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We are just over five months past July 28. On that day, we
voted, we won, and we defended our will. We navigated with
remarkable skill through a landscape riddled with challenges.
Without a doubt, what theory describes as “non-competitive
elections” is a high-stakes endeavor for those of us operating on
those grounds. Despite what we experienced, it is still too soon to
evaluate the process in its entirety, and this article does not aim
to do so.

These paragraphs reconstruct Venezuelans’ journey from
the primary election held on October 22, 2023, to January 2025.
It is a non-exhaustive account aimed at enriching our historical
memory and sharing lessons learned for those who may find
them valuable.

This is the first installment of a seminal text that may later
evolve into something more comprehensive. In fact, I dare say it
is conceived with the intent to be expanded in the near future. In
these pages, I will focus on two key topics: (i) Preliminary ideas
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to guide the reader and (ii) Three crucial stages in the election
process: the primary election, the placeholder candidate, and the
presidential candidate. In subsequent installments, I will delve
deeper into the election period and the following months.

Three preliminary ideas

I want to start by outlining three ideas that may help the
reader better understand this story: the authoritarian context, the
author’s perspective, and its purpose.

Let us begin with the authoritarian context. The events
described in this article unfolded under a dictatorship. This fact
is far from trivial and leaves a profound imprint on the course
of events. Opacity, uncertainty, persecution, suspicion, fear, pain
-I wish I could find the precise words to describe the human and
political challenges we have faced. These variables are difficult to
quantify but have undoubtedly shaped our actions. This is why
I emphasize this issue, which, although evident, is sometimes
taken for granted and overlooked when judging and analyzing
the reality we had to endure.

Now, let's consider the author’s perspective. This text is shaped
by both my intellectual training and my political experience. As
such, the reader will not find a detached or neutral reflection.
Instead, these ideas are born from my commitment to democracy
and my yearning for freedom. With this perspective, I have sought
to organize and make sense of the challenges imposed by the
political dynamics we have faced. This text represents that effort.
Its purpose is not to provide a definitive account of this topic but
to inspire others to expand upon and enrich these ideas.
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To conclude, let us delve into the purpose of this text. I am
publishing it in advance -before achieving our freedom goals
-driven by a desire to bring visibility to the testimony of countless
Venezuelans in their struggle and to contribute to our historical
memory. In this era of disappearing chats and fleeting posts, there
is a pressing need for accounts that preserve our story as a people.
That is why I write with our democratic future in mind, one in
which we will share everything we did to reclaim our freedom
and to ensure it is never lost again with generations to come.

The crucial stages of July 28th

Some moments alter the course of history, defining the
before and after in the lives of many. Behind each of these lies
a chain of events that paved the way and made them possible.
At times, these events are elusive; they may go unnoticed or
be underestimated, even by the most discerning observers of
their time. Yet, identifying and valuing each of these moments
and stages is essential. Delving into these moments allows us
to recognize the extraordinary efforts of those who made them
happen and to appreciate the role of Providence -or “fortune,” as
Machiavelli might call it.

In this section, I will focus on the three stages that allowed us
to reach and win the presidential election on July 28: the primary
election, the placeholder candidate, and the presidential candidate.

First stage: the primary election
Sunday, October 22, 2023. We went out to vote early. By mid-

morning, long lines had formed outside the voting centers. Both
urban neighborhoods and rural communities came out to exercise
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their right to vote. Against all expectations,! we raised our voices
and managed to surprise many, both inside and outside the
country. Undoubtedly, there were reasons for fear and doubt.?
Organizing primary elections under a dictatorship is a risky
and uncertain endeavor. For this reason, I would argue that its
most significant contribution to the chain of events that led to the
victory on July 28 was the empowerment of the people. That day,
we came together through free political action and rediscovered
our shared longing for democracy.

In this section, I will focus on three ideas that can help explain
the significance of the primary election held on October 22, 2023:
the regime’s miscalculation, the civic groundswell, and the results
as a reconfiguration of the opposition spectrum.

The regime miscalculated. The primary election took place
in an especially hostile environment, marked by a complex
humanitarian crisis and severe limitations on the political rights
of all Venezuelans. From the start,’ it was a process under siege.

1 https://elpitazo.net/politica/diosdado-cabello-afilo-comentarios-en-
contra-de-primaria-opositora-en-los-ultimos-meses/amp/; https://
www.infobae.com/america/venezuela/2022/06/07/henrique-capriles-
rechazo-la-realizacion-de-elecciones-primarias-opositoras-excluyentes-
y-cerradas-para-enfrentar-al-chavismo/ y https://www.eluniversal.
com/politica/159933/manuel-rosales-sobre-las-primarias-no-se-deben-
hacer-elecciones-debajo-de-un-arbol

2 https://talcualdigital.com/maria-corina-machado-arrasa-en-ultimo-
boletin-de-primarias-con-2-2-millones-de-votos/ y https://red-forma.
com/edicion-28/entrevista-a-jesus-maria-casal-nunca-debemos-perder-
de-vista-que-la-gente-quiere-votar/

3 https://elpais.com/internacional /2023-02-15/1a-oposicion-venezolana-
convoca-primarias-el-22-de-octubre-para-elegir-al-candidato-que-
enfrente-a-maduro-en-2024.html
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Without a doubt, it was a complex and challenging endeavor. It
would take an entire article to outline and describe the threats
and abuses faced by the National Primary Commission, led by
Dr. Jestis Maria Casal, the political parties, and civil society.* Some
of these challenges include bribery,” undue pressures, harassment
by state security forces,® undue pressures, harassment by state
security forces,” disinformation campaigns, media censorship,
and political violence, among others.

At a time when the Chavista-Madurista dictatorship appeared
firmly entrenched in power, it’s natural to ask: Why did it allow
the primary election to take place? Why didn't it issue a Supreme
Court ruling to stop it? There are no simple answers to these
questions. Dictatorships are, by nature, opaque, and attempting to
decipher their reasoning is always a risky task. However, I venture
to propose the following hypothesis: the regime miscalculated.

