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Explaining Democratic Deterioration in Venezuela Through Nested Inference

From a Latin American perspective, Venezuela has often been a contrary case. It was one of the last
major South American countries to give any kind of democracy a try (1946); democracy took firmer root in
the early 1960s, just as authoritarian regimes were beginning to sweep most of South America; and it was
reputed to be an old and well-established democracy by the time its neighbors underwent their democratic
transitions in the late 1970s and early 1980s. During these periods, Venezuela was so out of step with its
neighbors that it tended to be written off as an exceptional case. Its concerns were not on the regional
research agenda, and the theories developed for other countries were assumed not to apply to Venezuela1. In
the 1990s, however, observers began to wonder whether Venezuela was a harbinger of its neighbors ’ political
future. Its violent repression in 1989, two coup attempts in 1992, and the rise of an anti-system president
with authoritarian proclivities in 1998 presaged or coincided with setbacks in democracy in Peru, Guatemala,
Paraguay, Ecuador, Colombia, and the Dominican Republic. Now we commonly assume that the influential
theories do apply to Venezuela and that whatever explains Venezuela’s crisis may be relevant for other
countries. Venezuelan exceptionalism is over.

It is time, therefore, to reinsert Venezuela in the major theoretical debates. Here I do that by first
examining how well general theories not developed with Venezuela in mind explain Venezuela’s regime
changes. I then examine how much the literature specifically about Venezuela adds to our understanding of
its regime changes. I conclude with some suggestions for improving general theory that are inspired by the
Venezuelan experience2. Beginning with general theory is essential for identifying what it is that demands
explanation. From a global perspective, for the three decades after 1958 Venezuela was actually more
democratic than the most general theories of democratization would have led one to expect. From this
perspective, its recent setbacks are better understood as reversions to a level of democracy that is more
appropriate for a country in its situation. From a Latin American perspective, however, Venezuela’s past is
less puzzling and its recent changes more surprising. But neither general perspective would have predicted
the magnitude or the timing of the change in Venezuela; only close attention to the case can do that.
However, the general theories are still useful for highlighting the arguments in the literature on Venezuela
that contribute the most to our understanding. Among those arguments are those pointing to the nature of
political parties, the growth of waste and corruption in an oil economy, and civil-military relations. Together,
in context, these factors yield a fairly comprehensive explanation for both the rise and the decline of
democracy in Venezuela.

The Nature of the Setback in Venezuela
Before beginning the analysis, however, it is necessary to establish that Venezuela suffered a setback.

This is not as easy as it might seem because of the different criteria people use to evaluate democracy. Most
observers consider the 1958-1998 regime to have been a democratic regime, but not a perfect one; and some
critics judge its flaws more harshly than others. Since 1999 Venezuela has had a different constitution and a
different regime. Some observers consider the new regime more democratic than its predecessor and others,
less so. However, all agree that Venezuela's political regime, democratic or not, is less institutionalized than it
used to be.

Venezuela had no experience with democracy before 1945. In that year, however, an alliance of
military officers and leaders of the Democratic Action party (AD) overthrew the dictator Isaias Medina
Angarita and installed a provisional government that convoked constituent assembly elections in 1946 and
general elections in 1947. However, Venezuela's first democratically elected president, Rómulo Gallegos, was
deposed by a military junta in 1948 in an atmosphere of intense polarization between the nationalist,
anticlerical, and overbearing AD government and a threatened Catholic and conservative-led opposition, led
by the Social Christian party COPEI. Military rule followed for the next decade. During this time, some
leaders of AD and COPEI agreed that to give democracy a chance, they would share power and keep the
most polarizing issues off the political agenda (Levine 1973). A mass uprising against dictator Marcos Pérez
Jiménez in 1957 gave them their chance. The inter-party agreement was formalized in the 1958 Pact of Punto
Fijo and led to the national unity government of AD's Rómulo Betanourt (1959-1964).

The first years of the regime were shaky. But by 1969, it had weathered several coup attempts,
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defeated a communist guerrilla insurgency, carried out a far-reaching land reform, and survived several major
party splits and the succession of COPEI founder Rafael Caldera to the presidency. In the 1973 election, AD
and COPEI emerged as the two jointly-dominant parties, and they maintained this dominant position for the
next two decades. They alternated in the presidency in 1969, 1974, 1979, and 1984. Few observers questioned
the integrity of elections. Most observers considered Venezuela a consolidated democracy during these years,
especially in contrast to its authoritarian contemporaries in Brazil, Argent ina, Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Chile,
and Uruguay.

Nevertheless, it was a flawed democratic regime. The bureaucracy was extemely inefficient, the
courts were corrupt, and most important institutions and political actors were excessively partisan (Crisp
2000). AD and COPEI (and some smaller parties) struggled for control over government appointments,
judges, the electoral council, military officers, unions, students, peasants, professional guilds, and
neighborhood associations. Party militants were subject to tight discipline in the service of a small inner circle
of leaders at the head of each party. Venezuelan critics began to call their system a partidocracia (partyarchy)
rather than a democracia (democracy) (Coppedge 1994). Corruption worsened in the 1970s when the oil shocks
flooded Venezuela with petrodollars, and the two parties colluded in protecting each other's members from
prosecution (Karl 1997).

In reaction to these flaws, the regime became less institutionalized in the 1980s. Electoral abstention
rose from single digits before 1978 to 12.4 percent in 1978, 12.3 percent in 1983, 18.1 percent in 1988, and
39.8 percent in 1993. The announcement of an economic shock program in 1989 sparked a three-day spate
of riots and looting that was ended only with brutal repression. Two coup attempts followed in 1992 (both
unsuccessful), and President Carlos Andrés Pérez was impeached in 1993. Finally, the party system itself
began to fragment. AD and COPEI, which had consistently shared about 80 percent of the legislative vote
and 90 percent of the presidential vote since 1973, fell to just 46 percent of the legislative vote in 1993 and
lost the presidency to Rafael Caldera, who ran as an independent that year. During the second Caldera
presidency (1994-1999), the bastions of the first democratic regime, its political parties, continued
deteriorating. By the 1998 election, neither party even ran a candidate of its own. Both backed an
independent, who was defeated by Hugo Chávez Frías, the leader of the February 1993 coup attempt.

Chávez led the transition to a new regime. Whether it was democratic or not was especially
controversial. Despite some breaks with the constitution of 1961, and despite the loud complaints of the
opposition, Venezuela in 2002 still had a democratic constitution, an elected president and national
legislature, a vocal opposition, a lively press, and all other minimal requirements for democracy. Moreover,
President Hugo Chávez Frías claimed to be deepening democracy, not destroying it. By his account and that
of his many supporters, Venezuela was not democratic before 1998; rather, it was a corrupt, unresponsive
partidocracia. Therefore, he argued, all of the transformations he achieved revising the constitution,
prosecuting corrupt officials, forcing elections in the Venezuelan Workers Confederation (CTV),
promulgating a new electoral law and appointing a new electoral council were necessary steps to uproot the
old, undemocratic bosses and make the government responsive to the great, long-suffering and much-abused
majority.

Although there is some truth to this argument, the emphasis on executing the will of the current
majority distracted attention from a more important and more conventional version of democracy liberal
democracy. Chávez’s version of democracy, popular sovereignty, tends to degenerate into the tyranny of the
majority or worse. For this reason, scholars and policymakers for the past two centuries have preferred liberal
democracy, which tempers the will of transient majorities by adding checks and balances and guarantees of
fundamental civil liberties and political rights to the definition of democracy. As long as popular sovereignty
was the standard for democracy, the concern was more about what might happen after 2000 than about what
had happened up to that year. But if liberal democracy is the standard, then the setback was an accomplished
fact by 2000. Venezuela had ceased to be an adequately liberal democracy.

