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To all who cherish freedom enough to stand for it, no matter the risk.

All proceeds from the sale of this publication will support the initiatives of The María Corina Machado Foundation for Freedom and Democracy, dedicated to advancing democratic restoration, safeguarding human rights, and fostering individual development.
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A timeline of modern venezuelan history




Venezuela’s Democratic Period (1958–1999)— and the Seeds of Collapse


	
1958. Venezuela holds its first free elections, ushering in a “democratic era,” marked by regular elections, peaceful transfers of power, civil liberties, and oil-fueled growth.

	
1976. The state nationalizes the oil industry and is increasingly seen as a provider and protector. Wealth grows while accountability erodes.

	
1992. Two failed military coups, on February 4 and November 27 (the first one led by Hugo Chávez).






The Chávez “Revolution” (1999–2012): Authoritarian Backsliding


	
1998. Hugo Chávez wins Venezuela’s presidential election.

	
1999. The Constituent Assembly produces a new Constitution that eliminates the Senate, introduces reelection, and concentrates power in the president. Democratic fragility gives way to authoritarian design.

	
21999–2004. Judicial takeover: massive purge of judges and temporary appointments.

	
2003. State-owned oil industry (PDVSA) workers hold a general strike. Half of the industry’s oil workers (twenty thousand) are fired, and Chávez takes direct control of the industry.

	
2007. Student movement emerges: Mass university protests erupt nationwide following the shutdown of a TV station critical of Chávez, defending freedom of expression and marking the birth of a new civic opposition generation.

	
2013. Chávez names Nicolás Maduro his successor. Oil prices remain high—a financial windfall that helps underwrite the government’s political projects even after his death later that year.






The Maduro Era (2013–2025): Fraud, Violence, Poverty, Exodus, and Authoritarianism


	
2013. Following Chávez’s death, Maduro comes to power in an election rife with fraud.

	
2014, 2017. Two large protest cycles are violently repressed. Over twenty thousand detentions; massive human rights violations.

	 State-criminal symbiosis with transnational branches. Tens of thousands of extrajudicial executions.

	
2014. Beginning of the mass exodus. Venezuelans begin migrating in large numbers amid economic collapse, widespread shortages, rising insecurity, and political persecution. The number will reach eight million by 2025.

	
32013–2021. The largest and deepest hyperinflation cycle in the continent’s history. GDP contracts 80 percent, and 30 percent of the population flees the country.






Key Dates in María Corina Machado’s Fight for Venezuelan Freedom


	
2002. Civil society reaction against an abusive Enabling Law. María Corina Machado helps to found Súmate, an electoral watch NGO.

	
2003–2004. The Recall Referendum Drive. The constitution’s recall mechanism becomes the central peaceful tool. A referendum can be triggered after half a term with signatures from 20 percent of registered voters. Súmate organizes the signature collection that makes the 2004 referendum possible. The referendum ends in massive fraud.

	
January 2010. After a fellowship at Yale, MCM returns to Venezuela to launch a new political path.

	
2010. MCM is elected as the most voted representative in the country (235,259 votes) in the legislative elections.

	
2012. MCM runs in the opposition primary.

	
2014. MCM participates in the popular protests. She is banned from leaving the country and expelled from the National Assembly. The travel ban is effective to this day.

	
2015. MCM helps to design and implement the strategy that leads the opposition coalition to win two-thirds of the seats in the National Assembly.

	
2012–2016. MCM founds, structures, and consolidates Vente Venezuela, a movement-party rooted in citizens and ideas rather than patronage.

	
42017. MCM again participates in the protests and leads the citizens’ massive reaction against a fraudulent Constitutional Assembly convoked by Maduro.

	
2018–2019. MCM denounces the fraud in the presidential election and supports the National Assembly’s interim government but refuses to integrate it.

	
October 22, 2023. Opposition primary. Turnout overwhelms logistics; ballots run out. MCM wins with 92.3 percent of the vote.

	
January 26, 2024. Venezuela’s Supreme Tribunal of Justice upholds a ban preventing MCM from holding public office and barred her presidential candidacy for the 2024 election, confirming her disqualification from running despite her primary victory.

