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In authoritarian regimes, elections can help
consolidate authoritarian rule (Gandhi and
Lust-Okar 2009). Yet electoral processes may
also represent critical windows of opportunity
for opposition movements, offering a pathway
for societal organization and mobilization as
well as possibilities of regime change despite
the inherent risks of fraud (Lindberg 2009;
Tucker 2007). The strategic engagement in
elections, even under less competitive or under
uncompetitive conditions, can galvanize popular
discontent, reshape political alignments, and
challenge the legitimacy of authoritarian
incumbents.

After years of grappling with the dilemma
between boycotting and applying maximum
pressure, or engaging in domestic organization
and participation, traditional opposition actors
decided to challenge Nicolas Maduro through
elections, despite the authoritarian context.
Most serious polling predicted a resounding
opposition victory in the lead-up to the July 28th
election (Seijas 2024), a date strategically chosen
by the ruling elite to align with the late Hugo
Chavez's birthday. Under chavismo, economic
mismanagement, rampant corruption, rising
inequality, a humanitarian emergency, and mass
migration have all expanded the anti-incumbent
base over the past years, even among former
supporters. Therefore, when the electoral body
(CNE), controlled by regime loyalists, announced
victory for Maduro, society and international
actors did not trust the results. Independent
tallying by the opposition showed a landslide
victory (67 percent to 30 percent) for Edmundo
Gonzalez Urrutia, the candidate of the Unitary

Platform and replacement for Maria Corina
Machado, winner of the 2023 opposition primary
(Rogero 2024).

The opposition’s success in the presidential
election, despite the highly repressive
environment and significant ‘institutional
engineering’ employed to guarantee Maduro’s
win, marks a turning point not only in Venezuela's
political landscape but also in our understanding
of how opposition movements can challenge
authoritarian incumbents to expose their
vulnerability. This brief article explores the key
factors that contributed to this victory, focusing
on the strategic learning within the opposition,
their collective shift towards an electoral strategy,
and the crucial role of societal mobilization in
voting under autocracy.

Venezuela’s Authoritarian Landscape

Venezuela transitioned from an imperfect
democracy to competitive authoritarianism
under Chavez. His successor, Maduro, has pushed
the country towards hegemonic authoritarian
rule. The ruling elite maintains strict control over
the country’s institutions, and has developed

a cohesive coercive apparatus to neutralize
political opposition (Corrales 2023). Surveillance,
coup-proofing strategies, as well as a series

of privileges and economic spoils maintain

most of the ruling elite together (Trinkunas

2021). Traditional opponents as well as chavista
dissidents and defector movements have faced
harsh persecution, with key leaders harassed,
killed, imprisoned, or exiled (Provea 2020; Jiménez
2023). Likewise, journalists and activists have
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been targeted with repression, all of which have
contributed to creating an atmosphere of fear
(FFMV 2023).

The government has also implemented a series
of mechanisms to surveil and control society. For
example, the use of clientelism and patronage
networks has deepened, expanding on Chavez's
strategies to maintain political support. These
networks distributed economic incentives,
including (low-quality) food aid, through
programs such as CLAP (Local Committees

for Supply and Production), in exchange for
continued loyalty. Yet, these clientelist practices
are closely tied to surveillance efforts, whereby
social benefits represent tools of political control
(Penfold-Becerra 2007; Aponte and Martinez 2018;
Marcano, Deniz, and Solera 2018).

Violent and non-violent repression has been
employed by both authoritarian incumbents
since chavismo’'s first victory. However, the
degree and nature of this repression have varied
significantly. While Chavez harassed almost all
contenders equally, labeling them as “puppets
of the U.S.” and blaming them for the country's
economic and social decline, Maduro has shifted
these repression patterns, relying more heavily on
violent coercion, co-opting opposition members,
and targeting the most vulnerable groups in
Venezuela's underprivileged communities, the
barrios. Particularly after disenchanted chavistas
have defected, voting for opposition candidates
in the 2015 legislative election, the 2021 regional
election, and the 2024 presidential election,

the use of violence has become more prevalent
(Smilde, Zubillaga, and Hanson 2023). Under the
charismatic Chavez, chavismo was a popular
movement that claimed to address the roots of
inequality and poverty. However, under Maduro, it
has transformed into an openly religious, socially
conservative, environmentally destructive, and
neopatrimonial authoritarian elite bloc that
disregards the needs of the population (Bull and
Rosales 2023; Jiménez and Aveledo 2024).

