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Protests, Politics and the Pandemic: 

Venezuela’s Melting Pot of Crises during 

the COVID-19 times 
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ABSTRACT 

This paper analyses the situation of Venezuela on the basis of two trends, namely politics 

and protests, before connecting them to the pandemic. The first part of the paper will 

discuss the historical progress of Venezuelan politics from Chavez’s era to Maduro’s 

regime before moving to the evolution of protests during this time. The second part of this 

paper will analyse protests and the politics behind them, during the pandemic. The author 

will, in the last part of this paper, analyse Venezuelan politics in 2020 in relation to Tarrow 

and Tilly’s theory of social movement process in contentious politics. This research paper 

will be a comprehensive work on the interplay of politics and protests during the pandemic 

in the Venezuelan context. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 
Venezuela is a country situated in the north of the South American continent. It has had a 

tumultuous past, being a colonized state, being a narco-state and now, being a socialist-

authoritarian state. From the late 1990s, Venezuela has seen a downward spiral into corrupt 

politics, bloody protests, violence, crime and rampant human rights violations (UNHRC 2019, 

2). Venezuela has been suspended in a web of political corruption, increasing violence and 

protesting citizens for the better part of the past two decades. From Chavez to Maduro, there 

have been multiple variations in the political scenario in Venezuela, yet its socialist approach 

has remained somewhat unchanged. It has transformed into an authoritarian nation with 

excessive powers in the hands of the President and his administration. These political 

transformations haven’t occurred without resistance. Protests have become a common form of 

civilian expression of discontent in Venezuela. With the COVID-19 pandemic incapacitating 

this form of expression, protests everywhere have evolved to substitute forms of resistance, 

although the trend in Venezuela is a little different.  

 
1 Author is a student at Jindal Global Law School, India. 
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Meanwhile, the politics of power have also been evolving in Venezuela, with both national and 

foreign actors working to further their own interests. After the reign of Hugo Chavez from 1999 

to 2013, Venezuela is now governed by his successor’s, Nicolas Maduro’s, administration. In 

the first part of this paper, the author briefly explores the political changes during the Chavez 

regime before detailing out the political evolution of Maduro. Following the description of the 

political situation of Venezuela from 2014 to 2019, this paper discusses the trend of protests in 

Venezuela and their progression in both the magnitude of the protests. Next, the author studies 

the 2020 Coronavirus pandemic’s effects in relation to the political scenario of Venezuela and 

the trends in magnitudes of protests during the global lockdown. In the last part of the paper, 

the author connects Sidney Tarrow and Charles Tilly’s paper on Contentious Politics and Social 

Movements to Venezuela by critically analysing the political situation there.  

II. FROM CHAVEZ TO MADURO: POLITICAL CHANGES IN VENEZUELA FROM 1999 

TO 2019 
Hugo Rafael Chavez Frias (1954 - 2013) served as the President of Venezuela from 1999 to 

2013 albeit a brief period in 2002 where he was detained after an attempted coup. He brought 

about some of the most rampant changes in Venezuela, most of which resulted in more power 

being allotted to the administration, and Chavez himself. In 1999, the year he was elected to 

the Presidential office, Chavez called for a referendum to form a constituent assembly of 

representatives from across the demographical and ethnic diversities in Venezuela to rewrite 

the constitution. This referendum was a tremendous success, with 88% of the votes from the 

voters being in its favour (Marcano and Tyszka 2007, 130) (Jones 2007, 238).  

With the passing of the referendum, Chavez began his quest for extreme power acquisition. 

The constituent assembly approved as many as 47 articles per day and removed numerous 

checks and balances present in the constitution. By the time 1999 ended, the new constitution 

had more than 400 articles. Chavez also brought the legal justice system under his power by 

removing multiple judges from their positions and giving the assembly power to dismiss judges 

on their discretion. Chavez did all this while boasting the favour of majority of the Venezuelan 

voters (see Table 1.1)  

While Chavez had the majority of the voters in his favour, although there were reports of 

coercing votes in the favour of the ruling government, his term wasn’t without opposition or 

protests. In fact, the first properly organised protest against the Chavez administration2 

