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Abstract 

 

Venezuela's Political Development 

Examined through the Framework of the Curse of Oil 

 

Kyeongmin Kim 

International Area Studies 

Graduate School of International Studies 

Seoul National University 
 

 

The ‘Curse of Oil’ is applied to the oil-rich countries that were once expected to 

develop more rapidly than others, but rather have found themselves stuck in their 

political and economic development. In terms of political development especially, they 

are characterized as authoritarian regimes. Venezuela is perceived as one of the 

representative cases of the curse, but this country shows two paradoxes along their 

political changes. The first contradiction is that although the particracy period could be 

maintained based on exclusive political pacts and informal patron-client relationships, 

Venezuela was appraised as a sound democratic country. However, accumulated social 

problems led to an eruption of civil strife by the furious general public which in turn 

allowed Chavez to achieve political superiority over the past elite. His ruling process 

was criticized as autocratic and categorized as competitive authoritarian, but he was 

able to significantly improve social indicators. At the root of these two ironies has been 

the presence of oil. 

To understand more clearly within the framework of the ‘Curse of Oil,’ three causal 
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mechanisms of the oil curse organized by Michael Ross were utilized to scrutinize 

Venezuelan political change. First of all, Venezuela showed evidence of being a rentier 

state, expanding its reliance on oil income as a source of state revenue. Secondly, it 

showed militarized governmental practices and informal linkages between the armed 

forces and politicians. Lastly, due to the results of common oil-led development, the 

Venezuelan social base for democracy was predicted to be weak. But ironically, 

investment in social programs that was in fact implemented for the sake of Chavez’s 

power maintenance showed high levels of HDI index indicators and popular support 

for democracy. Based on this analysis, it is too hasty a conclusion to define Venezuela 

simply as another case of the oil curse. 

Previously, studies focused on the presence of the curse in oil-rich countries rather 

than the curse itself. Therefore this study attempts to delve into the features of the curse 

in two periods of Venezuelan history to point out the fact that the characteristics of the 

curse itself can be diverse even within one country. In the case of Venezuela, these 

characteristics have moved from being monopolistic to being distributive in nature. 
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I . Introduction 

 

Venezuela has the largest amount of oil reserves in the world. According to data 

from U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), this country owns about 298 

billion barrels of oil, which accounts for 90% of proven oil deposits in Central and 

South America. Its GDP is ranked at 5
th
 place in Latin America, following Brazil, 

Mexico, Argentina and Colombia.  

 

Table I-1. 2015 Crude Oil  

Proved Reserves (Billion Barrels) 

 

1 Venezuela 298.35 

2 Saudi Arabia 268.29 

3 Canada 172.48 

4 Iran 157.80 

5 Iraq 144.21 

6 Africa 126.50 

7 Eurasia 118.89 

8 Kuwait 104.00 

9 United Arab 

Emirates 

97.80 

10 Russia 80.00 
Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration 

(EIA) 

Table I-2. 2013 GDP in  

Latin America(Billion dollars) 

 

1 Brazil 2,392 

2 Mexico 1,262 

3 Argentina 622 

4 Colombia 380  

5 Venezuela, RB 371  

6 Chile 277 

7 Peru 202  

8 Puerto Rico 103  

9 Ecuador 94  

10 Cuba 77  
Source: World Bank national accounts data, and 

OECD National Accounts data files

 

The presence of oil has encouraged Venezuela to show exceptional and contradictory 

political patterns throughout two distinct periods. In the 1960’s and 70’s, this country 

was extolled as a ‘stable democratic country’ while neighboring countries were 

suffering from military dictatorship or social conflicts, named as exceptionalism. In 

fact, its political setting was limited to ‘electoral democracy’ or ‘particracy’, 

maintained by a number of patron-client linkages based on the profits from oil. This 
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contradiction created a wide range of social tensions and finally exploded with the 

emergence of Chavez. Chavez himself was an exceptional figure—both in the Latin 

America and in the world. He used to be criticized for his authoritarian and populistic 

actions. Yet, at the same time, he developed a broad-ranged welfare system for the 

marginalized that had been excluded under the past regime.  

The assumption that oil income or oil-led development somehow caused imperfect 

democracy is the basis of so-called ‘Curse of Oil.’ This curse implies a reverse 

relationship between the great amount of oil reserves and economic and political 

development. And specifically, this thesis adopts the assumption that there is indeed a 

relationship between oil and the regression of democracy. Venezuela is considered as a 

representative case of the oil curse. Since the early 1910’s, when the oil industry began 

in earnest, its democracy has been visualized in a distorted manner. However, 

considering the aforementioned contradictions, the result of the curse has been quite 

complex and complicated. Therefore, there is clear limitation to simply generalizing 

Venezuela as a case of the ‘curse of the oil’ and it might be hasty to apply this frame to 

this country without a second thought. Any study of the oil curse must be done more 

carefully in this case as Venezuelan political process can be understood within and 

beyond the frame of oil curse. A more comprehensive and innovative approach must be 

implemented to understand every layer of the political dimension. This thesis will 

delve into Venezuelan political scenes from the Punto Fijo agreement in 1968 to 

Chavez regime up to the year of 2013 to see the process of how political elites have 

interacted and taken advantage of the benefits of oil. The ‘curse of oil’ framework must 

be revisited in line with Venezuela’s peculiar context. In doing so, we can filter which 

factors conform to the premises (as well as which do not) and discover any unique 

aspects of Venezuela’s political process or the changing process of the curse itself. 

Therefore, this paper will utilize a ‘Case-Oriented Strategy’ with a diachronic 



3 

comparative analysis to disclose the reciprocal process that a variable-oriented strategy 

would not reveal.  
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II . Literature Review 

1 Curse of Oil 

1) Curse of Oil 

 

The negative relationship between abundant reserves of oil and economic and 

political development has been proved as a common phenomenon. This study will 

focus particularly on the restrained political development, here, democracy. Apart from 

exceptional cases like Norway or Mexico, most oil-rich countries have been 

undemocratic despite great opportunity for development allowed for by the natural 

resource. This ironical relationship between oil and democracy is called the ‘Curse of 

Oil’.  

Terry Karl declared the general negative consequences of oil dependency and 

mentioned that the paradox of plenty is not due to the resource per se but the ‘oil-led 

development’ that brings detrimental political, economic and social results such as 

poverty, inequality, rentier states and so on(Karl 2007). More specifically, Ross 

explored three aspects of the ‘oil-impedes-democracy’ claim. With the help of 

quantitative tools, he testified the inverse link and proved its causal mechanisms (Ross 

2001). Another quantitative study emphasized ‘oil wealth’ rather than ‘oil dependence’ 

as a prime determinant of democracy. It suggested that oil wealth must be measured 

carefully considering extraction cost, quality and size of oil because these are factors 

that significantly affect the wealth of the country and its consequent political 

development(Tsui 2005). However, there are doubts on the uncertain causal ‘direction’ 

between resource wealth and government policy because it can be applied in the 

opposite way. In other words, policies are able to influence the amount of wealth 

gained from oil. There is another possibility of unmeasured covariates as well. To get 
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over the aforementioned shortcomings of the existing literature, Ramsay utilized an 

instrument variable, natural disaster, and showed a statistically significant negative 

relationship between oil income and political institutions(Ramsay 2011). Another study 

revisited the oil curse and questioned: “Are oil-rich nations really doomed to autocracy 

and inequality?” It concluded that countries that have strong institutions and industrial 

diversification could be immune to or overcome the curse(Schubert 2006).  

However, there are some studies showing a positive relationship between oil and 

democracy. Youngs asserted that increasing oil price intensifies the voice of middle 

class which pushes for a transparent government(Youngs 2008). Moreover, Dunning 

argues in his book <Crude Democracy> that growing income from oil can lower the 

pressure of distribution that otherwise elites must deal with. Lessened pressure on the 

elite subsequently diminishes any incentive of turning back to authoritarianism thanks 

to the oil windfall. So, oil wealth can bring indirect democratic impacts(Dunning 2008). 

However, Ramsay refuted what Dunning contended by verifying ‘direct authoritarian 

effect' is more robust than 'indirect democratic effect’ of oil income(Ramsay 2011).  

Besides, the development of countries such as the US or United Kingdom that have 

already finished in their state building and established strong institutions and 

democracy was unhampered by the discovery of oil and its windfall. Mexico was one 

of the countries suffering from the curse. But this country overcame it by diversifying 

its industrial structure which resulted in democracy to a certain extent(Schubert 2006). 

As for the rest (most of oil-abundant countries), however, the negative causal link 

between oil and democracy through rentier effect, Dutch disease, etc. has been 

confirmed. This result shows that a strong state is secure from the damaging impacts of 

the oil curse and can in turn use it as a resource for development.  
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2) The Curse in Venezuela 

 

Venezuela is a well-known case of the oil curse and there are many studies of this 

country as the subject of the curse. Various scholars tried to clarify a specific factor or 

causal link of the curse from divergent angles. Coppedge and Karl suggested a twofold 

role of oil in political development. Coppedge picked oil wealth as the definitive factor 

as it helped democratization at first, but ultimately undermined the legitimacy of the 

governing elite and induced a crisis in the end(Coppedge 1992). Karl focused on ‘oil-

led development’ in the book, <Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Latin America> 

and asserted that the oil-led structural change and elite pact were the two main factors 

that fostered a peaceful democratic transition in Venezuela. Yet due to the exclusive 

and undemocratic aspect of the two factors, the regime is destined to encounter huge 

challenges(O’Donnell, Schmitter, and Whitehead 1986). However, Adam Kott 

approached the subject in a different way and said that what caused the instability of 

Venezuela is not mainly the curse but a result of structural problems, such as the 

Chavez government’s inappropriate economic and political policies as well as the 

degradation of the state-possessed oil company(Kott 2012). 

For Venezuela, to get over the curse, not only domestic effort such as industrial 

diversification is required, but also international environment should be taken into 

account(Schubert 2006, Kott 2012). Moreover, to advance poor governance caused by 

the rentier effect, there is an assertion that petro-profit must be directly distributed to 

the population(Rodríguez, Morales, and Monaldi Marturet 2012). Or another study 

suggests privatization of the profit security system or making it into a fund so that the 

revenue could be monitored by citizens for transparency to be verified. The 

transference of revenue control from the state to the private sector or society 
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guarantees fair distribution of the wealth which is required for democracy.  