	
March 5, 2024. The Maduro regime announces presidential elections are to be held on July 28 of that year, even though elections are traditionally held in December.

	
March 20, 2024. Following arrest warrants issued against senior members of María Corina’s presidential campaign, several members of her core team—including her campaign manager—enter the Argentine Embassy in Caracas to seek protection from detention. Venezuelan security forces maintain a constant presence outside the compound. The group remains inside under asylum conditions for more than four hundred days.

	
April 19, 2024. The opposition coalition formally confirms Edmundo González Urrutia as its presidential candidate for the July 28 election, replacing MCM following her disqualification.

	
5July 25, 2024. Final campaign rally. Nearly two hundred thousand people gather in San Cristóbal, the largest public gathering in the city’s history.

	
July 28, 2024. Election Day. The strategy centers on securing actas (official machine-printed tally sheets) through testigos (witnesses entitled to copies). Turnout is massive despite coercion linked to food benefits. Early results appear consistent nationwide (nearly 70–30), then access is blocked and witnesses expelled. Citizens conceal and transport actas; clandestine teams scan and upload them. Opposition claims 85 percent of actas published, showing 7M+ votes for González. The regime announces results without publishing detailed tallies. In the aftermath, those linked to actas are hunted; detentions, disappearances, and torture are described as part of the aftermath.

	
July 29, 2024. MCM goes into hiding, living in strict self-confinement for sixteen months, except for making appearances in five protests.

	
October 10, 2025. MCM is announced as the recipient of the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize, in recognition of her steadfast, peaceful struggle for democratic freedom in Venezuela.

	
December 11, 2025. MCM arrives in Oslo after leaving Venezuela in secret to collect the Nobel Prize on behalf of the people of Venezuela.
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Preface 
A spiritual and existential struggle





The Fragility of Freedom

All my life, I have heard the same words, over and over again: “It is impossible.”

What you are saying is impossible.

What you are proposing is impossible.

What you are attempting is impossible.

It was impossible, people said, for someone born into a family with resources to be accepted—much less loved—by the poorest, humblest people in the country. And yet I found a home among them. They trusted me. We stood together.

It was impossible to gather three million signatures for a recall petition—until we did just that, forcing an unprecedented recall referendum against Hugo Chávez in 2004.

It was impossible for someone who is not a socialist, who has spent her life resisting socialism, to be embraced by a nation that has known nothing else.

It was impossible, in a country as deeply machista as Venezuela, for a woman to become a national leader.

8
And it was impossible to fight for—and win—freedom in a nation that, for the past twenty-six years, had lived under the dominance of the state: dependence, corruption, violence, terror, and the endless pleading for rights that should have been ours all along.

It was impossible. All of it.

So we—the people of Venezuela—made it possible.

[image: ]

I belong to a generation of Venezuelans who took freedom for granted.

During the democratic era of our history, which lasted from 1958 to 1999, we held regular elections, witnessed peaceful transfers of power, protected civil liberties, and enjoyed periods of remarkable economic growth. Blessed with oil, Venezuela possessed so much abundance that wealth was often treated as limitless. Over time, many came to believe that by virtue of being Venezuelan, they were entitled to a share of it. Venezuelans of my generation grew up believing our country would always be prosperous, secure, and free.

From this belief, two insidious ideas took root. The first was that the state—rich, powerful, and permanent—could manage your life, provide for your needs, and shield you from hardship. The second was that it would grant you rights and require nothing in exchange.

But nothing is free. Nothing. You must always give something away. What people of my generation and those who came before us did not understand—until it was too late—was precisely what we were giving away: our power to decide.

9
A society that does not demand accountability; that does not prize transparency, merit, and the honest reward of effort; and that does not organize on its own behalf invites privilege to decay into corruption. Dependence deepens into poverty.

That’s what happened in Venezuela over the course of my lifetime. It is what prepared the ground for dictators like Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro to take control—men who framed revenge and resentment as justice and promised enforced equality as the redress of perceived grievances. All at the expense of democracy, individual liberty, and the Venezuelan people’s right to decide their own future.

We failed to understand something that we have since learned with absolute and painful clarity: freedom comes with responsibility. Freedom requires participation. And freedom is never free.

Everyone must do their part. There is a cost, and we all must share it.

