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General Overview of Lecture: This course surveys the social, political and economic history of 

Latin America and the Caribbean in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. However, in order to 

fill the void, the course commences with titbits on the Pre-Columbian history of the region as well 

as the conquests and colonization by Spain and Portugal in the sixteenth century. With this 

background, the course speeds up to the nineteenth and twentieth where themes such as 

independence movements, independence and its challenges, Caudilism, and Country Studies take 

centre stage. 

Prerequisite: The students are expected to have a strong background in American History, the 

Cold War and the discourse on development/underdevelopment.  

Learning Outcomes: At the end of the course, the students should possess the knowledge of the 

fundamental themes in the history of Latin America and the Caribbean in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Students should be able to demonstrate the knowledge of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries’ history of the region such as the role of Simon Bolivar, Jose San Martins and 

Antonio Jose de Sucre, among others.  

Assignment(s) and Grading: Students will be assessed periodically and a final examination will 

be taken at the end of the semester. Seminar topics are assigned to every student and are expected 

to be handed in on the due date. The grading are as follows: Seminar (Written and presented) -

10%; Assignments 5%; Mid-semester Test – 15%; and Final Examination – 70%: Total – 100%.  
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UNIT 1. GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

Latin America: Etymological Explanations 

The meaning of the term, ‘Latin America’ has become the subject of a serious academic 

debate. Historians disagree over the origin of the name “Latin America.” Some contend that 

geographers in the sixteenth century gave the name “Latin America” to the new lands colonized 

by Spain and Portugal in reference to the Latin-based languages imposed on indigenous people 

and imported African slaves in the newly acquired territories. This view is perhaps the oldest 

conceptualization of Latin America. Being that both the Spanish and Portuguese languages are 

direct descendants of Latin, the argument goes that the parts of the Americas that came under the 

colonial influence of Spain and Portugal are Latin America.  More recently, others have argued 

that the name originated in France in the 1860s under the reign of Napoleon III, as a result of that 



country’s short-lived attempt to fold all the Latin-language-derived countries of the Americas into 

a neocolonial empire. Although other European powers (Britain, Holland, and Denmark) colonized 

parts of the Americas, the term “Latin America” generally refers to those territories in which the 

main spoken language is Spanish or Portuguese: Mexico, most of Central and South America, and 

the Caribbean islands of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic. The former French 

possessions of Haiti and other islands of the Caribbean, French Guiana on the South American 

continent, and even Quebec in Canada, could be included in a broadened definition of Latin 

America. However, in this course, we shall define Latin America as the region that fell under 

Spanish and Portuguese domination beginning in the late fifteenth and into the mid-sixteenth 

centuries. The definition also encompasses other Caribbean and South American countries such as 

Haiti and Jamaica among others, since events in those areas are important to our historical 

narrative. This definition follows the practice of scholars in recent years, who have generally 

defined Latin America and the Caribbean as a socially and economically interrelated entity, no 

matter what language or culture predominates (Meade, 2010). 

The seemingly endless debate on the origin and coverage of the region does not obviate 

the fact that Latin America is a vast, geographically and culturally diverse region stretching from 

the southern border of the United States to Puerto Toro at the tip of Chile, the southernmost town 

of the planet. Encompassing over 8 million square miles, the 20 countries that make up Latin 

America are home to an estimated 550 million people who converse in at least five European-

based languages and six or more main indigenous languages, plus African Creole and hundreds of 

smaller language groups (Meade, 2010). 

 

The Pre-Columbian Civilisations, the Aztec Inca, and Maya  

Before Christopher Columbus set foot on what was to become the American continents, 

many civilizations were known to have been founded by various peoples of the region. These 

civilizations include those founded by the Aztec, the Inca, the Maya, the Olmec, the Toltec, The 

Chavin, the Mixtec and the Moche, among others. Although, the period of our course postdate 

these history of these civilisations, we shall have to consider a few things about these civilizations. 