 

2 Venezuelan Democracy 

 

The studies of the oil curse in Venezuela show the contradictory role of oil. It was 

once conducive to peaceful democratization and national stability. But in the end, it 

distorted the democratic process, undermined legitimacy of the leaders, and finally the 

curse appeared on the surface. The debate about Venezuelan democracy will describe 

this paradoxical pattern with a more specific and historical perspective.  

 

1) After Democratization: From 1958 to 1998 

 

In terms of Venezuelan democracy, the perception that the ‘Punto Fijo system’, 

where two main political parties transferred power to each other, led to a stable 

democracy but it was destroyed by Chavez is prevalent. However, this overlooked the 

intrinsic contradiction of the system whose structure heavily depended on the benefits 

of oil. Michael Coppedge insists that the Partidocracia(Particracy) that the two 

dominant parties maintained their authority by informal channels was favorable for 

keeping their power in short-term, but would wreck democracy in the long-

term(Coppedge 1999).  

More specifically, Venezuelan democratic transition had been praised by 

‘Venezuelan Exceptional thesis’ due to “its exemption from the internal power struggle, 

acute class conflicts and racial animosities that have characterized other Latin 

American countries”(Ellner 2008a). Its transition process via elite pact has been 
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defined as ‘Democracia pactada (pacted democracy).’ Venezuela and Colombia are the 

only two cases of carefully pacted political democratization in Latin America, which 

means these two countries made use of formal and explicit political and economic 

pacts as a device for political transition(O’Donnell, Schmitter, and Whitehead 1986). 

This type of ‘top-down’ democratic transition can be named as 

Transformation(Huntington), Reforma(Linz) and Transaction(Share) (Huntington 1993) 

The pacted democracy allowed the regime to change peacefully from a military 

dictatorship to consensual democracy because the process was based on the negotiation 

of major elites of the country. As a result, there was no violent confrontation or 

uprising but instead an exclusive elite arrangement. For that reason, the pact did not 

care about the internal ideological conflicts with left-leaning factions within the party 

and did not listen to the voice of general public or social movements(Ellner 2008a). 

According to O’Donnell and Schmitter, such a consensus only allows small numbers of 

participants and they try to limit accountability and to control the policy agenda, 

intentionally ignoring ‘equality’ matters(O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986). The 

exclusion became a potential seed for future strife and resulted in political and 

economic confrontation(Ellner 2008b). After the seed sprouted and blossomed with 

demonstrations, Venezuelan exceptionalism turned out a ‘dream.’ Even Daniel H. 

Levine, a leading exceptionalist, bid farewell to his principle in his writing, “Goodbye 

to Venezuelan Exceptionalism,” He stated that all the exceptional factors looked like a 

dream in the present and exceptionalism seemed to be replaced by Latin 

Americanization or Latinamericanización. Venezuela is now aligned with other Latin 

American countries suffering from political and economic chaos(Levine 1994). During 

the chaos, a new exceptional person appeared to respond to the marginalized and settle 

the old conflict hidden under the democratic surface.  
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2) Chavez: From 1998 to 2013 

 

Chavez appeared on the political scene through coup in 1992 and fought against the 

old regime’s corruption and monopoly of power. Although his attempt was failed, his 

movement left an intense impression on the general public and finally he was elected 

as president in 1998. The new president was clearly a new type of leader and has been 

called both ‘savoir’ and ‘dictator’ simultaneously. Similarly, his regime is described 

with various adjectives: from delegative democracy(O'Donnell 1994, Sorensen 2007), 

illiberal democracy(Zakaria 2007) ambiguous regime(Diamond 2002)to competitive 

authoritarianism(Levitsky and Way 2010, Corrales 2015). The reason why there are 

various titles for the polity is due to the hybrid characteristics of the regime where 

elected leaders abuse their power, violating the due political process. To analyze this 

kind of polity, it is necessary to narrow down the specific type of classification.  

While introducing the concept of delegative democracy, Sorensen put Chavez’s 

Venezuela in that category(Sorensen, 2008). According to O’Donnell in his 1994 

seminal work on delegative democracy, the Venezuelan regime was a non-

institutionalized democracy meaning non-formalized but deep-rooted practices such as 

clientelism, patrimonialism, and corruption replaced the function of 

institutions(O'Donnell 1994). González scored the level of delegative democracy in 

Latin American countries and showed that the degree of delegative democracy in 

Venezuela had intensified under Chavez(González 2013).  However, different from 

O’Donnell’s assumption that delegative democracy emerges from an inherited crisis 

under an authoritarian regime, Chavez’s regime came from the crisis brought by a 

‘democratic regime’, which was defined as an ‘institutionalized’ regime by González. 

Moreover, there were some factors of delegative democracy not fully suited to 
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Chavez’s case. He certainly acted as the embodiment of the nation as the president and 

lacked horizontal accountability. But unlike top-down technocratic bent of delegative 

democracy, Chavez mobilized public support and encouraged the masses to participate 

directly in the political decision making process (De la Torre 2013).  

On the other hand, Chavez’s regime fits with the concept of both illiberal democracy 

and competitive authoritarianism. Under illiberal democracy, elected leaders violate 

basic tenets of liberalism such as the rule of law, separation of powers and protection of 

the basic rights of speech, assembly, religion, and property. It is still democracy but an 

incomplete one. In terms of competitive authoritarianism, however, Leveitsky and Way 

agreed with Juan Linz to describe this formation as diminished forms of 

authoritarianism rather than diminished forms of democracy(Linz 2000). They defined 

competitive authoritarianism as one that failed to meet the minimum standard of 

democracy. For the minimum standard of democracy to be realized, the executive and 

legislature must be elected by vote and all the adults must possess suffrage. Political 

rights and civil rights must be guaranteed as well and autonomy of civil government 

should be protected against control from the military and clerics. But the competitive 

authoritarian regime provides ‘un-level playing field’ for the opposition, violating 

political and civil rights of them. Therefore it must be distinguished from unstable and 

flawed but at least democratic regime. More specifically, a competitive democracy is 

more authoritarian than a flawed democracy. But it is more democratic than electoral 

authoritarianism because there is still ‘competition’ where oppositions can challenge 

their autocratic government. They can even weaken or defeat the power-holders 

through election, legislature, judiciary and independent media(Levitsky and Way 2002).  

However, Diamond classified Venezuela as an 'ambiguous regime' out of the 6 
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categories
1
 that he suggested as not every observer could agree on how to classify this 

country. An ambiguous regime falls within the undemocratic area between competitive 

authoritarian and electoral democracy. It is more democratic than a competitive 

authoritarian regime and more authoritarian than an electoral democracy. 

As a result, there was a dilemma in deciding where the regime should be placed 

between flawed democracy and flawed authoritarianism. In setting up the boundary, 

even academia admits that the borders between these hybrid regime categories are 

blurred. According to Diamond, the obscurity between the boundaries of regime types 

is recognized by most of experts. In fact, the debate even for the definition of 

democracy is still ongoing, so one can see that it is quite demanding to categorize 

undemocratic regimes(Diamond 2002).  

Bogaards pointed out the changing research trend from transition theory which 

pursues democracy as the final goal to the practical attitude that admits the existence of 

the grey area and hybrid regimes. Thus, it is necessary to stratify various cases of grey 

area. There were a number of trials conducted to define each hybrid regime and diverse 

adjectives were used to portray the complex characteristics of each regime type. 

However, it is hard for each type to be fully clarified and as a result, arbitrary decisions 

were rampant(Bogaards 2009). As there is still no consensus on typology, the definition 

depends on which factors that the scholars choose to stress. In this paper, the 

‘Competitive Authoritarianism’ concept will be borrowed. This concept provides more 

specific standards for analyzing a regime than illiberal democracy (which lacks 

tangible elements and is comprised of somewhat vague component such as liberalism) 

or ambiguous regime (which is inherently vague). With this concrete concept, more 

systemic analysis with this concept is anticipated.  

                                            
1
The 6 categories are composed of liberal democracy, electoral democracy, ambiguous regimes, 

competitive authoritarian, hegemonic electoral authoritarian and politically closed authoritarian 
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Apart from the categorization issue, the bright side of the regime and positive 

evaluations of Chavez must be mentioned in spite of its authoritarian aspects. In terms 

of liberalism, Chavez is an autocratic leader. According the Laclau’s view, however, 

Chávez government actively accepted popular demand and empowered the public. 

Western populism arguments assume a passive public which does not grasp the 

autonomous political culture of the public. His analysis is based on the notion of 

radical populism and regards this kind of popular demand as the emergence of the 

public that carries political meaning. So this radical populism strategy that Chavez was 

utilizing was successful in reinforcing ‘responsiveness’ that had been lacking during 

the past regimes(Ahan 2012). Moreover, Enrique Dussel defined Chavez’s government 

as a new type of democracy which stimulates people’s participation in contrary to the 

representative democracy which can’t reflect people’s needs genuinely(Hwang 2011). 

 

3 Research Questions 

 

Putting together all the above-mentioned discussions, Venezuelan politics has 

been substantially exceptional during the Punto Fijo era through the rise of Chavez. 

Throughout modern history, oil and oil wealth has played a significant role in 

influencing the regime (mostly negatively), triggering the curse. Terry Lynn Karl 

analyzed that Venezuelan politics relies highly on oil, which used to be considered as 

'Black gold' and the base of political stability, but in the end becomes the devil’s 

excrement as it leads to a corrupt regime, debilitated economy, and limited political 

development(Karl 2007).  
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1) Shortcomings of Previous Studies 

 

Until now, great attention has been drawn mainly on the presence of the curse in oil-

rich countries and productive results have been accumulated. State building is one of 

the most important factors in the emergence of the curse. But this focus fails to look 

inside diverse patterns of the curse itself. Each country has different quantities of oil 

reserves and has achieved differing levels of state building. Furthermore, Venezuela 

experienced a dramatic regime change in line with complex links of the curse in each 

period. But there have been few attempts to compare the two time spans under the 

framework of the oil curse. The pattern of the curse must be differentiated according to 

the regime type since their political structures contrast starkly.  

