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LATIN AMERICA 

 

Latin America is a term generally applied to South and Central America, where most people speak a language 

derived from Latin. However, in all the Americas there are 280 million people for whom English is their first or 

only language, compared with 410 million speaking Spanish, 202 million Portuguese, 20 million French and 

around 8 million speaking an indigenous (native) language. Consequently nearly 70% of America is Latin. 

 

From Roman times, European people had traded overland with Asia, especially to satisfy the demand for spices 

from the Indies (for cooking and medicinal purposes). In 1453, Constantinople fell to the Turks and the overland 

trade routes were disrupted, prompting a quest to discover a sea route to Asia and the Indies, led by the ships 

of the Portuguese. In 1488 Diaz found a route eastward around Africa and in 1497 da Gama reached India. 

Although educated scholars since classical times had believed the Earth to be a globe, the notion of a flat world 

persisted in Catholic theology and for more than 20 years Columbus (from Genoa) sought in vain for a patron to 

support a voyage to reach the Indies by travelling westward.  

 

Finally in 1492, with Spanish royal patronage, Columbus crossed the Atlantic and believing the islands of the 

Caribbean to be the Indies, he named the local people "Indians", a name that endured for five centuries in many 

cultures, used to describe the original peoples of all the Americas. These indigenous Americans (now 

numbering about 60 million) are descendants of migrants from Asia that first crossed into modern Alaska around 

11,500 BC and gradually spread east and south. In South and Central America, they are generally known as 

"indigenous peoples", "Amer-indians", as "aborigines" in Argentina, "First Nations" and "Inuit" in Canada and 

"native Americans" in the USA.  

 

 

Portuguese 

Vikings settled in Greenland in 980 AD and within the following 20 years explored the coast of North America 

between Newfoundland and Maine, but not for nearly a further five centuries did Europeans explore North 

America. In 1473 the Portuguese rediscovered Newfoundland and commenced regular cod fishing expeditions 

from 1506. In response to the exploration of the Caribbean by Columbus, the 1494 treaty of Tordesillas divided 

the "New World" between Castile (later Spain) and Portugal, with the Portuguese controlling territory bordering 

the Atlantic between the tropics, and Spain the lands further west (including the Caribbean). In 1497 Cabot (also 

from Genoa) claimed Newfoundland for England and in 1499 Lavrador claimed the mainland (named Labrador) 

for Portugal.  

 

While Columbus made successive journeys to the Caribbean for the Spanish until 1503, various Portuguese 

navigators explored the coast of Brazil between 1498-1503, including Amerigo Vespucci, who gave his name to 

"America" and also coined the description "New World". In 1508 the Portuguese discovered the river Plate and 

between 1519-21 Magellan continued south around Cape Horn, eventually reaching the Philippines by crossing 

the Pacific, his crew returning to Portugal by sailing westward around the world. Settlement of Brazil 

commenced in 1529 and it remained Portuguese territory until its independence as a constitutional monarchy  in 

1822 (until 1889). Brazil is home to 202 million Portuguese speakers, out of 272 million in the world. 

 

 

French 

Prompted by Magellan's voyage round the world, in 1524 Verrazzano (from Tuscany) explored the east coast of 

North America on behalf of the French. Cartier then explored the St Lawrence river in 1534, following which 

New France was established, comprising the colonies of Canada (modern Quebec), Acadia, Plaisance 

(Newfoundland) and Louisiana, the latter extending in the 18th century from modern Montana, Wyoming and 

Dakota to New Orleans and from the Great Lakes to the Rockies, while Britain controlled only the eastern 

seaboard and Spain held modern Florida, Texas, New Mexico and Arizona.  

 

In 1713, Acadia, Hudson Bay and Newfoundland were lost to the British and the remainder of Canada in 1763, 

along with Louisiana territory east of the Mississippi. At the same time Spain gained western Louisiana, which 

was returned to France in 1800 and then sold to the United States in 1803. Consequently around 20 million 

North Americans speak French or creole French, including Louisiana Creole people (descendants of the original 

French settlers) and Cajun (Acadian) people, who migrated from Acadia to Louisiana after 1713. French or 

creole French is also the language of Guyane (since 1643), Haiti and French island colonies in the Caribbean. 
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Spanish 

Following the voyages of Columbus, Spanish conquistadores (conquerors) launched military expeditions from 

the Caribbean islands, to seize the mainland of central and south America. Led by Cortes, they brutally 

destroyed the Aztec and Maya civilisations to take full control of Mexico and the whole of central America, 

establishing the colonial province of New Spain in 1521, which eventually extended north to include much of the 

modern western and central United States, while Florida was held as a part of the colonial province of Cuba.  

