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F I G U R E  3 . 1  Regional map of Middle and South America.
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132 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

GEOGRAPHIC THEMES

After you read this chapter, you will be able to discuss the following issues 
as they relate to the five thematic concepts:

1. Environment: Deforestation in this region contributes 
significantly to global climate change. In addition, some areas are 
experiencing a water crisis related to climate change, inadequate 
water infrastructure, and the intensified use of water, despite the 
region’s overall abundant water resources.

2. Globalization and Development: This region’s integration into 
the global economy has left it with the widest gap between rich 
and poor in the world. Poverty, economic instability, and the flow 
of resources and money out of the region have resulted in many 
conflicts and inspired numerous efforts at reform. Recently, though, 
several countries in this region have emerged as global economic 
leaders.

3. Power and Politics: The region was ruled for decades by elites 
and the military, and was periodically subject to disruptive foreign 
military interventions. Almost all countries now have multiparty 
political systems and elected governments, and political freedoms 
are expanding. The international illegal drug trade continues to be a 
source of violence and corruption in the region.

4. Urbanization: Since the 1950s, cities have grown rapidly in this 
region as rural people have migrated to cities and towns. A lack of 
urban planning has created densely occupied urban landscapes that 
often lack adequate support services and infrastructure.

5. Population and Gender: During the early twentieth century, the 
combination of cultural and economic factors and improvements 
in health care created a population explosion. By the late twentieth 
century, improved living conditions; better access to education and 
medical care; urbanization; and changing gender roles were all 
working together to reduce population growth.

The Middle and South American Region
Middle and South America, like North America, is a region 
of  great physical and cultural diversity; but here the cultural 
mix is richer and there are wider disparities of wealth than 
in any other world region (FIGURE 3.1). In spite of the many 
similarities between the two regions, modern history in Middle 
and South America has been very different from that of North 
America.

The five thematic concepts in this book are explored as they 
arise in the discussion of regional issues. Vignettes—like the 
one that follows about the Secoya—illustrate one or more of the 
themes as they are experienced in individual lives.

GLOBAL PATTERNS, LOCAL LIVES The boat trip down the 
Aguarico River in Ecuador took me into a world of magnificent 
trees, river canoes, and houses built high up on stilts to avoid 
floods. I was there to visit the Secoya, a group of 350 indig-
enous people locked in negotiations with the U.S. oil company 
Occidental Petroleum over Occidental’s plans to drill for oil on 
Secoya lands. Oil revenues supply 40 percent of the Ecuadorian 
government’s budget and are essential to paying off its national 

debt. The government had threatened to use military force to 
compel the Secoya to allow drilling.

The Secoya wanted to protect themselves from pollution and 
cultural disruption. As Colon Piaguaje, chief of the Secoya, put it to 
me, “A slow death will occur. Water will be poorer. Trees will be cut. 
We will lose our culture and our language, alcoholism will increase, 
as will marriages to outsiders, and eventually we will disperse to 
other areas.” Given all the impending changes, Chief Piaguaje 
asked Occidental to use the highest environmental standards in the 
industry. He also asked the company to establish a fund to pay for 
the educational and health needs of the Secoya people.

Like the Secoya, indigenous peoples around the world are fac-
ing environmental and cultural disruption arising from economic 
development efforts. Chief Piaguaje based his predictions for the 
future on what has happened in other parts of the Ecuadorian 
Amazon that have already had several decades of oil development.

The U.S. company Texaco was the first major oil developer 
to establish operations in Ecuador. From 1964 to 1992, its pipe-
lines and waste ponds leaked almost 17 million gallons of oil and 
16 billion gallons of toxic runoff and oil waste into the Amazon 
Basin, enough to fill about 18,000 fully loaded oil tanker semi-
trucks or 250 Olympic-size swimming pools. Although Texaco sold 
its operations to the government and left Ecuador in 1992, its oil 
wastes continue to leak into the environment from approximately 
1000 open pits (FIGURE 3.2). Many of the techniques Texaco used 
to manage its oil waste are illegal in the United States but were 
chosen because they saved the company money.

In 1993, some 30,000 people sued Texaco in New York State, 
where the company (now owned by and called Chevron) is head-
quartered, for damages from the pollution. Those suing were both 
indigenous people and settlers who had established farms along 
Texaco/Chevron’s service roads. Several epidemiological studies con-
cluded that contamination from oil has contributed to higher rates 
of childhood leukemia, cancer, and spontaneous abortions among 
people who live near the pollution created by Texaco/Chevron. Oil 
extraction has had many other negative effects on the environ-
ment. Air and water pollution have increased the rates of illness. 
The wildlife that the Secoya used to depend on, such as tapirs, has 
disappeared almost entirely because of overhunting by new settlers 
from the highlands who are working in the oil industry.

In 2002, the Ecuadorian suit against Chevron was dismissed 
by the U.S. Court of Appeals, which argued that it had no juris-
diction in Ecuador. The case was refiled in Ecuador in 2003, and 
in 2011 an Ecuadorian court ruled against Chevron, assessing 
damages of U.S.$9.5 billion. However, because Chevron no lon-
ger has any assets in Ecuador, the plaintiffs tried to collect the 
money in countries where Chevron does have assets, such as 
the United States, Canada, Argentina, and Brazil. In 2014, a U.S. 
court ruled that the 2011 Ecuadorian judgment against Chevron 
was too tainted by bribery and corruption to be honored in the 
United States. The villagers are still pursuing Chevron in other 
countries, and in 2015 they won the right to sue Chevron in 
Canada. Now one of the longest-running legal battles in history 
involving a major multinational corporation, the case has raised 
awareness about how industries often fail to take environmental 
 precautions in developing countries. [Sources: Alex Pulsipher’s field 

notes; Amazon Watch, 2006; BBC, 2014. For detailed source information, 

see Text Sources and Credits.] ■
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 The Middle and South American Region 133