The Chávez “revolution” (he and his followers did frequently refer to their “revolution”)
systematically removed all the checks and balances required for liberal democracy3. This was achieved in two
stages: eliminating the old actors in a position to check the president, then ensuring the loyalty of the new
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actors to the president. The means for the first stage was the National Constituent Assembly (ANC), which
was authorized by referendum in April 1999 and elected in July 1999, finished with its draft in three months,
had the new constitution ratified on December 15, 1999, and disbanded itself on January 31, 2000. The ANC
delegates took their work seriously, but the greatest advantage to the ANC was its ability to eliminate checks
on the president in the short term. Only a constituent assembly would have the power to neutralize the
opposition-controlled congress elected in November 1998. This it did in short order. The old congress
allowed itself to be marginalized soon after the ANC was seated, and it formally ceased to exist the day the
1999 constitution was ratified. That date also marked the elimination of the supreme court (CSJ) and the
beginning of the second stage, for the ANC appointed a new Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (TSJ), a new
electoral council, and a new Comptroller General, all of whom were cooperative with Chávez. At the same
time, the ANC designated an unelected National Legislative Committee to take the place of the legislature
until new elections could be held, and  appointed a commission that purged hundreds of judges from the
courts.

This transitional regime continued in power until August 2000, when new officials elected in July
were seated. Chávez himself was reelected with a 56.9 percent landslide, and his allied parties won at least 99
of 165 seats in the new National Assembly (now sans senate). In November 2000 they granted the president
sweeping powers to issue decree-laws in a wide range of areas. A few governors remained affiliated with
opposition parties, but the federal government undermined their power by reducing funding for state and
local governments. Between December 1998 and August 2000, therefore, Chávez removed, coopted, or
severely weakened all possible checks from other branches and levels of government.

By late 2001, President Chávez had alienated three powerful groups with his high-handed style of
governing. Business leaders were incensed that he had abused powers delegated by the National Assembly to
decree two dozen important laws, including a land reform and a law on hydrocarbons, without adequate
consultation. The CTV felt threatened by his attempt to coopt unions into an officialist “Bolivarian Labor
Front.” Some high-ranking military officers protested his  pro-Cuba tilt, his tolerance of FARC guerrillas
inside Venezuelan territory, and the rank-jumping implicit in a lieutenant colonel (Chávez’s rank) giving
orders to general officers. In addition, Chávez lost the popular support of all but his hard core, who
comprised less than a third of the population. Using a melee that broke out during massive anti-Chávez
demonstrations as a pretext, a business-military-labor plot seized power for two days beginning April 12,
2002. However, the conspiracy fell apart even before junta president Pedro Carmona Estanga announced the
dissolution of the National Assembly and supreme court, repudiated the 1999 constitution, and began
arresting pro-Chávez governors. The plotters were unable to persuade Chávez to resign and therefore could
not take power without violating the Constitution. Military commanders partially influenced by Latin
American condemnation of the coup--rallied in support of the constitutional line of succession and pro-
Chávez demonstrations filled the streets. Soon Chávez was back in power. However, the experience left the
country more deeply divided than before, although it also temporarily boosted the president’s approval
ratings.4

Liberal democracy had already been severely eroded before the coup. But even from the standpoint
of popular sovereignty, democracy was at risk in Venezuela, as the 2002 coup demonstrated. Without popular
support, Chávez’s democratic legitimacy evaporated. What saved him from exile in 2002 was not popular
sovereignty but, ironically, the liberal constitutional principle that a president stays in office until
constitutionally replaced, even if he becomes unpopular.

What General Models Say About Venezuelan Democracy
In this section I go to unusual lengths to situate Venezuela’s setback in comparative perspective.

Although many scholars try to keep their cases in comparative perspective, few have gone to the extreme of
estimating the predictions of general theories based on a large sample, as I do here, in order to see how well
the general theories explain a particular case. The procedure that I will follow is to 1) explain as much as
possible of the variation in Venezuelan democracy since 1973 using quantitative variables; 2) note what
aspects of the variation are well explained by general theories; and then 3) isolate the aspects that are not
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explained well (the residuals) in order to highlight the research tasks that remain for qualitative analysis. I
believe that this procedure, called "nested inference," is the best way to achieve analytic control when
combining quantitative and qualitative explanatory factors5. In other words, this procedure allows one to hold
the quantitative factors constant before developing a complementary qualitative explanation.

Applying controls aids the accumulation of general theoretical knowledge by evaluating which cases a
theory explains (how well it “travels”) and assessing how well a theory explains them, both in absolute terms
and relative to other theories. For those who are concerned with building general theory, this is no small
advantage. However, these controls are also useful for those who care more about explaining a specific case
than about building general theory. General theories sometimes point to explanatory factors that are taken
for granted by those who are focused on a single case. Often it is only with a large sample of countries that
there is sufficient variance on such factors to realize that they may matter and to estimate how much they
matter. Controlling carefully for general causes helps one avoid the pitfall of “myopia,” or reinventing the
wheel: overestimating the uniqueness of a case and underestimating the explanatory power of general theory.
Without controls for general factors, case-specific factors get some of the credit for processes that are in fact
general, and consequently their importance is exaggerated and the general factors are underrated6. Nested
inference lessens this selection bias by giving the case study the job of explaining only the aspects of the
phenomenon of interest that cannot be well explained by general factors.7

When one is able to distinguish well between the general and the specific, then aspects that are well
explained by general theory can be treated cursorily, and more attention can be focused on explaining the
unexpected deviations from the predictions the residuals, and especially the extreme res iduals known as
outliers. This exercise can frame the research agenda in a case study sometimes in a very different and
surprising way, as we will see here. But I will set the methodological arguments aside now and get on with the
analysis, as these principles are better demonstrated than argued.

As democratization has been a favorite object of study since the birth of comparative politics,
comparativists have proposed quite a few theories, which have been used to generate too many hypotheses to
list here. In this section I will limit the discussion to a few hypotheses that can be tested with the data at my
disposal. The dependent variable is a modified Freedom House score for all countries for the years 1973-
1996 (through 1999 for Venezuela only)8. It was constructed by adding the Political Rights and Civil Liberties
indexes and subtracting the sum from 16, which results in an index ranging from 2 (least "free") to 14 (most
"free")9. The dataset also includes independent variables measuring wealth, economic growth, and a dummy
variable for the Latin American region10. Various indicators exist for other explanatory factors, such as
inequality, religion, ethnic diversity, state size, party-system fragmentation, literacy, and social spending, but
none is available for most of the countries and years included here. I have decided to work with smaller set of
variables and the larger sample in order to take some  advantage of time-series analysis. This section discusses
wealth, growth, and fixed regional effects. Omitted explanatory factors are discussed, when they seem to be
relevant, in the case study portion of the paper.

Economic Explanations: A Paradox
The Venezuelan economy has not achieved sustained growth since 1979. In fact, real per capita

GDP in 1997 was about the same as it was in 1964. The most obvious hunch about Venezuela's democratic
deterioration, therefore, is that it has something to do with bad economic performance. But rigorous tests of
this notion produce a paradox: economic explanations seem to work very well and in multiple ways for
Venezuela alone, yet are not powerful enough to explain the deterioration in comparative perspective. This
section elaborates on this paradox; the next section explains it.

The hypothesis that wealthier countries tend to be more democratic is the most frequently and
consistently confirmed proposition in quantitative studies of democratization (Diamond 1992, Rueschemeyer
1991, Przeworski and Limongi 1996). The reasons for this association remain uncertain, however, because
this hypothesis is consistent with several different theories. All of these theories could be true, or just one11.
Empirically they are difficult to distinguish and will remain so until more and better data become available.
For clarity I will distinguish among six strands of thinking about economic causes of democratization or
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breakdown (Lipset 1959).
The first strand holds that increasing wealth transforms social structure. As a society becomes

wealthier, new social groups are created, and these groups constitute a natural constituency for democracy. The
earliest theorists emphasized the growth in numbers of the middle class (Tocqueville 1969, Lipset 1959,
Johnson 1958); more recently others have argued that the working class was the true bearer of democracy
(Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and Stephens 1992). The second strand, closely related to the first, holds that the
resources that accrue to certain social actors, not simply their numbers, are crucial for democratization. Such
resources include literacy, education, and information about politics; access to mass media; rapid
transportation; money to finance political activity; leisure time to take political advantage of any of these; and
even control of a strategic sector of the economy. The third strand argues that a high or rising standard of
living fosters a political culture that favors democracy. It refers most commonly to the values of moderation
and tolerance, which make conflicts less likely to arise and easier to resolve (Verba, Nie, and Kim 1978)12. A
fourth strand combined all of these to argue that newly-empowered classes would form and support moderate
political parties rather than the extreme right-wing parties that destroyed the Weimar Republic or the extreme
left-wing parties that fomented Communist revolutions. Fifth, a recent argument holds that wealth extends
the life expectancy of democratic regimes (or any regime, for that matter), but does not affect the probability
that a country will become democratic in the first place (Przeworski and Limongi 1997, Przeworski et al.
2001).