This is crucial for two reasons: first, this course is the only course students do on the history of 

Latin America and the Caribbean and it may be inexcusable to study this region without 

discovering that the so-called Red Indians found powerful empires that could match those of any 

other people anywhere. Second, the knowledge of the ancient civilisations that flourished in the 

region is prerequisite for understanding salient aspects of the course, as we make progress. We 

shall, however, examine only the three most popular of these pre-Columbian civilisations of Latin 

America 

The Aztec  

The Aztec Empire, self-name Culhua-Mexica, Nahuatl-speaking people who in the 15th 

and early 16th centuries ruled a large empire in what is now central and southern Mexico. The 

Aztecs are so called from Aztlán (“White Land”), an allusion to their origins, probably in northern 

Mexico. They were also called the Tenochca, from an eponymousancestor, Tenoch, and the 

Mexica, probably from Metzliapán (“Moon Lake”), the mystical name for Lake Texcoco. From 

Tenochca was derived the name of their great city, Tenochtitlán, and from Mexica came the name 

for the city that superseded the Aztecs capital and for the surrounding valley, which was applied 

later to the whole Mexican nation. The Aztecs referred to themselves as Culhua-Mexica, to link 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Nahuatl-language
https://www.britannica.com/topic/empire-political-science
https://www.britannica.com/place/Mexico
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/allusion
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/eponymous
https://www.britannica.com/place/Lake-Texcoco
https://www.britannica.com/place/Tenochtitlan
https://www.britannica.com/place/Mexico-City


themselves with Colhuacán, the centre of the most-civilized people of the Valley of Mexico.  The 

origin of the Aztec people is uncertain, but elements of their own tradition suggest that they were 

a tribe of hunters and gatherers on the northern Mexican plateau before their appearance in 

Mesoamerica in perhaps the 12th century CE; Aztlán, however, may be legendary. It is possible 

that their migration southward was part of a general movement of peoples that followed, or perhaps 

helped trigger, the collapse of the Toltec civilization. They settled on islands in Lake Texcoco and 

in 1325 founded Tenochtitlán, which remained their chief centre. The basis of Aztec success in 

creating a great state and ultimately an empire was their remarkable system of agriculture, which 

featured intensive cultivation of all available land, as well as elaborate systems of irrigation and 

reclamation of swampland. The high productivity gained by those methods made for a rich and 

populous state. 

Under the ruler Itzcóatl (1428–40), Tenochtitlán formed alliances with the neighbouring 

states of Texcoco and Tlacopan and became the dominant power in central Mexico. Later, by 

commerce and conquest, Tenochtitlán came to rule an empire of 400 to 500 small 

states, comprising by 1519 some 5,000,000 to 6,000,000 people spread over 80,000 square miles 

(207,200 square km). At its height, Tenochtitlán itself covered more than 5 square miles (13 square 

km) and had upwards of 140,000 inhabitants, making it the most densely populated settlement ever 

achieved by a Mesoamerican civilization. The Aztec state was a despotism in which the military 

arm played a dominant role. Valour in war was, in fact, the surest path to advancement in Aztec 

society, which was caste- and class-divided but nonetheless vertically fluid. The priestly 

and bureaucratic classes were involved in the administration of the empire, while at the bottom of 

society were classes of serfs, indentured servants, and outright slaves (Encyclopedia Britannica, 

2018).  

Aztec religion was syncretistic, absorbing elements from many other 

Mesoamerican cultures. At base, it shared many of the cosmological beliefs of earlier peoples, 

notably the Maya, such as that the present earth was the last in a series of creations and that it 

occupied a position between systems of 13 heavens and 9 underworlds. Prominent in the Aztec 

pantheon were Huitzilopochtli, god of war; Tonatiuh, god of the sun; Tlaloc, god of rain; 

and Quetzalcóatl, the Feathered Serpent, who was part deity and part culture hero. Human 

sacrifice, particularly by offering a victim’s heart to Tonatiuh, was commonly practiced, as was 

bloodletting. Closely entwined with Aztec religion was the calendar, on which the elaborate round 

of rituals and ceremonies that occupied the priests was based. The Aztec calendar was the one 

common to much of Mesoamerica, and it comprised a solar year of 365 days and a sacred year of 

260 days; the two yearly cycles running in parallel produced a larger cycle of 52 years. 