The rich resources of Middle and South America have 
 attracted outsiders since the first voyage of Christopher Columbus 
in 1492. Europe’s encounter with this region marked a major expan-
sion of the global economy. However, during most of the period of 
expansion, Middle and South America occupied a disadvantaged 
position in global trade, supplying cheap raw materials that aided 
the industrial revolution in Europe and then North America but 
reaping few of the profits. These extractive industries did little to 
advance economic development within the region, as most profits 
went to foreign investors, and the negative  environmental effects 

were largely ignored. Recently, countries such as Ecuador, Mexico, 
Bolivia, Brazil, and Venezuela have worked to control their own 
resources, develop local manufacturing and service-based indus-
tries, keep profits at home, and limit environmental pollution. 
Trade blocs within the region are creating conditions in which 
these countries can prosper from trade with each other.

The Ecuadorians’ efforts to secure a damage settlement 
against a powerful multinational corporation is indicative of 
changing attitudes in this region and others toward outside devel-
opers (FIGURE 3.3). Governments are now somewhat warier when 

F I G U R E  3 . 2  Pollution from oil development in 
Ecuador. A local resident samples one of the several 
hundred open waste pits that Texaco left behind in the 
Ecuadorian Amazon. Wildlife and livestock trying to drink 
from these pits are often poisoned or drowned. After 
heavy rains, the pits overflow, polluting nearby streams 
and wells.
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134 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

they try to attract investors to develop new extractive, manufactur-
ing, and service industries. Local people are more aware that they 
must be vigilant to ensure that development serves their interests.

What Makes Middle and South America a Region?
Physically, the Middle and South America region consists of 
Mexico, which geologically is part of the North American con-
tinent; the isthmus (land bridge) of Central America; and the 
continent of South America. For the last 500 years, the region of 
Middle and South America has been defined by a colonial past 

very different from that of Canada 
and the United States. Most of the 
countries in Middle and South 
America were at one time colonies 
of Spain. The exceptions are Brazil, 

which was a colony of Portugal, and a few small countries that 
were possessions of Britain, France, the Netherlands, Germany, 
or Denmark (see Figure 3.12).

Today, Middle and South America is a region of contrasts 
and disparities. Culturally, this region has large indigenous pop-
ulations that have contributed to every aspect of life, blending 
with and changing the European, African, and Asian cultures in-
troduced by the colonists. Social stratification based on income, 
class, race, and gender is notable. Politically, the region’s more 
than three dozen countries have a range of governing ideologies, 
from the socialism of Cuba to the capitalism of Chile. Yet despite 
these contrasts and disparities, there are significant commonali-
ties across the region, such as the Spanish language, Catholicism, 
and development trajectories that are connected to the global 
economy.

isthmus a narrow strip of land that 
joins two larger land areas

indigenous native to a particular 
place or region
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F I G U R E  3 . 4  Political map of Middle and South America.
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 Landforms 135

Terms in This Chapter
In this book, Middle America refers to Mexico, Central America 
(the narrow ribbon of land, or isthmus, that extends south of 
Mexico to South America), and the islands of the Caribbean 
(FIGURE 3.4). South America refers to the continent south of 
Central America. The term Latin America is not used in this 
book because it describes the region only in terms of the Roman 
(Latin-speaking) origins of the former colonial powers of Spain 
and Portugal. It ignores the region’s large indigenous groups, its 
African, Asian, and Northern European populations, as well as 
the many mixed cultures, often called mestizo cultures, which 
have emerged. In this chapter, we use the term indigenous groups 
or peoples rather than Native Americans to refer to the native 
inhabitants of the region.

TH INGS  TO  R E M E M B ER
• In this book, Middle America refers to Mexico, Central America 
(the narrow ribbon of land, or isthmus, that extends south of 
Mexico to South America), and the islands of the Caribbean. 
South America refers to the continent south of Central America.

• As people in this region gain more control over their own 
resources, some are searching for more sustainable ways to 
develop economically.

PHYSICAL  GEOGRAPHY
Middle and South America extend south from the midlatitudes 
of the Northern Hemisphere across the equator through the 
Southern Hemisphere, nearly to Antarctica (see Figure 3.1). 
This long north-south expanse combines with variations in alti-
tude to create the wide range of climates in the region. Tectonic 
forces have shaped the primary landforms of this huge territory to 
form an overall pattern of highlands to the west and lowlands to 
the east.

LANDFORMS
There are a wide variety of landforms in Middle and South 
America, and this variety accounts for the many different climatic 
zones in the region. But for ease in learning, landforms are here 
divided into just two categories: highlands and lowlands.

Highlands 
A nearly continuous chain of mountains stretches along the 
western edge of the American continents for more than 10,000 
miles (16,000 kilometers) from Alaska in the north to Tierra del 
Fuego at the southern tip of South America (see Figure 3.1C). 
The middle part of this long mountain chain is known as the 
Sierra Madre in Mexico (see Figure 3.1A), by various names in 
Central America, and as the Andes in South America (see Figure 
3.1B, C). It was formed by a lengthy subduction zone, which 
runs thousands of miles along the western coast of the continents 
(see Figure 1.8). Here, two oceanic plates—the Cocos Plate and 
the Nazca Plate—plunge beneath three continental plates—the 
North American Plate, the Caribbean Plate, and the South 
American Plate.

In a process that continues today, the leading edge of the 
overriding plates crumples to create mountain chains. In addi-
tion, molten rock from beneath Earth’s crust ascends to the 
surface through fissures in the overriding plate to form volcanoes. 
Such volcanoes are the backbone of the highlands that run 
through Middle America and the Andes of South America (see 
Figure 3.1). Although these volcanic and earthquake-prone high-
lands have been a major barrier to transportation, communica-
tion, and settlement, people now live close to quiescent volcanoes 
and in earthquake-prone zones, which can pose deadly hazards 
(for example, the 2010 and 2015 earthquakes in Chile).