The sixth strand focuses on short-term growth and crisis. Modernization is best understood as a long-
term process; year-to-year changes probably would not have much of an impact on social structure, group
resources, political culture, party stances, or even the probability of a regime surviving one more year.
Nevertheless, several scholars have hypothesized that economic growth and crisis are associated with
democratic change in the shorter term (Haggard and Kaufman 1995, Remmer 1991)13. If democracy is not
thoroughly institutionalized, then the legitimacy of the regime could rise and fall rapidly in response to
economic performance, especially to rates of inflation and unemployment and changes in per capita income.
A growing economy is a positive-sum game, in which tolerance and compromise are easy; a shrinking
economy is a zero-sum game, in which resentment and intransigence are more likely. Such an environment
creates an incentive for the politics of outbidding by populist politicians who promise to alleviate the
suffering of the innocent majority in short order. It also serves as an incubator for crime, demonstrations,
and violence. If such extremes become common, they could grow into what Linz called "unsolvable
problems," which drive politicians and voters into increasingly desperate acts, some of which could do away
with democracy (Linz 1978).

Taken together, these six propositions suggest a quite plausible economic explanation for the rise
and fall of Venezuelan democracy. Venezuela was an extremely poor, rural country before the oil industry
developed. As oil exports boomed, however, oil wealth was invested in the rest of the economy, creating an
industrial working class and a sizable middle class, which provided support for two large, moderate, catch-all
parties. These parties (AD and COPEI) were exemplary practitioners of moderation and compromise, first in
the once-celebrated, now maligned Pact of Punto Fijo, and later in their alternation in power and habit of
consulting frequently on important legislation. During the oil boom years, when growth was extremely rapid
and optimism ran high, these groups were content and remained loyal to the democratic regime. But when
the oil economy went bust, the middle class shrank and working-class unions lost membership and clout. The
political culture became less moderate and more radical. Venezuelan  withdrew some support for the regime
and the moderate parties, and turned instead to leftist parties and an immoderate, intransigent, and intolerant
politician--Hugo Chávez Frías. Even if the earlier strands of modernization theory are rejected in favor of the
more recent belief that wealth merely helps a regime survive, Venezuela's recent political instability is
consistent with the secular decline in the standard of living.

In a loose way, therefore, Venezuela's political decline is consistent with any and all of the strands of
economic explanation. Again, the data used here do not make it possible to test rigorously each separate
strand of theory. However, one can depict the relationship between per capita GDP and democracy in
Venezuela.  Figures 1a and 1b suggest the intuitive relationship since the 1940s. The Polity98 data is used as
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the democracy indicator in Figure 1a in order to show the trends before the first year of Freedom House
data, 1973. It ranges from -10 (least democracy, greatest autocracy) to +10 (greatest democracy, least
autocracy). Both figures suggest that some strand or strands of modernization theory would do a good job of
explaining what happened to Venezuelan democracy, because the direction and timing of change in the
economy closely tracks the direction and timing of change in the political system. The association appears to
be tight in Venezuela, aside from the persistence of democracy for a decade after the economic decline began
in 1979. 

Unfortunately, these economic explanations do not work as well in comparative perspective. Models
1.1 and 1.2 in table 1 report the impact of logged per capita GDP and changes in per capita GDP on
Freedom House scores (FH) as estimated in a worldwide sample for 1973-1996. Both explanatory variables
are statistically significant and have appropriate signs: the wealthier the average person in a society, and the
more positive the growth rate, the more democratic the country is likely to be. Expressed verbally, this
relationship seems to be identical to the economic hypotheses just described. Expressed numerically,
however, there are three crucial differences. First, the verbal explanation refers only to the direction of
change, while the statistical estimates match up certain levels of wealth with certain levels of democracy: they
establish benchmarks. Second, the statistical estimates measure the magnitude of the impact of changes in
wealth on changes in democracy (the slope). Finally, the statistical estimate does not avoid the question of
how well the whole model explains the phenomenon in question; rather, it tells us the percentage of the
variance explained, in this case, .310 (31 percent). This is basic information for those who do statistical
research, but its implications for explaining a specific case are rarely spelled out.

Figure 2 spells out the implications by superimposing Venezuela’s  actual Freedom House scores (in
black) on Model 1.2's predictions of its scores. The two gray lines are the predictions, i.e., the upper and lower
95 percent confidence intervals for the predictions. These predictions are based on the association between
per capita GDP and growth, on the one hand, and Freedom House scores, on the other, in more than four
thousand country-years all over the world, not just in Venezuela. It is perfectly appropriate to estimate this
relationship with such a large sample because we are, after all, interested in building general theory and in
seeing how well general explanations account for what has happened in Venezuela. If the relationship that
seems to hold in a very large sample is different for Venezuela, then we need to discover what other factors
make the pattern different for Venezuela.

These confidence intervals are satisfyingly narrow: they make predictions to within about 1.5 points
on this 13-point scale, and because they are 95 percent confidence intervals, they mean that 19 out of every
20 actual scores should fall inside this predicted interval. What is striking about Figure 2 is that most of
Venezuela’s scores do not. In fact, none of them do before 1992. What this means is that in line with an R2

of .31 the economic theories do not explain Venezuela’s setback well in worldwide perspective. From 1973
to 1992, the country was more democratic than its standard of living would have predicted. After 1992,
Venezuela’s level of democracy declined to levels closer to the range predicted by economic theories, but this
change was not predicted by the economic theories alone. Some other reason must be sought. 

How can the economic explanations be regarded as incomplete, when figures 1a and 1b seem to
vindicate the predictions of economic theories so closely and in so many respects?   The answer is that figures
1a and 1b made arbitrary assumptions about two key parameters of the explanation--the intercept and the
slope. Both parameters have to be defined before the explanation that works for Venezuela can be correctly
incorporated into more general comparative theory. The intercept is the baseline level of democracy (i.e., the
average height of the democracy curve): the degree of democracy that would be average for a country due to
any causes that are not explicitly modeled. Figures 1a and 1b were misleading because they arbitrarily
assumed that the intercept would be whatever level that would make the democracy curve overlap the per
capita GDP curve as much as possible. The true intercept could have placed considerable vertical distance
between the two curves. The slope is the ratio of a change in democracy to a unit change in per capita GDP,
or how dramatically the democracy curve bounces up and down as wealth changes. Here again, the figures
were misleading because they were drawn to make it look like changes in wealth and democracy were of
similar size. In reality, no slope was estimated. Figure 2, by contrast, incorporates the intercept and slope
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estimates of Model 1.2. The result is that the predicted values in Figure 2 are both lower and flatter than the
actual democracy curve. They are lower because many of the countries scoring 13 or 14 on the FH indicator
have per capita GDPs several times Venezuela's, and countries at Venezuela's level of development tend to
score around 10. The predicted values are flatter due to the size of the slopes for wealth and growth. If the
slopes were larger, the predicted lines would rise and fall more dramatically and possibly do a better job of
explaining the actual freedom scores. But according to the estimate of Model 1.2, even the large swings in per
capita GDP observed in Figures 1a and 1b have only a weak effect on Venezuelan democracy. The standard
of living did indeed decline in the 1980s, but the predicted impact was surprisingly modest--a difference of
about one point. Democracy, wealth, and growth moved in the same direction in 1976, 1989, and 1999; but
in opposite directions in 1993 and 1996. These economic variables by themselves are simply not sufficient to
explain Venezuela's political dynamics. 

This does not mean that economic performance did not play an important role in the deterioration
of the democratic regime in Venezuela. On the contrary, figures 1 and 2 together suggest that economic
variables had a more powerful impact in Venezuela than they typically do in other countries. The implication of
the paradox is, rather, that this Venezuelan evidence holds no clear lesson for general comparative theory
until we can establish a baseline for Venezuelan democracy and specify why the impact of the economy was
unusually powerful there in this period. The remainder of this paper proposes answers to these two
questions.