The Aztec empire was still expanding, and its society still evolving, when its progress was 

halted in 1519 by the appearance of Spanish explorers. The ninth emperor, Montezuma II (reigned 

1502–20), was taken prisoner by Hernán Cortés and died in custody. His 

successors, Cuitláhuac and Cuauhtémoc, were unable to stave off Cortés and his forces, and, with 

the Spanish capture of Tenochtitlán in 1521, the Aztec empire came to an end. 

 

The Inca 

 

The Inca were known to have established their capital at Cuzco (Peru) in the 12th century. 

They began their conquests in the early 15th century and within 100 years had gained control of 

an Andean population of about 12 million people. In common with other Andean cultures, the Inca 

left no written records. Their history is known chiefly from the oral tradition that has been 
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preserved through the generations by official “memorizers” and from the written records 

composed from them after the Spanish conquest. According to their tradition, the Inca originated 

in the village of Paqari-tampu, about 15 miles (24 km) south of Cuzco. The founder of the 

Inca dynasty, Manco Capac, led the tribe to settle in Cuzco, which remained thereafter their capital. 

Until the reign of the fourth emperor, Mayta Capac, in the 14th century, there was little to 

distinguish the Inca from the many other tribes inhabiting small domains throughout the Andes. 

Under Mayta Capac the Inca began to expand, attacking and looting the villages of neighbouring 

peoples and probably assessing some sort of tribute. Under Capac Yupanqui, the next emperor, 

the Inca first extended their influence beyond the Cuzco valley, and under Viracocha Inca, the 

eighth, they began a program of permanent conquest by establishing garrisons among the 

settlements of the peoples whom they had conquered. 

The earliest date that can be confidently assigned to Inca dynastic history is 1438, 

when Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui, a son of Viracocha Inca, usurped the throne from his brother Inca 

Urcon. Under Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui (1438–71) the Inca conquered territory south to 

the Titicaca Basin and north to present-day Quito, making subject peoples of the powerful Chanca, 

the Quechua, and the Chimú. A policy of forced resettlement of large contingents from each 

conquered people helped ensure political stability by distributing ethnic groups throughout the 

empire and thus making the organization of revolt very difficult. Local governors were responsible 

for exacting the labour tax on which the empire was based; the tax could be paid by service in the 

army, on public works, or in agricultural work. 

Under Topa Inca Yupanqui (1471–93) the empire reached its southernmost extent in 

central Chile, and the last vestiges of resistance on the southern Peruvian coast were eliminated. 

His death was followed by a struggle for the succession, from which Huayna Capac (1493–1525) 

emerged successful. Huayna Capac pushed the northern boundary of the empire to the Ancasmayo 

River before dying in an epidemic that may have been brought by a tribe from the east that had 

picked it up from the Spanish at La Plata. His death set off another struggle for succession, which 

was still unresolved in 1532, when the Spanish arrived in Peru; by 1535 the empire was lost. 

Inca society was highly stratified. The emperor ruled with the aid of an aristocratic bureaucracy, 

exercising authority with harsh and often repressive controls. Inca technology and architecture 

were highly developed, although not strikingly original. Their irrigation systems, palaces, temples, 

and fortifications can still be seen throughout the Andes.  

The economy was based on agriculture, its staples being corn (maize), white and 

sweet potatoes, squash, tomatoes, peanuts (groundnuts), chili peppers, coca, cassava, and cotton. 

They raised guinea pigs, ducks, llamas, alpacas, and dogs. Clothing was made of llama wool and 

cotton. Houses were of stone or adobe mud. Practically every man was a farmer, producing his 

own food and clothing. 

The Inca built a vast network of roads throughout this empire. It comprised two north-south 

roads, one running along the coast for about 2,250 miles (3,600 km), the other inland along the 

Andes for a comparable distance, with many interconnecting links. Many short rock tunnels and 

vine-supported suspension bridges were constructed. Use of the system was strictly limited to 

government and military business; a well-organized relay service carried messages in the form of 

knotted cords called quipu (Quechua khipu) at a rate of 150 miles (240 km) a day. The network 

greatly facilitated the Spanish conquest of the Inca Empire. 