Nicolds Maduro likely calculated the following: the opposition
—political parties and civil society- is fragmented and demoralized.
It is worth pausing here to consider the regime’s perspective.

4 https://elcomercio.pe/mundo/venezuela/roberto-abdul-sumate-ong-
de-venezuela-denuncia-detencion-de-uno-de-los-organizadores-de-las-
primarias-opositoras-comision-nacional-de-primaria-cnp-nicolas-
maduro-alfredo-romero-ultimas-noticia/

5 https://efectococuyo.com/politica/carlos-prosperi-no-cuenten-
conmigo-para-reconocer-resultados-sesgados/

6 https://www.infobae.com/venezuela/2023/10/28/la-fiscalia-
chavista-cito-a-tres-organizadores-de-las-primarias-opositoras-
declararan-en-calidad-de-investigados/

7 https://runrun.es/nacional/venezuela-2/164995/conatel-ha-bloqueado-
mas-de-mil-paginas-web-en-menos-de-12-meses/
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First, the regime saw the opposition as fractured and
believed it was only a matter of time before it broke in two. This
perception was fueled by the public disagreements surrounding
the organization of the primary election, which were widely aired
in mainstream media. The most notable controversy centered on
the involvement of the National Electoral Council in providing
technical assistance on election day. Two distinct positions
emerged: those who favored the council’s support and those who
opposed it.

Henrique Capriles Radonski, a presidential primary candidate
from Primero Justicia, supported the first position. In May 2023,
he declared that the logistical support provided by the National
Electoral Council (CNE) was essential, describing the event as
“impossible” to execute without its technical assistance. On the
other hand, Maria Corina Machado, the front-runner in the polls
and eventual winner of the primary, supported the opposing
stance. She repeatedly rejected the CNE’s involvement, arguing
that the regime-controlled electoral body was untrustworthy and
would undermine the process. Ultimately, the primaries were
successfully conducted without State intervention and with the
participation of all opposition forces’.

Second, the regime believed that the opposition base was
disheartened and apathetic. This perception was shaped by
opinion polls and analysts who claimed that the public was not

8 https://www.redobservacion.org/2023/05/10/capriles-pide-usar-
logistica-del-cne-para-las-primarias/

9 https://www.diariolasamericas.com/america-latina/oposicion-rechaza-
proceso-primarias-organizado-el-cne-n5344274

7
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invested in the primary election. Luis Vicente Leén,” president
of Datandlisis, was the leading voice of this interpretation,
stating, “I can say that very few people are looking out for the
primary.” However, reality proved otherwise; the nation rallied
and participated.

These perceptions of the environment -division and
disheartenment- shaped the regime’s response. The dictatorship
concluded that, in such a context, the internal and external costs of
heightened repression were not worth bearing. Politically, fostering
division within the opposition by exacerbating their differences
or buying loyalty was more expedient, while discouraging public
participation through disinformation, flawed analyses, and fear
tactics.

Another critical factor to consider is that the primary election
coincided with the culmination of negotiations between the
dictatorship, the Biden administration, and the Unitary Platform.
Maduro’s regime entered these talks with the clear objective of
securing the lifting of U.S. economic sanctions. Disrupting the
primary election would have jeopardized this goal. At that time
-and even now- Nicolds Maduro needed financial resources to
sustain the allegiances that kept him in power.

Thus, this is where the regime placed its bets: signing the
Barbados agreement to secure the easing of sanctions and creating
the political conditions for the primary to become yet another
failure for the Venezuelan opposition. The first happened; the
second did not. The primary succeeded because the dictatorship

10 https://x.com/luisvicenteleon/status/1711767837423931717?t=V--37_
dmLJM3wab5tO-kVtwé&s=19
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misread the moment and failed to anticipate two key factors: the
opposition’s political resilience and the people’s support, which
quietly held onto their determination to participate until the day
came to cast their votes.

Civic groundswell. Six days before the primary, I published an
article titled “Primaries in Dictatorship: Unity and Consciousness.”™
I enjoyed organizing the ideas, writing them, and publishing
them. In that article, I aimed to convey my optimism. An optimism
grounded in the reality I observed through my grassroots
political work, which stood in contrast to the firm assertions of
some analysts who confidently predicted the primaries would
be a failure.!” Week after week, during each meeting with the
local structures of Primero Justicia, I began to notice two things:
unwavering enthusiasm and extraordinary civic heroism. In short:
a strong spirit of resistance.

Some were surprised when they read my article. Respectfully,
they remarked that it seemed overly hopeful, perhaps even
voluntaristic -“wishful thinking,” they said. And I don't blame
them. I myself hesitated to publish it. It was a risky piece. Today,
I'm glad I did, but I recognize that I was walking the fine line
between political and intellectual daring. The reality is that
predicting the outcome of October 22 was exceedingly difficult.
Like the regime, we were susceptible to miscalculations and being
carried away by good intentions that might not yield the desired
results. After more than twenty years of democratic struggle, it’s

11 https://lga.lagranaldea.com/2023/10/16/primarias-en-dictadura-
unidad-y-conciencia/

12 https://www.globovision.com/programa/6635/a-cinco-meses-de-las-
primarias-datanalisis-estima-una-participacion-de-apenas-10

%
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only natural that we find it hard to get excited and approach any
glimmer of change cautiously.

This is why I believe one of the most profound lessons of
October 22 lies in the democratic soul of the nation -one that
was neither dormant nor extinguished- and in our ability to
reconnect with it. Long-standing dictatorships aim to colonize
the consciousness of their opponents. They devote themselves
to constructing psychological prisons that distort our grasp
of reality. I'm referring to the discouragement that gradually
takes root within us, dimming our desire to fight. We start to
confuse audacity with recklessness, realism with pessimism, and
voluntarism with magnanimity. It’s the relentless questioning of
effort, the loss of purpose and direction... it’s despair.

The primary challenged us to dismantle these mental
barriers, to open ourselves to the nation, and to reconnect with
it. Since October 22, the civic groundswell I described earlier
has only intensified. The yearning for freedom has grown
steadily stronger. What has unfolded mirrors the dynamics of
other liberation processes: the crack opened by the primary was
destined to widen, and it has kept growing over time.