Fixed Effects
Venezuela's intercept is an invariant parameter, the same for every year Venezuela is in the sample. It

is therefore most likely to be associated with invariant characteristics of Venezuela.
There are several easily testable theories that involve such "fixed effects." For example, it has been argued
that Latin America's political culture--Thomist and corporativist in Wiarda's view--makes the region poor soil
for cultivating democracy (Wiarda 1996). On the other hand, Scott Mainwaring has noted the surprising
persistence of democracy in Latin America during the Third Wave (Mainwaring 1999). Juan Linz has also
proposed that presidentialism tends to undermine new democratic regimes (Linz 1978). These ideas are easy
to test, but hard to test separately because they are relatively fixed and covarying characteristics of the Latin
American region: there is little variance to analyze. This not only makes it virtually impossible to separate the
impact of culture from the impact of presidentialism; it also makes it hard to separate the impact of these two
characteristics from the impact of any other fixed characteristic of the region. Other characteristics could
include having a (state) capitalist economy (outside Cuba), being in the Western Hemisphere with the
Colossus of the North, and having a predominantly Western political culture (at least at the elite level). No
purely cross-national analysis that is limited to a Latin American sample can say much about which of these
characteristics affect democracy or how much of an impact they have.14

With a global sample, however, it is a simple matter to create a dummy variable that will test for any
systematic difference in democracy between the countries that possess this bundle of characteristics and
those that do not. It is not a problem if some of the characteristics tend to favor democracy while the others
tend to work against it, because the impact of the dummy variable can be interpreted as the net impact of all
these characteristics together. Such impacts have been called "specific ignorance" because they narrow the set
of possibilities without decisively confirming or rejecting any of the possibilities remaining in the set
(Maddala 1977).

Model 1.3 in Table 1 reports that the net effect of "Latin Americanism" (and all other shared
characteristics) is strongly positive and highly significant. This is probably surprising to readers who are
familiar with arguments about the burdens of Latin American political culture and the "failure of presidential
democracy" (Linz and Valenzuela 1994). But this estimate based on global data is a very useful reminder of a
fact that Latin Americanists often take for granted:  that Latin American countries tend to be more
democratic than countries outside the region at a comparable level of economic development.15 This finding
is the flip side to the debate about the incompatibility of Islam or "Asian values" with democracy. Whether
one says that Islamic and Asian countries are less likely than normal to be democratic, or that Latin American



8

countries are more likely than normal to be democratic depends on what one considers a "normal" baseline
level of democracy to be. The "surprising resilience" of Latin American democracies is not so surprising in
global perspective, according to this estimate. And it also suggests (but does not prove) that we should shift
some explanatory weight to the aspects of the region that might favor democracy, such as western culture,
capitalism, and proximity to the United States.

The implications for understanding Venezuelan democracy are equally surprising. Figure 3, which
superimposes Venezuela's actual scores on the confidence intervals predicted by Model 1.3, produces an
impression opposite to that of Figure 2. In Figure 2, it was surprising how democratic Venezuela was before
1992 and its current levels were more normal; in Figure 3, Venezuela was within or close to its expected level
of democracy from 1973 to 1991 but its levels have been surprisingly low since 1992. What is normal and
what is puzzling about Venezuela therefore depends entirely on whether one views it from a Latin American
(Figure 3) or a global (Figure 2) set of expectations. 

Beyond this shift in perspective, Figure 3 makes three important points about advances and setbacks
in Venezuelan democracy. First, some of the reasons for Venezuela's high level of democracy before 1992
were not unique to Venezuela; rather, they were a combination of Venezuela's high standard of living and
rapid growth with characteristics that Venezuela shared with other Latin American countries, although this
analysis cannot pinpoint them. Second, 
1982-1985 period was a small exception to this. Democracy persisted in Venezuela despite its economic
decline in the early 1980s for reasons that go beyond its shared Latin American heritage. Some characteristic
less typical of the region was partially responsible for Venezuela's political success during those years.  Third,
Model 1.2 and Model 1.3 both make very flat predictions. (There is a slight decline in predicted democracy,
but it does not begin to account for the much larger actual decline.)  Therefore, the big change between 1987
and 1992 is not adequately explained by Venezuela's per capita GDP, economic growth or crisis, or the
characteristics it shares with other Latin American countries. To understand why the economy had such
devastating consequences for the political regime in Venezuela, we must focus attention on other explanatory
factors.16 And because data to do this are not easily available for many countries, the best way to proceed
from here is to carry out a more qualitative case study.17

Reframing the puzzle
Now that general models have explained some aspects of Venezuela's democratic record, 
the focus shifts to explanations that are specific to Venezuela. In order to avoid the pitfall of myopia, these
additional explanations should not duplicate the explanations offered so far. Therefore, the additional
explanations should focus on explaining what has not been explained already. In statistical terms, this means
that we should try to explain just the residuals:  the differences between the actual and the predicted scores.
The black line in Figure 4 plots the residuals from Model 1.3; gray lines delimit the width of the 95 percent
confidence intervals. The years between the gray lines have been adequately explained by the general theories.
What remain unexplained are the segments of the black line that lie above the top gray line (1982-1985) or
below the lower gray line (1992-1999). This is the research agenda for the second half of the paper. I intend
to show that the best explanation for these residuals is the rise and decline of the backbone of Venezuela's
stability--its partyarchy.

Explanations Focused on Venezuela
In this second half of the paper I will evaluate explanations that were developed by scholars focused

primarily on Venezuela (or in some cases, Latin America). These explanations will both fill in gaps and add
flesh to the general skeleton developed in the first half. In order to take the best advantage of the quantitative
analysis, I will evaluate the case literature with respect to five criteria. First, the most useful explanatory
factors are those that explain the residuals (Figure 4) rather than the raw, uncontrolled political dynamics.
Second, I will privilege explanations that can explain both the surprisingly high level of democracy in 1982-
1985 and the surprisingly low level of democracy after 1992. Any factor that changed dramatically, in that
direction, at that time, is highly likely to have had a crucial causal impact. Third, I will discard static factors,
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both because I have already controlled for fixed effects and because conditions that did not change during
this period logically cannot explain the dramatic changes in the residuals. Fourth, I will rule out proposed
factors that changed in the wrong direction during this period. Finally, I will discount factors that can be
equated with the general variables already held constant wealth, growth and crisis, and Latin American
heritage. Attributing additional influence to them at this stage of the analysis would result in either
exaggerating their importance or failing to specify omitted variables with which they implicitly interact.

Some easily discarded explanations
Several explanatory factors can be ruled out quickly because they are static. One points to aspects of

Venezuela’s political culture. Richard Hillman, for example, has argued that Venezuela was never very
democratic. Its democratic regime was only a façade that protected a corrupt, authoritarian oligarchy and
engendered frustration that finally broke through the surface in the 1989 riots (Hillman 1994). If he had
argued that the culture he describes had become greatly accentuated between 1982 and 1992, then
Venezuelan culture could be an acceptable explanation. But Hillman portrays a culture that was born many
decades ago and that intensified gradually over a long period of time. By itself, this adds little to an
understanding of this crisis. A similar argument proposed decades ago was that Venezuela became unusually
democratic in the 1960s in reaction to the Cuban revolution (Alexander 1964). This argument also fails to
account for the change in orientation. At best, one could claim that these attributes (if they are even validly
characterized) are Venezuelan variations on Latin American fixed effects and that they reduce the
prodemocratic tendencies associated with the region.

A different set of explanatory factors that seem useful for understanding the surprising persistence
of democracy in Latin America move in the wrong direction for explaining the contrary case of Venezuela.
These include some of the same factors that have been used to explain both the third wave of
democratization in Latin America and elsewhere (Huntington 1991) and the resilience of democracy in Latin
America in the 1980s and 1990s (Mainwaring 1999). One is the reorientation of U.S. foreign policy away
from propping up anti-communist dictatorships and toward support for human rights and free and fair
elections. If this policy had an impact on Venezuela, it was only as a policy that backfired. The U.S. tended to
be supportive of Pérez's Great Turnaround in the face of massive popular rejection in Venezuela;
disappointed in the Caldera administration for the very economic policies that gave Venezuelans hope; and
Chávez has gone out of his way to show solidarity with Fidel Castro, Saddam Hussein, and fellow OPEC
members and to refuse cooperation with Plan Colombia. A second factor is the Catholic Church's shift in
favor of human rights and democracy. The Venezuelan Church has not been a powerful political actor since
it applauded the breakdown of Venezuela's first democratic regime in 1948 (Levine 1973). Few human rights
groups today, for example, have religious ties. And to the extent that the bishops have been politically
involved in recent years, they have been on poor terms with the Chávez government (Smilde 2000). Finally,
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the corresponding lack of legitimate alternatives to political democracy
came too late to explain the weakening of Venezuelan democracy that was already visible before 1989. All
these shifts would lead one to expect more democracy in Venezuela, not less. These factors may help explain
why the setback has not been more serious so far, but they do not explain why there has been a setback in
the first place.