The chain of high and low mountainous islands in the eastern 
Caribbean is also volcanic in origin, created as the Atlantic Plate 
thrusts under the eastern edge of the Caribbean Plate. It is not 
unusual for volcanoes to erupt in this active tectonic zone. On the 
island of Montserrat, for example, people have been living with 
an active, and sometimes deadly, volcano for more than a decade 
(see Figure 3.1D). Eruptions have taken the form of violent blasts 
of superheated rock, ash, and gas (known as pyroclastic flows) that 
move down the volcano’s slopes at speeds upward of 450 miles 
(700 kilometers) per hour. The unusually strong earthquake in 
Haiti in January 2010 was also the result of plate tectonics.

Lowlands 
Vast lowlands extend over most of the land to the east of the west-
ern mountains. In Mexico, east of the Sierra Madre, a coastal 
plain borders the Gulf of Mexico (see Figure 3.1H). Farther 
south, in Central America, wide aprons of sloping land descend 
to the Caribbean coast. In South America, a huge wedge of low-
lands, widest in the north, stretches from the Andes east to the 
Atlantic Ocean. These South American lowlands are interrupted 
in the northeast and the southeast by two modest highland zones: 
the Guiana Highlands and the Brazilian Highlands (see Figure 
3.1G). Elsewhere in the lowlands, grasslands cover extensive 
flat expanses, including the llanos of Venezuela, Colombia, and 
Brazil, and the pampas of Argentina (see Figure 3.1I).

The largest feature of the South American lowlands is the 
Amazon Basin, drained by the Amazon River and its tributaries 
(see Figure 3.1E, F). This basin lies within Brazil and the neigh-
boring countries to its west. Earth’s largest remaining expanse of 
tropical rain forest gives the Amazon Basin global significance as 
a reservoir of biodiversity. Hundreds of thousands of plant and 
animal species live here.

The basin’s water resources are also astounding. Twenty 
percent of Earth’s flowing surface waters exist here, running in 
rivers so deep that ocean liners can 
steam 2300 miles (3700 kilometers) 
upriver from the Atlantic Ocean all 
the way to Iquitos, jokingly referred 
to as Peru’s “Atlantic seaport.” The 
Amazon River system starts as 
streams high in the Andes. These 
streams eventually unite to become 
rivers that flow eastward toward the 
Atlantic. Once they reach the flat 
land of the Amazon Plain, their 

Middle America in this book, a 
region that includes Mexico, Central 
America, and the islands of the 
 Caribbean

South America the continent south of 
Central America

subduction zone a zone where one 
tectonic plate slides under another

biodiversity the variety of life forms 
to be found in a given area
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136 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

velocity slows abruptly; fine soil particles, or silt, then sink to 
the riverbed. When the rivers flood, silt and organic material 
transported by the floodwaters renew the soil of the surrounding 
areas, nourishing millions of acres of tropical forest. Not all of the 
Amazon Basin is rain forest, however. Variations in weather and 
soil types, as well as human activity, have created grasslands and 
seasonally dry deciduous tropical forests in some areas.

CLIMATE
From the jungles of the Caribbean and the Amazon to the high, 
glacier-capped peaks of the Andes to the parched moonscape of the 
Atacama Desert and the frigid fjords of Tierra del Fuego, the range 
of climates in Middle and South America is enormous (FIGURE 

3.5). In this region, the wide range of temperatures reflects both the 
great distance the landmass spans on either side of the equator and 
the tremendous variations in altitude across the region’s landmass 
(the highest point in the Americas is Aconcagua in Argentina, at 
22,841 feet [6962 meters]). Patterns of precipitation are affected 
both by the local shape of the land and by global patterns of wind 
and ocean currents that bring moisture in varying amounts.

Temperature-Altitude Zones 
Four main temperature- altitude zones, shown in FIGURE 3.6, are 
commonly recognized in the region. As altitude increases, the 
temperature of the air decreases by about 1°F per 300 feet (1°C 
per 165 meters) of elevation. Thus temperatures are highest in 
the lowlands, which are known in Spanish as the tierra caliente, 
or “hot land.” The tierra caliente extends up to about 3000 feet 
(1000 meters), and in some parts of the region these lowlands 
cover large areas. Where moisture is adequate, tropical rainforests 
thrive, as does a wide range of tropical crops, notably bananas, 
sugarcane, cacao, and pineapples. Many coastal areas of the tierra 
caliente, such as northeastern Brazil, have become zones of plan-
tation agriculture that support populations of considerable size.

Between 3000 and 6500 feet (1000 to 2000 meters) is the 
cooler tierra templada (“temperate land”). The year-round, 
spring-like climate of this zone drew large numbers of indig-
enous people in the distant past and, more recently, has drawn 
Europeans. Here, crops such as roses, corn, beans, squash, various 
green vegetables, wheat, and coffee are grown.

Between 6500 and 12,000 feet (2000 to 3600 meters) is the 
tierra fria (“cool land”). A variety of crops, such as wheat, fruit 
trees, potatoes, and cool-weather vegetables—cabbage and broc-
coli, for example—do very well at this altitude. Many animals, 
including dogs, llamas, sheep, and guinea pigs, are raised for pets, 
food, and fiber (FIGURE 3.7). Several modern population centers 

are in this zone, including Mexico 
City, Mexico, and Quito, Ecuador.

