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US-Venezuela Confrontation Rips through Democracy Meet 
 
By Josua Mata* 
 
 
 The US-Venezuela confrontation surged to the forefront of the Meeting of Democracy-

Promoting Foundations in Stockholm on August 28-30, 2005.  In what many saw as a shocking 

display of unilateralism and arrogance, Carl Gershman, head of the US-government-funded 

National Endowment of Democracy (NED), ousted Eva Gollinger, a Venezuelan-American 

attorney, from a panel on the topic “Supporting Regime Change—Democratic Assistance or 

Intervention?” 

 Previously slated to speak, Gollinger was dropped a few days before the meeting owing 

to strong pressure on the Swedish organizing committee from the NED president.  Gershman 

confirmed this during the panel when he said he objected to Gollinger’s presence at the panel 

because it would be “obscene” to have “somebody persecuting NGO’s” in the same panel with 

him.  Gollinger brushed aside Gershman’s charges as wild allegations, saying that the real reason 

was that she was a strong critic of NED’s activities in Venezuela, which are aimed at 

destabilizing the government by “falsely painting the government of President Hugo Chavez as 

‘undemocratic’ and ‘illegitimate.’” 

“Out of Control” 

 Earlier in the day, Walden Bello, chairman emeritus of the Philippine political party 

Akbayan who was invited by the Swedish Olof Palme International Center, appealed to the 

organizing committee to reinstate Gollinger in the panel, saying “we cannot engage in the same 

authoritarian practices we detest.”  Many other delegates were appalled by Gershman’s action, 

which he angrily justified, almost shouting, during the panel.  “Gershman was out of control,” 

observed one Northern European delegate who wished to remain anonymous.  Another,  a 
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woman from Eastern Europe, said, “this is unacceptable behavior what he did to that girl—

somebody saying I’m the Big Man and I get what I want.”   

 Gollinger nevertheless got a chance to speak from the floor during the question and 

answer session.  She assailed Gershman for calling the Chavez government “semi-authoritarian” 

and implying it was illegitimate when it was, in fact, the “most democratic government 

Venezuelans have ever had.  “Under Chavez, you’ve had 10 free and transparent electoral 

processes, three of them presidential, and in all of them Chavez won 60 per cent of the vote.”  

She called attention to the results of a recall referendum in 2004, which were certified as “honest 

and free” elections by the Carter Center and the Organization of American States.  Gollinger also 

pointed to the “most democratic event in Venezuelan history—when ordinary Venezuelans went 

to the streets in April 2002 to demand that their president be reinstated after he was ousted by a 

military coup, and they succeeded.” 

Unbalanced Panel 

 Gollinger’s absence from the regime change panel resulted in it being dominated by pro-

interventionists.  Abir Alsahani of the Iraqi Democratic Alliance argued that externally 

sponsored regime change to impose democracy overrode international law, in response to a 

comment from the floor by Walden Bello that there was no justification for such an action in 

international law.  And when Bello raised the “appalling tragedy of 10,000 or more Iraqis being 

killed” by Anglo-American forces during and after the March 2003 invasion of Iraq, she 

responded, “I know that is terrible, but they would have been killed anyway by Saddam Hussein” 

had the invasion not occurred. 

 The controversy over the regime change panel overshadowed other conference 

proceedings, where progressive voices managed to get themselves heard. 
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 In one panel Kondwani Chirambo of South Africa and Catherine Ndungo of Kenya 

explored the devastating impact of the HIV-Aids pandemic on democratic political systems 

throughout Subsaharan Africa. 

 In a panel on “Women in Political Decision-making,” Fereshteh Ahmadi, associate 

professor at Uppsala University in Sweden, presented a stimulating paper on the women’s 

struggle for political rights in contemporary Iran against the patriarchal clergy’s daily attempts to 

marginalize them from social and political life.  She described the rise of an “Islamic feminism” 

which “attempts to constitute a new discourse on women, although on religious grounds, yet by 

working both from inside and outside the Islamic legal and theological sources.” 

Democracy and Poverty 

 Participants in the opening panel addressed the question of the relationship of democracy 

to poverty.  Cristina Girardi Lavin, an anthropologist from Chile, recounted lessons in 

participatory democracy in a small city near Santiago, where she had served as mayor. 

Suzanne Jambo from Sudan and Halle Jorn Hansen from Norwegian People’s Aid  

focused on the challenges facing democratic processes in Southern Sudan, which will need to 

address not just political freedom but also development and poverty reduction. 