The results. Maria Corina Machado emerged as the undisputed
victor of the day, securing 2,253,825 votes -an overwhelming
92.35% of all votes cast.® The total turnout reached 2,307,635.
However, when reflecting on the earlier points, it becomes clear
that Machado’s triumph goes beyond these impressive figures. She
not only achieved a sweeping majority but also earned the trust

13 https://runrun.es/noticias/511417/boletin-final-de-primaria-2023-
machado-obtuvo-2-253-825-millones-de-votos//

10
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of the nation. Defying bleak forecasts, she became the voice of a
country that yearned -and yearns- for political change. Without
hesitation, I can assert that the primary was a profound turning
point that reshaped the landscape of Venezuela’s opposition.

This outcome was extraordinary and unexpected. Let us
consider five insights into its political impact:

1. The primary represented an electoral and political victory that
advanced Venezuela’s path to liberation. The participation of over
two million people in an election held under a dictatorship
was an encouraging sign for all of us who aspire to democracy
in Venezuela. To start, the primary achieved its main objective:
Venezuela selected a presidential candidate who enjoyed -and
continues to enjoy- the legitimacy conferred by a transparent, fair,
and trustworthy electoral process. The primary bestowed upon
Maria Corina Machado’s leadership the legitimacy of more than
two million votes.

2. The dictatorship is not infallible. Before the primary, it was
widely believed that the regime’s social control mechanisms'
were highly effective in subduing the political consciousness of
the population. However, the outcome on October 22 revealed that
while these tools do exist, they are limited and can be overcome.
This revelation has been deeply significant. On the one hand, it
allows for a more accurate assessment of the obstacles imposed
by the dictatorship; on the other, it empowered the citizenry. On
October 23, Venezuela woke up filled with hope and renewed

14 By “social control mechanisms,” I mean the social benefits distributed in
underserved communities through the Carnet de la Patria system.

11
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determination to fight. We had taken a step forward to the healthy
re-politicization of the country.

3. The opposition stood united in its aspirations for democracy. Nine
out of ten opposition voters cast their ballots for Maria Corina
Machado. Her vision resonated deeply with nearly everyone
who participated on October 22. Machado’s emotional, relatable,
and human-centered message succeeded in consolidating the
opposition into a unified front.

The shadow of division within the opposition was left behind,
and a new opposition dynamic emerged. This time, unity was
different from what had been achieved in previous periods.
Between 2005 and 2015, unity was anchored in political parties
and their capacity for representation. Starting in 2023, a new form
of unity took shape -one that revolved around the people and went
beyond electoral organizations. This shift in structure brought
about new challenges, which I will explore in greater detail later.

4. The primary results underscored the profound crisis of
representation within the political parties that had, until then, led the
democratic struggle. Only one in ten Venezuelans voted for any
parties that make up the Plataforma Unitaria, the political coalition
of electoral organizations opposing Nicolds Maduro’s dictatorship.
A significant detail: Vente Venezuela, the political movement led
by Maria Corina Machado, is not part of this group. This outcome
validated what opinion polls had already indicated: after more
than two decades of dictatorship, traditional political parties
had ceased to represent the voice of the Venezuelan people. This
political reality, combined with the leadership of Maria Corina
Machado, forms the foundation of the new unified configuration
that emerged after the primary.

12
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5. The opposition-driven nation yearns for change. While this
may seem self-evident, it is far from trivial. After the primary;, it
became clear that Venezuela wants Maduro out, with no room for
ambiguity in that aspiration. Those who have long advocated for
cohabitation as a political strategy faced the stark unpopularity
of their proposal.® The nation does not want to coexist with
corruption, poverty, and violence. Instead, it seeks to defeat Nicolds
Maduro at the ballot box and move decisively toward democracy.

Even at the risk of sounding redundant or cacophonous:
the nation wants an opposition that opposes the dictatorship
-an opposition that challenges the regime and gives voice to the
people’s discontent. In this context, a clear polarization emerged,
defined by the democracy-versus-dictatorship divide. This voter
sentiment presents a significant challenge to those leading the
charge for political change. Eventually, if liberation is achieved in
2025, the time for moderation will arrive. Undoubtedly, it is crucial
to begin laying the political and psychological groundwork for
that eventuality.

Second stage: the placeholder candidate

After the primary election, a period of political adjustment
began. Between November 2023 and March 2024, the Venezuelan
opposition’s main challenge was the presidential candidacy. It is
important to recall that Maria Corina Machado, the primary’s
winner, was disqualified from running for any elected office.'®
Consequently, the opposition had to fight for the removal of this

15 https://panampost.com/roderick-navarro/2022/04/23/la-cohabitacion-
peligro-levantar-sanciones/

16 https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/cw9e8n92y890
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disqualification or, alternatively, identify consensus mechanisms
to select a substitute candidate.

Alongside this central challenge, two fundamental tasks
were undertaken: First, establishing coordination platforms
among the pro-democracy forces that would collaborate in the
2024 presidential election, and second, overcoming the obstacles
imposed by the regime aimed at excluding us from the presidential
race.

Let’s delve into the first task: integrating political forces
into the Comando por Venezuela.” Managing a coalition of eleven
political organizations,”® alongside hundreds of civil society
groups, in a hostile environment was a daunting challenge that
required significant creativity. This effort was guided by two key
pillars: trust and competence, which I will now describe in detail.

First, personal trust. From the start, Maria Corina Machado
and her campaign manager, Magalli Meda, established that
participation in unified political working groups would not be
dictated by party quotas but by trust in each leader. This approach
marked a significant change from the past, when, between 2005
and 2015, such spaces were defined by party allocations -one
representative per party. Post-primary elections and amid the

17 The Comando por Venezuela began as Maria Corina Machado’s campaign
team for the primary election. Later, it expanded to become the unified
campaign headquarters.

18 Accién Democratica, Primero Justicia, La Causa Radical, Voluntad
Popular, Movimiento por Venezuela, COPEI (No judicializado), Conver-
gencia, Encuentro Ciudadano, Proyecto Venezuela, Futuro y Vente
Venezuela.