 

At the end of the 17th century, small scale settlement spread northward into modern California, which became 

part of New Spain in 1768. New Spain endured for three centuries, until Mexico became an independent 

monarchy in 1821, then a republic in 1824. Texas gained independence from Mexico in 1836, but joined the 

United States in 1845. Mexico was then attacked by the United States which in 1848 took control of California, 

Nevada, Utah, Arizona, parts of New Mexico, Colorado and Wyoming, to add to Florida, seized from Cuba in 

1822.  

 

From the Caribbean, in 1522 the Spanish took control of modern Venezuela and Panama, followed by modern 

Colombia in 1525 and modern Ecuador in 1540, combining these territories into the colonial province of New 

Granada. Crossing Panama, the Spanish led by Pizarro reached the Pacific coast, from which they attacked 

and destroyed the Inca civilization, taking control of Peru in 1532, then Chile in 1540 and Bolivia in 1548, 

combining these lands into the colonial province of Peru. Meanwhile from the Atlantic, they entered the estuary 

of the river Plate, from which they took control of modern Argentina and Uruguay in 1530, modern Paraguay in 

1537, to create the colonial province of Rio de la Plata.  

 

These three vast colonial provinces of South America remained under Spanish control for nearly three 

centuries, until popular revolutionary movements, inspired by the 1804 revolution in Haiti, then by each other, 

but in particular by Simon Bolivar, gained successive independence for each of their countries - Venezuela 

(1811), Paraguay (1811), Argentina (1818), Chile (1818), Colombia (1819), Peru (1821), Bolivia (1825), 

Uruguay (1828), Ecuador (1830). These revolutions were also inspired by the defeat of Spain in Europe by 

Napoleon in 1808 and reinforced by the 1823 Monroe Doctrine policy of the United States which warned 

European powers against further colonial activity in the Americas. The following hundred years saw rivalry, 

subsequent revolutions and even wars between the new states, with significant changes in alliances and 

boundaries, including in 1884 Bolivia's loss of its coastline to Chile. America (North, South and Central) is now 

home to 410 million Spanish speakers, out of 445 million in the world. 

 

 

English and Dutch 

Long after the Spanish had seized control of most of Central and South America, the English first arrived in 

North America in 1584, not establishing their first colony of Virginia until 1607. By 1614, Dutch traders had 

established settlements along the Hudson river, including New Amsterdam (which was eventually lost to the 

British in 1664 and renamed New York) as part of the New Netherlands, which stretched from Delaware to Cape 

Cod and provided sanctuary in 1620 for the Mayflower pilgrims who settled at Plymouth. New England was 

recognised in 1685 and the Thirteen Colonies of the eastern seaboard declared independence from the British 

in 1776, creating the United States of America. 

 

From the early 17th century, the British, French, Dutch and Danish took control of the smaller Caribbean 

islands, the British also seizing Jamaica from Spain in 1655, the French gaining part of Hispaniola from Spain in 

1697. In South America, the Dutch colonised Guiana (now Surinam) in 1616, where they were joined by the 

French in 1643 (Guyane), with half of the Dutch territory (now Guyana) being taken by Britain in 1786. These 

small territories formed a unique enclave in South America not controlled by either Spain or Portugal. English is 

also spoken in former British colonies on the Caribbean coast of Belize and Miskito (Nicaragua).  

 

 

Ethnicity 

While North America has a population dominated by white Europeans and the English language, the population 

of the remainder of the Americas is very diverse. 80% of all people have European ancestry, but the majority of 

these are "mestizo" (mixed race). The indigenous population varies greatly between 45% in Peru to 14% in 

Mexico, 8% in Argentina and around 1% in Brasil, while the European population varies from over 80% in 

Argentina, 50% in Brasil to 16% in Peru. Slavery brought African people to the Caribbean islands, the 
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Caribbean and Atlantic coasts and to Brazil. On the Caribbean islands, people with African ancestry form the 

majority, while in Brazil (where slavery continued until 1888) 7% of the population are African but 42% are 

African mestizo. 
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