The Inca religion combined features of animism, fetishism, and the worship of nature gods. 

The pantheon was headed by Inti, the sun god, and included also Viracocha, a creator god 

and culture hero, and Apu Illapu, the rain god. Under the empire the Inca religion was a highly 
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organized state religion, but, while worship of the sun god and the rendering of service were 

required of subject peoples, their native religions were tolerated. Inca rituals included elaborate 

forms of divination and the sacrifice of humans and animals. These religious institutions were 

destroyed by the Spanish conquerors’ campaign against idolatry. 

The last king of the Inca was Atahuallpa. Atahuallpa was a younger son of the Inca ruler 

Huayna Capac and an Ecuadoran princess; although not the legitimate heir, he seems to have been 

his father’s favourite. When the old Inca chief died (c. 1527), the kingdom was divided between 

Atahuallpa, who ruled the northern part of the empire from Quito, and Huáscar, the legitimate heir, 

who ruled from Cuzco, the traditional Inca capital. He was said to be a brave, ambitious, and 

extremely popular with the army, Atahuallpa was soon embroiled in a civil war with his older half-

brother for control of the empire. The war ravaged Inca cities, wreaked havoc on the economy, 

and decimated the population. Early in 1532, near Cuzco, Atahuallpa’s army defeated the army of 

Huáscar in what was perhaps the greatest military engagement in Inca history. Huáscar and his 

family were captured and later executed under Atahuallpa’s orders. 

While Atahuallpa was enjoying the hot springs near the small Inca town of Cajamarca, 

preparatory to entering Cuzco in triumph, Pizarro entered the city with a force of about 180 men. 

On November 15, 1532, Pizarro and Atahuallpa met in what was to prove one of the most fateful 

encounters in the New World. Invited by the Spaniard to attend a feast in his honour, the Inca chief 

accepted. The next day, he arrived at the appointed meeting place with several thousand unarmed 

retainers; Pizarro, prompted by the example of Hernán Cortés and Montezuma in Mexico, had 

prepared an ambush. Atahuallpa rejected demands by the friar Vicente de Valverde, who had 

accompanied Pizarro, that he accept the Christian faith and the sovereignty of Charles V of Spain, 

whereupon Pizarro signaled his men. Firing their cannons and guns and charging with their horses 

(all of which were unknown to the Inca), the conquistadores captured Atahuallpa and slaughtered 

thousands of his men. Perceiving the avarice of his captors, Atahuallpa offered to fill a room with 

gold as a ransom for his release. Pizarro accepted the offer, and from throughout the empire the 

Incas brought gold and silver statues, jewelry, and art objects. The Spaniards had the Indians melt 

it all down into bullion and ingots, accumulating 24 tons of gold and silver, the richest ransom 

ever received. Once the full amount was acquired, the conquistadores ordered Atahuallpa burned 

to death. When Atahuallpa was at the stake, de Valverde offered him the choice of being burned 

alive or dying by the more merciful garrote if he became a Christian. Atahuallpa, who had resisted 

proselytization throughout his captivity, agreed to the conversion and so died that day by 

strangulation. The execution of Atahuallpa, the last free reigning emperor, marked the end of the 

Inca Empire. 

The descendants of the Inca are the present-day Quechua-speaking peasants of the Andes, 

who constitute perhaps 45 percent of the population of Peru. They combine farming and herding 

with simple traditional technology. Rural settlements are of three kinds: families living in the midst 

of their fields, true village communities with fields outside of the inhabited centres, and a 

combination of these two patterns. Towns are centres of mestizo (mixed-blood) population. 

Communities are close-knit, with families usually intermarrying. Much of the agricultural work is 

done cooperatively.  