So what factors could have magnified the political impact of economic decline in Venezuela? One
might surmise that indicators of aggregate economic growth and per capita GDP are too crude to have a
powerful impact on the regime. Some more socially meaningful indicators might have had a more direct
impact. This possibility can be tested over time within the Venezuelan case, as relevant indicators that would
not be available worldwide are available for Venezuela over varying periods of time. Table 2 reports
coefficients estimated by regressing the Venezuelan residuals from Model 1.3 on several such variables:
percentage change in per capita GDP, the real value of the official minimum wage, the percentage of the
labor force that is unemployed, the size of the informal sector, social spending as a percentage of GDP, and
the percentages of households living in critical and extreme poverty. Unfortunately, data on economic
inequality per se are too scarce and static even for Venezuela alone to test the thesis that democracies with
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unequal societies have a shorter "regime life expectancy" (Muller 1995, Burkhart 1997). However, the
households in critical or extreme poverty should serve as good proxies for inequality.

Table 2 also reports the same statistics for various indicators of fiscal crisis. These indicators can test
a different hypothesis: that Venezuela's powerful economic elites withdrew their support from the
democratic regime when it proved incapable of managing the economy. This scenario, too, would tend to
magnify the impact of poor economic performance. The indicators tested under this heading include urban
consumer price inflation, government spending as a percentage of GDP, central government revenues,
central government spending, and fiscal deficits as a percentage of GDP. Finally, Table 2 also tests for the
impact of changes in public employment. Some scholars have argued that the Venezuelan democratic regime
was propped up by massive patronage and clientelism, and that the regime was weakened when it could no
longer afford to buy support in this way.

Only four of the 14 socioeconomic variables reported in Table 2 have a statistically significant
association with the residuals from Model 1.3: inflation, households in extreme poverty, the size of the
workforce employed in the informal economy, and the extent of public employment. The other variables add
nothing new to the explanation (although they are probably correlated with per capita GDP, and to that
extent they would be valid parts of the economic part of the explanation). And even these three significant
variables cease to have a credible impact when we control for the political variable to be discussed next: the
vote for the two Establishment parties. The right-hand column of Table 2 shows that all of these coefficients
take on the wrong sign when controlling for the two-pary vote, and all but one lose significance. If these were
real and significant relationships, it would mean that Venezuelan democracy was favored by high inflation,
widespread poverty, and the growth of the informal economy. It is far more likely that these relationships
were spurious all along.

The Pivotal Role of Parties
The explanatory factor that best fits the pattern of the residuals is the strength of AD and COPEI.

These two parties once had a formidable capacity to mobilize voters, but that capacity eroded after the
election of 1983, first with the growth in abstention, and then by both abstention and a loss of vote share to
third parties and personalist candidates. This trend is well operationalized by the combined vote for these
two parties in legislative elections as a percentage of total population18. If the goal of this paper were merely
to explain variances in Venezuela's Freedom House scores, Figure 5 would mark the completion of the task.
Both variables rise 1973-1983, decline moderately in the 1980s, plummet by 1993, and remain low until the
present. There is little variance left to explain that could not be written off as measurement error. One may
object that the decline of these two parties were so identified with the democratic regime that using them to
explain the decline of the regime borders on circularity. However, a comparable change in the party system of
a different country (such as Italy, Japan, and Canada in the 1990s) would not necessarily coincide with a
deterioration of its democratic regime. The fact that these trends did coincide in Venezuela is exactly my
point: the tight association is empirical and causal, not definitional. 

It should not be surprising that the health of the Venezuelan democratic regime was so closely tied
to the health of these two parties. For many people, AD and COPEI were equated with democracy. These
were the two most important parties that set aside old animosities and in 1958 signed the Pact of Punto Fijo,
which helped ensure a successful transition (Karl 1986). They were the only two parties that elected
presidents for the first 35 years of the regime. When they were relatively small and divided (1958-68),
democracy was threatened by guerrilla insurgency and several coup attempts; when they were strong (1973-
1988), people considered Venezuela a consolidated democracy.

These two parties were, then, the founders of the regime and its guarantors against internal threats
from the left and the right, so there was some justification for equating their  success with democracy.
Nevertheless, it would be more accurate to equate their success with the institutionalization of democracy
rather than the quality of democracy. The regime that they founded, which Venezuelans call partidocracia and I
call partyarchy, was lacking in "democraticness" in several respects. (Perhaps for these reasons Venezuela
never was assigned the maximum score of 14 on the Freedom House scale.)  It continually satisfied the
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minimal requirements for democracy as defined in Dahl's concept of polyarchy--free and fair elections of the
effective policymakers, freedom of political organization, freedom of expression, broad suffrage and
eligibility for public office, and lively media that provided alternatives to official sources of information (Dahl
1989). However, the parties monopolized nominations and choices on the ballot, controlled legislators
tightly, penetrated most civil society organizations and politicized them along party lines, and centralized
authority in a small inner circle at the top. They did these things to such an extreme that citizens had to be
represented through these parties or not at all; and the chances of being represented well through the parties
were slim, given their top-down, centralized, hierarchical organization (Coppedge 1994). Furthermore, the
congress was frequently marginalized by the concentration of policymaking authority in the executive, which
preferred to deal almost exclusively with a small number of officially recognized interest groups (Crisp 2000),
and the bureaucracy was grossly inefficient and ineffective at implementing whatever policies were adopted
(Naím 1993). But Venezuela's basic democratic institutions--parties, elections, congress, etc.--were well
institutionalized as long as AD and COPEI were successful.

The first symptoms of the democratic setback in Venezuela were symptoms of weakened
institutionalization, not of less democracy. The rise in electoral abstention in 1988 showed that the authorities
were losing their ability to enforce the mandatory voting requirement; the riots and looting of 1989 were an
extreme example of the state's inability to maintain public order; the coup attempts of 1992 demonstrated
that the subordination of the armed forces to civilian control could no longer be taken for granted; and the
fragmentation of the party system in 1993 was the byproduct of weakened party loyalties.

None of these signs of diminished institutionalization constituted an unambiguous decline in the
quality of democracy19. However, the weakening of the partyarchic regime opened political space that was
filled by forces dedicated to the elimination of the checks and balances required for liberal democracy. If AD
and COPEI had not lost support after 1988, then Chávez could not have won the presidency in 1998 or won
support of his agenda in three subsequent referendums.

The decline of partyarchy permitted the rise of other forces, but some other cause must explain why
the vacuum was filled by antiliberal forces. This question can be answered by explaining why AD and COPEI
lost support, because the support for Chávez was a direct reaction against the drawbacks of the partyarchic
regime.

Why the Parties Lost Support
Figure 1 suggests that economic decline had something to do with the regime crisis in Venezuela, yet

Figures 2 and 3 casts doubt on any purely economic explanation. How can this paradox be resolved?  The
answer is that the cause was not economic decline alone, but how Venezuelans understood economic decline.
They reacted to it with feelings of moral outrage, and this reaction magnified the impact of economic decline.
We should not expect such a powerful reaction to economic crisis in all countries, and indeed as Figures 2
and 3 show, we do not observe it. But when fundamental principles of justice and fairness  are violated, then
an exaggerated reaction is to be expected (Scott 1976).

The fact that the Venezuelan state has long been dependent on oil exports is partially and indirectly
responsible for both the economic decline Venezuela experienced in the late 1980s and the extreme reaction
to it. The oil economy had three effects. First, it created a popular perception that Venezuela was a wealthy
country. This impression was reinforced by the economy's 6 percent growth rate sustained throughout the
1950s and 1960s and intensified by accelerated growth during the OPEC oil embargo of 1973-74, when the
international price of crude oil more than tripled (Naím 1993, 22). 