 
2 Alternately known as the Bolivarian government. Chavez administration and Bolivarian government will used 

interchangeably further in the paper.  
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happened early in Chavez’s term as a president. In January 2001, when the Bolivarian 

government tried to implement certain educational reforms through the proposed Resolution 

259 and Decree 1.011, which would have allowed for Bolivarian propaganda to be published 

in school textbooks, parents of students took to the streets to protest. The protest might have 

been denounced by the government, but it was successful enough that the government retracted 

the proposed education reforms (Marcano and Tyszka 2007, 143-145). Subsequent protests 

continued to plague Chavez’s administration, yet the support his government got was steadily 

rising, at least till the 2012 elections. (see Graph 1.2)  

TOTAL VENEZUELAN 

ELECTIONS 

6/12/1998 

TOTAL VENEZUELAN 

ELECTIONS 

30/7/2000 

Candidate Political 

Party  

Valid 

Votes 

% Candidate Political 

Party  

Valid 

Votes 

% 

Hugo 

Chavez 

Frias  

MVR 2,625,839 40.17 Hugo 

Chavez 

Frias 

MVR 3,025,224 48.11 

MAS 588,643 9.00 MAS 547,192 8.7 

PPT 142,859 2.19 PCV 57,118 0.91 

PCV 81,979 1.25 SI 44,074 0.70 

IPCN 67,479 1.03 IPCN 29,676 0.47 

GE 56,504 0.86 AA 15,189 0.24 

MEP 54,797 0.84 MEP 14,045 0.22 

SI 36,940 0.57 GE 13,491 0.21 

AA 18,645 0.29 NRD 11,764 0.19 

TOTAL 3,673,685 56.20 PPT 0 0 

TOTAL 3,757,773 59.76 

Table 1.1 – Presidential elections vote comparison (1998 and 2000) 

Source – The author (Information - CONSEJO SUPREMO ELECTORAL SECRETARIA GENERAL 

DIRECCION DE ESTADISTICAS ELECTORALES DIVISION DE GEOGRAFIA ELECTORAL) 
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Chavez passed away in 2013. After his death, a presidential election was held and Nicolas 

Maduro took control of the office as interim president. His assuming of power was contested 

by opposition leaders, who claimed that Maduro violated Art 229, Art 231 and Art 233 of the 

Constitution (Constitucion de la Republica de Venezuela).  Maduro was elected the President 

of Venezuela after winning the elections by 50.8% (just 1.5% more than his opponent, 

Henrique Capriles).  

Multiple factors helped Maduro come into power after the death of Hugo Chavez. Military 

spending, to generate support, could be maintained by Maduro due to high prices of oil. Chavez 

made multiple diplomatic relations with foreign players, which were utilised by Maduro. The 

Partido Socialista Unido de Venezuela (PSUV) gave Maduro its entire support and aligned the 

existing governmental institutions with Maduro’s campaign (Corrales and Penfold 2015). 

Multiple claims for a recount were made by the opposition, including from Henrique Capriles, 

but no comprehensive action came from those claims. In fact, it led to the arrest of multiple 

opposition activists (Kurmanaev 2016). Maduro’s administration has been wrought with 

corruption claims3, charges of a dictatorial regime4, illegal drug trafficking, illegal gold mining 

and numerous protests (See Graph 2.1). This has caused the Venezuelan political condition to 

take a turn for the worse, and it is the citizens who are suffering.       

 

Graph 1.2 – Presidential elections vote comparison for the winning candidate from 1998 

to 2018 

 
3 "Venezuela Swears in an illegitimate President". Financial Times, Herrero, Ana Vanessa; Specia, Megan (10 

January 2019). "Venezuela Is in Crisis. So How Did Maduro Secure a Second Term?". The New York Times. 
4 Corrales, Javier; Penfold, Michael (2014). Dragon in the tropics: Hugo Chavez and the political economy of 

revolution in Venezuela (Second ed.). [S.l.]: Brookings Institution Press.  
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III. PROTESTS IN VENEZUELA FROM 2014 TO 2019  
Protests in Venezuela, under the Maduro regime have seen a steady increase after an initial 

sudden spike in numbers in 2014 and its subsequent decrease in 2015 (See Graph 2.1). In 2014, 

majority of the protests (52.04 % or 4,833) were in rejection of the elected government and 

