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Study: Leadership in Latin America 

                                                               Introduction 

         Latin America has undergone significant political, social, and economic change over the past 

two decades, but newly elected democratic governments appear to lack the power to attract public 

support, promote social stability, or even a national economy manage successfully. These factors 

have increased due to the agitation of charismatic leaders with populist intentions. Charisma and 

the ability to connect with people can be a very effective tool for gaining support, and therefore 

Latin American leaders have been able to gain the attention and trust of the population through 

their charismatic personalities and skills. Convincing communication. Populist ideas also play an 

important role in the seizure of power.  

This article examines how and why these leaders rise to power through charisma and populist 

ideas, what causes led to their rise, and finally analyzes how they assert their leadership.   

                                             

                                                           Defining Populism 

      (Gustav, 2009), populism in this formulation is more than a tactical appeal to public opinion; 

It is a utopian worldview to describe how public business can be conducted. In this context, 

populism appears as a proposed solution for all aspects of human existence. Populism succeeds 

when leaders reward people with benefits and provide credible arguments against the policies and 

activities of domestic oligarchs and foreign imperialists. This creates a personal and charismatic 

bond between leaders and ordinary citizens. 

 According to Margaret Canovan, quoted in (Carlos, 2007), populism is the redemptive face of 

democracy. Populist movements tend to reject traditional political parties and institutions, 

portraying them as corrupt or disconnected from the needs of the people. (Hawkins, 2003), 

populism is the presence of a charismatic type of connection between voters and politicians and a 

democratic discourse based on the idea of the popular will and the struggle between “the people” 

and “the elite” 



    

 

How do Latin American leaders rise to power thanks to their charisma and populist 

ideas? 

 

     Effectively connecting with people and addressing their emotions. Leaders use their 

charismatic personality and compelling communication skills to build strong relationships 

with people. By reasoning, relating, and even understanding people’s concerns, leaders 

create a sense of trust and connection with people. Latin American leaders favor populist 

ideas that appeal to ordinary people. 

     They support causes that solve the problems and frustrations facing society. Adapting to 

peoples aspirations and desires attracts support and gains many followers. Through their 

charismatic presence and populist message, these leaders can attract the attention and 

support of the masses. 

   They often use powerful rhetoric, emotional appeals and related narratives to engage and 

mobilize the population. By positioning themselves as outsiders capable of effecting change 

and challenging existing power structures, they give people hope and a sense of 

empowerment.  

 

       President Hugo Chávez in Venezuela held this office from 1999 to 2013 due to his 

charismatic personality and populist approach. Chávez connected with the Venezuelan 

population through his populist ideas and implemented various policies aimed at 

redistributing wealth and empowering marginalized communities. He nationalized key 

industries, increased social spending, and introduced welfare programs to improve access to 

education, health care, and housing. These actions attracted public attention and created a 

strong base of support for Chávez and his political movement. Chávez charisma and 

populist approach enabled him to mobilize much of the Venezuelan population, earning 

him repeated electoral victories. 

 

 



This case study of President Hugo clearly shows how he managed to lead Venezuela for 

over 33 years. So how did he manage to keep his job? What reasons led to this? All of this 

will be discussed in the following paragraphs. 

 

The causes that led to the rise of leaders in Latin America through charisma and populist ideas. 

 

       First, the rise of leaders like Hugo was caused by a crisis of political representation. The 

institutional framework of democracy and traditional political parties was in crisis. Political parties 

are considered platforms for inequality because their leaders came to power with the aim of 

eliminating corrupt politicians and parties, experimenting with participatory forms of democracy 

and developing income redistribution strategies. (Carlos De la Torre, 2017) argues that populism 

has brought back the old left-wing utopias of socialism and revolution, but in a new version. 

      Second, the widespread dissemination of popular resistance to neoliberalism. In 1989, the price 

of gasoline rose in Venezuela, causing unrest among citizens. It was a nightmare for the elites, 

with uncivilized masses invading cultural centers. Hugo Chávez, who led a failed coup in 1992, 

was elected in 1998 hoping to root out neoliberalism and corrupt political outfits. Between 2000 

and 2003, rebels also emerged in Bolivia, leading to the collapse of the party founded in 1985 and 

the neoliberal economic model.  

      Third, citizens saw that politicians and neoliberal elites had ceded national sovereignty to the 

International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the United States government. Venezuela, for 

example, has changed its foreign policy in favor of neoliberal reforms and free trade. Ecuador has 

abandoned its national currency, Sucre, in favor of the US dollar. Bolivia has also been the scene 

of social conflict and human rights abuses by its military, following a failed U.S. policy aimed at 

permanently halting the cultivation of coca leaves. In this way, populists ensured that the nation 

would revitalize its interests and create a strong, multipolar world. 

             How charismatic leaders assert their leadership with populist ideas. 

         Creation of strong political organizations. In countries like Peru and Bolivia, populist leaders 

have built strong political organizations to maintain conflict with elites. (Alianza Popular 

Revolutionaria Americana) APRA in Peru and (Movimento Revolutionario Nazionalista, MNR) 

in Bolivia, in other countries populist leaders have not founded or institutionalized formal parties. 



(Kenneth Roberts, 2006) explained these different approaches to institution building in terms of 

the levels of polarization and confrontation brought about by different populist experiences. 

(Carlos de la Torre, 2017) cites countries such as Argentina and Peru where the popular 

construction of politics has led to a fundamental struggle or division between “the people” and 

“the oligarchy”. 

        They have kept check the media. Hugo Chávez and his successor Nicolas Maduro have used 

various tactics to establish strong control over the media. 

 First, they passed laws restricting freedom of the press and imposing severe penalties for 

dissenting voices. This allowed them to silence critical journalists and those who questioned their 

policies. Second, they used government control to spread their speeches and propaganda. State 

television channels and newspapers have become a platform to spread their populist ideas and 

maintain a positive image among their supporters.  

 They also attacked independent media outlets, subjecting them to harassment, intimidation and 

even closure. By suppressing alternative voices, they have secured a monopoly on the 

dissemination of information. In addition, they have appointed loyalists to key positions within 

media regulators, allowing them to exert control over media licensing and regulation. This 

allowed them to manipulate the media landscape and limit the presence of dissenting voices. 

 

                                                           Conclusion 

 Latin American leaders often rise to power thanks to their charisma and populist ideas. They 

exploit people's frustrations and hopes, gaining support and uniting them to their cause. Economic 

inequality, social unrest and a loss of trust in traditional politics contribute to its growth. To retain 

power, these leaders control the media, suppress opposition, and consolidate power. Although 

charismatic leaders may initially enjoy popular support, their long-term influence and policies can 

evolve. A critical assessment of their management and the consequences of their actions is 

essential. 
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