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Venezuela 
Rice 

Venezuela gained independence from Spain in 1821. Venezuela politics in the 19th 
century can be marked by periods of political turmoil, dictatorship, and the revolution. The first 
half of the 20th century, followed by the political instability of the previous decades, Venezuela 
was marked by authoritarianism. In the early 20th century, Venezuelan government was 
dominated by the personalist regime of Caudillista region (U.S. Department of State 2010). In 
1899, Cipriano Castro overthrew the government by marching to Caracas, and became the 
president. His health and moral problem, however, led him to exile from Venezuela, and his 
revolutionary colleague Juan Vicente Gomez of Partido Liberal Restaurador (Liberal Restoration 
Party) succeeded Castro (Martz 1966). 

We code Gomez administration as a personalist, based on Geddes’ (2003) classification 
scheme. He was a military general of the Revolutionary, and lacked the support of their party 
except for his followers in Tachira region of Venezuela. Gomez allowed elections, but it was 
without competition, while the successor to the leader was pre-designated personally. For 
example, between 1914 and 1922 he formally left the presidency in the hands of a provisional 
president while he remained “president elect” and head of the army (Kavanagh 2013). He also 
systematically removed all internal challenges to his authority. He repressed several uprising, 
including the student uprising, “generation of 28.” He installed number of spies on his payroll to 
weed out anyone against his power (TIME Magazine 1935). Access to high offices depended on 
the personal favors of the leader; he appointed his brother as first and his son as second vice 
president (Kavanagh 2013). He also personally controlled the security apparatus; Venezuelan 
army was appointed by who had committed their loyalty to Gomez, while Gomez allowed them 
to exploit the country by seizing land and oil share, as long as they did not interfere with his 
share (Encyclopedia of World Biography 2004). Moreover, by personally appointing army 
officials, he disorganized military hierarchy. 

Gomez tried to improve Venezuela’s economy by expanding national petroleum industry, 
and granting concessions to foreign oil companies. In return, he won support from them, and 
maintained economic stability, while he also increased his personal wealth enormously. The 
petroleum industry did help Venezuelan economy, but it had serious setbacks. The petroleum 
income polarized the Venezuelans, creating unbalanced occupational and economic condition. 
Gomez also did not solve problems of the agriculture, including the landed aristocracy. These 
social, economic and political setbacks discredited Gomez administration. Opposition force 
against Gomez grew, and an uprising in 1928 by angry university students so called “generation 
of 28” emerged. Gomez ruled until 1935, when he died on December 17, 1935 (Martz 1966). 

After the death of Gomez, there had been outbursts by people who were angry of the 
tyranny, and General Eleazar Lopez Contreras, Gomez’ Minister of War, acted rapidly to quell 
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the demonstrations. Like Gomez, Lopez Contreras was a Tachirense and a trusted aid of Gomez 
that Gomez had wanted to succeed him (Ewell 1984, 74). Lopez Contreras thus had the support 
of Gomez clique and in fact “after he finished Gómez's term of office in 1936, the Congress, all 
the members of which had been appointed by Gómez, selected López Contreras to serve his own 
five-year term in office (US Library of Congress).” However, Lopez Contreras’ source of 
support extended beyond Gomez in that he also relied more heavily on the military. Lopez’ 
Contreras rule thus has elements of a military regime in addition to personalist features. Firstly, 
he was an active general when he became the president. He refrained from creating a political 
party, while the military hierarchy had been maintained during his presidency; personal loyalty 
did not take most part in appointment, as it did in Gomez administration. During his presidency, 
he founded National Guard, which was one of the four components of armed forces in 
Venezuela, and Contreras became the commander in chief. The National Guard participated in 
operating national security by collaborating with the state and municipal political bodies; it 
attempted to control the protests and any upbringings against the presidency (Martz 1966). 
Trinkunas (2006, 33) confirms that several number of high-ranking officers were in their 
government, although the number was declined from 19 in 1937 to 4 in 1941. Given the 
continued influence of Gomez’ clique and the features of a military regime, we code Lopez 
Contreras assumption of office as the beginning of a military-personalist hybrid. His entry into 
office is this a minor SOLS change. 

In 1941 election, Lopez Contreras chose as his successor, Minister of War Isaias Medina 
Angarita. The Partido Democratido Nacional (PDN), the biggest leftist party against the current 
government, participated in election with Romulo Gallegos as a candidate. He was not expected 
to win, and eventually lost the election. Medina Angarita became the president of Venezuela on 
May 5, 1941 (Martz 1966). We did not code a SOLS change for this leadership change, because 
he was a pre-designated successor of Lopez Contreras, and the military-personalist regime 
continued.  

The period from 1941 to 1948 is characterized by construction of modern political parties 
in Venezuela. Medina supported legalized all parties in 1941. After 1941, Acción Democratica 
(AD), founded by Betancourt, began to increase its influence. In 1945, AD overthrew Medina in 
conjunction with military officers. Consequently, Betancourt became the president in 1945. He is 
known as the father of Venezuelan democracy and he accomplished many social reforms, 
including universal suffrage (Martz 1966). We code a SOLS change, since Betancourt was not 
the pre-designated successor of Medina Angarita and, while helping him to office, military 
officers, played little role in politics. We code a non-specific authoritarian regime under 
Betancourt. 