Above 12,000 feet (3600 meters) 
is the tierra helada (“frozen land”). 
In the highest reaches of this zone, 
vegetation is almost absent, and 
mountaintops emerge from under 
snow and glaciers. A remarkable fea-
ture of such tropical mountain zones 
is that in a single day of strenuous 
hiking, one can encounter many of 
the climate types found on Earth.

Precipitation The pattern of precipitation throughout the 
region is influenced by the interaction of global wind patterns 
with mountains and ocean currents (see Figure 1.11). The 
trade winds sweep off the Atlantic, bringing heavy seasonal rains 
to places roughly 23° north and south of the equator (see the 
Figure 3.5 map). Winds from the Pacific bring seasonal rains to 
the west coast of Central America, but mountains block those 
rains from reaching the Caribbean side, which receives heavy 
rainfall from the northeast trade winds.

The Andes are a major influence on precipitation in South 
America. They block the rains borne by the trade winds off the 
Atlantic into the Amazon Basin and farther south, creating a rain 
shadow on the western side of the Andes in northern Chile and 
southwestern Peru (see Figure 3.5). Southern Chile is in the path 
of eastward-trending winds that sweep off of the Southern Ocean, 
bringing steady, cold rains that support forests similar to those 
of the Pacific Northwest in North America. The Andes block 
this flow of wet, cool air and divert it to the north. They thereby 
create another extensive rain shadow on the eastern side of the 
mountains along the southeastern coast of Argentina (Patagonia).

Adjacent oceans and their currents also influence the pat-
tern of precipitation. Along the west coasts of Peru and Chile, 
the cold surface waters of the Peru Current bring cold air that 
cannot carry much moisture. The combined effects of the Peru 
Current and the central Andes rain shadow have created what is 
possibly the world’s driest desert, the Atacama of northern Chile 
(see Figure 3.5B).

El Niño 
One aspect of the Peru Current, that is only partly understood, is 
its tendency to change direction every few years (on an irregular 
cycle, possibly linked to sunspot activity). When this happens, 
warm water flows eastward from the western Pacific, bringing 
warm water and torrential rains, instead of cold water and dry 
weather, to parts of the west coast of South America. The phe-
nomenon was named El Niño, or “the Christ Child,” by Peruvian 
fishermen, who noticed that when it does occur, it reaches its 
peak around Christmastime. Peru’s major banks plan for slower 
economic growth during El Niño years because of the increased 
flooding and damage to roads and bridges, increased waterborne 
disease, and reduced fish catches during an El Niño year.

El Niño also has global effects, bringing cold air and drought 
to normally warm and humid western Oceania and unpredictable 
weather patterns to Mexico and the southwestern United States. 
The El Niño phenomenon in the western Pacific is discussed fur-
ther in Chapter 11, where Figure 11.6 illustrates its trans-Pacific 
effects.

Hurricanes 
In this region, many coastal areas are threatened by powerful 
storms that can create extensive damage and loss of life. These 
form annually, primarily in the Atlantic Ocean north of the 
equator and close to Africa. A tropical storm begins as a group 
of thunderstorms. A few hurricanes also form in the southeast-
ern Pacific and can affect the western coasts of Middle America 
before turning west toward Hawaii. When enough warming wet 
air comes together, the individual storms organize themselves into 
a swirling spiral of wind that moves across Earth’s surface. The 

silt fine soil particles

temperature-altitude zones regions 
of the same latitude that vary in climate 
according to altitude

trade winds winds that blow from 
the northeast and the southeast toward 
the equator

El Niño periodic climate-altering 
changes, especially in the circulation of 
the Pacific Ocean, now understood to 
operate on a global scale
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FIGURE 3.5 PHOTO ESSAY: Climates of Middle and South America
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138 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

highest wind speeds are found at the edge of the eye, or center, 
of the storm. Once wind speeds reach 74 miles (121 kilometers) 
per hour, such a storm is officially called a hurricane. Hurricanes 
usually last about 1 week; because they draw their energy from 
warm surface waters, they slow down and eventually dissipate as 
they move over cooler water or land. As the populations of coastal 
areas grow, more people are being exposed to hurricanes. Some 
scientists also think that climate change is leading to an increase 
in the number and intensity of hurricanes (see Figure 3.10B).

TH INGS  TO  R EM E M B ER
• Middle and South America extend south from the midlatitudes 
of the Northern Hemisphere across the equator through the 
Southern Hemisphere, nearly to Antarctica.
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F I G U R E  3 . 6  Temperature-altitude zones of Middle and South America. Temperatures tend to decrease as 
 altitude increases, resulting in changes in the natural vegetation on mountainsides, as shown here. The same is true 
for crops, some of which are suited to lower, warmer elevations and some to higher, cooler ones.

• A nearly continuous chain of mountains stretches along the 
western edge of the American continents for more than 10,000 
miles (16,000 kilometers), from Alaska in the north to Tierra del 
Fuego at the southern tip of South America.

• The rain forests of the Amazon Basin are planetary treasures 
of biodiversity that also play a key role in regulating Earth’s 
climate.

• There are four temperature-altitude zones in the region 
that influence where and how people live and the crops they 
can grow.

• Significant environmental hazards in the region include 
 earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and hurricanes.
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 Tropical Forests, Climate Change, and Globalization 139

ENV IRONMENT

GEOGRAPHIC THEME 1

Environment: Deforestation in this region contributes significantly to global 
climate change. In addition, some areas are experiencing a water crisis related 
to climate change, inadequate water infrastructure, and the intensified use of 
water, despite the region’s overall abundant water resources.

Environments in Middle and South America have long inspired 
concern about the use and misuse of Earth’s resources. Millennia 
before Europeans arrived in this region, human settlements in 
the Americas had major environmental impacts (see the “Human 
Patterns over Time” section). However, modern impacts are par-
ticularly severe because both population density and per capita 
consumption have increased so dramatically, and because local 
environments now supply global demands.