The ruling elite’s disconnect from the increasingly
discontented masses may have led them to
miscalculate the risk of losing the election.
Government officials appeared genuinely

confident that overt and rampant fraud would
not be necessary to retain power. Instead, the
strategy seemed focused on discouraging
opposition turnout, ‘slicing’ the opposition

vote among regime-friendly candidates, and
mobilizing chavista voters in their favor. However,
despite these repressive measures, a widespread
cross-class demand for change coalesced around
Gonzalez Urrutia, compelling the government to
resort to overt electoral theft. The unprecedented
post-electoral violence further underscores the
regime’s determination to cling to power. As

of August 28th, Foro Penal, a Venezuelan NGO,
reported over 1,600 arbitrary detentions, including
more than 100 children (Foro Penal 2024).
Government employees have been dismissed,
electoral witnesses persecuted, and curfews
imposed. Repression has escalated to such an
extent that the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights has referred to the post-electoral
environment as state terrorism (CIDH 2024).

Amidst ongoing crackdowns, the ruling party-
controlled National Assembly passed a bill to
impose strict monitoring and regulation on
non-governmental organizations (NGOs). This
legislation aims to restrict the operations of
civil society groups and their ability to operate
independently. Furthermore, the National
Assembly is also pushing for a bill against
“Fascism, Neofascism, and Similar Expressions.”
If passed, this law would pose a severe threat to
freedoms of thought, expression, association,
dissent, and peaceful assembly, allowing the
government to suppress any form of opposition
or criticism (Amnesty International 2024).

Strategic Shifts within the Opposition

To fully understand the relevance of the
Venezuelan opposition’s convergence on an
electoral path towards regime change in 2024, it
is important to consider the historical divisions
that have underpinned the anti-chavista camp.
For over two decades, the opposition has

been fragmented in its strategic approach to
challenging incumbents. These divisions have
traditionally revolved around two primary camps:
those who favored institutional mechanismes,
including participating in elections, and those
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who advocated for extrainstitutional pressure,
such as protests, strikes, coup d'état, and
international pressure (Gamboa 2022; Jiménez
2023). The former group, often associated with a
more moderate gradualist approach, believed in
building a long-term electoral strategy focused
on growing the opposition’s support base. In
contrast, the latter group long prioritized a more
immediate route to power, often disillusioned by
the apparent ineffectiveness of participating in
elections on an unlevel playing field.

While the opposition only boycotted the 2005
legislative elections during Chavez's tenure, it
abstained from participating in a coordinated
manner in the 2017 local elections and the 2018
presidential elections against Maduro; it also
boycotted the 2020 legislative elections. In 2019,
traditional opposition actors rallied behind

Juan Guaidd, a former legislator from Voluntad
Popular, in his claim to be Venezuela's “interim
president”. This strategic move, backed by over
50 countries, ultimately failed to oust Maduro
and further weakened the opposition's ability

in its domestic capacity to deliver on promises
of change. While the initiative provided certain
elites with increased access to international
networks and media platforms, it did little to
strengthen the local organizational structures of
opposition parties across the country (Rosales
and Jiménez 2021). Moreover, this strategy had

a demobilizing effect on society, as it was not
grounded in the sustained development of

a grassroots pro-democracy movement. This
disconnect left some elites based in Caracas and
in exile out of touch with the needs of the broader
population.