When it comes to the studies of the oil curse, they can be divided into two major 

methods. Quantitative studies elucidate the curse in detail while qualitative studies find 

out the special causes of the curse. The limit of quantitative studies is the fact that they 

are too broad to apply to one country as its purpose is generalization. Whereas, 

qualitative studies just explain the situation plainly. To compare the two periods, there 

must be an objective standard used by quantitative studies for specific analysis with 

clear-cut categorization of the causal links that occurred in Venezuela. Following the 

criteria, explanation such as those found in qualitative studies will be applied to 

support the linkages. Despite its reputation as a petro-state, the type of the curse must 

be particularized in a more detailed manner. 

 

2) Research Questions 

 

Therefore this thesis will try to compare the two different political periods 
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diachronically, focusing on the role of oil in the political development of Venezuela. 

The comparison will be implemented with the framework borrowed from Michael 

Ross’s work Does Oil Hinder Democracy? Ross defined causal mechanisms of the oil 

curse for qualitative studies of several oil-abundant countries and this will be applied to 

Venezuela along with a relevant explanation of the two regime styles.  

Based on this methodology, this paper poses three research questions. First, how did 

the oil curse work to impede democracy in this country for each period? There are two 

different hybrid regimes throughout its history, but one is appraised as ‘democracy’ and 

the other is criticized for ‘authoritarian’ practices. But, the legitimacy of those two is 

commonly based on the degree of oil profits. The second question is why and how did 

the curse occur and how is it different between the two periods under the different 

leaderships? The results are analyzed by observing which factors conform and which 

do not to the suggested mechanism. Lastly, how did variations of the curse appear in 

Venezuela and how could different pattern of the curse be defined?  

Based on the understanding of the curse, the causal mechanism will be clarified with 

three 'effects'. Then the next part will deal with each political pattern of the curse and 

then the causal mechanism will be applied to both cases. With this procedure, this 

paper hopes to provide a picture of the overall phenomena of Venezuelan political 

development under the framework of the curse of the oil. 
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III . The Curse of Oil 

 

1 Curse of Oil 

 

Countries with a great amount of resources are regarded to have a larger potential to 

develop both economically and politically. However, in economic terms, countries with 

abundant natural resources have hardly grown or even grown inversely, especially 

when the resources are oil or mineral. At the same time, those countries are inclined to 

have authoritarian regimes where corruption and clientelistic practices commonly 

occur.  

The ‘Resource Curse’ means resource abundant countries do not achieve their 

economic and political development to the expected level and even grow less than the 

countries without resources. Birdsall stated that “throughout history, many countries 

with natural resources have fared worse than “poorer” nations. In the seventeenth 

century, the Netherlands outdid resource-rich Spain, despite the fact that the latter’s 

coffers were overflowing with gold and silver acquired in the New World. Similarly, 

Japan and Switzerland moved past Russia in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

More recently, resource-poor countries in eastern Asia have surged ahead of resource-

rich Argentina, Mexico, Nigeria, and Venezuela, all of which repeatedly went bankrupt 

or lapsed into political upheaval. Natural resources may seem like manna from heaven 

at first, providing new states the means to escape poverty and invest in schools and 

roads. And indeed, sometimes the money is spent wisely, as in Kuwait and Bahrain. 

More often, however, such riches prove a curse(Birdsall and Subramanian 2004).” East 

Asian countries such as Korea or Taiwan are short on natural resources, but they grew 

faster and finally accomplished democracy to some degree. Particularly, this curse is 
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more apparent when the resources are oil or mineral. According to Karl, “countries that 

are resource poor (without petroleum) grew four times more rapidly than resource-rich 

(with petroleum) countries between 1970 and 1993, despite the fact that they had half 

the savings(Karl 2007).”  

The reason why the curse has emerged commonly with oil is derived from the 

distinct characteristics of petroleum economics. There are three main attributes of oil in 

economic terms. First, oil is depletable resource whose price is extremely volatile in 

accordance with the boom-bust cycle. Oil price volatility has intensified since the 

1970’s. After the two oil shocks of 1973 and 1978, the oil price soared suddenly from 

5.6 dollars to 21.9 dollars per barrel and from 25.8 dollars to 61.9 dollars per barrel 

respectively. The large price jump brought a boom cycle to oil-abundant countries. 

Although oil prices have generally increased over time, each boom has always been 

accompanied by a bust cycle that led to economic recession. In 1986, the oil price was 

half that of the previous year, 1985, dropping from 54.4 to 28.7 dollars per barrel. This 

volatility generates uncertainty when planning the budget of an oil-producing country. 

The more the country is dependent on oil exports, the more the uncertainty grows, so 

that those countries become very susceptible to the world resource price and their 

ramshackle economic structure becomes unattractive to foreign investors, in addition to 

harming their public’s social welfare(Rentschler 2013, Karl 2007) 

Secondly, the petroleum industry is heavily capital intensive so it is not helpful in 

reducing the rate of unemployment. Furthermore, with its technical sophistication, 

there must be an intervention or domination by a foreign company. Finally, the fact that 

the oil brings a windfall makes the country developed or to be cursed. But mostly, due 

to the windfall, the industrial structure becomes highly concentrated on oil-related 

industries thereby crowding the others, which is another harmful result of the oil 

boom—the so-called ‘Dutch disease.’  
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In terms of political sphere, oil works oddly, too. According to Lipset, economic 

development is decisive element for deciding the democracy level of a country. So the 

wealthier the country is, the easier it is for it to accept and continue a democratic 

system(Barker 1997). But if the economic wealth is mostly based on oil revenue, 

political scientists suggest that the democratization can slow or even regress (Ross 

2001). When a country becomes heavily dependent on oil income for their revenue and 

export, it can lead to a concentration of not only production to geographic enclaves but 

also political and economic power among a few elites and foreign companies. This 

centralization brings about vertical linkage seeking for oil rent so that all the economic 

decisions made are political and not necessarily best for the macro-economy. Naturally, 

a vicious cycle of corruption and patronage appeared as effective tools for the powerful 

to remain in their positions through control of media and public without concern for 

their accountability. Therefore, the need for income distribution is disregarded and 

inequality becomes the most serious problem.  

However, if the country already has completed state building to some extent, the 

curse is easily avoidable. Countries like United States, United Kingdom, Norway, and 

Canada were classified as strong states with strong and systemic institutions. Strong 

states guarantee good governance so they consume the rent wisely, avoiding corruption, 

clientelism and self-aggrandizing fiscal imprudence. Further, they try not to rely highly 

on oil rents to sustain their economy. According to Schubert, “countries with strong 

institutions, rule-of-law and a strong tax system before the discovery of oil are better 

suited to survive the oil curse. In simple terms, the issue is not the oil, but the political 

and economic system that predated it(Schubert 2006).” Nevertheless, numerous 

developing countries with weak institutions are left vulnerable to the curse, and 

Venezuela is one of the countries that have suffered from the curse. Regarding the 

curse, Michael Ross organized negative causal mechanisms between oil and 
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democracy and proved it with a regression(Ross 2001). This category can help us 

figure out more precisely about the cause and result of the oil curse.  

 

2 Causal Mechanism 

 

According to Ross, the causal mechanism is categorized with three sectors. The first 

one is the rentier effects that indicate that the government uses its fiscal measures to 

keep public politically demobilized. Secondly, the repression effect is defined as the 

government’s effort to keep the people politically demobilized by using force. Lastly, 

the modernization effect means that a specific social force may keep the public 

politically demobilized. These three effects work complementarily and cause the oil 

curse(Ross 2001). This mechanism may not exhaustively explain the curse. Yet it 

categorizes most of the cases, hence it makes it easier to understand about the curse 

with an explicit standard. In addition, this method will help compare the two defined 

periods rather than just describing each case. It is meaningful to test the quantitative 

mechanism tool once used for several countries, by applying it to one case, Venezuela, 

with a qualitative elaboration.  

 

 

 

1) The Rentier Effect 

 

The Rentier effect is directly connected with accountability debates. An oil-rich 

country usually gets plenty of revenue from oil exports so it does not have to gather tax 
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from its population. Therefore, it becomes indifferent to the voice of public and at the 

same time, people don’t feel it is necessary to require anything from the government. 

This leads to a decrease in the government’s accountability to their own people, which 

is called 1) the taxation effect. Michael Ross stated “the need to collect tax for the 

emergence of strong states and even democratic institutions” in his other work(Ross 

2004) since without systemized tax collection, most political decisions and links 

cannot avoid rent-seeking behavior. As resource rents are limited and zero-sum, the 

sudden windfall is conducive to rampant corruption and strong patronage networks. 

The vertical linkage system to get the rent devastates the whole political and economic 

system of the country(Kott 2012). Moreover, the government can buy off its dissident 

with its national finance so they can elude various problems which could happen in 

rentier states. This is named 2) the spending effect. The government not only spends 

money, but also tries to prevent the formation of independent social groups so that it 

can easily control society and retain its power. In regard to the role of social groups as 

a precondition for democracy, this 3) group formation effect impedes democratization 

all together, constituting the ‘rentier effect.’ 

 

 

 

2) The Repression Effect 

 

Resource-rich countries without accountability are easily corrupted and riddled with 

conflicts, blocking the people’s democratic aspirations. In spite of oil windfall, there 

are still those who are excluded and haven’t benefitted from the oil revenue. Inequality 

and poverty prevail, but politicians only take care of the specific group under their 
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clientelistic linkage. Therefore, a growing tension between government and public 

emerges. Consequently, politicians spend more money on arms to protect their power 

from any popular pressure in response to the serious strife. Additionally, oil discovery 

and its wealth by themselves can bring some regional frictions because oil reserves are 

usually found in a small spot so it can cause regional or ethnical conflicts and even 

civil war. This is another reason for the government to arm itself.  

Whatever the purpose is, such as keeping the public politically demobilized, 

protecting their oil assets or settling regional dispute, an oil-dependent country is 

typically one of the most highly militarized countries where the army is robust. They 

have a higher ratio of military and police spending ratio to their GDP and a greater 

number of active military personnel per capita than non-oil states(Schubert 2006). But 

without resolving the fundamental structure of the economic distribution, just 

repressing conflicts will only aggravate the situation.  