TROPICAL FORESTS, CLIMATE CHANGE, 
AND GLOBALIZATION
A period of rapid deforestation that has had global repercus-
sions began in the 1970s in Brazil with the construction of the 
Trans-Amazon Highway. Migrant farmers followed the new road 
into the rain forest. They began clearing terrain to grow crops, 
prompting a few observers to warn of an impending crisis of 
deforestation. Initially, concern focused on the loss of plant and 
animal species, as the rain forests of the Amazon Basin are some 
of the most biodiverse on the planet. (Note that the Amazon 
includes Colombia, Peru, Bolivia, and Brazil; see Figure 3.1.) 
However, climate change now dominates concerns about defor-
estation in the Amazon and the rest of this region. As explained 

in Chapter  1, forests release oxygen and absorb carbon dioxide 
(CO2), the greenhouse gas (GHG) most responsible for global 
warming. The loss of large forests, such as those in the Amazon 
Basin, contributes to global warming by releasing the CO2 once 
locked in the woody bodies of trees. This CO2 release happens 
as trees are burned to make way for crops and roads. Also, when 
there are fewer trees, less CO2 can be absorbed from the atmo-
sphere. Together, all of Earth’s tropical rain forests absorb about 
18 percent of the CO2 added to the atmosphere yearly by human 
activity. Because 50 percent of Earth’s remaining tropical rain 
forests are in South America, keeping these forests intact is crucial 
to minimizing climate change.

Middle and South American rain forests are being dimin-
ished by multiple human impacts (FIGURE 3.8). One of the biggest 
of these is caused by the clearing of land to raise cattle and grow 
crops such as soybeans (for animal feed), sugarcane (for ethanol), 
and African oil palm (for cooking oil) (see Figure 3.8C–E). Brazil 
has in recent years ranked between the world’s fourth and sev-
enth largest emitter of greenhouse gases, after the United States, 
China, and Indonesia. In the Amazon, Middle America, and else-
where in the region, forests are cleared to create pastures for beef 
cattle, many of which are destined for the U.S. fast-food industry. 
If deforestation continues in Middle America at the current rate, 
the natural forest cover will be entirely gone in 20 years.

Hardwood logging and the extraction of underlying minerals, 
including oil, gas, and precious stones, also contribute to defor-
estation. Investment capital in logging industries is coming from 
Asian multinational companies that have turned to the Amazon 
forests after having logged as much as 50 percent of the tropical 
forests in Southeast Asia. The access roads that have been built to 
support these activities help accelerate deforestation by opening 

A  The Mexican hairless dog, or xolo, was 
bred 3000 years ago as a hunting dog and 
companion, and for food. The xolo was 
considered sacred by the Aztecs, Maya, 
and other indigenous groups, all of whom 
believed the dogs helped their masters’ 
souls pass safely through the dangers of 
the underworld realm of Mictlan.

B  Cuy, or guinea pigs, have been raised 
throughout the Andes region for at least 
5000 years. Primarily a source of meat, they 
are also considered spiritual mediums by 
traditional Andean healers who use them to 
diagnose illnesses in people.

C  A llama being led by a girl in traditional 
Quechua dress in Cusco, Peru. Domesticated 
by pre-Incan peoples thousands of years 
ago, llamas were raised for their fur, their 
meat, and their labor as pack animals, 
and later they started to be used as guard 
animals for sheep, which were introduced 
by the Spanish.

F IGURE 3.7  LOCAL L IVES:  People and Animals in Middle and South America
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FIGURE 3.8 PHOTO ESSAY:  Human Impacts on the Biosphere in Middle and South America

While there are a wide variety of human impacts on the environments of this 
region, here we focus on the processes of land cover and land use change 
that lead to the conversion of forests to grazing land or farmland. The forces 
guiding this process are complex, driven by poor people’s need for liveli-
hoods, governments’ desire to assert control over lightly populated areas, 
and the demands for wood, meat, and food in distant urban centers and the 
global market. Together, these forces have led to a rapid loss of forest cover 
throughout much of this region. Brazil loses more forest cover each year than 
does any other country on the planet.
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A newly built road in Suriname.

A family on a river raft in the Peruvian Amazon.

African oil palm is planted on land recently cleared 
for agriculture.

Cattle on land that has just been burned in Rondônia, 
Brazil.

Soy fields recently cleared of forest in Mato Grosso, Brazil.
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new forest areas to migrants. The governments of Peru, Ecuador, 
and Brazil encourage impoverished urban people to occupy 
cheap land along the newly built roads (see Figure 3.8A), and pro-
vide chainsaws to the settlers to help remove the trees. However, 
the settlers have had a difficult time learning to cultivate the 
poor soils of the Amazon. After a few years of farming, they often 
abandon the land, now eroded and depleted of nutrients, and 
move on to new plots. Ranchers sometimes then buy the worn-out 
land from these failed small farmers to use as cattle pastures (see 
Figure 3.8D).

Many people in this region are particularly vulnerable to the 
increasing threats of climate change. Figure 3.10 illustrates sev-
eral such cases: shortages of clean water brought on by intensify-
ing droughts and glacial melting; vulnerability to rising sea levels; 
and the effects of increasingly violent storms.

There is now an international effort to combat climate change 
by preserving the world’s remaining forests—especially the crucial 
tropical rain forests found in this region. Brazil made major prog-
ress from 2005 to 2010, when it introduced new regulations that 
discouraged the cultivation of soybeans on  once-forested lands. 
These policies reduced the rate of deforestation in the Brazilian 
Amazon by 75 percent. Because so many trees were being saved 
and not burnt, Brazil’s GHG emissions plunged by 39 percent, 
more than any other country in the world. However, Brazil’s 
economy has slowed in recent years, and there is now pressure 
to spur economic development with new road and hydroelectric 
projects in the Amazon. As a result, there has been an increase in 
deforestation in Brazil’s portion of the Amazon.