Second, this oil-led rapid growth, especially during the boom years created an irresistible temptation
to overlook state inefficiencies, waste, and corruption. Terry Karl (1997) has argued that  Venezuela, like other
oil exporters with a high ratio of population to oil revenues, faced powerful pressures to spend these
revenues quickly in an attempt to develop other sectors of the economy. Countries that achieved a high
degree of "stateness" before oil revenues became available (Norway and Indonesia) succeeded in investing
enough of these profits abroad to avoid Dutch disease. States that were less developed before oil (Venezuela,
along with Algeria, Nigeria, and Iran) succumbed to the pressures and created sprawling bureaucracies prone
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to waste and corruption. Whether one accepts the general validity of this theory of commodity determinism
or not, it fits Venezuela well. For example, during Carlos Andrés Pérez's first five-year government (1974-
1984), the Venezuelan state received 54 percent more revenues from oil than were received by all Venezuelan
governments from 1917 to 1974 combined (Karl 1981, 17). Despite this enormous windfall, the Venezuela
state had contracted $33 billion in international debt by 1982. There is simply no way that all of these funds
could have been spent wisely. The number of public employees tripled during the first Pérez administration,
and the resulting inefficiencies in public administration have been well documented ever since (Naím 1993,
Angell and Graham 1995).

Third, the tendency of capital-dependent oil exporters to spend quickly rather than stabilizing
income by investing abroad leaves them at the mercy of fluctuating international commodity prices,
subjecting them to severe boom-and-bust cycles (Karl 1997). Venezuela went through a particularly dramatic
cycle in the 1970s and 1980s, with oil prices soaring in 1973-76, falling in 1977-78, soaring again in 1979-81,
then falling again in 1982-83, and plummeting in 1986. Per capita oil revenues fell from $1,700 in 1981 to
$382 in 1992 (Naím 1993, 25-29, 37-38). All Latin American countries experienced the debt crisis that hit in
1982, but in Venezuela it was preceded by an oil bust and followed by an even bigger oil bust.

These three conditions--economic decline, the belief that Venezuela was a rich country, and
knowledge that corruption was rampant--would be enough to create frustration and disappointment.
However, in comparative perspective the anger seems disproportionate. Venezuela never suffered the most
traumatic kind of economic crisis--hyperinflation--as Argentina, Brazil, and Bolivia did, yet the repudiation of
incumbent parties was stronger. Also, the experience of other countries is more in line with the small
estimate of the impact of economic performance in Model 1.3. Therefore, we need to add to the explanation
something different about Venezuela that would explain the extra charge that the economy acquired in voting
decisions starting in the mid-1980s. Several scholars have pointed to the abrupt policy switch in 1989: 
Pérez's Gran Viraje (Great Turnaround) to drastic economic liberalization, and especially to the manner in
which it was done. Some argue that the public reaction would not have been so negative and violent if the
rationale for the policies had been explained better in advance to the public and in particular to governing
party leaders (Naím 1993, 150-151; Corrales 1997). Weyland (1996) argues that it was the timing that
mattered. Unlike Bolivia, Mexico, and Argentina, Venezuela had not experienced an economic crisis deep
enough to make voters take a "wait-and-see" attitude toward a shock program, so their reaction was
immediately negative. 

I believe that both arguments are valid but insufficient. During his 1988 campaign, Pérez allowed
voters to believe that he would be the same old populist he was the first time around, and the fact that he
turned out to be just the opposite surely contributed to feelings of betrayal and cynicism in the electorate.
This would account for rejection of Pérez, but not his party, and not COPEI (which has suffered the bigger
loss), and I doubt that any communication strategy would have made a big difference. Weyland's argument is
more plausible. In fact, when President Caldera finally attempted a shock program in April 1996, voters
reacted with resignation because by that time the crisis had deepened far more. Nevertheless, when poll after
poll shows Venezuelans blaming the economic crisis on waste and corruption rather than the debt or falling
oil prices, it seems likely that a perceived moral dimension of the economic decline was a more important
cause of the loss of support for AD and COPEI (Templeton 1995, 87, 90-91). A large percentage of
Venezuelans came to believe that the economy declined because the politicians had stolen from the national
patrimony of a fundamentally rich country (Naím 1993, 127; Templeton 1995).

A more complete explanation for the sense of moral outrage that Venezuelans felt by 1989 requires
taking partyarchy into account. (Please refer to the diagram in Figure 6 if this complex causal argument
becomes confusing.)  Indirectly, partyarchy permitted corruption and made it less tolerable by
institutionalizing impunity. Impunity was the rule and punishment the rare exception for alleged corruption
at least until the early 1990s. The existence of corruption would probably be tolerable to voters if its
practitioners were usually caught and prosecuted. But if they routinely go free, then moral indignation
increases. AD and COPEI made impunity the rule first by protecting their own members and secondly by
protecting each other's members. Without it, corruption would have been far less  common and extensive.
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Partyarchy also contributed directly to the moral outrage of some citizens. The hierarchy, discipline, and
penetration sought by AD and COPEI alienated many Venezuelans who experienced them personally or
heard about them, especially when the parties resorted to secret deals, cooptation, bribery, or intimidation to
achieve their ends.20

[Figure 6 about here]
Partyarchy also helped channel this moral outrage into a rejection of AD and COPEI at the polls.

The downside to being so much in control for so many years is that everyone knows whom to blame when
things go wrong. (Of course, voters could have blamed the IMF or oil buyers, but they were not on the
ballot.)  Venezuela had AD presidents from 1959 to 1969, then Copeyano Rafael Caldera 1969-1974.
Venezuelans returned to AD during good times in 1973. When prosperity was marred by corruption and
inflation in 1978, they elected Luis Herrera of COPEI. But Herrera blew hot and cold, starting out with a
monetary strictness, then overspending during the second oil shock, then authorizing a traumatic devaluation
in 1983.  The voters then elected Jaime Lusinchi of AD in a landslide. He stopped the decline, but never
produced recovery. Voters then gave AD a second chance by electing Pérez, from whom they expected a
restoration of good times; instead he delivered in 1989 the worst economic performance in the postwar
period. Voters need to see some improvement from time to time in order to keep believing that their vote
helps. By 1989, they had experienced three administrations in a row from two parties in 15 years without any
sustained economic improvement. At that point, they gave up hope that alternation between AD and COPEI
would solve their problems, and there was no one else to blame.

This effect was augmented by an economic factor as well. A great deal of the parties' mobilization
success had always come from the diversion of public funds for partisan purposes. When the federal budget
had to be cut in the late 1980s and after, it cut into a kind of informal public financing for political parties
and undercut their ability to get out the vote (Bland 1997).

Lost support does not always stay lost, however. Sometimes parties adapt in ways that appeal to
voters and recover their electoral appeal. AD and COPEI did not, and partyarchy helps explain their failure
to adapt. In a party that is hierarchical and disciplined, leadership tends to turn over slowly; new leaders must
rise slowly through the ranks, "paying their dues" along the way. New ideas and new ways of running the
party are discouraged because they imply that those in charge of the party have something to learn. Upstarts
are resented. COPEI always chose as its presidential candidate Rafael Caldera or his protégé du jour until
1993, when he was 77 years old; and when his own party rejected him, he ran as an independent and took a
sizable portion of the party leadership with him. AD ran a relatively young and programmatically different
presidential candidate (Claudio Fermín) in 1993; but when he lost, the party machine marginalized and
expelled his supporters. The uncharismatic general secretary, Luis Alfaro Ucero, tightened his control over
the organization and engineered his own nomination for president in 1998, not because he had a chance of
being elected, but because it was his turn. It would be hard to find a better example of a stubborn refusal to
adapt.

Because the voters made AD and COPEI the focus of their outrage, and because neither party
adapted in any way that would win these voters over again, voters searched for an alternative who would be
all the things that AD and COPEI were not:  an incorruptible anti-party politician who could bring economic
recovery and put an end to impunity. Demand for such a candidate was boosted by the slow transformation
of society as a result of past economic growth. Voters in 1998 were better educated than those 30 years
earlier and more worked in professional occupations; more participated in civil society organizations that
tried to stay independent of political parties (Crisp and Levine 1998)21. Still, the explanation is incomplete,
because there is nothing in this profile that specifies demand for a military candidate with a questionable
commitment to liberal democracy.