 

 

 

3) The Modernization Effect 

 

Modernization theory explains the economic development leads democracy. 

However, merely satisfying economic factors is not a sufficient condition for 

democratization, that is to say simply getting wealthy doesn’t lead to democratization. 

According to Inglehart, social and cultural change including higher education levels 

and greater occupational specialization must be followed by economic 

development(Ross 2001). However, oil-led development is likely to be lead to a lack in 

them. It is not the ideal economic development that modernization theory assumes thus 
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the social factors such as higher education level and greater occupational specialization 

are hard to be followed. An oil rich country does not need to industrialize its economic 

structure or develop its human resource as it can import necessary resource or experts 

with its affluent easy money. However, in the long term, this policy deters national 

development as it failed to solidify basement for development.  

Additionally, the oil-centered economic structure only provides limited jobs to the 

middle and professional class and even the limited ones shrink during the bust cycle. 

Hence it is hard for the amount of mid-income earners to grow under such distorted 

economic environment. What’s more serious is the swift rural to urban migration that 

Dutch disease brings. Consequently “the cities are filled with a relatively small middle 

and professional class when compared to the vast majority of under-skilled and 

underemployed workers(Karl 2007).” In the end, the distorted social and cultural 

change becomes inappropriate to trigger democracy.  
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IV . Case Study: Venezuela 

 

1 Political Changes in Venezuela 

 

As stated by Diamond, “with the main source of national income controlled by the 

state, one of two things happens: either a more or less united elite gets control of the 

national oil revenue and divides it up consensually, or elite fracture and contests in a 

no-holds-barred struggle for power and wealth(Diamond 2008).” Chavez’s regime is an 

example of the second case. But the first case seems to be relevant to the period before 

Chavez. In other words, both happened in Venezuela sequentially.   

 

1) Pacted Democracy: Punto Fijo Pact and Particracy 

 

Venezuelan democratization has been implemented by elite-dominated pacts, 

excluding popular will. According to O’Donnell, Schmitter and Whitehead, political or 

economic pacts tend to appear “when civil society (especially its popular sector) is 

weakly organized and politically inactive.” And they described Venezuela’s condition 

pertinent to the emergence of pacted democracy(O’Donnell, Schmitter, and Whitehead 

1986). Indeed, oil-led development hindered peasant and workers to be organized, 

which causes weakened civil society. Under the oil-centered economic structure, the 

overvalued currency debilitated international competitiveness of national exports and 

intensified import ability. There was no need to restore the agriculture sector as a great 

amount of easy money came from petroleum resources. Hence, food production was 

replaced by import and landowners ended up selling off their land and became urban 
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bourgeois. On this account, it was hard to expect a politically meaningful agriculture 

elite or peasant community to enter politics. The devastation of agriculture forced the 

rural population to leave their hometown and migrate to urban areas. Oil money 

accelerated urbanization but it only developed the import industry and services rather 

than manufacturing sector. Therefore, the emerging working class was inevitably weak 

due to its small portion, about two percent of the work force and fragmented as they 

were geographically isolated(Karl 1987). The deterred formation of the two main 

social classes’ political base naturally precipitated an elite-centered political pact.  

In January 1958, General Pérez Jiménez fled with his suitcase full of currency left 

behind at the airport. There was a strike against his regime and the dictator tried to 

suppress it violently. But in the end, even the army rejected to follow his direction and 

then he had no choice but to run away.  Consequently, Rómulo Betancourt, the leader 

of the political party AD (Acción Democrática, Democratic Action) inaugurated 

civilian rule after many years of military dictatorship(Fishlow 2013). Initially, AD 

pursed leftist reform with its dominant political power. Many political and economic 

actors that had benefitted from Jimenez regime felt endangered and social instability 

followed. Due to pressure from old regime-related elite, Betancourt had to limit his 

reform and compromise with important social actors. The opposition parties such as 

COPEI (Comité de Organización Política Electoral Independiente, Christian 

Democratic Party) and URD (Unión Republicana Democrática, Democratic 

Republican Union) allied with them to check AD. So the political pact, Punto Fijo, was 

subject to the protection of conservative interests such as those of military authorities, 

Church hierarchy and industrialists, while excluding communist parties, leftist groups 

of AD, and the rest of population. During the consensual procedure, the military 

promised to be apolitical in return for an upgrade in equipment and welfare. The 

agreement was made peacefully and guaranteed the equal distribution of political 
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power and economic revenue, mostly from oil, among the main parties(O'Donnel 

Guillermo and Laurence 1993).  

However, there were bigger problems for the two main parties, AD and COPEI. 

They were not representative enough to be accountable to the public as they were short 

of any firm political principle or ideology, only pursing power acquisition. So it was 

hard to define their position on the political spectrum. Based on a series of 

arrangements with various actors, the two main parties had monopolized the political 

process and economic wealth of Venezuela. It was a government of the people but by 

the parties, for the parties, the so-called partidocracia (Particracy). Particracy was 

maintained by three main factors: oil revenue, consensual democracy, and a strong 

catch-all party(Coppedge 1992). Furthermore, party leaders were given significant 

discretion over the electoral process. In Venezuela, the national Senate, Chamber of 

Deputies and the state Legislative Assemblies were elected on the basis of proportional 

representation of statewide constituencies with a single closed-list. The closed list 

meant the voter can express its preference only for the party per se but can’t elaborate 

any specific preference for any candidate on the list. The closed nature assured the 

party leader has the power to organize the lists. In this way, voters lost interest in their 

delegates and the elected had no notion of accountability to their constituents. The 

abuse of power and limited accountability becomes more and more problematic as 

people become awakened politically and have growing aspirations for political 

participation(Coppedge 1992).Therefore, although the pacted democracy prevented 

authoritarian backsliding, it was at the expense of social economic democracy. 

What made the political pact work for so long was the presence of oil. After oil was 

discovered in the early 1900’s, the Venezuelan economy started to shoot up and in 
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1960 its GDP per capita was second highest in Latin America
2
. Based on this economic 

ground, two parties were able to cooperate peacefully, not threatening each other’s 

interest. In addition, they controlled civil society by penetrating into the civil society 

through patron-client relationship or suppressing them by making correspondent 

groups that were supported by the parties. In that way, they could secure their power by 

occupying 1/3 of electorates. The party dictatorship was shored up by the voting 

system. Further, the oil-based rent seeking economy escalated dependence on oil and 

impaired the foundation of self-sustainable economic development. The vulnerability 

to the world oil price got more and more problematic, as did getting through the boom 

and bust cycle as they did not manage the windfall properly. Rather than investing in 

manufacture industry, they dissipated extravagantly on corrupt deals and party 

patronage. 

 

Figure IV-1. Crude Oil Price (1971~1990) 

 

Source: World bank, Global Economic Monitor (GEM) Commodities 

 

Figure IV-1 shows the variation of price of a barrel of oil between 1971 and 1990. 

After the first oil crisis in 1973, the oil price quadrupled from 5.6 to 21.9 dollar per 

                                            
2
 World Bank (The data was only available for only 26 out of 41 Latin American countries in 

1960, and the highest country is Bahamas with 1550 in current US$. The Venezuelan figure is 

1056 in current US$) 
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barrel which brought a flood of cash. In 1979, the doubling of the oil price provided for 

more breathing room, but then it began to plummet. Accordingly, the Venezuelan 

economy confronted two decades of decline(Fishlow 2013).  

 

Figure IV-2. GDP growth rate 

 

 

Source: World bank data 

 

Figure IV-2 clearly shows the economic downturn after 1979—even with minus 

growth from 1980 to 1983 and in 1989. This relationship evidently shows the country’s 

oil dependence, too. With the economic recession, the incapability of the government 

and spreading corruption scandal made the public extremely cynical about their 

leaders(Coppedge 1992).With internal conflicts between AD and COPEI, the social 

tense got higher. At that moment, the newly elected president Carlos Andres Pérez 

implemented radical economic reform, which exploded in discontent of the general 

public and ended in El Caracazo in 1989. The unrest left 300 dead and due to this 

broad ranging quarrel, the president lost the trust not only of the public but also  of his 

own party, AD(Fishlow 2013). Then, a group of junior military officers conspired in a 

coup against the vested interest of commanding political parties. They gathered as they 

had shared a grudge and grievance against corrupted links between senior officers and 
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politicians. Then the wage, caused by the reform policy, plunged to intolerant levels 

and finally stimulated the movement in 1992. Chavez, one of the junior military elites, 

staged a coup and failed. However, after he was pardoned in 2 years, he ran as a 

presidential candidate in 1998 and pulled off a stunning victory.  
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2) Competitive Authoritarianism: Political Reform and 

Social Policy 

 

Chavez is an elected president with great support from the general people. He was 

deemed a savior to the people who had been excluded from elite politics. But his 

regime is classified as ‘competitive authoritarianism,’ despite the fact that the election 

in 1998 was one of the cleanest elections in Venezuela. 

This sort of hybrid regime emerges from democratic recession. A long and deep 

political and economic crisis made democratic institution crippled but it is costly to 

establish a full blown authoritarian government, especially in international area. 

Consequently, competitive democracy is comprised of democratic rules and 

authoritarian governance(Levitsky and Way 2002). When it comes to Chavez’s regime, 

in spite of the presence of regular elections, he maximized the power of executive with 

oil revenue, eroding check and balances. In addition, freedom of expression for the 

opposition and the media was directly or indirectly censored and repressed. Even 

though the competition is still ongoing, the opposition can challenge against the 

autocratic government and even weaken and defeat it, the race is hardly fair due to the 

unfair backdrop. However, it is not illegal since this typed regime doesn’t infringe the 

law directly but persecutes counterforces in a subtle way(Levitsky and Way 

2002).Therefore this regime does not reach either complete democratic or authoritarian 

levels. Corrales stated Chavez’s “Bolivarian socialism” regime as “the most 

pronounced case of competitive authoritarianism to emerge in Latin America at least 

since Alberto Fujimori from Peru in the 1990(Corrales 2011)”. 