14
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crisis of party representation, this shifted. Only individuals
trusted by Maria Corina Machado’s team were included.

This decision stemmed from the authoritarian nature of the
context. The risks and hostilities inherent in such an environment
needed meticulous safeguarding of strategic information. Long-
standing and seemingly entrenched dictatorships often develop
sophisticated intelligence apparatuses, enabling them to infiltrate
decision-making spaces and repress the progress of democra-
tizing forces.” Consequently, personal trust became a vital and
irreplaceable criterion for limiting the regime’s capacity to act
while advancing the goals of liberation.

Second, personal competencies. Alongside personal trust,
Machado and Meda emphasized the significance of each leader’s
human, technical, and political skills. On numerous occasions,
both declared that the Comando would be comprised of “the
best.”? In this way, personal trust had to be paired with knowledge,
efficiency, and diligence.

While the reasoning behind this decision is understandable,
the shift in criteria for integrating forces marked a substantial
departure from previous opposition dynamics and generated
resistance among those who did not meet the requirements and
who, consequently, felt excluded from decision-making spaces.

19 Fathali Moghaddam in The Psychology of Dictatorship accurately describes
this dynamic, which is repeated in authoritarian contexts

20 https://diariodelosandes.com/creacion-de-la-coordinacion-central-
estadal-del-comando-con-venezuela-en-respuesta-a-pud-estadales/

15
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Now, let us examine the primary obstacles faced by the
opposition forces. As outlined earlier, the foremost challenge was
Maria Corina Machado’s political disqualification. This measure,
imposed by the regime, posed a significant barrier to electoral
participation and became a source of widespread uncertainty —for
the regime itself, certain sectors within the opposition, and the
international community.

As expected, the initial course of action by the Comando
por Venezuela was to pursue the reinstatement of the primary
winner’s eligibility. To this end, every possible avenue of advocacy
was employed: civil mobilization, negotiations with the regime,
international pressure, and even filing an appeal with the Supreme
Court of Justice.” Despite exhausting all necessary measures, her
reinstatement was not achieved.

As this unfolded and as the deadline for presidential
candidacies,” set by the National Electoral Council drew nearer,
uncertainty and state repression intensified.” In mass media,
tightly controlled by the regime’s strict censorship, platforms
opened for analysts and spokespersons who asserted that the
regime would not lift the disqualification and that Maria Corina
Machado would lead the country to abstention.*

21 https://elpais.com/america/2023-12-16/maria-corina-machado-acude-a-
la-justicia-venezolana-para-que-se-revise-su-inhabilitacion.html

22 March 21. https://www.france24.com/es/am%C3%A9rica-latina/
20240321-venezuela-comienza-la-inscripci%C3%B3n-de-candidatos-
presidenciales-en-medio-de-detenci%C3%B3n-de-opositores

23 https://talcualdigital.com/saab-anuncia-detencion-de-henry-alviarez-y-
dinorah-hernandez-por-supuesta-conspiracion/

24 https://2001online.com/nacionales/llamado-luis-vicente-leon-oposicion

16
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However, when the formal nomination period began at the
National Electoral Council, the opposite occurred. Once again,
those predicting abstention as a foregone conclusion were proven
wrong. When the time came, Maria Corina Machado convened
representatives of the Unitary Platform and proposed Dr. Corina
Yoris as her substitute.” She kept this decision strictly confidential
until the timing was strategically appropriate for disclosure.
Subsequently, all ten political parties within the coalition endorsed
the candidacy. In an inspiring and unified press conference,
Omar Barboza? Maria Corina Machado announced we had a
candidate for the upcoming July 28 elections.

Immediately, efforts began to formalize Dr. Yoris’s candidacy
with the National Electoral Council. In Venezuela, this process is
conducted virtually via the Electoral Power’s website. However,
every attempt failed; the regime blocked the system, and the
digital platform repeatedly rejected the candidacy submission.

As hours passed, uncertainty grew, and public warnings
about a potential call for abstention resurfaced. During this time,
the theory of a “palatable candidacy” theory began circulating in
mass media and political circles. This proposal argued that the
regime would only allow the registration of a candidate with its
approval. Consequently, it suggested that Dr. Yoris’s candidacy
should be abandoned in favor of someone meeting these criteria.

25 https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/ce5en8pn85yo
26 https://youtu.be/XhYpq23Hyug?si=7qFw0R5Zghdju4EC
27 Dr. Omar Barboza is the Executive Secretary of the Unitary Platform.
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728 was

This theory suggested that the path of “unity and vote
unfeasible. It argued that if the candidate were unitary, they would
cease to be palatable to the regime. Therefore, the unity between
Maria Corina Machado and the political parties of the Unitary

Platform had to be sacrificed to preserve the electoral route.”

Those who supported this theory®* missed the findings of
all opinion studies. Geoff Ramsey, a senior fellow at the Atlantic
Council’s Latin American Center, famously asserted that “even a
stray dog could defeat Nicolds Maduro at the polls.”** However,
opinion polls indicated the opposite. A survey conducted by
Clearpath Strategies® in March 2024 revealed that a candidacy

28 “Unity and vote” was a route proposed by Primero Justicia and embraced
by the Unitary Platform. It consisted in assuring the electoral triumph
was only possible if there was perfect unity of all opposition factors.
https://primerojusticia.org.ve/cms/index.php?view=itemé&cid=
148:rotator-articles&id=43482:edinson-ferrer-la-venezuela-del-
encuentro-se-lograra-con-unidad-y-voto-para-ello-seguimos-
organizandonos&pop=1&tmpl=component&print=1

29 For further information on this topic, we recommend reading: “La
paradoja de la potabilidad” https://Iga.lagranaldea.com/2024/04/09/
la-paradoja-de-la-potabilidad/

30 The source of this information is primary. I participated in these political
debates and in this text I leave my testimony.