Why Chávez?
Two additional questions must be answered to complete the explanation. First, why were there

military plots to overthrow the government in 1992?  Second, how did the leader of one of those attempts
come to be the most popular politician in Venezuela?
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Military plots arose because there were both motives and opportunities. The goals of Chávez and his
principal co-conspirator, Francisco Arias Cárdenas, were fundamentally the same as those of many civilians
in 1992:  to remove Carlos Andrés Pérez from office, to end impunity, and to restore prosperity. Just as the
Brazilian military saw itself as o pôvo fardado (the people in uniform), these junior officers in the Venezuelan
army felt that they shared in the suffering of the Venezuelan people (Stepan 1971, 43). Military salaries had
not kept up with inflation; their purchasing power had eroded so badly (by 90 percent according to one
source) that even junior officers sometimes had to live in shantytowns or move in with relatives (Burggraaff
and Millett 1995, 62). The difference was that the conspirators had more elaborate and ambitious goals than
most civilians, and had been working toward them longer. Chávez and Arias had worked out a detailed
diagnosis of Venezuela's problems that put the blame squarely on a corrupt AD-COPEI political class; their
prescription called not just for the removal of Pérez, but for the forcible dismantling of partyarchy itself.
Once in power, they hoped to restore prosperity, eliminate corruption, redistribute wealth, and reorient the
nation along patriotic, nationalistic lines. All of this they had amalgamated with their interpretation of the
works of the national patriarch Simón Bolívar, creating a loose ideology they called Bolivarianism. Other
versions of Bolivarianism have also stressed national unity forged by a bond between a paternalistic leader
and the pueblo (the lower and middle classes) (Coronil and Skurski 1991, 296-297). The plotters also had other
goals of exclusively military concern, such as granting the suffrage to soldiers, relieving them of non-military
duties, and ending the politicization of military promotions.

This conspiracy had existed for a long time. The Movimiento Bolivariano Revolucionario 200 was
founded in 1983. That year was both the 200th anniversary of Simón Bolívar's birth and the year of Viernes
Negro (Black Friday), the traumatic and drastic devaluation of the Bolívar--the first in many years and the first
of many to come--which symbolized the end of Venezuela's prosperity. The conspiracy survived because
civilian officials at first did not take it seriously, and then stopped keeping tabs on it. After the guerrilla
insurgency ended in the late 1960s, the Venezuelan armed forces were fragmented by service, each of which
was allowed to become highly autonomous within its narrow sphere of activity.  Civilians at first took pains
to ensure generous salaries, benefits, and perquisites for soldiers, but soon began to take the military's loyalty
for granted. Both military and civilian agencies reported to presidents on the faction's existence and aims, but
no president took action against it after 1984. Instead, its leaders were allowed to rise normally through the
ranks, and by 1992 the conspirators were in command of a sufficient number of bases, men, and weapons to
mount a serious coup attempt (Trinkunas 2001).

In this way officers sympathetic to widely-shared civilian concerns came to lead a coup attempt in
1992. Their attempt was defeated (as was a second attempt by a different conspiracy nine months later), but it
brought Chávez and Arias into the national spotlight as instant heroes to a surprisingly large number of
Venezuelans. Initially, support for them was based on superficial details:  that they had tried to do something to
get rid of a despised president (who was impeached 14 months later); that they belonged to the most
respected institution; that they appeared to be honest and professional. They also received a boost in
legitimacy from a live televised speech by Senator Rafael Caldera just days after the coup attempt, expressing
sympathy for their cause but not their methods. This speech also revived Caldera's political career and was an
important stepping-stone in his return to the presidency in 1994. Chávez and Arias had been explaining their
cause to reporters from prison in the meantime, but President Caldera pardoned them and their co-plotters.
Once free, Chávez began to organize an electoral movement. For quite a while he was descending into
obscurity. But as the 1998 presidential election began to come closer, more and more Venezuelans began to
rally around him. The race was shaping up as a contest between the establishment parties, on the one hand,
and anyone but them, on the other. Still, Chávez was not the most popular candidate in the polls for many
months.

All during 1997, the frontrunner was Irene Sáez Conde, the mayor of Chacao and former Miss
Universe. It was already clear that neither AD nor COPEI would win this election, but it was not inevitable
that a semiloyal ex-military leader would win. However, the political situation became increasingly polarized
in late 1997 and early 1998, for a variety of reasons: Colombian guerrillas were crossing the frontier into
Venezuela, President Caldera's structural adjustment program had failed to renew economic growth after
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nearly two years, oil prices fell from $26.55 per barrel in January 1997 to $13.41 in mid-March 1998, and the
federal budget was cut in February. Polls showed support beginning to shif t toward Chávez, the more radical
candidate. By March 1998, Chávez was the clear frontrunner, and he held that position to the end. Chávez's
successful assault on liberal democracy since that date is best explained by his political skills. He makes an
ambitious promise that raises expectations, then actually carries it out, and then parlays that momentum and
credibility into a victory on his next project--calling a constituent assembly, getting the new constitution
ratified, getting decree powers, forcing union elections.

Conclusion: Venezuelan lessons for general theory
One of the benefits of nesting a qualitative, case-specific explanation inside a quantitative, general

one is that it applies the theory in a way that best sheds light on the case. Another benefit is the reverse:  it
helps identify the aspects of the case that suggest the most useful ways to modify the general theory. This
conclusion address the latter task. This is an "iffier" task, as there is no way to ensure that the "right" lessons
are being derived from the exercise. Nevertheless, the preceding analysis suggests the following propositions.

1. Latin American countries are able to attain, though perhaps not sustain, some degree of democracy at a
level of socioeconomic development lower than that expected for other world regions. However, it is not
clear what it is about Latin America that produces this tendency.

2. The generic impact of year-to-year changes in per capita GDP is usually too small to affect a country's
political regime, at least in the span of a decade or so. However, there are probably other conditions that can
magnify the impact of economic performance enough to make a big difference in a short time.

a. One such magnifying condition appears to be corruption. Citizens can tolerate corruption if the
economy is growing rapidly, and they can tolerate a contraction if they believe their representatives
have done everything possible to prevent it or stop it. But when a contraction coincides with known
corruption, the political consequences are magnified.

3. The stronger a political party is, and the clearer the connection between the nature of the party or party
system and corruption, the more likely it is that it will be electorally punished when such a crisis hits.

4. When large, important political parties are discredited, there is a danger that the resulting political vacuum
will allow demagogues to rise to power.
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Table 1: General Models of Democratization

Dependent variable: Freedom House scores for all countries, 1973-1999.

Model 1.1 1.2 1.3
N 4068 4050 4050
R-squared .307 .310 .343
F (i, 198) 107 70 72

constant -7.67 -7.51 -7.5
(1.44) (1.45) (1.44)

ln(per capita GDP) 1.99 1.96 1.93
(.192) (.194) (.195)

Economic growth 6.20 6.33
(� per capita GDP) (2.80) (2.71)

Latin American 2.78
Presidentialism (.45)

_____________________
Table entries are unstandardized regression coefficients. All are statistically significant at well beyond the .05
level. Standard errors (in parentheses beneath) are estimates that are robust with respect to countries. This
panel-robust estimation procedure affects only the standard errors, not the coefficient estimates. It is highly
preferable for this purpose because confidence intervals for Venezuela are extremely and implausibly narrow
without it.
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Table 2: What Magnified the Impact of the Economy in Venezuela?

Dependent variable: Residuals from Model 1.3

controlling for

         Bivariate   AD/COPEI vote

Independent Variable Years Slope T Slope T

Social variables

change in per capita GNP (%) 1973-98 -.005 -0.11

value of minimum wage 1979-93 .019* 2.18 -.001 -.357

unemployed (% of labor force) 1978-94 .120 1.14

informal sector (% of employment) 1983-98 -.174* -2.30 .105* 2.08

social spending (% of GDP) 1981-92 .012 1.77

households in critical poverty (%) 1980-96 -.163* -3.07 .017 .465

households in extreme poverty (%) 1980-96 -.096 -1.92

Fiscal variables

inflation 1973-99 -.021 -1.93

government spending (% of GDP) 1973-95 -.083 -0.92

central government revenues (m Bs.) 1984-96 -.36 -1.46

central government spending (m Bs.) 1984-96 -.52 -1.79

tax revenues (m Bs.) 1984-96 -.91 -1.62

fiscal deficits (m Bs.) 1984-96 -.30 -0.25

Public employment (% of workforce) 1983-98 .568* 4.90 .020 .116

AD/COPEI vote 1973-99 .113* 8.86        .12* - .17*  3.6 - 9.1
_______________
*significant at .05 level or better

The “B ivariate”  colum n repor ts coeffe cients an d T-statis tics from  bivariate  regressio ns of the r esidua ls from M odel 1.3

on each of th e indepen dent variable s in the first colum n. The “con trolling for AD /CO PEI vote”  column r eports

coefficients and T-statistics from regressing the residuals from Model 1.3 on both AD/COPEI vote and one social

variable.

