The Real Reason Trump Invaded Venezuela
It’s not drugs, democracy, or even oil. It’s power. By Stephen Zunes , The Progressive, January 6, 2026

The U.S. attack on Venezuela resulted from having an incredibly corrupt and autocratic-minded President using
his office to enrich himself and his supporters, deploying the country’s armed forces against his own citizens,
abusing the justice system to punish political opponents, and manipulating the electoral process to try to stay in
power. Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro has engaged in similar behavior as well.

While there is no denying Maduro’s authoritarian rule, mismanagement, and corruption, that is not why the
United States invaded. President Donald Trump acknowledged that a key American goal was to regain control
of Venezuelan oil, the largest known reserves in the world, saying, “We’re going to rebuild the oil
infrastructure.” While acknowledging that it would require billions of dollars in investment by U.S. oil
companies to do so, he promised, “They will be reimbursed for what they’re doing.” As with many previous
U.S. military interventions, it is based on lies.

First of all, Maduro did not steal “our” oil, as Trump and other U.S. officials have alleged. Even putting aside
the question as to whether the United States somehow has the right to another country’s natural resources,
Venezuela nationalized its oil industry back in the 1970s under the leadership of a pro-U.S. centrist government
at a time when dozens of other oil-producing nations were nationalizing their oil companies. Rather than
confiscating the companies without compensation, Venezuela agreed to international arbitration and paid
billions of dollars to ExxonMobil, ConocoPhillips, and other U.S. oil companies.

Nor is it because of Maduro’s authoritarianism. The United States remains the world’s biggest diplomatic
supporter and arms supplier of dictatorial regimes around the world, many of which are even worse than
Venezuela, including Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Azerbaijan.

Trump’s alleged concern about drug trafficking is also nonsense, particularly in light of his pardon of former
Honduran president Juan Orlando Hernandez, who was found guilty by a U.S. jury of being responsible for
supporting the shipment of 400 tons of cocaine into the United States. Hernandez, like Maduro, was notoriously
corrupt, suppressed pro-democracy protesters, and stole elections, yet the rightwing Central American leader
received support from both Republican and Democratic administrations, which have criticized Maduro for
similar behavior. Trump has also pardoned and released a significant number of other figures involved in drug
trafficking while reducing support for public health responses to drug abuse.

Ironically, Venezuela is not a major player in drug trafficking. Despite administration claims to the contrary,
Venezuela plays virtually no role in the manufacturing and smuggling of fentanyl, which largely comes through
Mexico. Venezuela ranks well behind other Latin American countries in cocaine production and is not a major
transshipment point of the drug to the United States.

Even if the indictment for drug trafficking against Maduro is legitimate, international law does not permit any
nation to attack a foreign country and kidnap a criminal suspect. It also raises questions as to why it is that
federal courts cannot hold a U.S. President accountable for alleged crimes, but they somehow have the authority
to hold foreign presidents accountable for theirs.

Indeed, Maduro’s alleged criminal activities are not really what the U.S. attacks on Venezuela are about: The
Trump Administration plans to take control of Venezuela, with Trump insisting “We’re going to stay until such
time as a proper transition can take place.” He announced that the United States would “run the country,” that
“we’re designating various people” to do so and “we’re going to make sure it’s run properly.”
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When asked in a press conference exactly who would be running Venezuela, Trump said the “people that are
standing right behind me, we’re going to be running it,” pointing at Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Secretary
of Defense Pete Hegseth, and General Dan “Raizin” Caine, the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

But Venezuela still has a functioning government, with its vice president Delcy Rodriguez, who is seen to be more
pragmatic and less authoritarian-minded than Maduro but is still a committed socialist and nationalist serving as acting
president and apparently unwilling to cave to Trump’s demands. Trump explicitly declared that she could remain in power
as long as she “does what we want.” Otherwise, Trump has threatened her and other government ministers, saying that if
they defy his demands, “the United States retains all military options . . . . All political and military figures in Venezuela
must understand: What happened to Maduro will happen to them.” Referring specifically to Rodriguez, Trump said, “If
she doesn’t do what’s right, she is going to pay a very big price, probably bigger than Maduro.”

And he was clear his demands would be enforced militarily, warning there would be a “second wave” of military action
by United States if Venezuelan government officials did not comply, saying, “We’re not afraid of boots on the ground.”
Rubio added, “We’re going to make decisions based on their actions and their deeds in days and weeks to come.”

Maduro made a lot of enemies in the international community during his twelve years in power, which helps explain why,
despite few outright endorsements of the U.S. intervention, opposition by some leaders in Europe and elsewhere has been
somewhat muted. However, such flagrant violations of international law will inevitably harm the position of the United
States internationally, particularly in Latin America, where many will view this as a return to the gunboat diplomacy that
was the hallmark of U.S. policy for much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Indeed Trump’s new National Security Strategy, released last month, calls for a revived Monroe Doctrine in which the
United States would increase military deployments in the region to ensure that the United States will be able to control
“critical supply chains” and to guarantee “continued access to key strategic locations” throughout the hemisphere. Trump
himself has called it the “Don-roe Doctrine” and declared, “American dominance in the Western Hemisphere will never
be questioned again.”

The United States currently maintains a large armada of about 15,000 military personnel in the Caribbean Sea, not only
threatening Venezuela, but other countries as well. Trump has warned the democratically elected leftwing president of
Colombia, Gustavo Petro, that he has to “watch his ass” and told Fox News that “something’s going to have to be done
with Mexico,” also now under the leadership of a left-leaning president, Claudia Scheinbaum. Trump also said that “Cuba
is going to be something we’ll end up talking about,” with Rubio adding, “If T lived in Havana, and I was in the
government, I’d be concerned—at least a little bit.”

Meanwhile, the Trump Administration has been unable to explain how it will be able to control a country of nearly thirty
million people, directly or indirectly. While many Venezuelans may be glad the unpopular autocratic leader is gone, like
their counterparts in Iraq after the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003, it does not mean they support U.S. control of their
country and its natural resources.

Unlike the U.S.-made war on Iraq, another oil-rich country, there is not a sizable minority of Congressional Democrats on
record supporting war in Venezuela. Indeed, most who have spoken publicly have been in opposition. However, the response to
last week’s attack on Caracas and seizure of Maduro has been disappointingly tepid. For example, instead of demanding threats
against Venezuela cease immediately and holding the Trump Administration accountable for the illegal intervention, the most
House Democratic Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries could muster was that “the House and Senate must be briefed immediately
and compelling evidence to explain and justify this unauthorized use of military force should be presented forthwith.”

There is indeed the very serious issue regarding the illegality of the United States attacking a foreign state without
Congressional authorization or even notification, particularly with the threat of further war. However, the primary focus of
Congressional Democrats appears to be more with Trump’s failure to follow proper Constitutional procedures than his
flagrant violation of the U.N. Charter and the brazenly imperialistic nature of the attacks and subsequent threats.

Unless that is also challenged, the threat of further war in Venezuela and beyond will grow.
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