155.
38. See note 4.
39. In Haiti, anti-Aristide people referred to “gangs” as “chimere” and 

Amnesty International reflexively used that partisan and pejorative 
term in its reports. Regarding Venezuela, the Western media and 
NGOs have used “colectivo” in a similar derogatory way. It is actually 
a term Chavistas have used to describe organized groups—not only 
those who are armed. Imagine the outrage if any NGO or newspaper 
used the term “escualidos” as if it were a neutral term for opposition 
supporters. It’s a derogatory term used by Chavistas to describe them.  

40. “Venezuela: Extrajudicial Killings in Poor Areas: Pattern of Serious Police 
Abuse Goes Unpunished,” HRW, September 18, 2019, https://www.hrw.
org/news/2019/09/18/venezuela-extrajudicial-killings-poor-areas.
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