President Maduro. These demonstrations and protests reduced by the mid of 2014, only to 

increase in late 2014 and early 2015 due to the shortages of food and basic necessities in 

Venezuela. In 2016, protests increased to 6,917 as compared to 2015’s 5,851. Almost 1/7th of 

the protests in 2016 occurred in the months of January and February, majorly for shortages. By 

October 2016, around 5776 protests happened in Venezuela, with an increase in the number of 

protests for political freedom and rights in the latter half of 2016. In 2017, the ‘Mother of All 

Protests’5 (Spanish - La Madre de Todas Las Marchas) occurred. (OVCS6) 

 

Graph 2.1 – Number of Protests in Venezuela from 2013 – 2019 

Source – The author [Information from OBSERVATORIO VENEZOLANO DE CONFLICTIVIDAD 

SOCIAL (OVCS)] 

On the 29th of March, 2017, the Supreme Tribunal of Justice7 of Venezuela captured legislative 

powers from the National Assembly. President Nicolas Maduro had multiple supporters in the 

TJS. TJS, apart from taking the legislative powers of the National Assembly, also restricted the 

immunity granted to members of the Assembly.8 Incidentally, or politically motivated as it 

seems, majority of the Assembly was composed of the opposition party members. In 2018, 

 
5 Alternately known as Mother of All Marches, was a day-long protest held on the 19th of April in 2017, against 

the President Maduro. It was majorly peaceful till the Venezuelan authorities blocked the path of the peaceful 

protestors, after which it took a slightly violent turn. There were three casualties and more than 500 arrests by the 

end of the day-long protest.  
6 All statistics are from Observatorio Venezolano de Conflictividad Social.  
7 Supreme Tribunal of Justice is also known as the TJS. 
8 Rafael Romo (30 March 2017). "Venezuela's high court dissolves National Assembly".  
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protests saw an increase to 12,715 from the 2017 numbers of 9,757. A major reason for this 

was, again, an instantaneous election which resulted in the re-election of Maduro as the 

President. According to data from the Observatorio Venezolano de Conflictividad Social, 

around 20 protests daily were taking place till the June of 2018, with 4/5th of those in demand 

of social rights. 2019 saw the all-time protest high of 16,739 protests taking place.  

A recurring, but observable trend in these protests was that majority of them spiked with major 

policy changes made by Maduro but diminished soon after, possibly due to the fear of 

Venezuelan authorities using force to control the protestors. These long protests on foot 

changed with the advent of the Coronavirus pandemic. But the Venezuelan public hasn’t been 

entirely complacent during these times. With the evolution of political powerplay, the civilian 

protests have also evolved, as has been discussed in the next part of this essay. 

IV. PANDEMIC AND THE POLITICAL CONDITIONS IN VENEZUELA – 2020  
Nicolas Maduro’s administration has been disastrous for Venezuela, with democratic 

usurpation and economic contractions causing it to become a wrecked narco-state with little 

civil freedom. Since the January of 2019, the United States has had a policy towards Venezuela 

that revolves around removing Maduro and instating an interim government to help 

Venezuela’s transition back to democracy (Faiola and Morello 2020). Maduro administration’s 

policies have triggered Latin America’s most severe humanitarian, eco-political crisis. The 

Venezuelan economy has collapsed, with hyperinflation and a poverty rate of 96%. 

Additionally, there has been a steady descent into lawlessness in the country. About 5 million 

citizens of Venezuela have fled from the country, straining the immigrant accepting capacity 

and the relative socio-political stability of the neighbouring nations. The citizens who choose 

remain live in abysmal poverty, often unable to acquire food or essential medications (Angelo 

2020, 7).  