Competition can happen mainly in four sectors such as election, legislature, judiciary 

and the media. Firstly, the electoral process is obviously competitive, different from 
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authoritarianism. Although there is governmental intervention and biased press reports, 

elections are still regularly held. The ‘uncertainty’ of the result is guaranteed and the 

incumbent must accept the result otherwise he or she must pay the cost in the 

end(Levitsky and Way 2002).When it comes to Chavez, the list of politicians involved 

in alleged corruption was published to keep the opposition politicians from running for 

office. This list contains more than 270 personages, including leading opposition 

figures. Besides, through the Organic Law of Electoral Processes in 2009, Chavez 

created an uneven playing field, by restricting the number of seats available by 

propositional election to obstruct political entrance of minor parties and intensify the 

influence of the majority ruling party, PSUV (Partido Socialista Unido de Venezuela, 

United Socialist Party of Venezuela). On the other hand, blatant gerrymandering was 

implemented to reorganize the areas where the ruling party is relatively weak and to 

guarantee their victory. It was targeted to only 7 states where most opposition 

supporters reside and helped Chavez attain a successful outcome in the September 

2010 elections(Corrales 2011). 

The second area is about the legislative body. Under the authoritarian regime, 

legislature is not present or controlled by the ruling party. In contrast, since it takes 

high cost to try to remove the basic and fundamental democratic system, competitive 

authoritarianism still maintains legislative system. On the one hand, the legislature is 

comparatively feeble but sometimes provides pivotal space for the opposition to 

gather(Levitsky and Way 2002). Under the Chavez regime, however, the opposition 

could not take advantage of this system initially. In 1999, they boycotted a constituent 

assembly and general election which resulted in strengthening the Chavez regime’s 

grip on political power. Thereafter, the opposition could only fight against the 

government out of political arena. The coup in 2002 is one of the examples of this. On 

the other hand, the presence of election is significantly useful for this kind of regime. It 
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works to legitimize authoritarian government to both their people and to the 

international society. Moreover, combined with delicate institutional bias, the 

opposition easily becomes divided into two groups. One is of those who give up 

participating in hopelessly discriminatory elections and the other is of those who still 

participate. Until the mid-2000s, this split weakened opposition, but at the same time it 

legitimized the incumbent. After they realized this irony, they changed strategy and 

united together. In the end, the united opposition succeeded in expanding their 

influence over the legislature(Corrales 2011). 

Thirdly, competitive authoritarian government utilizes the means of impeachment, 

bribes and appointment to subordinate the judiciary. But, it is impossible to control all 

of the judges. Occasionally this control produces a maverick who rules against the 

government(Levitsky and Way 2002). There was the case of Judge María Lourdes 

Afiuni in 2009. She challenged the government’s improper legal decision and then was 

imprisoned for this defiance. Actually, what happened in 2009 was an apparent attack 

on judiciary autonomy and on democratic governance. Further, after Chavez seized the 

power he reinforced his legitimacy through plebiscite whenever he wanted to amend 

the constitution. The referendum was a useful tool for him because it allowed him to 

bypass the complex political negotiation process with the legislature and judiciary in a 

legal way(Corrales 2011). Partly, it was regarded as ‘inevitable’ since most parts of the 

political process were dominated by the power holders from the past regime. 

Lastly, he threatened the freedom of expression of the oppositions by putting a gag 

on the press for criticizing the government. Mostly competitive authoritarian states 

allow independent media to press against the government and to act in role of 

watchdog, supporting the opposition parties. And autocratic governments indirectly 

oppress this outlet commonly by using bribes, selective funding and restrictive legal 

devices. Particularly, it persecutes critics with the use of libel laws and libel 
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suits(Levitsky and Way 2002). In contemporary Venezuela, the enforcement of the 

desacato(or insult) laws has been abused to punish figures who disapprove of 

governmental policies. With this legal apparatus, the regime could easily arrest or exile 

several government critics and weaken civil forces. Additionally, the Chavez 

government increasingly violated civil liberties, closing down a major television 

station (RCTV). This froze ‘press freedom’ and made journalists self-censor. Therefore, 

Freedom House downgraded Venezuela from “Partly Free” to “Not Free” in the area of 

media-freedom(Corrales 2011).  

According to Levitsky and Way, co-existence of democratic rule and authoritarian 

unavoidably generates instability because the presence of election, legislature, 

judiciary and media made regular challenges possible. The ruling party and leader 

cannot stay away from the dilemma. If they oppress those challenges they have to face 

national conflicts and international isolation but otherwise they might lose their 

supreme authority. The inherent tension led to a ‘regime crisis’ consequently. Chavez 

himself managed to evade the crisis and looked successful to some extent. When he 

assumed the presidential position, the opposition was suffering from the spilt and after 

the failed coup, it got weaker and weaker. Moreover the president undermined the 

autonomy of legislature, judiciary and media through institutional means to avoid 

serious confrontation. However his failure to soundly manage the economy divided his 

supporters, especially due to the growing urban poor. Industrialized states show an 

inclination toward the opposition parties and the united opposition worked effectively 

following elections of 2007.  

However, this situational change did not prompt ‘crisis’ anyway. Thanks to the 

domination of all the benefits of oil revenue and to the increase of oil price, Chavez 

could realize the implementation of aggressive social policies and thus enforced his 

legitimacy. The social policy, Missión was planned to advance the quality of life of the 
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general public. As a result, most major social indicators such as poverty and education 

were improved greatly and Chavez became more and more popular. Moreover, he built 

up Communal Councils to urge people’s direct participation in the political process, 

especially the disadvantaged. This system was denounced for detouring local 

government and strengthening his partisans but at the same time was praised as a 

meaningful trial in participatory democracy. But even though the social policies were 

successful, it was criticized as short-term solution rather than a base for long-term 

development. Coppedge split the meaning of ‘democratic government’ between 

popular sovereignty in a narrow sense and liberal democracy as a more conventional 

notion. And he categorized Chavez’s way of democracy as limited to popular 

sovereignty rather than liberal democracy(Coppedge 2002). 

  Chavez had legitimacy and vertical accountability, but he lacked horizontal 

accountability, negating division of powers. Therefore, although his reform changed 

the popular attitude toward democracy in a favorable direction, it isolated old-regime 

elites and lost communication with them. It is acceptable to say that he could not help 

disbanding or bypassing them to reconstruct the new distributive system, but still it is 

impossible to justify undemocratic aspects. Despite the complexity of the process, he 

should have negotiated and compromised with the opposition. Consequently, the seed 

of regime crisis had been sown inherently.  
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2 Causal Mechanism in Venezuela 

 

1) The Rentier Effect 

(1) Taxation Effect 

 

Venezuela is called ‘a textbook oil-rich country.’ It began its democracy by the 

exclusive political pact within elites, so it lacked representativeness and inclusion. 

Without strong institutions, the oil income was abused along with political and 

economic interests. What has been changed with the rise of Chavez was a transition 

from pacted democracy to competitive democracy. In other words, from one flawed 

political regime to another flawed political regime. The lack of accountability has 

continued throughout Venezuelan political history.  

The most prevailing negative outcome that oil revenue brings against democracy is 

the ‘taxation effect.’ Since the elites can fill the national coffer with oil wealth, they do 

not have to collect taxes from their people through a complex taxation process. People 

who are charged little in taxes do not ask hold their leaders accountable (Ramsay 2011). 

Since the rate of oil reliance of the Venezuelan government has increased, this effect 

become more and more prevalent. Table IV-1 shows the government share of net oil 

revenue has expanded over time, which means government accountability has been 

impaired. 
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Table IV-1. Government Share of Net Oil Revenue 

 

1936-1942 38.8% 

1943-1957 54.5% 

1958-1975 73.3% 

1976-1990 80.6% 

1990-2004 67.6% 

2004-2008 87.3% 

 

Source: Rodríguez, Morales, and MonaldiMarturet(2012)  

 

Figure IV-3 shows the voice and accountability index
3
 from the world governance 

index. It is ranged from -2.5 to 2.5 and has been dropped continuously since Chavez 

became president.  

 

Figure IV-3. Voice and Accountability 

 

Source: Worldwide Governance Indicators, World Bank 

 

According to Pedro L. Rodríguez, José R. Morales, and Francisco J. Monaldi’s data, 

Figure IV-4 shows 62% of the revenue was supplied by oil revenue. Therefore, there 

                                            
3
According to the data, this index “reflects perceptions of the extent to which a country's citizens are able 

to participate in selecting their government, as well as freedom of expression, freedom of association, and 

a free media.” 



35 

was less need for taxation from elites; they had less incentive to take care of the 

people’s needs. What is more pessimistic is the ratio of indirect tax. Out of 31% of 

non-oil taxes, indirect tax occupies 23%.  Moreover, 3/4 of indirect taxes were value 

added taxes. Indirect tax is a useful tool for the governors because it is easy to collect. 

But the problem with indirect taxation is its regressive character. Apart from direct 

taxes such as income tax, VAT is levied on all levels of people with the same 

proportion, so the poor are charged relative to their income. Consequently, Venezuela 

collects less tax and is more contingent on indirect taxation(Rodríguez, Morales, and 

Monaldi Marturet 2012).  

 

 

Figure IV-4. Source of Revenues (% of total revenue)- Average 2004-2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Rodríguez, Morales, and MonaldiMarturet(2012) 

 

 

 

(2) Spending Effects  

 

An exclusive elite group was maintained by rent-seeking behavior and patronage 

networks which percolated into almost all levels of decision making. These practices 
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weakened the rationality of fiscal policy and made corruption a given(Rodríguez, 

Morales, and Monaldi Marturet 2012). Thereafter, it was easy to see that patron-client 

relationships dominated the distribution of oil revenue. Military officers were some of 

those who benefitted a lot from this informal relationship. Politicians’ discretion over 

the oil revenue was not limited to offering rewards to their supporters. They used this 

money to cover their faults by buying off the media or bribing judges. They literally 

misused their power derived from the windfall. These customs finally undermined their 

legitimacy and led to their fall.  

Moreover, when the government spends oil revenue, in 2009, it pre-allocates 1/3 of 

oil earnings and bypasses the budgetary process. The executive has great discretion in 

utilizing this wealth through various mechanisms. It established FONDEN, an off-

budget development fund which the president himself is in charge of, and used 

PDVSA as an extra-budgetary fund to finance the government’s social programs. So, 

the president could invest the windfall into the social development programs with ease. 