[image: ]

By the time Chávez took power in 1999, we had already lost sight of how fragile our freedom was. Venezuela became like the proverbial frog in a pot of slowly heating water. At first, many did not realize just how much was at stake.

The regime would make it clear.

Chávez began by focusing on controlling the judicial system. He understood that law and justice are the pillars on which every other part of society rests. Within just a few years, he had purged more than 90 percent of the country’s sitting judges. Anyone who was not absolutely loyal was expelled and replaced. There is nothing resembling an independent judiciary in Venezuela.

10
An estimated 97 percent of judges hold temporary appointments—positions they can lose overnight if they fail to demonstrate complete fealty to the regime.

Over the past two decades, there has not been a single case in which a jury or judge has ruled in favor of an individual against the state. No one would ever dare. To do so would mean prison—or worse.

Next, he trained his sights on the oil.

Before Chávez, PDVSA, Venezuela’s state-owned oil company, operated with a degree of independence. Its revenues were unevenly managed, and corruption certainly existed, but the company had not been weaponized into an instrument of political control.

Chávez saw enormous potential and seized the opportunity.

Using a national strike in 2003 as a pretext for swift punishment, he fired over twenty thousand people in a single stroke and took control of the company. More than half of its workforce was expelled—from the president of the corporation to the engineers and technicians who kept it running. One of the largest oil companies in the world was suddenly placed in the hands of a dictator and his military, transformed into a fully subordinated political instrument and a source of unimaginable personal wealth.

When Chávez took office, oil prices hovered around eight dollars a barrel. In less than a decade, they surpassed one hundred. Before his death in 2013, prices reached as high as $147. The amount of money that flowed through his hands in those years is almost beyond comprehension—more than the Venezuelan state had received over its entire century as an oil-producing nation.

11
In capturing the judiciary and seizing the nation’s resources, he was determined to make Venezuelan society absolutely dependent on him, and on him alone. He became the state. To deepen that dependence, he took over private companies and productive industries at will. Entrepreneurs and business owners lost everything. He then turned against the financial sector and against any part of the economy that might serve as a source of resistance.

And still, it was not enough. Chávez next set out to systematically destroy the value of the national currency, the bolívar, intentionally impoverishing the population while consolidating control over vast natural resources and his ever-expanding personal power.

It was cruel, but also strategic. The objective was simple: to ensure that people had no choice but to rely exclusively on the regime for survival.

As salaries collapsed and savings evaporated, the regime introduced the idea of a monthly “bonus”—a lifeline granted by the state, but only to those who behaved. If you did not behave, you could still receive your salary—sometimes the equivalent of a single dollar a day—but you would not receive the bonus.

To “take care of the poor,” the regime created a program called the Local Committees for Supply and Production (CLAP). These committees delivered boxes of food to millions of newly desperate households. And like the bonuses, the boxes were contingent on good behavior. It was not a right, but a reward—for obedience to whatever the regime demanded.

To enforce compliance, local street chiefs were appointed to act as political agents. In this way, they built a structure that was both wide and deep, penetrating every neighborhood, every block, and every household.

12
They went street by street, entering people’s names into a vast database called Sistema Patria. They recorded everything about everyone—where you worked, what you bought, how you voted, who your relatives were. Benefits were distributed according to your loyalty. Or they were withheld.

With the assistance of the Cuban regime, which helped design and manage much of this system, and China, which provided key technology, the state was able to penetrate nearly every dimension of Venezuelan life.

It did not take long for Chávez to transform Venezuela into an impoverished society—living in fear, its head bowed, and its hands extended. If you failed to do as they demanded, dress as they wanted, or gather when ordered to gather, you would not receive food. And you would not receive the gas to cook it with.

But private humiliations were not enough. It was also important to punish publicly.

Whenever possible, the regime made a point of spotlighting exemplary cases of people who ran afoul of the state—another practice they learned from the Cuban regime.

One such example was made of Judge María Lourdes Afiuni. She refused to comply with a direct order from Chávez and instead issued a lawful ruling in a politically sensitive case. For that single act of independence, Chávez ordered her arrest. She was imprisoned for more than three and a half years, much of it in a tiny cell without sunlight, and later held under armed house arrest. During her detention, she was raped, abused, and humiliated. She was dismissed from her position, her family was persecuted, and she remains under restrictive measures to this day, effectively barred from work and from leaving the country.