 

 

The Maya 

 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/divination
https://www.britannica.com/topic/sacrifice-religion
https://www.britannica.com/topic/idolatry
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/legitimate
https://www.britannica.com/place/Quito
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Huascar-Inca-chieftain
https://www.britannica.com/place/Cuzco
https://www.britannica.com/topic/history
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Hernan-Cortes
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Montezuma-II
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sovereignty
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Charles-V-Holy-Roman-emperor
https://www.britannica.com/place/Spain
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/avarice
https://www.britannica.com/topic/garrote
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Quechuan-languages
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/constitute
https://www.britannica.com/place/Peru
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/communities


As early as 1500 BCE the Maya had settled in villages and had developed an agriculture 

based on the cultivation of corn (maize), beans, and squash; by 600 CE cassava (sweet manioc) 

was also grown. They began to build ceremonial centres, and by 200 CE these had developed into 

cities containing temples, pyramids, palaces, courts for playing ball, and plazas. The ancient Maya 

quarried immense quantities of building stone (usually limestone), which they cut by using harder 

stones such as chert. They practiced mainly slash-and-burn agriculture, but they used advanced 

techniques of irrigation and terracing. They also developed a system of hieroglyphic writing and 

highly sophisticated calendrical and astronomical systems. The Maya made paper from the inner 

bark of wild fig trees and wrote their hieroglyphs on books made from this paper. Those books are 

called codices. The Maya also developed an elaborate and beautiful tradition of sculpture and relief 

carving. Architectural works and stone inscriptions and reliefs are the chief sources of knowledge 

about the early Maya. Early Mayan culture showed the influence of the earlier Olmec civilization. 

The rise of the Maya began about 250 CE, and what is known to archaeologists as 

the Classic Period of Mayan culture lasted until about 900 CE. At its height, Mayan civilization 

consisted of more than 40 cities, each with a population between 5,000 and 50,000. Among the 

principal cities were Tikal, Uaxactún, Copán, Bonampak, Dos Pilas, Calakmul, Palenque, and Río 

Bec. The peak Mayan population may have reached two million people, most of whom were settled 

in the lowlands of what is now Guatemala. After 900 CE, however, the Classic Maya civilization 

declined precipitously, leaving the great cities and ceremonial centres vacant and overgrown with 

jungle vegetation. Some scholars have suggested that armed conflicts and the exhaustion of 

agricultural land were responsible for the sudden decline. Discoveries in the 21st century led 

scholars to posit a number of additional reasons for the destruction of Mayan civilization. One 

cause was probably the war-related disruption of river and land trade routes. Other contributors 

may have been deforestation and drought. During the Post-Classic Period (900–1519), cities such 

as Chichén Itzá, Uxmal, and Mayapán in the Yucatán Peninsula continued to flourish for several 

centuries after the great lowland cities had become depopulated. By the time the Spaniards 

conquered the area in the early 16th century, most of the Maya had become village-dwelling 

agriculturists who practiced the religious rites of their forebears. 

The major extant Mayan cities and ceremonial centres feature a variety of pyramidal 

temples or palaces overlain with limestone blocks and richly ornamented with narrative, 

ceremonial, and astronomical reliefs and inscriptions that have ensured the stature of Mayan art as 

premier among Native American cultures. But the true nature of Mayan society, the meaning of 

its hieroglyphics, and the chronicle of its history remained unknown to scholars for centuries after 

the Spaniards discovered the ancient Mayan building sites. 

Systematic explorations of Mayan sites were first undertaken in the 1830s, and a small 

portion of the writing system was deciphered in the early and mid-20th century. Those discoveries 

shed some light on Mayan religion, which was based on a pantheon of nature gods, including those 

of the Sun, the Moon, rain, and corn. A priestly class was responsible for an elaborate cycle of 

rituals and ceremonies. Closely related to Mayan religion—indeed, inextricable from it—was the 

impressive development of mathematics and astronomy. In mathematics, positional notation and 

the use of the zero represented a pinnacle of intellectual achievement. Mayan astronomy underlay 

a complex calendrical system involving an accurately determined solar year (18 months of 20 days 

each, plus a 5-day period considered unlucky by the Mayans), a sacred calendar of 260 days (13 

cycles of 20 named days), and a variety of longer cycles culminating in the Long Count, a 

continuous marking of time, based on a zero date in 3113 BCE. Mayan astronomers compiled 
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precise tables of positions for the Moon and Venus and were able to accurately predict solar 

eclipses. 