Moreover, through the Law of Special Economic Allocations and the Situado 

Constitucional, the executive controlled the distribution of profits to local 

governments(Rodríguez, Morales, and Monaldi Marturet 2012). Chavez misused this 

authority by pressuring his opposition or passing on benefits to his followers. 

Consequently, governance became poorer and poorer even compared with other Latin 

American countries.(Rodríguez, Morales, and Monaldi Marturet 2012).  

 

(3) Group formation effect 

 

Under the Punto Fijo system, AD and COPEI could survive for several decades 

partly by controlling various social groups. They themselves disciplined strongly and 

then penetrated other organizations, blocking other channels for political participation 
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except for the two main parties. Social control was visualized in two different ways. 

First, by using directly their exclusive vested rights, they entered the groups and 

dominated them from the inside. Second, they themselves built parallel organizations 

which would inevitably gain the upper hand with support from the leaders and the 

defeat of the original groups. The ‘taken’ groups subsequently were subordinated to the 

parties and had to support them. In that way group formation could be hampered, 

keeping Venezuelan politics from developing(Coppedge 1992).  

When Chavez governed the country, the situation was almost the same. Above all, 

there was no space for social group formation even before Chavez, so there were few 

visible social groups. Besides, he had a conflictual relationship with the church, the 

private sector, and trade unions which were affiliated with AD. To weaken the major 

trade union, Venezuelan Workers Confederation (Confederación de Trabajadores de 

Venezuela, CTV), Chavez established a parallel official union movement, Bolivarian 

Workers Front (Frente Bolivariano de Trabajadores, FBT) to destruct the former. At 

that moment, there were a few social groups covering human rights issue, but usually 

there were hardly any visible organizations working as a catalyst of democracy.   

  



38 

2) The Repression Effect 

 

During the post-1958 Punto Fijo period, an agreement between military officers and 

politicians established institutions for civilian control over the armed forces. After long 

being dominated by military dictators, this consensus allowed civilians to obtain 

political superiority over the military elite. Naturally, the military budget was expected 

to be reduced due to their weakened political leverage. However data shows the 

opposite. According to data from the United States Arms Control and Disarmament 

Agency, Venezuelan military expenditures’ percentage of GNP in 1972 was placed 

between 1 and 1.9% in line with Argentina and Colombia. This ratio was smaller than 

those of Cuba, Brazil and Peru, but bigger than Mexico and Costa Rica. However, after 

10 years, its relative burden of military expenditure expanded. The ratio of the military 

budget to its GNP was located in the range of 2 to 4.99% along with Peru and Chile, 

and larger than Brazil, Colombia and Mexico. More detailed and tabulated data can be 

found in AppendixⅠandⅡ. This result looks astonishing considering the strong 

civilian control over the military. There are two main reasons for this irony. The first 

reason is the skyrocketed oil price. There were two oil crises that led to the dramatic 

expansion of government revenues, nearly doubling Venezuela's defense budget. As a 

consequence, the military class enjoyed the highest standard of welfare in the world. 

The higher salary and rearmament were conducive to growing corruption and 

malfeasance. It was clear example of the corruptive process of clientelism. Through the 

process of rearmament, high-level government officials, military procurement officers, 

and well-placed civilian intermediaries all enriched themselves with overpriced 

defense purchases and suspiciously large commissions(Trinkunas 2002). Based on this 
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informal linkage, special benefits to the military could be enlarged and these links can 

be pointed out as the second reason for the budget increase.  

However, neither the enforcement of civilian control nor the increased proportion of 

the military budget is enough to show the repression effect, as those two factors 

contributed to patron-client relationships only. According to Irago, despite civil 

authority over the military, there were not enough democratic law and judicial 

institutions to protect citizens’ constitutional rights. The lack of democratic law not 

only undermined democratization but also preserved the former practices performed 

under the military dictatorships. “Zones of terror,” where corruption and human right 

abuses were allowed, were created and ‘state terrorism’ was justified particularly 

during the cold war period. While the U.S. took care of ‘external enemies’, Latin 

America keeps an eye on ‘internal enemies’ against national security. Accordingly, 

repression became natural and necessary for national security reasons. Venezuelan 

repression was particularly done through the democratic lens in a relatively more 

sophisticated manner than neighboring countries(Irago 2013).  

When Chavez’s assumed power, it was anticipated that the military budget would 

escalate because of his former military career. However, even though the oil price 

soared, the share of the military expenditure to GDP has dropped generally, contrary to 

the past. Figure IV-5 shows another astonishing result.   
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 Figure IV-5. Oil Price and Military Expenditures 

 

Source: World bank data 

 

In the comparative light, Figure IV-6 shows absolute military expenditures were 

much less than neighboring countries such as Brazil, Colombia and Mexico. Figure IV-

7 shows that not only the absolute size of the budget, but also the relative quantity of 

military expenditures was also one of the least. Regarding the ratio of 1982, most of 

the countries that showed smaller than or similar proportion of military budgets to 

Venezuela have increased their ratio recently. A Venezuelan official document from its 

embassy in U.S. argues that they have spent military spending to “building a sturdy 

defense, as well as disaster relief, search and rescue operations, and anti-drug 

trafficking efforts through the Bolivarian National Guard.” And they suggest 

Venezuela spent 40 times more on social investment than on defense (Embassy 2013). 

  



41 

Figure IV-6. Military Expenditure by country in constant(2011) US$ million in 2014 

 

Source: SIPRI Military expenditure database 

 

Figure IV-7. Military Expenditure as Percentage of GDP 

 

Source: SIPRI Military expenditure database 
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Then what made its military expense diminish despite an oil price increase? Profits 

were spent for other purposes, mostly social spending. In 2012, 40% of the annual 

budget (Bs 115 billion) was assigned to social programs and after one year in 2013, 

37.7% of the budget, an equivalent to Bs 147 billion, was allocated to the same sector. 

In the same year, the budget for defense made up only 8%(Pearson 2012).  According 

to Venezuelan government data, the ratio of social investment to fiscal income has 

almost doubled from 36.2% to 60.7% from the 12 years before Chavez (1986-1998) to 

the first 12 years of Chavez’s administration (1999-2011). 

Figure IV-8. Social Investment Expansion(millions of dollars) 

 

Source: Pearson 2012 

In spite of the budget decrease, Chavez’s government couldn’t circumvent 

militarization. It restricted press freedom on charges of “disrespect for the government” 

and militarized public administration and decision-making(Schubert 2006). Not only 
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was the military used in aggressive suppression, but the government itself was also 

filled with military officers. Chavez himself was a junior military officer and he 

nominated his ex-fellows for his cabinet—up to 1/3 of all positions. He mobilized the 

military force to implement social programs and removed civilian control over the 

military by revising the constitution in 1999(Ki-Hyun 2003). His dependence on the 

military caused fears of militarization to grow in contrast to the civilized military under 

the Punto Fijo Pact(Coppedge 2002).  

In sum, under the civilian control, the military budget was expanded but ironically 

decreased when civilian control was wiped out. This reverse relationship was totally 

based on political choices for power maintenance. Political elites from AD and COPEI 

got support from the military by providing benefits from oil revenue and for that 

reason the budget inevitably grew. On the contrary, Chavez’s political base was 

derived from popular support, so he spent oil money on social programs rather than 

military or economic elites. However, regardless of changes in the budget, both 

political regimes retained their militarized suppression of the public and political 

process. These analyses don’t perfectly fit with the repression effect itself, but they still 

show the undemocratic mechanism in place regarding civic-military relations.  
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3) The Modernization Effect 

 

The aforementioned two effects depict misuse of oil windfall for political purposes, 

whereas the last effect may suggest the right direction for consumption of oil revenue. 

This paper will especially look into the factors concerning social and cultural change 

such as higher education level and greater occupational specialization. 

There have been a number of debates about modernization theory. Seymour Martin 

Lipset defined economic development with factors of industrialization, urbanization, 

wealth and education and emphasized their interrelation with democracy(Lipset 1963). 

However, the positive relation between economic development and democracy has 

been refuted by the study of Adam Przeworski and Fernando Limongi. They found no 

quantitative correlation between a country’s economic level and democracy within 

Third World countries, showing that democracy was not the result of economic 

development(Przeworski and Limongi 1997). Yet according to Thomas Carothers, 

there are still preconditions for stable democratization such as economic development, 

institutional heritage and social class (Carothers 2002). Therefore, social conditions 

such as education and occupational specialization that Inglehart proposed may not be 

sufficient, but may be necessary conditions for democratization.  

Based on this logic, the Human Development Index(HDI) works as a barometer for 

favorable social conditions of democratization. The UNDP (United Nations 

Development Programme) introduced this index as economic development by itself 

does not explain quality of life in the real world. Values are estimated by taking into 

account life expectancy, literacy rate of adults and GNP per capita. Based on the data, 

the HDI index of Venezuela has increased since 1980. 
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Table IV-2. HDI Index of Venezuela 

 

Source: UNDP Human Development Reports 

 

Table IV-3. Human Development Index (HDI) Ranking and Average Annual 

Growth Rate 

 

Source: UNDP Human Development Reports 

 

  

HDI rank Country 2013

1980-

1990

1990-

2000

2000-

2013

41 Chile 0.822 0.96 0.67 0.68

44 Cuba 0.815 0.68 0.17 0.73

49 Argentina 0.808 0.43 0.81 0.55

50 Uruguay 0.790 0.49 0.69 0.50

57 Russian Federation 0.778 .. -0.17 0.64

65 Panama 0.765 0.38 0.85 0.59

67 Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of) 0.764 0.08 0.50 0.93
68 Costa Rica 0.763 0.76 0.79 0.60