In 2023, opponents decided to organize a primary
to select the opposition’s joint candidate for the
2024 election. Despite the risks and obstacles, the
primary elections represented a turning point

for the opposition. By uniting around a common
strategy and a single candidate, the opposition
sought to capitalize on Maduro’s persistent
unpopularity and present a viable alternative

to voters. The decision to hold a primary was

aimed at both coordinating the fragmented and
weakened opposition elite and reestablishing a
connection between the elite and disenchanted
masses. A significant effort by actors promoting
the primary was to facilitate a strategic
convergence on the electoral path toward
change, particularly by engaging hardliners who
had long dismissed elections as a viable means of
challenging the government. This approach was
crucial in contributing to the opposition’'s future
ability to leverage the broad base of discontent.
The return towards an electoral strategy was

an implicit recognition of the limitations of
previous strategic choices, including boycotts and
“interim-government.”

Maria Corina Machado, a prominent (former)
hardliner within the opposition (Meza 2017),
adeptly positioned herself as an outsider
candidate during the 2024 primary elections.
Machado strategically distanced herself from the
failures of the G4 group—Accion Democratica,
Primero Justicia, Un Nuevo Tiempo, and Voluntad
Popular—during the “interim government.”
Although initially supportive of Guaidd's strategy,
Machado remained largely detached from the
operational aspects of the “interim government,”
thereby avoiding the political repercussions that
eroded much of the opposition’s credibility since
its establishment. Machado’s candidacy further
benefited from the absence of formidable rivals.
Major opposition parties either refrained from
presenting candidates or did so ineffectively,
allowing Machado to emerge as the dominant
figure in the race. The withdrawal of other
contenders like Henrique Capriles or Freddy
Superlano consolidated her position as the
leading candidate in the primary. Moreover,
Machado's campaign successfully resonated
with a diverse electorate, including disillusioned
chavistas and those affected by the regime’s
repressive measures (Jiménez and Rosales 2023).
Her established reputation as a vocal critic of
Chavez and her calls for accountability helped
solidify her image as a determined leader capable
of confronting Maduro at the polls. With over

90 percent of the votes, Machado comfortably

1 Itisimportant to note that these camps are not rigid; parties and individuals have shifted between these strategies for various

reasons in the past.
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won the primary, emerging not solely as the
opposition candidate but also as the key decision
maker in the opposition camp (Santaeulalia and
Quesada 2023).

Beyond her strategic shift towards an electoral
approach, following her victory, Machado further
moderated her previously confrontational
rhetoric, adopting a more inclusive and
conciliatory narrative. She de-emphasized her
“liberal” ideology and instead focused on broad
promises, such as improving living conditions
and reuniting families separated by migration.
Machado has also underlined themes of national
unity, respect for private property, and the
protection of human rights, thereby broadening
her appeal across a wider political spectrum. She
sustains the battle for freedom as a spiritual one,
where good will prevail over evil (Machado 2024).
Given that Machado’s arbitrary disqualification
from running for office was not lifted before

the 2024 election, the opposition coalesced
around a new candidate, Gonzalez Urrutia, a
former diplomat. This consensus signaled the
opposition’s learning, as it resisted the temptation
to abandon the electoral path.

The opposition’s strategic learning extended
beyond the selection of a unified candidate to
enhancing its ability to defend and evidence

the electoral results. Anticipating the likelihood
of fraud, it developed and implemented
sophisticated mechanisms aimed at
safeguarding the votes. These measures included
witnesses scanning and storing voting records

to counter potential manipulation by the regime.
By collecting voter tallies, the opposition has
been able to reinforce the veracity of the electoral
outcome (Kronick 2024), both crucial elements for
mobilizing continued support for change.

Social Mobilization around the Election

The strategic moderation of hardliners and the
opposition's return to the electoral path are
crucial factors in understanding the electoral
victory, but they do not provide a complete
explanation. Equally important was the role

of societal mobilization. When opposition
elites decided to organize primary elections to

challenge the presidential incumbent, it spurred
a significant level of civic engagement, despite
the inherent risks. Citizens became active in

the electoral process, with some mobilizing
spontaneously and others doing so through
established organizations. The decision by

the opposition to participate in the elections
reinvigorated civic participation and fostered a
renewed sense of empowerment among the
population.

