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LATIN AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE MOVEMENTS


During the past few weeks, we have learned about enlightenment ideas such as natural rights and the rejection of absolutist governments.  These ideas inspired major revolutions in the late 1700s and early 1800s.  Colonists in America declared independence from Britain in 1776 and created a government based on the ideas of Locke and Montesquieu.  Which ideas of these men were used?  Influenced by the American Revolution, revolutionaries in France overturned the monarchy and created a new social order.  Napoleon helped spread revolutionary ideals across Europe.  Both the American and French Revolutions contributed to revolutions in Latin America in the 1800s, as they struggled to gain independence as well as other rights and freedoms.
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The French colony of Haiti was the first Latin American colony to revolt against European rule.  In Haiti, French planters owned large sugar plantations.  Nearly a half a million enslaved Africans lived and worked in terrible conditions.  Moreover, the French gave few rights to free mulattoes (persons of mixed ancestry) living on the island.


In 1791, a self-educated former slave named Toussaint L’Ouverture led a revolt.  Toussaint was familiar with the works of Enlightenment thinkers and wanted to lead his people to liberty.  He inspired feelings of nationalism against the imperialism of the French.  What is nationalism?  What is imperialism?  Toussaint proved to be an effective military leader and gained control of much of the island.  Haitian slaves won their freedom in 1798.


In 1802, Napoleon sent an army to Haiti to reestablish French dominance.  Toussaint led a guerrilla war to gain Haitian independence.  The French captured Toussaint, but yellow fever took a heavy toll on their forces.  In 1804, Haitians declared their independence.  Napoleon then abandoned the island.  Haiti became a republic in 1820.  For his leadership of the Haitian Revolution, L’Ouverture earned the nickname, “The Black George Washington.”  Do you feel that that’s an appropriate nickname?  Was George Washington really that important of a general to the world?  Why or why not?  Discuss with a neighbor…
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In South America in the early 1800s, an educated creole (mixed blood) led resistance movements against the Spanish.  Bolivar had become an admirer of Enlightenment ideas and the French Revolution during a stay in Europe.  He was also inspired by the American Revolution.  He vowed to fight Spanish rule in South America.  Called “El Libertador” or “The Liberator,” Bolivar became one of the greatest Latin American nationalist leaders of this period.


In 1810, Bolivar started his long struggle against the Spanish.  Over the next 12 years, he led a series of military campaigns that won independence for Venezuela, New Granada (present-day Columbia), Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia.  He then joined forces with Jose de San Martin, who had defeated the Spanish in Argentina and Chile in the 1810s.


Bolivar wanted to create a large, unitd Latin American state.  In 1812, he wrote that “Not the Spanish, but our own disunity led us back into slavery.  A strong government could have changed everything.”  What kind of government do you think Bolivar favored?  A centralized absolute monarchy or a decentralized republic/democracy?

Despite his victories against the Spanish, Bolivar failed in his attempt to create a large, united Latin American state.  Spain’s former empire thus became divided into a number of separate independent states.  These nations faced a long struggle to gain stability, achieve social equality, and eliminate poverty.