31 https://albertonews.com/politica/geoff-ramsey-asesor-principal-del-
atlantic-council-ee-uu-busca-salvar-tarjeta-de-la-mud-al-dialogar-con-
maduro/

32 “The survey indicates that the primary driver of voter turnout is the
desire for change, with candidate Edmundo Gonzélez Urrutia solidifying
support from opposition voters and capitalizing on the backing of Maria
Corina Machado. The results also show a unified opposition rallying
around Gonzalez; in fact, support for candidates from third parties has
essentially dropped to zero. Marfa Corina Machado's endorsement has
significantly boosted Gonzalez's appeal, drawing in new voters who
traditionally do not identify with the opposition.”

18
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from traditional politicians, such as Manuel Rosales or Henrique
Capriles Radonski, would pave the way for a potential victory
for Nicolas Maduro. In other words, the so-called “palatable
candidate” was, in fact, a losing candidate.

Thus, we arrived at March 25, 2024, the deadline for
registering presidential candidacies. At midnight, the formal
submission period would close. As the minutes ticked by, the
regime continued to block the registration of Dr. Corina Yoris’s
candidacy. Meanwhile, there was mounting tension within the
parties of the Unity Platform. Rumors circulated that failing to
register a “palatable candidate” under the Democratic Unity
Roundtable (MUD) electoral banner would mean forfeiting the
electoral option entirely.”

Amid the mounting pressure, fragmented negotiations began.
Those engaging in informal contacts with the regime claimed,
“The government will only allow Manuel Rosales to be registered
as the unitary candidate,” warning gravely, “We are about to take

away the chances for an election in the country.”**

Midnight struck on March 26, marking the end of the formal
nomination period. The National Electoral Council blocked the
registration of Dr. Yoris’s presidential candidacy. According to

33 The source of this information is primary. I participated in these political
debates and in this text I leave my testimony.

34 That night, I participated in a political debate where these arguments
were put forward. I reserve the names of the spokespersons in order to
respect the place where the exchange took place. The future of democracy
that we are building will allow me to publish them at some point.
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official accounts from Un Nuevo Tiempo,” in the final moments, the
regime allowed the nomination of Governor Manuel Rosales as
a presidential candidate under the banners of Un Nuevo Tiempo
and Movimiento por Venezuela. Meanwhile, the MUD ballot line
remained vacant, without a candidate.

The situation grew increasingly tense and fraught. Without
a candidate registered under the MUD banner, the July 28
presidential election risked losing its political significance for
everyone involved, particularly for the regime. Without the
participation of the genuine opposition, validated through the
primary, the electoral event would fail to serve those aiming
for a credible process that could reinforce their legitimacy and
potentially lead to the easing of economic sanctions.

Faced with this scenario, the regime opted to open a narrow
window of opportunity, which the opposition quickly seized.
Jorge Rodriguez,* through the mediation of Gerardo Blyde,”
informed MUD representatives that they would be allowed to
register a “placeholder candidate.” While informal and absent
from Venezuelan electoral law, this term refers to a provisional
candidate who could later be replaced with a definitive one. The

international community, notably through the pressure exerted

35 https://elpais.com/america/2024-03-27/manuel-rosales-el-candidato-
de-la-oposicion-venezolana-menos-pensado.html

36 Jorge Rodriguez: President of the National Assembly 2021 and head of
the negotiating delegation of Chavismo in the Barbados agreements.

37 Gerardo Blyde: head of the negotiating delegation of the Unitary Platform
in the Barbados agreements.
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by Brazilian President Ignacio Lula Da Silva,*® played a crucial
role in creating this opening.

The search for the “placeholder candidate” began, a challeng-
ing task given the risks and persecution such a role entailed, even
in its provisional nature. The candidate also needed to meet the
legal requirements. Several potential candidates were approached,
but none accepted -until the name of Ambassador Edmundo
Gonzalez Urrutia emerged.

Given his involvement over a decade ago in the registration
process of the MUD electoral card with the CNE, Edmundo
Gonzalez Urrutia was listed in the founding documents of the
MUD as the organization’s president. Thatis why MUD representa-
tives proposed that he serve as the placeholder candidate, and he
agreed.

Mrs. Mercedes Gonzalez has publicly shared how the events
unfolded. She recounts that on March 26, 2024, her husband, the
Ambassador, left their home for a meeting and returned with the
announcement that he had agreed to serve as the “placeholder
presidential candidate.” Mrs. Mercedes, though surprised by the
news, expressed her full awareness of the risks involved in her
husband’s generous and selfless decision.

Third stage: the definitive candidate

Following the nomination period, the opposition landscape
was as follows: Manuel Rosales, governor of Zulia, wasregistered as

38 https://www.dw.com/es/lula-afirma-que-veto-a-candidatura-de-
corina-yoris-en-venezuela-es-injustificado/a-68695632
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the presidential candidate on the Un Nuevo Tiempo and Movimiento
por Venezuela ballots, while Edmundo Gonzédlez Urrutia was
registered as the placeholder candidate on the MUD ballot. This
resulted in a configuration of one “palatable candidate” (Manuel
Rosales), one “placeholder candidate” (Edmundo Gonzélez
Urrutia), and three active electoral tickets (Un Nuevo Tiempo,
Movimiento por Venezuela, and the Democratic Unity Roundtable).

This reality shattered the pessimistic forecasts of analysts and
pollsters:* the opposition remained united and on track for the
electoral process. Nonetheless, between March 26 and April 19,
2024, there were moments of intense tension. In this section, I will
attempt to organize, describe, and analyze those moments. I want
to begin by emphasizing that these were crucial days -those of
political zigzagging that ultimately allowed us to secure a unified
and winning candidate for the presidential elections on July 28.

This stage was especially difficult for at least three reasons.