INTEGRATING ENVIRONMENTAL 
PROTECTION WITH ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT
In the past, governments in the region argued that economic 
development was so desperately needed that environmental regu-
lations were an unaffordable luxury. Now, though, these govern-
ments are beginning to embrace the integration of both economic 
development and environmental protection. One example of this 
new approach is ecotourism.

Ecotourism 
Many countries are now trying to earn money from the beauty of 
still-intact natural environments through ecotourism—in which 
nature-oriented vacations, often taken in endangered areas, are 
offered to travelers usually hailing from affluent cities or foreign 
nations. Ecotourists travel to these places so they can see and 
appreciate ecosystems and wildlife that do not exist where they 
live (FIGURE 3.9; see also “On the Bright Side: Alternatives to 
Deforestation”).

Ecotourism has its downsides, however. Mismanaged, it can 
be similar to other kinds of tourism that damage the environment 
and return little to the surrounding community. While the profits 
of ecotourism can potentially be 
used to benefit local communities 
and environments, the profit mar-
gins may be small.

ON THE BRIGHT SIDE: Alternatives to Deforestation
Ecotourism is now the most rapidly growing segment of the 
global tourism and travel industry, which by some measures is the 
world’s largest industry, accounting for U.S.$3.5 trillion in annual 
expenditures. Many Middle and South American nations have 
spectacular national parks that can provide a basis for ecotour-
ism. As an alternative to deforestation, development based on 
ecotourism has the potential to preserve this region’s biodiversity, 
reduce emissions of greenhouse gases, and provide less affluent 
and indigenous people with a chance to use their skills to teach 
tourists. ■

Think ing Geographical ly

After you have read about the impacts on the biosphere in 
Middle and South America, you will be able to answer the 
following questions.

 What environmental impact is clearly visible in this photo?

 What land use likely preceded cattle grazing on the land 
shown in this photograph?

 Where are the soybeans grown on this land likely to end up?

A

D

E

F I G U R E  3 . 9  Ecotourism in the Amazon. 

  (A) A tourist poses at the bottom of a giant 
ceiba tree in the Ecuadorian Amazon.

(B) An Amazon river dolphin being fed 
by an ecotour guide.

(C) A tourist explores a walkway suspended in the canopy 
of tall rainforest trees in the Ecuadorian Amazon.

ecotourism nature-oriented vacations, 
often taken in endangered and remote 
areas, usually by travelers from affluent 
nations
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VIGNETTE Puerto Misahualli, a small river boomtown in the 
Ecuadorian Amazon, is currently enjoying significant economic 
growth. Its prosperity is due to the many European, North 
American, and other foreign travelers who come for experiences 
that will bring them closer to the now-legendary rain forests of 
the Amazon.

The array of ecotourism offerings can be perplexing. One 
indigenous man offers to be a visitor’s guide for as long as desired, 
traveling by boat and on foot, camping out in “untouched forest 
teeming with wildlife.” His guarantee that they will eat monkeys 
and birds does not seem to promise the nonintrusive, sustainable 
experience the visitor might be seeking. At a well-known eco-lodge, 
visitors are offered a plush room with a river view, a chlorinated 
swimming pool, and a fancy restaurant serving “international cui-
sine.” All of this is on a private, 740-acre nature reserve separated 
from the surrounding community by a wall topped with broken 
glass. It seems more like a fortified resort than an eco-lodge.

By contrast, the solar-powered Yachana Lodge has simple 
rooms and local cuisine. Its knowledgeable resident naturalist is 
a veteran of many campaigns to preserve Ecuador’s wilderness. 
Profits from the lodge fund a local clinic, a high school, and vari-
ous programs that teach sustainable agricultural methods that 
protect the fragile Amazon soils while increasing farmers’ earn-
ings from surplus produce. The nonprofit group running the 
Yachana Lodge—the Foundation for Integrated Education and 
Development—earns just barely enough to sustain the clinic, the 
school, and the agricultural programs. [Source: Alex Pulsipher’s field 

notes in Ecuador.] ■

THE WATER CRISIS
Although Middle and South America receive more rainfall than 
any other world region and have three of the world’s six largest 
rivers (in volume), parts of the region are experiencing water 
crises. Most of the factors causing the water crises are induced 
by humans, who in turn are exposed to a variety of water-related 
stresses. These stresses are most severe in Haiti; the high Andean 
mountain zones of Peru and Bolivia; Central America; and north-
ern Mexico. Of these areas, only northern Mexico and the high 
Andes are dry year round.

Haiti and Central America’s problems with freshwater stor-
age and distribution relate mostly to poverty and the misman-
agement of resources. These are the poorest areas in the region 
and are plagued by corruption, poorly trained civil servants, 
and huge disparities in wealth and power that skew resources 
toward the rich and away from poor people. For example, only 
64 percent of the population in Haiti has access to clean water, 
and even this access is prone to lengthy interruptions, especially 
during times of drought. Haiti receives enough precipitation 
that simple rainfall collection and storage systems would provide 
low-cost access to safe water for many, but corruption and poor 
planning make these systems rare. Natural disasters, such as 
hurricanes (shown in FIGURE 3.10 B, C) often vividly expose the 
weaknesses of water systems in these countries, which may take 
decades to recover.

In northern Mexico, south of the U.S. states of Arizona and 
New Mexico, water scarcity is caused not only by a dry climate, 

but also by inadequate planning and lax environmental policies. 
Cities have grown rapidly due to the expansion of numerous fac-
tories, or maquiladoras, that have been set up to take advantage 
of NAFTA-related trade with the United States and Canada (see 
the discussion of maquiladoras on page 152). The factories have 
been allowed to pollute water resources with few restraints, caus-
ing many waterways along the Mexican border with the United 
States to be polluted.