 In 1947, presidential elections were held. The AD candidate, Rómulo Gallegos Freire 
won the elections, and assumed office in February 1948.  We do not code a SOLS change for the 
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transition from Betancourt (AD) to Gallegos (AD).  At this time, Venezuela is not coded as a 
democracy by Polity IV (Marshall and Jaggers 2002) and is not coded as a particular type of 
autocratic regime by Geddes (2003), so we use the pre-designated successor rule.  Betancourt 
remained head of the AD, and Gallegos was the AD candidate, so we consider this a pre-
designated successor. Gallegos’ time in office was limited. In November 1948, he was ousted in 
a military coup led by Carlos Delgado Chalbaud Gómez, which is a SOLS change. This began a 
ten-year period of military/personalist government in Venezuela. 

 Delgado Chalbaud was the chairman of the ruling junta until November 1950, when 
Marcos Pérez Jiménez assumed control, which is not a SOLS change. Pérez Jiménez was in 
power until 1958. In January 1958, student demonstrations led to popular uprisings supported by 
the Church and much of the military, which in turn led to the overthrown of Perez Jiménez.  A 
new junta, made up of both military and civilian members, took control of the country, led by 
Rear Admiral Wolfgang Larrazábal Ugueto. In November 1958, Larrazábal Ugueto ceded 
leadership of the junta to Edgar Sanabria Arcia, also a member of the military.  Larrazabal and 
Sanabria were both interim leaders in place until elections could be organized (see Nichols and 
Sala 2010, 127; Ellner and Morse 2007, 52), and thus we do not code SOLS change when they 
enter office. Presidential elections were held in December 1958, and Betancourt Bello, still a 
member of the AD, was elected to office. He assumed office in February 1959, which is a SOLS 
change. From 1958, Polity IV (Marshall and Jaggers 2002) codes Venezuela as democratic. 

 In 1964, after presidential elections, Raul Leoni Otero, a member of AD, formed a 
government in coalition with the Democratic-Republican Union (URD) and the National 
Democratic Front (FND). This coalition was known as the “Broad Base,” and assumed power in 
1964. In 1968, elections led to a victory for the Social Christian Party of Venezuela (COPEI) and 
its candidate, Rafael Caldera Rodriguez. This is a SOLS change. In the next presidential election 
in 1973, the AD candidate, Carlos Andrés Pérez Rodriguez won an absolute majority and was 
elected. This is a SOLS change, too. He assumed office in 1974.  

 Pérez nationalized both the iron and the petroleum industry in Venezuela, leading to a 
massive increase in government revenues.  However, in the next presidential elections in 1978, 
the COPEI candidate, Luis Herrera Campins, was elected to office, with a term beginning in 
1979. The AD was victorious in the next elections, with its candidate Jaime Ramón Lusinchi 
taking office in 1984. In the following elections, Pérez Rodriguez was again elected to the 
presidency as the AD candidate. This is not a SOLS change. He assumed office in 1989, but 
found himself in the middle of social and economic instability, as well as institutions stymied by 
corruption. This led to two coup attempts in 1992, the second of which was led by the armed 
forces. Although both were unsuccessful, they sparked a massive opposition movement to Pérez, 
who was, in turn, suspended by the Venezuelan Congress on May 21, 1993. He was then 
prosecuted by the Supreme Court on charges of corruption and found guilty. He was initially 
replaced by Octavio Lepage Barreto. Since he was a member of the AD, we do not code SOLS 
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change here. Lepage is not listed on the spreadsheet. On June 5, Lepage was replaced by the non-
partisan Ramón José Velásquez Mujica, who served as “interim” president to oversee new 
elections in December 1993. As he was an interim leader, this is not classified as a SOLS change, 
either. 

 Former President Rafael Caldera, now a candidate for the Democratic Convergence party 
(CD-a splinter group of COPEI), won these elections and assumed the presidency in 1994. This 
is a SOLS change. In the 1998 elections, Hugo Chavez Frías, formerly a member of the military 
and a leader of one of the 1992 coup attempts, ran as the candidate from the Movement for the 
Fifth Republic (MVR) party, and won the presidency. This is a SOLS change. With his populist 
agenda, Chavez created a new unicameral National Assembly, replacing the bicameral Congress, 
and created a new constitution. Chavez was ousted from office for three days in 2002, after a 
coup by the military, but as the time out of office was so brief, the leaders who took over during 
that period are not coded by Archigos (Goemans et al. 2009) or us.   

In 2005, Polity IV (Marshall and Jaggers 2002) stops considering Venezuela a 
democracy.  In 2007, Chavez’s MVR party joined with several other leftist parties to create the 
United Socialist Party of Venezuela. Geddes, Wright, and Frantz (2013) code his regime as a 
personalist regime.  
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