Simultaneously, two opposing administrations claim the governance of the country. The 

opposition leader Juan Guaido is recognised as the constitutional leader by the US of A and its 

allies, while Maduro is backed by foreign heavyweights like China, Russia, and domestic 

nations like Cuba.  Recently, Maduro won control of the National Assembly in a widely 

boycotted election. The voter turnout was 31%, a number that has been steadily decreasing in 

subsequent elections since the 2006 elections. (See Graph 3.1) 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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Graph 3.1 – Voter Turnout Percentage in Major Elections from 2006 – 2020 

Source – The author 

V. PANDEMIC AND THE EVOLUTION OF PROTESTS IN VENEZUELA 
In Jonathan Pinckney and Miranda Rivers’ Sickness or Silence: Social Movement Adaptation 

to COVID-19, the authors discuss the increase in the non-violent forms of protests where 

dissatisfied people are using peaceful methods to demand changes (Pinckney and Rivers 2020, 

23). Social movements have been instrumental in uplifting civilians and putting power in their 

hands in order to create democratic societies. Movements already face challenges like hostile 

ruling administrations and militia trying to suppress dissent (Davenport 2007, 1-23). With the 

COVID-19 pandemic adding a deadly variable to this equation, movements that involve mass 

gatherings and marches, like the ones in Venezuela, have faced the necessity to evolve so as to 

ensure that they don’t die out and the government doesn’t gain more authoritarian powers.  

 

 

Graph 4.1 – COVID cases in Venezuela  

Source – WORLDOMETER (Information from government website) 
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Graph 4.2 – Protests in Venezuela (month-wise) in 2020 

Source – The author [Information from OBSERVATORIO VENEZOLANO DE 

CONFLICTIVIDAD SOCIAL (OVCS)] 

One noticeable trend which is visible when we compare Graph 4.1 and Graph 4.2 is that while 

the COVID-19 cases have seen a steady increase in the latter half of the year, the protests have 

also seen an increase. This can be interpretated as a vicious cycle, with the number of cases 

increasing because of protests at the time of COVID-19 peak, and also, the number of protests 

increasing due to the increase in the COVID-19 cases and the government’s lack of proper 

handling of the pandemic. This points towards the dissatisfaction of the public, which has been 

exacerbated by the incompetence of the Maduro regime in handling the pandemic.  

It is during these times that the relation between social movements and contentious politics9 

present in the Venezuelan context have come to light.  

VI. THE AUTHOR’S CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF CONTENTIOUS POLITICS IN THE 

VENEZUELAN CONTEXT 
According to Tilly and Tarrow, in a reading of their article on Contentious Politics and Social 

Movements, there are broadly four social movement processes occurring frequently in 

contentious politics (Tilly and Tarrow 2009, 14). These are (a) Mobilisation, (b) Political 

Identity formation, (c) Coalition formation, and (d) Polarisation. We can see all these processes 

occurring simultaneously in Venezuelan politics during the time of the pandemic.  

(a)  Mobilisation 

 
9 Contentious politics, according to Tilly and Tarrow, is defines as “episodic, public, collective interaction among 

makers of claims and their objects when (a) at least one government is a claimant, an object of claims, or a party 

to the claims and (b) the claims would, if realized, affect the interests of at least one 

of the claimants.”  
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Mobilisation has multiple interactive mechanisms that start from environmental process before 

passing through cognitive and relational mechanisms. In Venezuela, the advent of the 

Coronavirus and the subsequent changed social dynamics (taking into account social 

distancing) were a major environmental process which then passed through mechanisms like 

abysmal health care facilities and lack of coherent government action in curbing the effects of 

the virus. Protests have been the norm in Venezuela even during the pandemic and most 

recently, in September 2020, people have taken to the streets to protest against the shortage of 

essentials10.   

(b) Political Identity Formation 

Donatella della Porta describes the formation of a political identity as transnational when it 

grows from a sequence of international protest events and discontent in the regional fora (della 

Porta 2005).  Activists from organisations like Human Rights Watch have highly criticised the 

Maduro regime, it’s authoritative policies, and the rampant curbing of civil liberties by the 

government in Venezuela. In the national context, in 2020, Venezuela was wrecked with 4,414 

protests in the first half of the year (averaging 25 protests a day). Almost 1/4th of that was later 

reported in October 2020 itself, with 1,484 protests being registered at the OVCS (OVCS). 

Majority of these protests have been due to the lack of proper healthcare facilities, lack of 

essentials like food and medicine and excessive governmental control under the guise of 

pandemic restrictions.  

With more and more people in Venezuela supporting the end of the Maduro regime, it becomes 

evident that there has been a visible shift in the political identification of majority of the 

Venezuelans away from the government. This shift has also facilitated the formation of a 

political identity that is simultaneously both anti-Maduro and pro-democratisation.  