In his presentation, Walden Bello, who also serves as executive director of the Bangkok-

based Focus on the Global South, called attention to the causes of what he described as “a 

palpable sense of disappointment that the new electoral democratic regimes have fallen far short 

of their promise of not only bringing freedom but also rolling back poverty and social 

inequality.”  Bello traced this setback to two things: elite capture of democratic processes and 

structural adjustment programs imposed by external actors. 
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The essential dynamics of the formal democratic systems that have emerged since the 

1980’s, said Bello, is that they allow “maximum factional competition among the elites while 

allowing them to close ranks against any change in the social and economic structures.”  Already 

structurally opposed to economic democracy, this system was rendered even more anti-people 

and anti-developmental in its effects by the economic programs they were forced to impose on 

their populations by influential actors.  

Revisiting history, Bello argued that one of the key reasons that the US government, 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), and World Bank abandoned military dictatorships in the 

developing world since the early 1980’s was that the latter no longer had either credibility or 

legitimacy to push the harsh programs of privatization, trade liberalization, and deregulation 

demanded by their external sponsors.  These programs, ostensibly motivated by the desire to 

promote economic efficiency, were actually geared to restructure these countries to allow them 

to be more easily penetrated by foreign goods and foreign capital, and to generate the resources 

needed to service their burgeoning foreign debt from the population.  It soon became clear to the 

new democracies “that what the multilateral agencies wanted them to do was to use their 

democratic legitimacy to impose structural adjustment programs.” 

In most of the new democracies, the results were “more poverty, more inequality, and 

more stagnation,” so that, not surprisingly, democracy is now seen as an obstacle to progressive 

economic transformation in many places, including Latin America, where, according to a poll 

conducted by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), over 54 per cent of the people 

say they would support authoritarian regimes over democracy if this shift would resolve their 

economic woes. 
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Bello cited the dismal economic performance of what he called “elite democracies” in the 

Philippines, Argentina, Jamaica, Peru, and Pakistan.  The latest victim of the use of democracy 

for austerity is the government of Lula (Luis Inacio da Silva) in Brazil who, even before winning 

the elections of October 2004, “promised the IMF that he would honor the high-interest, 

expenditure-restrictive conditions of a stabilization program negotiated with the outgoing 

government.”  Not surprisingly, in Lula’s first year, the economy contracted and the 

unemployment rate surged to 13 per cent, leading to great disillusion among his popular base, 

which has now been compounded by a massive corruption scandal. 

In conclusion, Bello called for a “second democratic revolution,” one that would free 

democracies in the South from “the dead hand of elite competition and externally imposed 

adjustment programs.” 

Neoliberal Economics and Women’s Empowerment in Southeastern Europe 

The analysis of democracy and women’s empowerment by Sonja Lokar of Slovenia 

paralleled that of Bello.  According to Lokar, the “shock therapy” imposed on the new 

democracies in Eastern Europe in the 1990’s were so devastating that they served as the stimulus 

for the organizing of women’s movements throughout the region.  “We did not organize mainly 

with the objective of being equal with men; we were forced to organize to deal with the terrible 

consequences of neoliberal economics.” Women’s organizations fought against cutbacks in 

women’s wages, maternity leaves, and childcare, and forced succeeding governments to retreat 

from the more extreme neoliberal policies.  In the process, women were able to achieve 

significant advances in parliamentary representation—30 per cent in Kosovo, 26 per cent in 

Bulgaria, 22 per cent in Croatia, and 21 per cent in Macedonia. 
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Discussing methods of gender empowerment in Eastern Europe, Loskar attributed much 

of the success of the women’s movement to what she called a “sandwich strategy”—that is, 

“pushing our leaders from pressures from below while at the same time getting international 

agencies to pressure them from above on gender issues.” 

In conclusion, an editorial comment.  What did I think of the conference?  It explored 

many vital issues, but the area I found most useful was the discussion of gender empowerment, 

especially the experiences from Southeastern Europe.  Being a trade unionist, I would have liked 

more of the meeting to have been devoted to trade unionism and democracy promotion.  But the 

overall impact of the meeting on me was one of disquiet.  I found it disturbing that Carl 

Gershman could overturn the decision of the organizing committee and exclude Eva Gollinger.  

This was bully tactics of the worst kind.   

There is a world of difference between organizations such as the Olof Palme International 

Center, which supports democratic practices in places like the Philippines out of solidarity, and 

outfits like Gershman’s National Endowment for Democracy, which promotes US government 

interests under the guise of spreading democracy.  The NED and its practices are a disservice to 

democracy.  The NED’s presence and behavior at this meeting was a blot on the proceedings. 

 

*Joshua Mata, who attended the three-day conference, is secretary general of the Alliance of 
Progressive Labor and a member of Akbayan!, the Citizens Action Party of the Philippines. 

 

 

 
 
 
  