First, the dictatorship. Always unpredictable and opaque, the
regime sought to create a division within the opposition and low
electoral enthusiasm among the people. The dictatorship decided
to counter the “Unity and Vote” strategy with “Division and
Abstention.” It employed three tools to achieve this goal. The first

39 https://x.com/luisvicenteleon/status/1781002814560350415
https://x.com/Pabloquinterove/status/1776354756606275597
https://x.com/Pabloquinterove/status/1775151181653754003
https://x.com/cocap/status/177567882536121557
https://x.com/cocap/status/1772993317728326029
https://efectococuyo.com/politica/michael-penfold-debate-opositor-
sigue-paralizados-y-mas-divididos/
https://x.com/penfold_michael/status/1779076089437933903
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was the television program Con el Mazo Dando. Every Wednesday
night, Diosdado Cabello* would threaten opponents and sow
discord among them.*’ The second was intimidation and state
persecution, with numerous episodes of this nature. I will address
these in more detail later. The third was identifying rifts within
the opposition and using dissuasive means, such as coinciding
political agendas, to deepen them and achieve their division
objectives.

The regime’s goal was to provoke and create a scenario where
the opposition would split into two factions. On one side, Maria
Corina Machado, and on the other, a faction of the opposition led
at that time* by Un Nuevo Tiempo.*® To break the opposition, the

40 “Venezuelan, Bolivarian, revolutionary, and radical Chavista,” this is how
Diosdado Cabello Rondén defines himself on his social media. A well-
known figure in the country’s politics, he is now the newly appointed
Minister of the Interior, Justice, and Peace. He has held significant
positions within the Chavista framework, such as Vice President,
Governor of Miranda, Minister on several occasions, and President of the
National Assembly.

41 https://youtu.be/fpjQIYINcC8?si=NtPFLATaAART77sh
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-48473819

42 Throughout this account, and in the following sections, we will observe
the formation of a political group that labels itself as opposition. This
group is marked by its rejection of the political agenda led by Maria
Corina Machado and its proximity to the rhetoric of the dictatorship.
In this disposition, it will encounter situations where its positions align
with those of the regime; it is difficult to determine whether there is
coordination between them or not.

43 Un Nuevo Tiempo is a Venezuelan center-left political party, aligned
with the social democracy trend. It was founded in 1999 as a regional
political movement from the Zulia state, with politicians coming from
Accion Democritica. In 2006, it managed to establish itself as a nationwide
organization.
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dictatorship had to get the latter to add the votes of their Unitary
Platform peers to Rosales’ presidential candidacy:.

Before moving forward, it's worth taking a brief pause to
examine the internal dynamics of the Unitary Platform. Its
operating regulations establish three decision-making mecha-
nisms: unanimity, consensus, and qualified majority. Unanimity
requires the support of all ten political forces involved; consensus
demands the participation of eight; and a qualified majority
includes six. Given the importance of the decision regarding the
presidential candidacy, most of its members hoped for the decision
to be made by unanimity. However, the operating regulations did
not include a formal restriction against making it by following a
qualified majority.

Considering the above, Un Nuevo Tiempo showed signs
of progressing on two fronts: public opinion and political
operations. Let’s focus on the first. On March 26, after the closing
of the candidacy submission period and when the MUD’s ticket
was still vacant, Manuel Rosales held a press conference at his
party's headquarters in Caracas. The appearance stood out for
its stridency... the setup and the messages failed to convey the
political difficulties of the moment or its provisional nature.**
The Associated Press, an international news agency, hit the mark
with its headline: “At the risk of fracturing the opposition, Manuel
Rosales runs for president of Venezuela.”

https://x.com/partidoUNT?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp’%5Eser
p%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor&mx=2

44 https://wwwyoutube.com/watch?v=e2BQC_Vh-_w
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The following day, on March 27, the Governor of Zulia led an
event called Vota por Venezuela, which he described as a “people’s
rally” in the press release distributed by his press office.* The event
occurred at the Palacio de Eventos in Maracaibo, with around 7,000
attendees, most of whom wore shirts with messages supporting
Manuel Rosales” presidential candidacy. In a democracy, this
might be seen as an ordinary detail, but in a dictatorship, it's highly
significant. In closed systems like ours, few dare to wear shirts
with opposition messages, and the regime actively persecutes the
mass production of such materials. [ will explore this further in the
section dedicated to the campaign period. However, this principle
of repression did not apply to this political force, which held the
event with live media broadcasts and without restrictions from
the dictatorship. Neither was it subject to the strict censorship that
typically characterizes the regime.

Indeed, these facts are insufficient to claim that there was
agreed coordination between the dictatorship and Manuel
Rosales” presidential candidacy. However, the coincidences in
agendas and the political actions of the Governor of Zulia raised
suspicions. If the candidacy was meant to “not leave Venezuelans
without an option,” why hold such a loud press conference? Why
print campaign materials prematurely? Why not seek the support
of the national leader? Why not adhere to formal procedures?
There are more questions than answers.

45 https://www.infobae.com/venezuela/2024/03/26/manuel-rosales-se-
postulo-como-candidato-a-ultimo-momento-y-abrio-una-incognita-
sobre-las-elecciones-en-venezuela/ y https://primicia.com.ve/nacion/
manuel-rosales-habria-inscrito-su-candidatura-presidencial/
https://www.facebook.com/reel /404296902328942?]ocale=ko_KR
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The criticism was so intense that Manuel Rosales had to make
the following statement: ”I registered my candidacy, but they
have waged a war against me on social media. They are spending
millions of dollars inventing, slandering, and spreading lies. They
say I'm Maduro’s candidate. May God and the Virgin protect and
favor me...”

Along with its communications efforts, Un Nuevo Tiempo
also advanced in political operations, focusing on building
a qualified majority. To start, it secured the favorable vote of
Movimiento Por Venezuela,*® but needed the support of four more
forces. This led to the pursuit of Primero Justicia’s vote. On April 1,
during a regular session of its National Directorate,"” a member of
this political body*® proposed that they support the presidential
candidacy of the Governor of Zulia within the Unitary Platform.
Some supported the proposal, but it did not achieve a majority, so
it was not realized.

The pressure on Primero Justicia -especially on Maria
Beatriz Martinez, its president, and Juan Carlos Caldera, its

46 Movimiento por Venezuela (MPV) is a Venezuelan political party of center-
left. It was founded on June 25, 2012, originally under the name Movimiento
Progresista de Venezuela. This was the former logo of the Movimiento
Progresista de Venezuela before they changed the name to Movimiento Por
Venezuela (until 2021). It is a small party, with its main leader being Simén
Calzadilla, who served as vice president of the National Assembly in
2019.