79 Brazil 0.744 1.16 1.10 0.67

Latin America and the Caribbean 0.740 0.79 0.87 0.62

71 Mexico 0.756 0.84 0.78 0.60

82 Peru 0.737 0.34 1.03 0.60

84 Belize 0.732 0.33 0.53 0.63

91 China 0.719 1.72 1.66 1.52

93 Dominica 0.717 .. .. 0.29

96 Jamaica 0.715 0.38 0.51 0.49

98 Colombia 0.711 0.68 0.94 0.63

98 Ecuador 0.711 0.61 0.24 0.59

102 Dominican Republic 0.700 1.12 0.91 0.63

111 Paraguay 0.676 0.55 0.73 0.61

113 Bolivia (Plurinational State of) 0.667 1.17 1.04 0.63

115 El Salvador 0.662 0.22 1.38 0.67

118 South Africa 0.658 0.86 0.14 0.36

125 Guatemala 0.628 0.82 1.34 1.01

129 Honduras 0.617 0.95 0.96 0.78

132 Nicaragua 0.614 0.17 1.22 0.79

135 India 0.586 1.58 1.15 1.49

168 Haiti 0.471 1.61 0.46 0.66

High human development

Medium human development

Low human development

Average annual HDI growth (%)

Very high human development
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In comparison with other Latin American countries and BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 

China and South Africa), Venezuela ranked in 67
th
 place within the High Human 

Development Group at Table IV-3. It scored 0.764 (in the range from 0 to 1) in 2013, 

which is lower than Chile (0.822) or Cuba (0.815) but higher than Mexico (0.756), 

Brazil (0.744) and the average of Latin America (0.740). The HDI index of most 

countries has generally improved during the same time period. But in terms of annual 

growth, Venezuela shows a linear increase in its growth rate, while others show 

backsliding or non-linear changes. Moreover, it shows a significant escalation after 

Chavez’s assumption of the presidency in 1998. Its growth rate was only 0.08% for the 

period 1980-1990. After 1999 to 2000, in contrast, the rate became 0.50% and reached 

0.93% for the period 2000-2013. Venezuela is the only country that has such a the 

linear augmentation throughout these 3 periods, which means Chavez’s government 

contributed a lot to improving social conditions in this country(UNDP 2014). 

Chavez’s government spent a great amount of oil revenue on substantial social 

investments and the result is reflected in the HDI index. However, since his largest 

support came from the poor, the fundamental purpose of the social programs was not 

purely humanitarian but also political. The two main parties subsidized their support 

base to cement the strategic political links in the same way. As the two regimes are 

based on different social backgrounds, the range in their application of the oil benefits 

is what makes their characteristics contrast. The two party leaders only looked after the 

small groups of people politically linked with them and exclude the majority of people. 

Conversely, Chavez’s social program was directed at the general public who had been 

marginalized before. The stunning advancement of the education indicator is one of the 

results of his social investment.  
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Figure IV-9. School Enrollment(% gross) 

 

Source: World Bank Data 

Table IV-4. School Enrollment(% gross) 

 

 Primary Secondary Tertiary 

1971 96.94 34.96 10.04 

1975 94.18 43.93 15.51 

1980 107.93 50.25 20.22 

1985 110.18 56.09 21.50 

1990 105.29 55.94 27.79 

2000 101.04 59.63 28.26 

2005 104.59 74.15 41.54 

2009 103.23 82.34 77.91 

 

According to the World Bank, gross enrollment ratio is the ratio of total enrollment, 

regardless of age, to the population of the age group that officially corresponds to the 

level of education shown. Figure IV-9 and Table IV-4 show sharp increases in the 

school enrolment rate particularity in the secondary and tertiary levels. The so-called 

Bolivarian Missions social program played an important role in this achievement. In 

addition to education, Figure IV-10 shows another indicator of the HDI, the life 

expectancy rate, has been ameliorated.  

 

Figure IV-10. Life Expectancy at Birth, total 

 

Source: World Bank data 
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Even though GDP per capita, as a proxy of GNP per capita, has not seen any 

improvement since 1966, the poverty ratio has plummeted surprisingly, shown here in 

Figures IV-11 and 12.  

 

Figure IV-11. GDP per capita 
(constant 2005 US$) 

 

 

Source: World bank data 

Figure IV-12. Poverty headcount ratio 

at national poverty lines (% of population) 

 

 

Source: World bank data 

 

In addition to the poverty rate, there has been advancement in the Gini index, which 

shows inequality in a country. Figure IV-13 is derived from World Bank data which did 

provide data for every year, but still shows progress from 55 in 1980 to 45 in 2013. 

Figure IV-14 is the Gini index extracted from INE’s (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica 

de Venezuela, National Statistics Institute of Venezuela) data. For that reason, the 

credibility of the feature might be dubious, but it still shows the general amelioration of 

inequality.  
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Figure IV-13.GINI index (World Bank) 

 

 

Source: World Bank data 

Figure IV-14. GINI index (INE) 

 

 

Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadistica 

 

Consequently, the elevation of those factors made popular attitude toward 

democracy progress. When it comes to democratic consolidation, public attitude 

toward democracy is an important element in apprehending political culture. When 

elite, political organizations, and the general public agree that democracy is the only 

game in town, it is based on commitment to democracy and the endorsement of the 

regime-in-practice(Park and Chang 2013). In Venezuela, people have already 

internalized democratic values and support the democratic regime in practice thanks to 

the fruits of social institutions, which can influence democratic consolidation positively. 

According to a 2010 report of Latinobarómetro, the Venezuelan people’s preference for 

democracy rather than any other form of government recorded the highest mark with 

84 points in 2010, even 9 points higher than the second ranked country, Uruguay (75%). 

The figures soared up after 2008 and stayed at this level. Comparatively, in terms of 

the average between 1996 and 2010 shown in Table IV-6, Venezuela falls in third place 

with 70% support following Uruguay (79%) and Costa Rica (75%) (Latinobarómetro 

2010). 
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Table IV-5. Support for Democracy, 1996-2010 in Venezuela 

1996 1997 1998 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

62% 64% 60% 61% 57% 75% 67% 74% 76% 70% 67% 82% 84% 84% 

 

Source: Latinobarometro 1996-2010 

 

Table IV-6. Support for Democracy, Average 1996-2010 

Country Average Country Average 

Uruguay 79% Chile 54% 

Costa Rica 75% El Salvador 54% 

Venezuela 70% Ecuador 51% 

Argentina 67% Colombia 51% 

Dominican Republic 66% Honduras 51% 

Bolivia 60% Mexico 51% 

Panama 60% Brazil 44% 

Nicaragua 57% Paraguay 44% 

Peru 55% Guatemala 41% 
 

Source: Latinobarómetro 2010 

 

People are satisfied with democracy not only as a governmental form but also as a 

practical achievement of the government. Table IV-7 shows an incremental percentage 

change in the people’s satisfaction with democracy for about 15 years. Although figure 

in Venezuela dipped in 2008, that of 2010 is still relatively higher than other 

neighboring countries. In 2010, Venezuela is ranked in fourth place with Argentina and 

Ecuador following Uruguay (78%), Costa Rica (61%), Panama (56%) and Chile (56%) 

(See Appendix IV for more details). When it comes to the mean value for the period of 

1995-2010, Venezuela is ranked third after Uruguay and Costa Rica. On that account, 

Venezuelan people are highly supportive of democracy not only as a regime type but 

also as a regime in practice.   
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Table IV-7. Satisfaction with Democracy for 1995-2010 in Venezuela(%) 

1996 1997 1998 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

30 35 35 55 41 40 38 42 56 57 59 49 47 49 
Source: Latinobarómetro 2010 

 

Table IV-8. Average Satisfaction with Democracy for 1995-2010 by each country(%) 

Country Average Country Average 

Uruguay 62 Nicaragua 32 

Costa Rica 54 Bolivia 30 

Dominican Republic 45 Guatemala 30 

Venezuela 45 Colombia 29 

El Salvador 37 Brazil 29 

Panama 37 Ecuador 27 

Chile 37 Mexico 26 

Argentina 36 Peru 19 

Honduras 35 Paraguay 17 

Source: Latinobarómetro 2010 

 

However, in spite of this improvement, Chavez’s social policy was limited to short-

term consumption and biased dispensation to his followers. In addition, he was not able 

to untangle the fundamental structural problem. In spite of higher enrollment and 

literacy rates than before, Venezuela remained at an unsatisfactory level comparative to 

other countries in Latin America. In 2009, its school enrollment rate was seventeenth 

place for primary school with 93.94%, fifteenth for secondary school with 72.55% and 

eighteenth for tertiary school with 69.61%. In spite of the significant progress in 

enrollment rates, it is still in the middle of the 33 Latin American and Caribbean 

countries. Concerning literacy rate, however, it recorded 95.51, which is ranked fourth 

among Latin American and Caribbean countries, which shows a certain quality of 

education is guaranteed to some extent. Furthermore, the job market was not developed 

enough to accommodate the young, educated population. The Venezuelan 
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unemployment rate in 2009 hit 7.80, located in eighth place. The comparatively high 

unemployment rate deprived the young educated generation of opportunities in 

occupational specialization and failed to lead to national growth. Fundamentally, there 

must be economic structural reform for the young educated generation to find more 

jobs. Besides that, here are still innumerable social issues like violence, energy 

insecurity, and food shortages in Venezuela(Kott 2012). 

For that reason, support for Chavez was not high due to the public’s dissatisfaction 

with his reckless economic policies and authoritarian dominance. According to the 

Table IV-9, governmental approval had increased until 2007, but suddenly dropped 

after 2008 when the economic crisis hit the world. At that time, the oil price decreased 

from 194 in 2008 to 123.5 per barrel in 2009 and the growth rate plummeted from 5.27% 

in 2008 to -3.20% in 2009. Although the oil price and the growth rate have been 

improved since, support for government has been stalled since 2008(Latinobarómetro 

2013).  