Over the past several years, society began to see
itself as an agent of change, particularly after
the repeated repression of protests and the
failures of previous strategies, such as electoral
abstention and the “interim government.” Survey
data underscores this shift in public sentiment.
In October 2023, 63.6 percent of respondents
believed that the electoral route was the best
path to change, with 59.3 percent expressing
confidence in society's ability to achieve political
transformation. By July 2024, these figures

had risen to 82.6 percent and 63.2 percent,
respectively (Delphos 2024).

The electoral mobilization around Machado and
Gonzalez Urrutia, and also the parties within

the Unitary Platform streamed the existing
widespread discontent with the socio-economic
and political situation in Venezuela. The desire to
replace authoritarianism with democracy, state
control with individual freedoms, and human
rights abuses with respect for the rule of law,
galvanized voters across different socio-economic
backgrounds. The re-engagement with the
electoral process did more than just consolidate
existing support; it drew in new supporters

from groups that had previously been skeptical
of electoral participation and/or traditional
oppositions. Among these new supporters were
disillusioned chavistas—individuals who had
once supported Chavez but became increasingly
alienated by the authoritarian turn and economic
mismanagement under Maduro. These former
loyalists, having lost faith in the regime’s promises
and witnessing the deepening crisis, found an
option to vote for in the coordinated opposition.
Additionally, the return to the electoral path
attracted left-leaning intellectuals who had
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historically been critical of the opposition due to
ideological differences and distrust in previous
strategies (Rodriguez Rosas 2024).

As the campaign progressed and the possibility
of electoral success became more tangible,
participation and enthusiasm grew, even
among the most skeptical voters. This growing
momentum was crucial in mobilizing a wide
array of citizens who, motivated by a shared
desire for change, contributed to a support that
transcended traditional political alignments. The
expanding pro-change base not only energized
the campaign but also helped restore the
opposition’s credibility.

Conclusion

Despite repression and a series of obstacles,

the Venezuelan opposition managed to secure

a landslide victory in the 2024 presidential
election. Hardliner’s strategic moderation and
the convergence of opposition elites on seeking
change through elections channeled society’s
desire to vote chavismo out of power. By re-
engaging with the electoral path, the opposition
restored its credibility both domestically and
internationally, earning support from a wide array
of ideologically-diverse actors who had previously
been skeptical. This renewed commitment

to peaceful and institutional change, in

contrast to previous strategies of maximum
pressure and boycotts, has unified diverse
elements of Venezuelan society and brought
new momentum to the country’s struggle for
democracy. The 2024 elections, therefore, stand
as a significant milestone in the ongoing battle
for political transformation in Venezuela, offering
valuable lessons for opposition movements in
other authoritarian contexts.

References

Amnesty International. 2024. “Venezuela: Alarming Persecution
of Critical and Dissident

Voices Intensifies.” April 15, 2024. https://www.amnesty.org/en/
wp-content/uploads/2024/04/AMR5379492024ENGLISH.pdf.

Aponte, Andreina, and Ana Isabel Martinez. 2018. “For Poor
Venezuelans, a Box of Food May Sway Vote for Maduro.” Reuters,
March 12, 2018, sec. World. https:/Mmwww.reuters.com/article/
world/for-poor-venezuelans-a-box-of-food-may-sway-vote-for-
maduro-idUSKCN1GO16Q/.

Bull, Benedicte, and Antulio Rosales. 2023. “How Sanctions Led
to Authoritarian Capitalism in Venezuela.” Current History 122
(841): 49-55.

CIDH. 2024. “CIDH y RELE Condenan Practicas de Terrorismo de
Estado En Venezuela.” Comision Interamericana de Derechos
Humanos (CIDH). agosto 2024. https://www.oas.org/pt/CIDH/
jsForm/?File=/es/cidh/prensa/comunicados/2024/184.asp.

Corrales, Javier. 2023. Autocracy Rising. Brookings Institution
Press. https://www.brookings.edu/books/autocracy-rising/.

Delphos. 2024. Prospectiva Venezuela 2024 - Semestre 1. 1ra ed.
digital. Caracas: CEPyG. https://elucabista.com/wp-content/
uploads/2024/07/prospectiva-opinion-publica-cepyg-
jul2024.pdf.