Many colonias, or communities on the urban fringes of large 
cities such as Nogales, Tijuana, and Ciudad Juárez, have become 
host to large numbers of migrants who work in the maquiladoras. 
The cities have not built enough new water and sanitation facili-
ties to keep pace with the rapid growth in the colonias (see Figure 
3.10A). This lack of infrastructure has caused waterborne illnesses 
to become widespread. Similar problems are found in many cities 
throughout the region. Even in Mexico City, the region’s largest 
and wealthiest city, it is estimated that as much as 90 percent of 
urban wastewater goes untreated.

In some of the largest cities, the water infrastructure is so 
inadequate that as much as 50 percent of the fresh water is lost 
because of leaky pipes. A substantial part of the population does 
not have access to toilets, leaving many people to relieve them-
selves on the city streets. This poses a major health hazard, and as 
local water resources become too polluted to be drinkable, many 
cities must bring in potable water from distant areas.

Some sources of water in this region are threatened by cli-
mate change. In the Andean mountain zones of Peru and Bolivia, 
glaciers feed rivers that are the main source of water for millions 
of people (see Figure 3.10D). Should the glaciers actually disap-
pear, many rivers will run much lower for parts of the year, strain-
ing communities, farms, and industries that depend on them.

Behind these immediate problems lie systemic policy failures 
and inadequate planning, such as that in Cochabamba, Bolivia 
(discussed in Chapter 1). There, efforts to improve the city’s inad-
equate water supply system focused on “marketizing” the water 
system. The water supply, long thought of as a public resource, 
was sold to a group of foreign corporations led by Bechtel of San 
Francisco, California. The hope was that Bechtel, in return for prof-
its, would make investments in infrastructure that Cochabamba’s 
notoriously corrupt water utility would not make. Unfortunately, 

Think ing Geographical ly

After you have read about the vulnerability to climate change 
in Middle and South America, you will be able to answer the 
following questions.

 What clues can be seen in this photo that the neighborhood 
lacks a centralized water distribution system?

 From which direction are hurricanes most likely to hit 
Honduras?

 In addition to exposure to tropical storms and hurricanes, 
what else contributes to Haiti’s vulnerability to climate change?

 Why is glacial melting of particular concern to cities in 
Bolivia?

A

B

C

D
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D  La Paz and many smaller cities and towns in Bolivia’s drought-prone 
highlands receive much of their drinking water from glaciers in the 
Andes. Higher temperatures are causing these glaciers to melt rapidly. 
Many have already disappeared and the rest could be gone in 15 years.

Adapting to the multiple stresses that climate change is bringing to this region is proving to be quite a chal-
lenge. Water-related troubles, such as drought, hurricanes, flooding, and glacial melting, are combining with 
growing populations and persistent poverty to create a complex landscape of vulnerability to climate change.

C  Haitians examine damage to crops from rain and flooding associated 
with Hurricane Sandy. So much of Haiti’s forest cover has been removed 
that even mild tropical storms can cause catastrophic flooding. Much of 
Haiti’s impoverished population is already dependent on foreign aid, a 
situation likely to worsen with climate change.

B  A major bridge in Honduras that was 
washed out by Hurricane Mitch, which killed 
18,000 people. Hurricanes are likely to intensify 
as temperatures rise with climate change. 
Poor countries like Honduras are particularly 
vulnerable to the damage these storms bring.

A  A poor neighborhood in Nogales, Mexico, where there is no 
centralized water infrastructure and where people depend on water 
gathered off of the roofs of their homes or brought in by truck. The 
higher temperatures that climate change is bringing could make this 
area, where water is already scarce, even drier. Millions of Mexicans 
who have moved to work in factories along the U.S.–Mexico border 
are thus highly vulnerable to climate change.

FIGURE 3.10 PHOTO ESSAY: Vulnerability to Climate Change in Middle and South America
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Bechtel, unfamiliar with the actual living conditions of the major-
ity of Cochabamba’s citizens, immediately increased water prices 
to levels that few urban residents could afford, while doing little 
to improve water supply or delivery systems. At one point Bechtel 
even charged urban residents for water taken from their own wells 
and rainwater harvested off their roofs! Popular protests forced 
Bechtel to abandon Cochabamba’s water utility, which remains 
plagued by corruption and an inadequate infrastructure.

TH INGS  TO  R E M E M B ER
GEOGRAPHIC 

THEME 1
• Environment Deforestation in this region 
contributes significantly to global climate 

change. In addition, some areas are experiencing a water crisis 
related to climate change, inadequate water infrastructure, and 
the intensified use of water, despite the region’s overall abundant 
water resources.

• One of the biggest impacts on rain forests is the clearing of 
land to raise cattle and grow crops.

• Hardwood logging and the extraction of underlying minerals, 
including oil, gas, and precious stones, are also contributing to 
deforestation.

• Governments in the region are beginning to embrace both 
economic development and environmental protection. One 
example of this new approach is ecotourism.

• Lax environmental policies in much of Middle and South 
America have allowed industries and cities to pollute both air 
and water with few restraints.

HUMAN PATTERNS OVER T IME
The conquest of Middle and South America by Europeans set 
in motion a series of changes that continue to shape this region 
today. The conquest wiped out most of the indigenous civiliza-
tions and the conquerors set up new societies in their place. Many 
cultural features from the time of European colonialism endure 
to this day, as do some vestiges of the precolonial era.

THE PEOPLING OF MIDDLE AND 
SOUTH AMERICA
Recent evidence suggests that between 14,000 and 25,000 years 
ago, groups of hunters and gatherers from northeastern Asia spread 
throughout North America after crossing the Bering land bridge 
on foot, or moving along shorelines in small boats, or both. Some 
of these groups ventured south across the Central American isth-
mus, reaching the tip of South America by about 13,000 years ago.