(c) Coalition Formation 

In coalition formation, socio-political actors with relatively less power in a regime come 

together to face the more powerful and strongly established opponent. The best example of this 

would be the Democratic Unity Roundtable (Mesa de la Unidad Democratica, MUD). The 

MUD is an electoral coalition11 of multiple small political parties in Venezuela which was 

formed in 2008 as an opposition to Chavez. It has continued since, with one of the major 

victories being the 2015 National Assembly, where they won the elections with 112 seats out 

 
10 See Daniels and Rangel. 2020. “Venezuela shortages prompt wave of protests across country”. The Guardian. 

30 September.  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/30/venezuela-shortages-protests 
11 Electoral coalition refers to a coalition formed only for the standing in the elections.  
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of the total 167. The Coalition boycotted the 2017 National Assembly elections and the 2020 

Presidential elections over claims of corruption.12 

(d) Polarisation 

Polarisation refers to the widening of the socio-political space between two claimant parties in 

a contentious episode and the movement of the formerly neutral or uncommitted actors towards 

one or the other extreme (Tilly and Tarrow 2009, 15). One of the largest political polarisations 

due to both national and international actors has been the divide created by Juan Guaido’s and 

Nicolas Maduro’s individual claims of the Presidency of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela. 

Since the 2018 elections, which is still disputed13, both national citizens and international 

players in Venezuelan politics have contested the legitimacy of President Maduro. Countries 

like the United States of America and its allies have backed the Guaido run administration as 

being the rightful President of Venezuela while Russia, China and certain Latin American 

countries continue to back Maduro. This polarisation has permeated to the citizens of 

Venezuela as well, with increasing dissatisfaction for Maduro slowly becoming evident.   

This evidence points towards a deep interplay of contentious politics and the numerous protests 

occurring during the pandemic in Venezuela. And while it is uncertain to say where this will 

lead the nation to, Venezuela, right now, is at a precarious position both nationally and 

internationally. With foreign players deeply invested in Venezuela, and the national distrust for 

the Maduro administration growing, it has become evident that Venezuela, as it stands now, 

will be going through a lot of administrative and socio-political upheaval. Whether it will be 

positive or negative, with respect to the civilians and the aftereffects of the pandemic on them, 

is hard to determine.  

VII. CONCLUSION 
This paper began as a theoretical study of the political situation of Venezuela and the rampant 

protests that the nation records each year, and the effect that the COVID-19 pandemic has had 

on the interplay of politics and protests. While general trends seen in the past two decades and 

the Coronavirus trends in the past year point towards a very tumultuous relationship between 

public sentiments and the ruling government, there is also evidence of a growing dissatisfaction 

for Maduro’s administration. This growing dissatisfaction could be attributed to the contentious 

 
12 See Smith. 2020. “Venezuelan coalition opposed to Maduro rejects upcoming vote.” APNews. 2 August. 

https://apnews.com/article/international-news-elections-latin-america-caribbean-election-2020-

0d6012bf64c157cd90e0113727c06e36   
13 See BBC. 2018. “Venezuela election: Maduro wins second term amid claims of vote rigging”. 21 May. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-44187838  
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politics at play, with everything that is happening between Guaido and Maduro, and the 

national and international parties involved in this dispute. The Coronavirus pandemic hasn’t 

stopped the number of protests in Venezuela, but in fact, as can be seen above, increased them. 

While the pandemic might have been seen by authoritarian leaders like Maduro as an 

opportunity to increase their control over the public institutions, there has been a rising trend 

of negative sentiments against the Maduro regime due to the gross mismanagement of the 

pandemic and its effects. According to the author, detailed study would be required to directly 

link and comprehensively examine the growing number of protests to the contentious politics 

during the time of the pandemic.  

***** 
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Appendix 

1. Table 1.1 – Consejo Supremo Electoral Secretaria General Direccion de Estadisticas 

Electorales Division de Geografia Electoral.  

2. Graph 1.2 – The Author 
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3. Graph 2.1 – Observatorio Venezolano de Conflictividad Social 

4. Graph 3.1 – The Author 

5. Graph 4.1 – Government of Venezuela (official statistics) 

6. Graph 4.2 – Observatorio Venezolano de Conflictividad Social 
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