FFMV. 2023. “Report of the Independent International Fact-
Finding Mission on the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.” A/
HRC/54/57. OHCHR. https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-
releases/2023/09/venezuela-un-fact-finding-mission-says-
attacks-civic-and-democratic-space.

Foro Penal, Penal. 2024. “Balance de #PresosPoliticos en
Venezuela al 22/08/2024." Foro

Penal (blog). August 23, 2024. https://foropenal.com/balance-de-
presospoliticos-en-venezuela-al-22-08-2024-por-foro-penaly/.

Gamboa, Laura. 2022. Resisting Backsliding: Opposition
Strategies against the Erosion of Democracy. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Jiménez, Maryhen. 2023. “Contesting Autocracy: Repression and
Opposition Coordination in Venezuela.” Political Studies 71
(1): 47-68.

Jiménez, Maryhen, and Guillermo T. Aveledo. 2024. “Whose
Right, Whose Left? Analysing the Complexities of Right-Wing
Politics in Venezuela.” In The Recasting of the Latin American
Right, André Borges et al., Forthcoming. Cambridge
University Pres.

Jiménez, Maryhen, and Rosales. 2023. “La oposicion venezolana
post-primarias: entre la institucionalizacién y el mesianismo.”
Fundacién Carolina, November 28, 2023. https:/Awww.
fundacioncarolina.es/catalogo/la-oposicion-venezolana-post-
primarias-entre-la-institucionalizacion-y-el-mesianismo/.

Kronick, Dorothy. 2024. “On the Validity of Vote Counts
Published by the Venezuelan Opposition.” https://
dorothykronick.com/28J.pdf.

Machado, Maria Corina. 2024. “Esto va mucho mas alld de una
lucha electoral; es espiritual.” X. X. https://x.com/MariaCorinaYA/
status/1815065902301270344.

LASA FORUM 553 77




Penfold-Becerra, Michael. 2007. “Clientelism and Social Funds:
Evidence from Chavez's Misiones.” Latin American Politics and
Society 49 (4): 63-84. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-2456.2007.
tb00392 x.

Provea. 2020. “Persiguiendo al Chavismo: Discriminacion Por
Razones Politicas Contra Disidentes Chavistas y Afines de La
Izquierda Por Parte Del Gobierno de Nicolds Maduro.” https:/
provea.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/chavismo_disidente-
DEFINITIVO-V2-1.pdf.

Rodriguez Rosas, Ronny Rodriguez. 2024. “Cuantas
organizaciones politicas apoyan candidatura de Edmundo
Gonzalez." Efecto Cocuyo. May 6, 2024. http:/fefectococuyo.com/
politica/cuantas-organizaciones-politicas-apoyan-candidatura-
de-edmundo-gonzalez/.

Rogero, Tiago. 2024. “How Venezuela's Opposition Proved Its
Election Win: ‘A Brilliant Political Move.” The Guardian, August
10, 2024, sec. World news. https:/www.theguardian.com/world/
article/2024/aug/10/gonzalez-proof-win-venezuela-election-

vote-tally-maduro.

Rosales, Antulio, and Maryhen Jiménez. 2021. “Venezuela:
Autocratic Consolidation and Splintered Economic
Liberalization.” Revista de Ciencia Politica 41 (2): 425-47.

Santaeulalia, Inés, and Juan Diego Quesada. 2023. “Maria Corina
Machado arrasa en las primarias de la oposicién en Venezuela.”
El Pais América. October 23, 2023. https://elpais.com/
america/2023-10-23/maria-corina-machado-arrasa-en-las-
primarias-de-la-oposicion-en-venezuela.html.

Seijas, Félix. 2024. “Venezuela's Electoral Landscape Favors the
Opposition.” Americas Quarterly (blog). July 25, 2024. https:/
www.americasquarterly.org/article/venezuelas-electoral-
landscape-favors-the-opposition/.

Smilde, David, Verénica Zubillaga, and Rebecca Hanson. 2023.
“The Paradox of Violence in Venezuela.” University of Pittsburgh
Press (blog). 2023. https://upittpress.org/books/9780822947127/.

