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Human and Physical Geography
Political independence meant little for most citizens of the new Latin American nations. The majority remained poor laborers caught up in a cycle of poverty. Independence also did not bring democracy and political stability. Many Latin American army leaders had gained fame and power during their long struggle for independence. They often continued to assert their power. They controlled the new nations as military dictators, or caudillos (kow*DEE*yohz). They were able to hold on to power because they were backed by the military. By the mid-1800s, nearly all the countries of Latin America were ruled by caudillos. The Church also played a major role in government. Given its huge landholdings and its influence with the people, the Church was able to exert considerable power. 
Reform governments did occasionally come to power. In Argentina, for example, Domingo Sarmiento made a strong commitment to improving education during, his presidency. Between 1868 and 1874, the number of students in Argentina doubled. But such reformers did not stay in office for long. More often than not, a caudillo, supported by the army, seized control of the government. 
The caudillos faced little opposition. The wealthy landowners usually supported them because they opposed giving power to the lower classes. In addition, Latin Americans had gained little experience with democracy under European colonial rule. So, the dictatorship of a caudillo did not seem unusual to them. But even when caudillos were not in power most Latin Americans still lacked a voice in government. Voting rights - and with them, political power - were restricted to the relatively few members of the upper and middle classes who owned property and could read. 
Social Classes in Latin America 
In Latin American colonial society, class dictated people's place in society and jobs. At the top of Spanish-American society were the peninsulares, people who had been born in Spain. They formed a tiny percentage of the population. Only peninsulares could hold high office in Spanish colonial government. Creoles, Spaniards born in Latin America, were below the peninsulares in rank. Creoles could not hold high-level political office, but they could rise as officers in Spanish colonial armies. Together these two groups controlled land, wealth, and power in the Spanish colonies. Below the peninsulares and creoles came the mestizos, persons of mixed European and Indian ancestry. Next were the mulattos, persons of mixed European and African ancestry, and enslaved Africans. Indians were at the bottom of the social ladder. 
Things did not really change after independence. Both before and after independence, most Latin Americans worked for large landowners. The employers paid their workers with vouchers that could be used only at their own supply stores. Since wages were low and prices were high, workers went into debt. Their debt accumulated and passed from one generation to the next. In this system known as peonage, "free" workers were little better than slaves. 
Landowners, on the other hand, only got wealthier after independence. Many new Latin American governments took over the lands owned by native peoples and by the Catholic Church. Then they put those lands up for sale. Wealthy landowners were the only people who could afford to buy them, and they snapped them up. But as one Argentinean newspaper reported, "Their greed for land does not equal their ability to use it intelligently." The unequal distribution of land and the landowners' inability to use it effectively combined to prevent social and economic development in Latin America.
The Economy 
When colonial rule ended in Latin America in the early l800s, Britain and, later the United States, became Latin America's main trading partners. Latin America's economies continued to depend on exports. As during the colonial era, each country concentrated on one or two profitable crops, known as cash crops. With advances in technology, however, Latin America's exports grew. The development of the steamship and the building of railroads in the 19th century, for example, greatly increased Latin American trade. Toward the end of the century, the invention of refrigeration helped increase Latin America's exports. The sale of beef, fruits and vegetables, and other perishable goods soared. 
But foreign nations benefited far more from the increased trade than Latin America did. In exchange for their exports, Latin Americans imported European and North American manufactured goods. As a result, they had little reason to develop their own manufacturing industries. And as long as Latin America remained unindustrialized, it could not be a leading player in the world economy. Furthermore, Latin American countries used little of their export income to build roads, schools, or hospitals. Nor did they fund programs that would help them become self-sufficient. Instead, they often borrowed money at high interest rates to develop facilities for their export industries. Countries such as Britain, France, the United States, and Germany were willing lenders. The Latin American countries often were unable to pay back their loans, however. In response, foreign lenders sometimes threatened to collect the debt by force. At other times, they threatened to take over the facilities they had funded. In this way, foreign companies gained control of many Latin American industries. This began a new age of economic colonialism in Latin America. 
The Mexican Revolution and Civil War 
The legacy of colonialism and long-term political instability that plagued the other Latin American nations caused problems for Mexico as well. In the 1876, a new caudillo, Diaz, came to power. Diaz was an Indian from Oaxaca; He had the support of the military. He also had the support of Indians and small landholders, because they thought he would work for more radical land reform. 
During the Diaz years, elections became meaningless. Diaz offered land, power, or political favors to anyone who supported him. He terrorized many who refused to support him, ordering them to be beaten or put in jail. Using such, strong-arm methods, Diaz managed to remain in power until 1911. 
In the early 1900s, Mexicans from many walks of life began to protest Diaz's harsh rule. Idealistic liberals hungered for liberty. Farm laborer hungered for land. Workers hungered for fairer wages and better working conditions. Even some of Diaz's handpicked political allies spoke out for reform. A variety of political parties opposed to Diaz began to form. Among the most powerful was a party led by Francisco Madero. 
Madero Begins the Revolution Born into one of Mexico's ten richest families, Francisco Madero was educated in the United States and France. He believed in democracy and wanted to strengthen its hold in Mexico. Madero announced his candidacy for president of Mexico early in 1910. Soon afterward, Diaz had him arrested. From exile in the United States, Madero called for an armed revolution against Diaz. 
The Mexican Revolution began slowly. Leaders arose in different parts of Mexico and gathered their own armies. In the north, Francisco "Pancho" Villa became immensely popular. He had a bold Robin Hood policy of taking money from the rich and giving it to the poor. South of Mexico City, another strong, popular leader, Emiliano Zapata, raised a powerful revolutionary army. Like Villa, Zapata came from a poor family. He was determined to see that land was returned to peasants and small farmers. He wanted the laws reformed to protect their rights. Villa, Zapata, and other armed revolutionaries won important victories against Diaz's army. By the spring of 1911, Diaz agreed to step down. He called for new elections. 
Mexican Leaders Struggle for Power Madero was elected president in November 1911. However, his policies were seen as too liberal by some and not revolutionary enough by others. Villa, Zapata, and others took up arms against him. In 1913, realizing that he could not hold on to power, Madero resigned. The military leader General Victoriano Huerta then took over the presidency. 
Huerta was unpopular with many people, including Villa and Zapata. They joined forces with Venustiano Carranza to overthrow Huerta 15 months after he came to power. Cearranza took control of the government and then turned his army on his former revolutionary allies. Both Villa and Zapata continued to fight. In 1919, however, Carranza lured Zapata into a trap and murdered him. With Zapata's death, the civil war also came to an end. More than a million Mexicans had lost their lives. 
The New Mexican Constitution Carranza began a revision of Mexico's constitution. It was adopted in 1917. A revolutionary document, that constitution is still in effect today. It promoted education, land reforms, and workers' rights. Carranza did not support the final version of the constitution, however, and in 1920; he was overthrown by one of his generals, Alvaro Obregon. Although Obregon seized power violently, he did not remain a dictator. Instead, he supported the reforms the constitution called for, particularly land reform. He also promoted public education. Mexican public schools taught a common language – Spanish - and stressed nationalism. In this way, his policies helped unite the various regions and peoples of the country: Nevertheless, Obregon was assassinated in 1928. The next year, a new political party, the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), arose. Although the PRI did not tolerate opposition, it initiated an ongoing period of peace and political stability in Mexico.