 

Table IV-9. Governmental Approval in Venezuela (2002- 2013) 

 
2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2013 

Venezuela 51 35 43 65 65 61 48 45 47 49 47 

 

Source: Latinobarómetro 2013 

 

In comparison with other Latin American countries, the Venezuelan figure for 

governmental approval is lower than most other countries. This gap of public support 

must be one of the reasons that led to the opposition’s win in the general election in 

2015.  
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Table IV-10. Governmental approval for each country in 2013 

Country Approval rate Country Approval rate 

Dominican Republic 74 Venezuela 47 

Ecuador 73 México 46 

El Salvador 66 Argentina 43 

Uruguay 61 Panamá 43 

Nicaragua 60 Peru 39 

Brazil 56 Honduras 32 

Bolivia 55 Paraguay 30 

Colombia 53 Chile 29 

Guatemala 47 Costa Rica 22 
 

Source: Latinobarómetro 2013 

 

To sum up, oil-led development in this country either intentionally or unintentionally 

resulted in an advanced social environment. Consequently, under the Chavez’ regime, 

the modernization effect is invalidated to some extent despite a lack of the good 

governance. 
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V . Conclusion 

 

What if there was no oil in Venezuela? Would democracy be established and 

consolidated soundly? Or would the country stay a poor rural one full of conflicts? No 

one knows the answer.  What is clear is, however, oil is the key factor that has forged 

its distinguishing political interaction and institutions. Two main parties’ political and 

economic monopoly under the particracy assured a peaceful democratic process in 

Venezuela while neighboring countries were facing military coups or dictatorship. It 

was praised as an exceptional case of a democratic country with a peaceful power 

transition. However, the system was riddled with informal links and corruption based 

on oil revenue and lacked legitimacy and accountability. Exclusiveness was the main 

characteristic of the pacted democracy and the accumulated complaints of the 

marginalized exploded after a failed neo-liberal economic reform. Then Chavez, a 

political outlier, appeared on the center of the political stage. Chavez ruled the country 

in an authoritarian way and oppressed the elite, the core of Punto Fijo pact. He became 

more and more dependent on oil revenue and spent it for his own political interest. But 

another irony here is that his strategic expenditures of oil revenue were realized as 

investments in social programs. Since his fervent supporters are the poor public, his 

aggressive social policy was nearly compulsory. Different from other oil-rich countries, 

Venezuela showed positive utilization of oil revenue to alleviate extreme inequality and 

strengthen the social security net. However, the spending process was wholly 

processed under the discretionary control of the executive while the checks and 

balances principle was totally ignored. Moreover, the social system has been criticized 

as short-term based consumption rather than long-term based investment. In short, 

internationally-recognized democratic regime was in fact exclusive while the 
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authoritarian regime was inclusive. This difference came from different historical 

background of each regime to maintain their authority. And the exclusive and inclusive 

links could be guaranteed by oil rent. 

Regarding the curse of oil, Venezuela had been considered as a textbook case of the 

curse. However, by delving into the causal mechanism, Venezuela fits at times but 

deviates from the frame sometimes. In terms of rentier effect, the Venezuelan taxation 

system shows increasing dependence on oil income as the source of its national budget. 

Even the non-oil tax was composed of VAT, and the need for taxation system reform 

seems to be urgent in order to achieve horizontal accountability and good governance 

to avoid the taxation effect. A more sound tax system will stimulate more government 

accountability and more public political participation so that the complementary 

interaction between the government and the people will be able to prevent the spending 

effect. Reinforced accountability and activated civil oversight means that state control 

of society would be increasingly difficult to maintain and open political space could be 

expanded little by little.  

As for the repression effect, it could not be shown to perfectly fit in practice, but it is 

still worthwhile to observe undemocratic links within the military sector. Under the 

particracy, despite civil control over the military, the ratio of general military expenses 

to GDP enlarged to keep the patron-client links between high political officers and 

military officers. Moreover, the government abused its power to control the leftist 

opposition with the power of terror. On the other hand, the general military expense 

ratio to GDP has dwindled under the Chavez regime, which is because Chavez bases 

his support from the general public, leading him to spend oil revenue on social welfare 

programs. But at the same time, he tried to fill high governmental posts with military 

officers which cause many to worry about the militarization of politics. When it comes 

to the modernization effect, however, the case shows quite contradictory phenomena in 
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spite of its political and strategic interest. The effect was refuted by advanced social 

indicators which might catalyze democracy in Venezuela in the long term. Of course, 

there is a need for rudimentary economic structure change and as well as public safety.  

This inconsistency does not mean that this country is not a case of the curse or it will 

soon find be cured. It means merely that its characteristics are particularly different 

from the general curse of oil framework and have changed over time within Venezuela.  

Studies of the oil curse have been focused on the presence of curse itself within oil-

rich countries that either suffer or do not suffer from the curse. However, hardly any 

attention has been paid to the various types of ‘curse’ itself. This study tried to specify 

a causal mechanism of the curse and compare two different periods based on the 

mechanism. All oil-rich countries with the curse would show diverse results and 

changes and even could vary between different regimes. Therefore it is hasty to define 

a country with just one word of the oil curse. Even under the same mechanism, the 

political process was diverse against different historical backdrops. In this manner, it 

was possible to figure out the changing aspects of the curse in one specific country, 

Venezuela. The comparison confirmed altering tendencies of the curse, from an 

exclusive curse to a distributive curse. 

Additionally, the Venezuelan democracy must be mentioned as well. The debate 

about the curse seems to assume that democracy is an ideal regime type as it is often 

considered to be in the contemporary world. However, democracy or democratization 

is not panacea to solve the curse. In fact, a democratic regime is more inefficient and 

uncertain than authoritarianism or totalitarianism to some extent. Yet it is clear that 

democracy is at least much fairer and more impartial that the others. This paper does 

not insist that Venezuela must be more ‘democratized.’ This state needs to construct a 

more sound tax system, more transparent political linkages and a more inclusive social 

safety net first. In addition, economic reforms to promote manufacture industry 
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development and a stable exchange-rate system, etc. are all necessary for fundamental 

structural change. After Chavez’s death, Maduro consecutively seized power and there 

was no great political or economic change in Venezuela. And nowadays, it is facing 

one of the worst economic recessions due to the rapid decrease in the price of oil. With 

about 100% inflation, many economic experts are concerned about a national default. 

Is the curse finally infecting Venezuela? Venezuela is destined to encounter 

accumulated economic and political distortion in the near future.  
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AppendixⅢ. Support for Democracy for 1996-2010(%) 
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Country 
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Average 

96- 10 

Difference 
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Venezuela 62 64 60 61 57 75 67 74 76 70 67 82 84 84 70 14 

Ecuador 52 41 57 54 40 49 46 46 43 54 65 56 43 64 51 13 

Brazil 50 50 48 39 30 37 35 41 37 46 43 47 55 54 44 10 
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Country 
96 97 98 00 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 

Average 
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Bolivia 25 34 34 22 16 24 25 16 24 39 41 33 50 32 30 

El Salvador 26 48 48 27 21 38 33 37 37 25 33 38 60 43 37 

Dominican 

Republic 
NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 36 43 49 49 47 53 39 45 

Panama 28 39 34 47 21 44 24 35 20 40 38 35 61 56 37 

Colombia 16 40 24 27 10 11 22 30 29 33 32 44 42 39 29 

Guatemala 16 40 57 35 16 35 21 21 28 31 30 27 31 28 30 

Costa Rica 51 68 54 61 51 75 47 48 39 48 47 44 63 61 54 

Mexico 11 45 21 37 26 18 18 17 24 41 31 23 28 27 26 

Uruguay 52 64 68 69 55 53 43 45 63 66 66 71 79 78 62 

Latin America 27 41 37 36 25 32 28 29 31 38 37 37 44 44 35 

Nicaragua 23 50 27 16 24 59 31 20 18 26 43 39 35 36 32 

Brazil 20 23 27 18 21 21 28 28 22 36 30 38 47 49 29 

Paraguay 22 16 24 12 10 7 9 13 17 12 9 22 33 35 17 

Venezuela 30 35 35 55 41 40 38 42 56 57 59 49 47 49 45 

Chile 27 37 32 35 23 27 33 40 43 42 36 39 53 56 37 

Honduras 20 50 37 44 35 62 37 30 26 34 31 24 31 35 35 

Peru 28 21 17 24 16 18 11 7 13 23 17 16 22 28 19 

Argentina 34 42 49 46 20 81 54 34 34 50 33 34 36 49 36 

Ecuador 34 31 33 23 15 16 23 14 14 22 35 37 33 49 27 
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AppendixⅤ. Governmental approval for each country 
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México 47 46 41 41 60 60 58 52 59 59 46 
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Peru 23 10 8 16 57 29 14 26 30 52 39 

Honduras 57 52 44 39 57 56 35 
 

51 52 32 

Paraguay 5 8 57 39 33 17 86 69 55 49 30 

Chile 50 54 64 66 67 55 59 85 55 28 29 

Costa Rica 52 37 50 32 56 55 45 75 53 48 22 
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국문 초록 

 

석유의 저주를 통해 살펴본 베네수엘라의 정치발전 

 

김경민 

서울대학교 국제대학원 

국제학과 국제지역학 전공 

  

석유의 저주란 석유 매장량이 많은 국가일 수록 정치, 경제적 발전이 

저하된다는 것으로, 정치적 측면에서 석유 부국은 권위주의화되는 흐름을 

보여준다. 베네수엘라는 이 저주의 대표적 사례로 꼽히지만, 정작 그 정치적 

양상은 두 가지 모순적 행태를 보여준다. 첫 번째는 협의 민주주의로 분류되어 

후견주의와 석유세입에 의존한 정당 독재시기가 대외적으로는 건전한 민주주의 

국가로 찬양 받았던 점이다. 반면, 경쟁적 권위주의로 분류되는 차베스 정권은 

민주주의의 파괴자라 비판 받지만 석유 세입을 활용해 사회적 지표를 개선시킨 

공이 있다. 그리고 각 정권의 이런 모순적 양태의 근간에는 ‘석유’가 있다.  

본 연구는 ‘석유의 저주’라는 틀을 바탕으로 베네수엘라 정치 변화를 더욱 

정확히 이해하기 위하여, Michael Ross가 제시한 세 가지 인과 메커니즘을 분석 

기준으로 이용하였다. 분석 결과 베네수엘라는 지대국가의 특성과 억압적 
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정부의 양상을 여실히 보여주었다. 반면 석유 주도 발전이 민주화를 위한 

사회적 기반 형성을 약화시켰을 것이라는 예상과는 달리, 차베스 정권 하의 

베네수엘라는 높은 수준의 사회적 수치를 보여주었다.  

그간의 연구가 석유부국에서 석유의 저주의 존재 유무에만 집중했다면, 본 

연구는 석유의 저주 자체가 다양하게 분류될 수 있음을 지적하고 베네수엘라의 

경우 그것이 독점적 성격에서 분배적 성격으로 나아가고 있음을 면밀히 

살펴보았다는 데에 의의가 있다.  
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