Trinkunas, Harold. 2021. “Venezuela's Bolivarian Armed Force:
Fear and Interest in the Face of Political Change.”
Wilson Center. //

LASA FORUM 553 78




	Poner el cuerpo en Latinx América
		por	Javier Guerrero | Princeton University | javierguerrero@princeton.edu

	From the Past President
		by	Firstname Lastname | Affiliation | email@address.com

	Introducción: ¿por qué hablamos del cuerpo?
		por	Javier Guerrero | Princeton University | javierguerrero@princeton.edu

	Body Fragments/ Uncontrolled Bodies
		by	Cecilia Fajardo-Hill | Arizona State University | c.fajardohill@asu.edu 

	El cuerpo de la imagen
		por	Paola Cortes Rocca | Universidad Nacional de las Artes/Conicet | pcortes.una@gmail.com 

	“The bodies are on the beach”: Daniel Borzutzky’s Speculative Necropastoral
		by	Emily A. Maguire | Northwestern University | e-maguire@northwestern.edu 

	Antígonas: Mujeres que excriben en América Latina
		por	Eleonora Cróquer Pedrón | 17, Instituto de Estudios Críticos | literatura@17edu.org

	Copello Interruptus
		por	Ariel Florencia Richards | arielflorenciarichards@gmail.com

	Fascismo y cosmética: Margo Glantz se maquilla
		por	Javier Guerrero | Princeton University | javierguerrero@princeton.edu

	Un Anto de luz. Antonieta Sosa 
(1940-2024), un homenaje
		por	Nathalie Bouzaglo | Northwestern University | n-bouzaglou@northwestern.edu

	Introducción. Elecciones presidenciales 28J: poner el cuerpo en Venezuela
		por	Javier Guerrero | Princeton University | javierguerrero@princeton.edu

	29 y 30 de julio 2024. La traición de las promesas de la revolución bolivariana y la represión a oscuras en los barrios populares
		por	Verónica Zubillaga | University of Illinois at Chicago & Universidad Simón Bolívar | zubillagaveronica@gmail.com
			Rebecca Hanson | Department of Sociology and Criminology & Law and the Center for Latin American Studies, University of Florida | r.hanson@ufl.edu

	Democracy, Solidarity, and the Left: Reflecting on the Last Venezuelan Elections
		por	Yoletty Bracho | Université d’Avignon | yoletty.bracho@univ-avignon.fr 

	Voting under Autocracy: Insights from the 2024 Presidential Elections in Venezuela 
		by	Maryhen Jiménez | University of Oxford | maryhen.jimenezmorales@area.ox.ac.uk

	El contexto represivo tras las elecciones presidenciales en Venezuela. Una mirada a la situación de los derechos humanos
		por	Lissette González | Provea | investigacion@derechos.org.ve

	Pensar no es otra cosa que contestar: Rita Segato y su pensamiento incómodo 
		por	Javier Guerrero | Princeton University | javierguerrero@princeton.edu

	Maternar es político: tejer la piel política de aquellos y aquellas a quienes cuidamos
		por	Rita Segato 

	Reconocimiento a uno de los pioneros de la metodología Investigación-Acción Participativa (iap) en América Latina
		por	Joanne Rappaport | Georgetown University | Joanne.Rappaport@georgetown.edu

	Así aplicamos y vivimos la Investigación Acción Participativa 
		por	Víctor Negrete Barrera | Centro de Estudios Sociales y Políticos de la Universidad del Sinú | vicnegreteba43@gmail.com 

	Democracia y Estado abierto en la era exponencial 
		por	Oscar Oszlak

	Journeys in Latin American Studies and at the Nexus between Academia and International Affairs: Part 2
		by	Abraham F. Lowenthal | University of Southern California | afl@usc.edu 

	Rafael Sánchez Chacheiro, in memoriam
		por	Claudio Lomnitz | Columbia University | cl2510@columbia.edu 

	José Quiroga (1959-2024)
Leading Cuban Literary and Cultural Studies Scholar
		by	Lawrence La Fountain-Stokes | University of Michigan, Ann Arbor | lawrlafo@umich.edu