47 It is the highest decision-making body of the Venezuelan political party
Primero Justicia (P]), responsible for making strategic decisions and
coordinating the party’s activities at the national level.

48 For the purposes of this article, I will withhold the names of those who
promoted the proposal. Time and democracy will allow me to recount it
with more precision.
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representative in the Unitary Platform- was particularly intense. It
included episodes of persecution and political maneuvering. The
dictatorship, along with those who temporarily shared its interests,
believed that by securing the premature support of this party, they
could attract the vote of other political forces and gain the Unitary
Platform’s backing for Manuel Rosalespresidential candidacy.
This outcome would have benefited both the dictatorship and a
sector of the opposition. However, it would have jeopardized the
electoral victory on July 28.

In addition to these difficulties, the opposition had few
options in the search for a unitary candidate to replace Edmundo
Gonzalez on the ballot. Due to an irregular, biased, and
opportunistic interpretation of electoral legislation,* the National
Electoral Council imposed that the substitute for the placeholder
candidate had to be someone registered during the nomination
period on another electoral ticket.

In summary, the dictatorship used all available mechanisms
to induce the opposition to make mistakes and prevent them from
having a unitary candidate with the people’s support.

Second, unity. The political tensions described in the previous
lines deepened the agenda differences within the opposition. There
were two positions: the pro-normalizers and the democratizers.”

49 https://youtu.be/CI0OpOL_5T_g?si=0Zc4TzhPclxZhJro y
https://x.com/unidadvenezuela/status/1772710616534241563

50 This categorization reflects a deeply personal assessment of the reality
and the trajectory of these political groups in the course of our liberation
history. After July 28 and the violence of the regime, the group of
“protonormalizers” became the “normalizers.” Later in the narrative, I
will delve further into their role.
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The former proposed sacrificing the unity of the opposition forces
and moving forward with a “palatable” candidate, one accepted
by the dictatorship. They justified their stance with an apparent
political realism, claiming a deep understanding of the regime’s
internal dynamics. In short, they argued that Nicoldas Maduro
would not yield, so concessions had to be made.

The second group, including myself, was determined to
fight for a unitary candidate who would have the support of all
the political parties in the Unitary Platform and Maria Corina
Machado. All the opinion polls indicated that, only through unity,
could we have a chance to win. Otherwise, we would lose the
election and, even worse, contribute to the electoral legitimization
of a non-democratic system. For us, July 28 would only make
sense if it successfully challenged the dictatorship, mobilized the
country, and won the election with a landslide of votes. Certainly,
this stance was risky and offered no certainty of success. However,
it was the one that prevailed.

During this period, the difference in agendas -one protonor-
malizing and the other democratizing- became transversal
across various sectors of Venezuelan society and the international
community. The first stance, led by Manuel Rosales and Un
Nuevo Tiempo, resonated with business, religious, academic, and
international sectors. Later, I will delve deeper into this. The
majority of opposition voters embraced the second.”

Third, the human. More than two decades of democratic strug-
gle have profoundly impacted the emotional and psychological
dimensions of the country and its opposition leadership. We

51 https://x.com/WSJForero/status/1781410343320690951
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arrived at this moment of liberation with a history of misunder-
standings and mistrust that the regime deepened. Suspicion,
caution, skepticism, frustration, pain, and fear dominated. These
negative emotions undoubtedly affected political work and
made the relationship between key players irreconcilable. These
hesitations and prejudices severely impacted the political efforts.

Alongside these circumstances, there was a central issue. For
the first time in our political history, leadership fell on a woman:
Maria Corina Machado. Without a doubt, this unsettled and
confronted some sectors and actors. On many occasions, there
were misogynistic and sexist comments, both within chavismo
and the opposition. In fact, the derogatory name the regime
coined for her was la sayona, referring to a Venezuelan legend
about a woman who lost her sanity and became a haunting
figure. Alongside Maria Corina Machado, there were also Maria
Beatriz Martinez -president of Primero Justicia-, Delsa Sol6rzano
-president of Encuentro Ciudadano- and Andrea Tavares -National
Secretary of Causa R- among others. This qualitative change also
affected the political dynamic.

Let’s return to the story. These were days of cross-pressure.
While the democratizing agenda was silenced and only circulated
on social media, the protonormalizing agenda unfolded freely
on radio and open television. Alongside this overexposure in the
public space, a lobbying effort was carried out to promote Manuel
Rosales” candidacy among the diplomatic corps and the political
organizations of the Unitary Platform.

One of the notable efforts was the meeting held at the

Universidad Cato6lica Andrés Bello on April 8, 2024. Alejandro
Hernéndez, director of La Gran Aldea, detailed the content of the
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meeting. In The Long Arm of Analysts and Lobbying,** he wrote
that “a meeting was convened by political opposition figures;
individuals like Luis Vicente Ledn, president of Datandalisis, and
representatives from civil society institutions such as the Foro
Civico and the Jesuit Order.” Hernandez then clarified the purpose
of the meeting: “To coordinate a joint statement supporting the
electoral path led by the Governor of Zulia and to reject any
resumption of sanctions against Nicolds Maduro’s regime by the
United States.”

Among the attendees were Father Arturo Peraza, rector of
the Andrés Bello Catholic University, who chaired the meeting;
Father Alfredo Infante, Provincial of Venezuela; Luis Vicente
Leén, director of Datanalisis; Michael Penfold, political analyst;
Colette Capriles and Mariela Ramirez from the Foro Civico;
Gustavo Duque, Mayor of Chacao and leader of Fuerza Vecinal;
Tiziana Polesel, vice president of Fedecimaras; Stalin Gonzélez
from Un Nuevo Tiempo; Henrique Capriles, Rafael Ramirez,
Tomdas Guanipa, Paola Bautista de Aleman, and Maria Beatriz
Martinez from Primero Justicia, among others. During her speech,
Martinez presented ideas that prevented the political objectives
of the meeting from being met. The president of Primero Justicia
emphasized the urgent need for a united and winning candidate.
After her intervention, Luis Vicente Le6n brought the meeting to
a close, but not before thanking the Jesuit Order for their support.

