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Abstract: This study examines the legitimacy of state-capital relations in 
Latin American populism by analyzing the contradictions between populist 
rhetoric and economic governance. While populist leaders claim to champion 
the marginalized, their economic policies often reveal close ties to corporate 
interests, raising concerns about the true beneficiaries of populist rule. 
Through a qualitative comparative approach, this paper explores case studies 
from Venezuela, Brazil, Argentina, Ecuador, and Bolivia to assess how these 
regimes navigate state intervention and capitalist imperatives. Findings 
indicate that despite anti-elitist narratives, populist governments frequently 
sustain economic structures that reinforce existing hierarchies, benefiting 
political elites and corporate actors. Moreover, the media plays a crucial role 
in shaping public perceptions, either reinforcing or challenging populist 
legitimacy. Grassroots resistance movements continue to advocate for 
structural reforms, highlighting the limitations of clientelistic economic 
policies. This study argues that institutional reforms, increased transparency, 
and participatory economic models are essential for bridging the gap between 
populist ideals and economic realities. By addressing these systemic 
contradictions, Latin American nations can foster a more inclusive and 
equitable economic future beyond traditional populist paradigms. 
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1. Introduction 
The interplay between state power and capitalist interests in Latin America has long been a subject of 
contention, particularly within populist regimes that claim to champion the disenfranchised while 
simultaneously engaging with corporate entities. The notion of 'state-capital relations' captures the 
paradox where populist governments position themselves as anti-elitist yet maintain economic 
structures that benefit the few [1] [2]. This article examines how these relations manifest in 
contemporary Latin American politics and how the marginalized segments of society perceive and 
experience these interactions. 

Historically, Latin American populism has emerged as a response to social inequalities, economic 
dependency, and external capitalist pressures [3]. Leaders have often leveraged nationalist rhetoric 
and economic interventionist policies to mobilize the masses while, paradoxically, negotiating with 
transnational corporations and financial institutions [4]. This duality raises questions about the true 
beneficiaries of populist governance and whether the economic structures they sustain genuinely serve 
the marginalized or perpetuate existing disparities. Understanding these dynamics requires an analysis 
of the historical foundations, policy frameworks, and grassroots resistance movements that shape 
state-capital relations in the region. 

Moreover, contemporary discussions on populism have expanded to include the role of 
globalization, media narratives, and the shifting nature of economic power. The rise of digital 
economies and foreign direct investment in Latin America further complicates the relationship 
between populist states and capitalist entities. While some argue that populist policies disrupt 
neoliberal economic hegemony, others contend that these governments engage in selective capitalism 
that privileges political elites over broader societal welfare [5]. This article contributes to these 
debates by examining case studies from Venezuela, Brazil, Argentina, Ecuador, and Bolivia, 
providing a comprehensive exploration of how populist regimes navigate the contradictions between 
state control and capitalist imperatives. 

 
2. Literature Review 
The conceptualization of populism in Latin America has evolved from classical movements led by 
figures like Juan Perón in Argentina to contemporary leftist leaders such as Evo Morales and Nicolás 
Maduro. Scholars argue that populist leaders often employ rhetoric against neoliberalism while still 
engaging with multinational corporations and state-controlled enterprises [6] [7].  

Latin American populism has frequently been framed within the context of dependency theory, 
which critiques the region’s subordination within global capitalism [1] [8]. Dependency theorists 
argue that while populist regimes promise economic redistribution, they often remain constrained by 
structural economic dependencies on multinational corporations and global financial institutions [9] 
[10]. This has led to cycles of populist resurgence and decline, as economic crises expose the 
limitations of state-led redistribution policies [5] [11]. 

Recent scholarship has highlighted the dual nature of populist regimes, which simultaneously 
expand social welfare programs while fostering economic alliances that reinforce existing power 
structures [12] [13]. For example, Petras and Veltmeyer [14] note how leftist populist governments in 
Venezuela, Bolivia, and Ecuador utilized state-controlled industries to consolidate political power 
rather than genuinely empower marginalized communities. This paradox has led to a growing critique 
of the effectiveness of populist economic models in addressing long-term inequality [15]. 

Moreover, scholars have examined how grassroots movements respond to the contradictions 
within populist governance [16] [17]. While some movements align with populist leaders in 
opposition to neoliberalism, others challenge the centralized control of state resources and demand 
more direct forms of democratic participation. Kalmes [18] argues that neoliberal reforms often co-
opt populist rhetoric, creating a complex interplay between economic policy, political ideology, and 
social activism. This complexity underscores the need for a more nuanced understanding of state-
capital relations in Latin America. 