Her case was meant to show every other judge what happens 13when you fall out of line. The regime repeated this tactic across every sector of society until no man, woman, or child was left untouched by their tyranny and control.

With journalists, the approach was especially methodical. At first, it was quiet—restrictions placed on media outlets the regime didn’t trust, money funneled to others willing to reproduce the official narrative. But before long, the threats became explicit. One by one, the largest media organizations were forced to close—or submit to the regime. The approach was remarkably effective. Today, most journalists have left the country. Yet even from abroad, many are still afraid to speak. They have a cousin, a parent, a grandmother still living in Venezuela—and in recent months, the regime has intensified its brutality against the family members of those who speak out. Journalists continue to be detained arbitrarily for doing their work. Some have spent years in prison without due process, simply for telling the truth.

With the military, the regime was equally deliberate—and equally cruel.

Chávez came from the armed forces. He understood that a professional military would never accept Venezuela’s sovereignty being handed over to foreign powers such as Cuba, Russia, Iran, or China. He knew the institution would have to be destroyed from within. From the moment he took power, the military ceased to function as a meritocracy. The best officers no longer advanced. Instead, promotions flowed downward—to those whose sole qualification was unconditional loyalty to the regime.

Once those individuals were securely in the regime’s grip, Chávez went about dismantling their livelihoods and their 14moral integrity. Legitimate sources of income were destroyed while corruption and narco-trafficking were deliberately encouraged. If you wanted to feed your family, you looked to illegal activities, further binding you to the crimes of the state against the people.

Repression became the military’s primary objective. The Bolivarian National Guard, in particular, was deployed as the regime’s main instrument against civilian protest. In 2014 and again in 2017, widespread antiregime demonstrations erupted across Venezuela, stretching over months and accounting for dozens of deaths. Countless young Venezuelans were injured, arrested, or imprisoned as security forces cracked down on dissent. I think of David José Vallenilla, a twenty-two-year-old student shot and killed at close range in broad daylight by a military official in Caracas as he was bringing medical supplies to protesters. His murder was caught on camera for the world to see. I think of Juan Pablo Pernalete, twenty years old, whose mother begged him not to go out that day—she still remembers him saying, “Mom, protesting is not a crime; protesting means that things are not right.” He was killed by a tear gas canister fired by a National Guardsman. Nine years later, his mother, Elvira, and his father, José Gregorio, still keep his room intact—his basketball uniform folded, his trophies in place. Despite their deep grief, they have inspired hundreds of victims’ families to demand justice. Their courage renews my own resolve to fight for the country that all these young lives cut short deserved to inherit.

Repression extended inward to soldiers themselves and their families. Any soldier who chose to honor their oath instead of obeying abusive orders was labeled a “traitor” and lost not only 15their freedom, but also their home on the military base, their income, and their access to hospitals and schools. By using the families as leverage, essentially holding them hostage, the regime ensured silence, obedience, and fear throughout the ranks. Acts of cruelty toward soldiers are carried out in full view. I think of Captain Rafael Acosta Arévalo, who was detained, tortured so brutally that he could not stand at his own hearing, and brought before a military court barely able to speak before he died from his injuries. His death sent a message to every officer in uniform: dissent would be crushed without mercy.

To their great credit, the universities resisted the regime for a very long time. In the past, when protests erupted, we would run into the universities for protection. That safety is gone. Even private universities—once safe spaces where our young people could speak freely—have been compromised by the regime. Presidents have been dismissed. Professors have been imprisoned for publishing statistics that the regime deemed inconvenient. New authorities have been installed, chosen solely for their unconditional loyalty.

Yet throughout this era of repression, university students have remained a persistent source of resistance and civic courage. A national student movement emerged in the mid-2000s as part of wider opposition to closures of independent media and constitutional overreach, and it has continued to lead demonstrations against corruption, insecurity, and repression since, inspiring citizens across generations, at great personal cost. Many, many students have been jailed and killed over the years. They have been the heartbeat of dissent in our nation.