I must make a point. The rejection of Manuel Rosales’
candidacy was not based on personal reasons. It was a position
supported by opinion polls. The decision to seek a winning option

52 El largo brazo de los analistas y el lobby: https://lga.lagranaldea.com/
2024/04/13/el-largo-brazo-de-los-analistas-y-el-lobby/
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was made with surveys in hand. All of them indicated that the
country did not support that option, and the opposition leader
shared the same opinion. Manuel Rosales’ candidacy would
have provided the dictatorship with the very scenario they were
working towards: division and abstention.

Those weeks were spent wrestling between the certainty
of a losing candidate and the uncertainty of a winning one. We
placed our bet on the latter. The only winning candidate visible
on the horizon was Edmundo Gonzélez Urrutia, the placeholder
candidate. His profile, although provisional, was ideal: an
honorable Venezuelan, with family values, and no party affiliation.
To move forward, it was necessary to ensure that the Ambassador
would accept the challenge of facing Nicolas Maduro in the
presidential race. Thus, in the weeks leading up to April 19, the
deadline for candidate substitutions set by the National Electoral
Council, private meetings took place between the winner of the
primary and the Ambassador. These were confidential meetings
handled with total discretion. In this situation, the importance
of caution and strategic prudence was confirmed. After several
meetings, Gonzalez agreed to run for president, and they decided
to keep it a secret until the very last moment.

April 19th arrived. We had a candidate, but few knew it.
In the afternoon, Omar Barboza called an urgent meeting for
the members of the Unitary Platform to define the presidential
candidate, which took place at the headquarters of the political
party Encuentro Ciudadano. The place was surrounded by state
security personnel. Some were in uniform, others were in plain
clothes... unmarked motorcycles came and went along Francisco
de Miranda Avenue. The watchful eyes of journalists and activists
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helped identify them. They were carrying out acts of repression
and intimidation.

The evening fell. Little by little, those summoned began to
arrive. All the political party leaders showed up, including Maria
Corina Machado and Gerardo Blyde, representative of the Platform
at the Barbados negotiation table. The meeting was held behind
closed doors, and no cell phones were allowed. This was done
to prevent information from leaking to the regime and to avoid
undue pressures in real time. I dare say that this decision made all
the difference. The protonormalizers entered that meeting blind.
And the regime was left wanting to get in.

The press waited outside, and the country was watching
closely. There was an awareness of the significance of the moment
we were living. The meeting was brief. Omar Barboza began it,
and immediately after, Delsa Solérzano, representing a coalition
of parties from the Unitary Platform® proposed that Edmundo
Gonzalez Urrutia’s candidacy no longer be provisional, but become
permanent. The first reaction from Un Nuevo Tiempo, Accién
Democrética, and Movimiento por Venezuela was rejection. They
argued that the regime would not allow the candidacy because
it violated the commitment to provisionality made on March 26.
However, they did not realize that this commitment had never
been made.

At that moment, Gerardo Blyde clarified that the registration
of Edmundo Gonzélez Urrutia had occurred on March 26 after
an agreement with Jorge Rodriguez, who never specified its

53 Encuentro Ciudadano, Primero Justicia, Voluntad Popular, Causa R,
Proyecto Venezuela, Copei y Convergencia.
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temporary nature. He clarified that his registration had simply
been allowed.. no further explanation. With the question of
provisionality cleared up, all the political parties unanimously
supported the presidential candidacy of Ambassador Gonzélez
Urrutia. Since the “placeholder candidate” figure does not exist
in the legislation, it was enough to leave the registration as it was.
Subsequently, Manuel Rosales withdrew his candidacy, and Un
Nuevo Tiempo and Movimiento por Venezuela joined the nomination
under the MUD’s banner.

After this political maneuver, what has so often happened
in our country occurred: the temporary became permanent.
Edmundo Gonzélez Urrutia became the presidential candidate
of the Venezuelan opposition. The “Unity and Vote” path had
triumphed.

Thus concludes this first installment of 2023-2025: How
did we move toward democracy? We reached the presidential
campaign of July 28 with a scenario that many considered
impossible: a unitary candidate, a national leader, perfect unity,
and the country’s support. And although it is still too early to offer
lessons learned, I dare to conclude this text with an idea that the
narrated period left me, which I recently recalled while reading
Angela Merkel’s biography.

The former German Chancellor points out in Freedom:
We can do this-Wir schaffen das. Throughout the whole of

my political career, no phrase has been thrown back at me
with quite such virulence as this one. No phrase has been

33



Electoral fraud, unmasked: How it operated and how we confronted it

so polarizing. For me, however, it was quite an ordinary
phrase. It expressed an attitude. Call it trust in God,
caution, or simply a determination to solve problems, to
deal with setbacks, get over the lows and come up with
new ideas. “We can do this, and if something stands in
our way it has to be overcome, it has to be worked on.”

That was how I put it in my summer press conference on
August 31, 2015. That was how I did politics...

I have closely seen the magic that Merkel's attitude brings to
political action. I have witnessed the gaze of that leadership that
encourages us to overcome borders and move forward despite
difficulties. I have also heard voices that confuse conviction with
irresponsibility and courage with recklessness. And from my
experience, I have no doubt in affirming the following: In the
difficult context we had to live through, we have learned the benefit of
making decisions with the tenacity of someone who follows their clear
conscience and with the humility of someone who understands the true
dimensions of the moment.

We have learned that understanding reality is a challenge
that often transcends our political and intellectual abilities. We
have learned that reality is so complex that it cannot fit within
our understanding. We have learned to trust in the country and
return to its nobility. And for this reason, we have learned to place
in Providence what we cannot control. I have no doubt in asserting
that, in this transcendent sense of politics, lies the true strength of
our liberation movement...

Caracas, December 28, 2024
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