Sources: value of minimum wage, unemployment, informal sector, critical poverty, extreme poverty: Oficina Central de

Estadístic as e Infor mació n (OC EI), Estimaciones y proyecciones de población, 1950 a 2025; change in per capita GNP, inflation,

government spen ding, revenues, central governm ent spending and reveu nes, social spending, tax revenues, fiscal deficits,

public employment: Banco Central de Venezuela. The foregoing data are available from datasets maintained by the

Instituto de Estu dios Super iores de la Ad ministración (IE SA) at http://servicios2.iesa.edu.ve/macroeconomia/.

AD/ COP EI vote : Conse jo Supr emo E lectoral a nd Co nsejo N acional E lectoral. T his variab le reflects  actual vo tes in

election years and interpolations for non-election years.
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1. Venezuela was included as a case in the Transitions from  Authorita rian Rule  series, but only with reference to its transition

in 1958  (Karl 19 86).

2. This analytic strategy occurred to me while pondering for the last few years how best to bridge the gap between large-

N and sma ll-N research in compara tive politics.  It is, I think, an unusual strategy, but one with potential to help scholars

more  consisten tly accu mulate  theoretic al know ledge th at is acqu ired usin g largely in ductive  metho ds.  I espec ially

welcome comments about whether this potential is realized here.  For elaboration, see Coppedge (forthcoming) or

an earlier and  more gen eral version, C oppedge  (1999).

3. For a m ore detailed  description of th is process, see C oppedge  (forthcomin g 2002).

4. Eligio Rojas, “Chávez salió fortalecido después del golpe,” El Mundo,  April 24 , 2002. < http://www.elmundo.com.ve/.

5. Michael Coppedge, “Explaining Democratic Deterioration in Venezuela Through Nested Induction,” paper prepared

for presentation at the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association, San Francisco, September 2-5,

2001.

6. The opposite tendency, which could be called “hyperopia” (the technical term for farsightedness) would be

underestimating the uniqueness of a case and overestimating the explanatory power of general theory.  The procedure I

am advoca ting here may in fact increase the risk of hypero pia.  This would be of great conce rn if we were historians,

determined to get all the particulars right.  But in a discipline that seeks to replace the idiographic with the

nomothetic i.e., to see each specific case as an instance of a general theory this is less of a concern than myopia.

7. This ca n be only  a provisio nal solutio n, becau se it assum es that the  genera l and ca se-spec ific variab les are co mplete ly

independent.  If there is an association between them, then the general variables will be credited with any impact that

they share with case-specific variables.  Howe ver, even though nested inferen ce is an imperfect solution in such cases,

there is no  practica l way to d o better u ntil all the asso ciated v ariables c an be m easure d and in cluded  in a large- sample

study.  Nested inference actually would accelerate progress by helping to identify which case-specific factors should have

a high priority for inc lusion in the larger d ataset.

8. The Freedom  House variable is not an ideal indicator of de mocracy, but it appears to be reliable enou gh for large-N

comparisons if researchers exercise caution when interpreting results.  Several instances in which measurement error may

be responsible for my findings are noted below.  At any rate, for a study examining worldwide changes in democracy

over several decades to the present, there is no alternative.  An outstanding evaluation of practically all existing

democ racy indicato rs is Munck  and Verk uilen (2002).

9. I am grateful to Ross Burkhart and Michael Lewis-Beck for sharing their Freedom House indicator for the years 1973

to 1989.  I and various research assistants added in the observations for 1990-1996.

10. These ind ependen t variables wer e gathering pr imarily by D aniel Brinks, aide d by a gran t from the W orld Society

Foundation.  For more detailed information, especially on how per capita GDP was estimated so comprehensively, see

Brinks and  Copped ge (1999).

11. One ma jor theory holds the opposite: that the more dev eloped Third W orld countries were likely to becom e more

authoritarian, not more democratic: O'Donnell (1973).  Scott Mainwaring (1999) has recently shown that level of

development explains less in Latin America than it appears to in other world regions, and that the relationship may be

weakening as Latin American democracies have survived for a surprising length of time.

12. Some  of this theory, now  discredited, on ce also argue d that econo mic dev elopmen t was associated  with

secularization and a diminution of ethnic ide ntities.

Notes



23

13. Aga in, Scott M ainwar ing (1999 ) has obse rved th at short-te rm eco nomic  crises hav e had little  impac t on Latin

American de mocratic regimes.

14. Much can be learn ed by sh ifting to a su bnation al level of a nalysis, wh ere it bec omes p ossible to c ompa re individ uals

with differing cultural attributes and possibly even variation over time in the type of presidentialism.  But this is no

longer a purely cross-national analysis , and it  is  insufficient for est imating the ful l impact of these characterist ics from a

global perspective.

15. The are two alternative interpretations that cannot be ruled out.  The first is that this is a temporary phenomenon,

limited to the T hird Wav e; in earlier historical per iods, there m ay have be en a negative  net impact in L atin Ame rica.  If

so, this finding merely restates the question that Scott Mainwaring (1999) has posed.  The second alternative is that the

positive coefficient is picking up a pro-Latin American bias in the Freedom House scale.  Kenneth Bollen has shown that

Freed om H ouse ra tings do te nd to rate  Latin A meric an cou ntries as m ore de mocr atic than th ey shou ld be, bu t his

estimate s of the bia s do not s eem la rge eno ugh to ac count fo r a 2.78-p oint diffe rence (B ollen 199 3).

16. Other models confirm that two diffusion effects are significant: global trends in democratization, and the average

Freedom House score of each country’s geographic neighborhood. However, neither variable has a substantively strong

impact on the predictions, so these variables are omitted from the model reported here.

17. Lagging th e depend ent variable see ms to be a go od idea be cause do ing so forces the  other indepe ndent variab les to

explain the diffe rence betw een a cou ntry's current lev el of dem ocracy an d its level in the yea r before; in othe r words, to

explain change.  Such a m odel fits the years of no change extrem ely well, but it is caught flat-footed whenever there is a

change.  It adjusts to the new level quickly, but never anticipates change, and so tells us nothing but to expect the status

quo ante.

18. I use percentage of total population rather than percentage of eligible or registered voters because total population

figures are probably more reliable.  However, to the extent that estimates of the number of eligible voters are accurate,

an alternative measure would be proportional to the statistic used in Figure 5.

19. The brutal repression of the 1989  riots certainly violated basic human rights, but a callous disregard for hu man life

and due process was already a feature of the regime, as seen in neighborhood "sweeps" for criminals and the treatment

of prison inmates.

20. I doubt that most Venezuelans felt directly critical of these party practices before the late 1980s. Only citizens with a

certain level of political experience and sophistication would have been able to attribute blame to something as abstract

as partidocrac ia. Howev er, I believe that m any of the m ore educ ated or politically ac tive (outside A D and C OPE I)

Venezuelans viewed the situation in these terms early on. For example, all observers of neighborhood associations and

other civil society associations note that they strove to keep party politics out of their organizations (often without

success) (Crisp and Levine 1998). This was a guiding principle of a Venezuelan youth group in which I participated

during  my first sta y in Ven ezuela in  1975. A lso, out of e ight cou ntries for w hich La tinoBar ómetr o surve y evide nce is

available for 1995, Venezue la had the highest proportion (29 percent) of respon dents who felt that political parties are

powerfu l but should no t be powerf ul. This opinion is co rrelated significan tly with educ ation (author's ow n analysis). In

the late 1990s these opinion leaders, and especially commanda nte Chávez, promoted this diagnosis of Venezuela's political

ills, to the point that it is repeated as dogma by the pro-Chávez majority today.

21. The im pact of this societal ch ange shou ld not be exa ggerated.  It is not the  case that AD  and CO PEI me rely failed to

win over emerging segments of the population; their plight was more serious:  they lost voters w ho onc e were  loyal. 

Furthermore, the politically independ ent stance of the emerging civil society organizations was itself a reaction against

partyarchy, and thus is not a fully independ ent causal factor.