On the basis of these discoveries, scholars in the mid-20th century mistakenly thought that 

Mayan society was composed of a priestly class of peaceful stargazers and calendar keepers 

supported by a devout peasantry. The Maya were thought to be utterly absorbed in their religious 

and cultural pursuits, in favourable contrast to the more warlike and 

sanguinary indigenous empires of central Mexico. But the progressive decipherment of nearly all 

of the Mayan hieroglyphic writing has provided a truer if less-elevating picture of Mayan society 

and culture. Many of the hieroglyphs depict the histories of the Mayan dynastic rulers, who waged 

war on rival Mayan cities and took their aristocrats captive. Those captives were then tortured, 

mutilated, and sacrificed to the gods. Indeed, torture and human sacrifice were fundamental 

religious rituals of Mayan society; they were thought to guarantee fertility, demonstrate piety, and 

propitiate the gods, and, if such practices were neglected, cosmic disorder and chaos were thought 

to result. The drawing of human blood was thought to nourish the gods and was thus necessary for 

achieving contact with them; hence, the Mayan rulers, as the intermediaries between the Mayan 

people and the gods, had to undergo ritual bloodletting and self-torture.  

The most significant point to note from these stellar achievements of the indigenous 

peoples of Latin America is that as we shall see later, if left on their own, the people would have 

evolved into modernity on their own terms. Just like the case of Africa, the forces of European, 

and later American imperialism and greed were to turn the people away from their glorious past, 

and reduced to perpetual hewers of wood and drawers of water in the service of Europe and 

America.  

Geography, Land and People of Latin America 

Latin America has some of the largest cities in the world, including four of the top 20: 

Mexico City, São Paulo (Brazil), Bogotá (Colombia) and Lima (Peru). When defined by greater 

metropolitan area – the city plus outskirts – Buenos Aires (Argentina) and Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) 

join the list of the world’s megacities, the term for a metropolis of more than 10 million people. 

Not only does Latin America have some of the largest population centers in the world, but its 

countryside, jungles, mountains, and coastlines are major geographical and topographical 

landmarks. The 2-million-square-mile Amazon Basin is the largest rainforest in the world. 

Spanning the far north of Brazil, stretching into Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, French Guiana, 

Guyana, Suriname, and Venezuela, it is home for approximately 15 percent of all living species 

on the planet. South and to the east of the Amazon Basin in the Brazilian state of Mato Grosso lays 

the Pantanal, the world’s largest wetlands.  

 

Other superlatives include the highest mountain range of the Americas (the Andes) that 

stretches nearly the entire length of the continent; second in the world to the Himalayas of Asia in 

height, the Andes are much longer, geologically younger, and very seismically active. The Andean 

peak Aconcagua in Chile is the highest mountain in the Americas, which at 22,834 ft. exceeds 

Dinali (Mt. McKinley) in Alaska by over 2,000 ft. The Atacama Desert, spanning Argentina, 

Bolivia, and Chile, is the driest place on earth and the largest depository of sodium nitrates on the 

planet. Elsewhere in the Andean region is Lake Titicaca, the most elevated navigable body of water 

in the world. This huge lake forms the boundary between Peru and Bolivia, and the Bolivian city 

of La Paz is the world’s highest-altitude capital city. Angel Falls in Venezuela is the highest 

waterfall in the world; at 3,212 ft. it is almost 20 times higher than Niagara Falls. Angel Falls 

connects through tributaries to the world’s largest river (in volume), the Amazon. In its 25,000 
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miles of navigable water, this mighty “River Sea,” as the Amazon River is called, contains 16 

percent of the world’s river water and 20 percent of the fresh water on Earth.  

The sheer diversity of the population of Latin America and the Caribbean has made the 

region extremely interesting culturally, but has also affected the level of economic and political 

equality. Latin America is exceedingly diverse, a place where the interaction, cross-fertilization, 

mutation, interpenetration, and reinvention of cultures from Europe, Asia, Africa, and indigenous 

America has produced a lively and rich set of traditions in music, art, literature, religion, sport, 

dance, and political and economic trends.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


