
 

 

The Independence of Latin America 

By Curtis Jerry Smothers 

An Age of Revolution 

The independence of Latin America was one of the most significant political transformations of 

the nineteenth century. Between 1810 and 1825, most of Spain's vast American colonies won 

their independence, while Brazil peacefully separated from Portugal in 1822. By the end of this 

remarkable period, nearly all of Latin America had broken free from European colonial rule. 

These revolutions reshaped the Western Hemisphere and gave birth to many of the nations we 

know today. 

Life Under Colonial Rule 

For more than three centuries, much of Latin America existed under the colonial rule of Spain. 

Brazil was the principal colony of Portugal. European governments controlled trade, appointed 

colonial officials, and exercised political authority over millions of people living across the 

Americas. 

Among the most influential groups were the criollos—people of Spanish ancestry born in the 

Americas. Although many were wealthy landowners and merchants, they were often denied the 

highest government positions, which were reserved for officials born in Spain. Over time, 

resentment toward Spanish political and economic control steadily increased. 



Ideas That Inspired Revolution 

The desire for independence did not arise in isolation. The American Revolution demonstrated 

that colonies could successfully challenge European rule, while the French Revolution 

popularized the ideals of liberty, equality, and popular sovereignty. 

Another turning point came in 1808 when Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Spain and forced the 

Spanish king from the throne. The resulting political chaos weakened Spain's ability to govern its 

overseas colonies and encouraged revolutionary movements throughout Latin America. 

Simón Bolívar: "The Liberator" 

No individual is more closely associated with South American independence than Simón 

Bolívar, known throughout history as El Libertador—"The Liberator." 

Through a series of brilliant military campaigns, Bolívar helped free Venezuela, Colombia, 

Ecuador, Peru, and the nation that now bears his name, Bolivia. His victories transformed the 

political map of South America and ended Spanish control over much of the continent. 

Bolívar dreamed of creating a united federation of South American republics, believing that 

unity would provide strength and stability. Political rivalries, regional differences, and competing 

interests, however, ultimately prevented that vision from becoming a lasting reality. 

José de San Martín and the Crossing of the Andes 

Another giant of the independence movement was José de San Martín, whose leadership 

proved decisive in the liberation of Argentina, Chile, and Peru. 

One of history's greatest military achievements was his crossing of the Andes Mountains in 

1817. Leading thousands of soldiers over snow-covered mountain passes, San Martín surprised 

Spanish forces in Chile and won a series of victories that opened the way for further liberation 

campaigns throughout western South America. 

His daring expedition remains one of the most remarkable feats of military planning and 

endurance in modern history. 

Brazil's Peaceful Path to Independence 

Brazil followed a different course than its Spanish-speaking neighbors. Rather than fighting a 

prolonged revolutionary war, Brazil gained its independence relatively peacefully. 

In 1822, Dom Pedro I, the son of Portugal's king, declared Brazil's independence and became its 

first emperor. As a result, Brazil transitioned from a Portuguese colony into an independent 

empire, avoiding much of the large-scale warfare experienced elsewhere in Latin America. 



Independence in Central America 

The nations of Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica declared their 

independence from Spain in 1821. 

Initially, these new nations attempted to remain united as the Federal Republic of Central 

America. Political disagreements and regional rivalries, however, eventually caused the 

federation to dissolve, and each country established its own independent government and 

national identity. 

A New Era for Latin America 

The wars of independence permanently changed the history of the Western Hemisphere. 

European colonial rule largely came to an end across Latin America, and a new generation of 

independent nations emerged. 

The transition was not always easy. Many countries struggled with political instability, economic 

challenges, and conflicts over national identity. Yet the ideals of freedom and self-government 

inspired by leaders such as Simón Bolívar and José de San Martín continue to shape Latin 

America to this day. 

The independence movements of the early nineteenth century remain among the greatest 

chapters in the history of the Americas, marking the birth of nations that now represent hundreds 

of millions of people and a rich diversity of cultures. 
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