In addition to dependency theory, scholars have examined Latin American populism through the 
lens of neo-Gramscian perspectives, which emphasize the role of hegemony in shaping state-capital 
relations. Gürsoy [19] argue that populist leaders construct a political project that blends mass 
mobilization with economic nationalism, thereby maintaining control over state resources while 
selectively engaging with capitalist interests. This perspective highlights the role of ideology in 
legitimizing economic policies that may appear redistributive on the surface but ultimately serve to 
consolidate elite power structures. Moreover, Weyland [20] suggests that populist regimes frequently 
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employ discretionary economic strategies, such as nationalizations or state subsidies, to maintain 
political support, often leading to unsustainable fiscal policies and economic crises. 
Another significant body of literature examines the intersection of populism, corruption, and 
economic mismanagement. Studies by Acemoglu et al. [21] reveal that while populist leaders often 
promise to dismantle elite domination, their governance models tend to centralize power, reducing 
institutional checks and balances. This centralization facilitates rent-seeking behaviors, where state 
resources are allocated based on political loyalty rather than economic efficiency. Furthermore, 
comparative studies on Latin American populism and its global counterparts, such as in Eastern 
Europe and Southeast Asia, indicate that economic nationalism can lead to short-term growth but 
often results in long-term stagnation due to the lack of structural economic reforms. These insights 
reinforce the need for a nuanced understanding of state-capital relations in populist regimes, where the 
rhetoric of economic justice frequently diverges from policy outcomes. 
 
3. Methodology  
This study employs a qualitative comparative approach, analyzing political discourses, economic 
policies, and social movements that respond to state-capital relations in Latin American populist 
regimes. Data sources include government reports, academic literature, and testimonies from 
marginalized communities. 
 
4. Finding and Discussion 
The findings indicate that despite anti-capitalist rhetoric, populist leaders in Latin America frequently 
consolidate power by forming alliances with domestic and international corporate entities. The case of 
Venezuela illustrates how state-owned enterprises, particularly in the oil sector, have been used to 
sustain political elites while failing to deliver economic justice to the lower classes. Similarly, in 
Brazil, the Workers' Party (PT) initially pursued wealth redistribution but later became embroiled in 
corruption scandals involving large construction firms. 

Roy’s An analysis of Argentina’s economic policies under populist governance reveals that while 
short-term welfare programs expanded, long-term structural reforms were often neglected. The 
emphasis on state-led interventions occasionally resulted in unsustainable fiscal deficits, leading to 
economic downturns and external debt crises. This cyclical economic instability further alienated the 
working class, the very demographic populist leaders claimed to uplift. 

In Ecuador, the implementation of resource nationalism policies aimed at reclaiming control over 
natural assets initially appeared beneficial to the economy. However, these policies frequently led to 
diplomatic conflicts with multinational corporations and a decline in foreign direct investment. As a 
result, economic growth slowed, and job creation stagnated, disproportionately affecting low-income 
communities who had placed their hopes in populist promises. 

Furthermore, findings suggest that the media plays a crucial role in shaping perceptions of state-
capital relations. In Bolivia, state-controlled media often portrayed populist leaders as defenders of 
national sovereignty, while independent media outlets highlighted corruption scandals and economic 
mismanagement. This polarization in narratives has influenced public trust in governance and the 
ability of civil society to hold leaders accountable. 

Grassroots movements have been at the forefront of resisting economic inequalities exacerbated by 
state-capital alliances. In Chile, student-led protests and indigenous activism have demanded greater 
transparency in resource distribution and economic decision-making. Their demands underscore the 
persistent gaps between populist rhetoric and the lived realities of marginalized communities.  

In Mexico, the rise of populist economic nationalism under recent administrations has resulted in 
mixed economic outcomes. While state intervention in industries such as energy and infrastructure 
has generated short-term employment gains, the long-term sustainability of these policies remains 
uncertain due to inconsistent regulatory frameworks and political instability. 

Peru presents another case where populist economic policies have yielded mixed results. Despite 
efforts to nationalize key industries, government mismanagement and bureaucratic inefficiencies have 
hindered economic growth, leading to widespread public dissatisfaction and increasing skepticism 
about state-led economic models. 

In Colombia, the interplay between populism and corporate interests has been evident in rural land 
policies. While government initiatives have sought to redistribute land to marginalized farmers, 
powerful agribusiness lobbies have resisted reforms, leading to legal disputes and social unrest among 
disenfranchised rural communities. 
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Additionally, findings suggest that populist regimes often employ clientelistic economic policies to 
maintain political support. Direct cash transfer programs, subsidies, and short-term welfare initiatives 
have been instrumental in securing electoral backing, but they frequently lack structural reforms that 
could address deeper economic inequalities. 

 
5. Conclusion 
The legitimacy of state-capital relations in Latin American populism remains deeply contested. While 
populist leaders position themselves as defenders of the marginalized, their economic policies often 
reinforce existing hierarchies. The voices of the disenfranchised provide critical insights into the 
limitations of populist governance and underscore the need for more inclusive economic alternatives. 
Future research should explore how grassroots movements can influence policy beyond traditional 
populist frameworks. 

In addition, the role of institutional reforms in mitigating the contradictions of populist governance 
warrants further investigation. Strengthening democratic accountability, increasing transparency in 
resource allocation, and fostering political participation among marginalized groups may provide 
alternative pathways to equitable economic development. These structural adjustments could enhance 
the legitimacy of populist regimes and ensure that their policies align more closely with the needs of 
the disenfranchised. 

Ultimately, the future of state-capital relations in Latin America will depend on the ability of 
political institutions to balance economic growth with social justice. By addressing systemic 
inequalities and fostering more participatory economic models, governments can build more resilient 
and inclusive societies that genuinely uplift marginalized communities rather than merely offering 
short-term populist solutions. 
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