The Venezuelan Catholic Church remained one of the most 16powerful forces in our society. After all, more than 90 percent of our population is Christian. Yet even this institution was not spared from attempts to terrorize it into silence.

The regime began withholding government funds that had long supported Church-run education and social programs. At the same time, it targeted specific priests and bishops for persecution. The message was unmistakable—speak out, and your parish, your school, your community will pay the price.

Although a very few members of the Church have succumbed to regime pressures, most bishops and priests in Venezuela have shown extraordinary courage. They continued to protect the persecuted and to offer refuge, often quietly and without recognition, even as regime-aligned forces sought to discredit them and public campaigns aimed to destroy their reputations.

[image: ]

The regime’s brutality did not stop at institutions. It reached deep into the lives of individual citizens. This was more than authoritarianism; it was totalitarianism. They wanted control over the body and the mind. And not only control, but total domination.

Years ago, a good friend of mine, Fernando Anzola, owned agricultural land in the state of Lara, one of Venezuela’s most important farming regions. He was productive, independent, and deeply rooted in his community. One day, while he was at home with his six-year-old daughter and his wife, who was pregnant at the time, a regime agent appeared at their door. He 17came with a simple order: Fernando had to leave immediately. The state was taking over.

“But this is our home,” Fernando said. “We have worked this land for decades. Everything we have is here.”

“You have to go,” came the reply.

In a matter of hours, the family lost their home. Terrified, Fernando’s wife lost her baby. The state seized the finca—not to develop it, not to redistribute it, but to destroy it. Today, the land lies idle. It produces nothing.

This kind of terror was being unleashed all across the country. It still is.

Just a few months ago, the regime went looking for a member of our party, Miguel, who had once helped provide security as we traveled around the country. When they went to his house, he wasn’t there. He was in hiding.

So they took his mother and his son instead. When his daughter went to ask for them—bringing her two-year-old baby with—they detained her as well, along with the child, simply to force Miguel to come out of hiding and surrender himself.

One might think they would try to hide these abuses. But they don’t. They want them to be seen.

The purpose, as always, is pure terror. They want to demonstrate—very publicly—what they are capable of doing and to instill fear in any Venezuelan who believes they cannot, or will not, come for them next.

But perhaps the regime’s most effective tool has been division.

The regime understood that to maintain control, it would have to tear families apart and turn society against itself. Black 18against white. Rich against poor. Those who left against those who stayed. Wherever a fault line existed, they widened it. Wherever a division could be exploited, it was exploited.

This is how they came to understand the power of migration. By forcing people out of the country—as it has done with more than eight million Venezuelans—the regime produced several effects at once.

One was the release of internal pressure. Fewer people remained to demand food, electricity, and medicine. Fewer voices were capable of challenging the regime.

Another was the fracturing and scattering of families. In Venezuelan culture, the family is a protective shield—the very nucleus of our society. Women, and mothers in particular, hold enormous power.

As I traveled throughout the country, I saw the human cost everywhere. Countless children had been left alone in their homes. Their mothers were gone; their fathers had never been there. Sometimes a thirteen-year-old was raising his or her younger siblings. Anyone who could leave had gone in search of food or money to send back. Some parents would leave alone at first, to find work and stability and then, months or even years later, find a way to bring their children out of that hardship to join them.

Grandparents would approach me in tears, saying, “I don’t want to die before I meet my grandchildren.”

The final consequence extended beyond Venezuela’s borders. The millions who fled were driven to seek refuge in neighboring countries and beyond, burdening schools, hospitals, labor markets, and social services in communities that opened their doors in good faith. What began as a domestic strategy of 19control became a regional humanitarian crisis, deliberately imposed on others and weaponized by the regime.

In some cases, that destabilization took on a criminal form. Groups born in Venezuela’s prisons began preying on those forced to flee and exporting violence beyond our borders— turning displacement into a source of fear and insecurity across the hemisphere.

And for many Venezuelans, escape itself was a nightmare. Hundreds of thousands crossed the Darién jungle—on foot, through mud, rivers—simply to find a place where they could live. Many never made it. Others survived, carrying scars that will never heal.

All of this was intentional.

All of it was by design.

And all of it was a cruel, tragic waste of human spirit. All of it.
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