By 1492, there were 50 to 100 million indigenous people in 
Middle and South America. In some places, population densities 
were high enough to threaten sustainability. People altered the 
landscape in many ways. They modified drainage to irrigate crops, 
they terraced hillsides, and they built paved walkways across 
swamps and mountains. They constructed cities with sewer sys-
tems, freshwater aqueducts, and huge earthen and stone ceremo-
nial structures that rivaled the pyramids of Egypt (FIGURE 3.11A).

The indigenous people also practiced the system of  shifting 
 cultivation that is still common in wet, hot regions in Central 
America and the Amazon Basin. In this system, also known as slash 
and burn, small plots are cleared in forestlands, the brush is dried and 

0 C.E.10,000 B.C.E 5000 B.C.E 2000 C.E.1400 C.E. 1800  C.E. 1900 C.E.1500 C.E.1300 C.E. 1600 C.E. 1700 C.E.

A        Teotihuacan, Mexico, once home to an estimated 150,000 to 250,000 people. B       Machu Picchu, an estate built for the Incan emperor of the fifteenth century. C D       Chile wins independence from Spain in 1818 with
help from Argentina.

E       Former slaves cultivate sugar cane in
Puerto Rico in 1899.

      How does this image of the ruins of Teotihuacan lend credence
to the assertion that some indigenous groups may have been better
off than their contemporaries in Europe?

      What about Machu Picchu in the Andean highlands indicates that
it was more than a mere summer residence?

      Describe the mood of this depiction of the Spanish
conquest of the Incas.

      In what way does this painting of Creole Argentinians and
Chileans celebrating independence suggest that they were
unlikely to found egalitarian societies?

      Even after the end of slavery, who constituted the labor force
in sugar cultivation?

Thinking Geographically

After you have read about the human history of Middle and South America,
you will be able to answer the following questions.

FIGURE 3.11  A VISUAL HISTORY OF MIDDLE AND SOUTH AMERICA
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       A mosaic in Lima, Peru, depicting Francisco Pizarro,
conqueror of the Inca Empire.
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burned to release nutrients in the soil, and the clearings are planted 
with multiple crop species. Each plot is used for only 2 or 3 years and 
then abandoned for several decades—long enough to allow the forest 
to regrow. If there is sufficient land, this system is highly productive 
per unit of land and labor, and is sustainable for long periods of time. 
However, if population pressure increases to the point that a plot must 
be used before it has fully regrown and its fertility has been restored, 
its yields decrease drastically. Recent discoveries of extensive geomet-
ric earthworks in the Amazon suggest widespread human inhabit-
ance there within the past several thousand years that may have been 
dependent on shifting cultivation or more intensive agriculture.

The Aztecs of the high central valley of Mexico had some 
technologies and social systems that rivaled or surpassed those 
of Asian and European civilizations of the time. Particularly 
well developed were urban water supplies, sewage systems, and 
elaborate marketing systems. Historians have concluded that by 
1500 c.e., Aztecs probably lived more comfortably on the whole 
than their contemporaries in Europe.

In 1492, the largest state in the region was that of the Incas, 
stretching from what is now southern Colombia to northern Chile 
and Argentina. The main population clusters were in the Andean 
highlands, where the cooler temperatures at these high altitudes 
eliminated the diseases of the tropical lowlands, while proximity 
to the equator guaranteed mild winters and long growing seasons. 
For several hundred years, the Inca empire was one of the most 
efficiently managed empires in the history of the world. Most 
remarkably, the Inca did not use money, conducting trade instead 
through a barter system. Taxes were collected in the form of labor, 
which was used in highly organized public works projects, such 

as paved roads, elaborate terraces, irrigation systems, and great 
stone cities in the Andean highlands (see Figure 3.11B). Incan 
agriculture was very advanced, particularly in the development of 
crops, which included numerous varieties of potatoes and grains.

EUROPEAN CONQUEST
The European conquest of Middle and South America was one of 
the most significant events in human history (see Figure 3.11C). 
It rapidly altered landscapes and cultures and, through disease 
and slavery, ended the lives of millions of indigenous people.

Columbus established the first Spanish colony in 1492 on the 
Caribbean island of Hispaniola (which is now occupied by Haiti and 
the Dominican Republic). After learning of Columbus’s exploits, 
other Europeans, mainly from Spain and Portugal on Europe’s 
Iberian Peninsula, conquered the rest 
of Middle and South America.

The first part of the mainland 
to be invaded was Mexico, home 
to several advanced indigenous civi-
lizations, most notably the Aztecs. 
The Spanish were unsuccessful in 
their first attempt to capture the 
Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán, but 
they succeeded a few months later 
after a smallpox epidemic decimated 
the native population. The Spanish 
demolished the grand Aztec capital 
in 1521 and built Mexico City on 
its ruins.

shifting cultivation a productive 
 system of agriculture in which small 
plots are cleared in forestlands, the 
dried brush is burned to release nutri-
ents, and the clearings are planted with 
multiple species; each plot is used for 
only 2 or 3 years and then abandoned 
for many years of regrowth

Aztecs indigenous people of high-
central Mexico noted for their advanced 
civilization before the Spanish conquest

Incas indigenous people who ruled 
the largest pre-Columbian state in the 
Americas, with a domain stretching 
from what is now southern Colombia to 
northern Chile and Argentina
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146 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

A tiny band of Spaniards, again aided by a smallpox epidem-
ic,  conquered the Incas in South America. Out of the ruins of the 
Inca empire, the Spanish created the Viceroyalty of Peru, which 
originally encompassed all of South America except Portuguese 
Brazil. The newly constructed capital of Lima flourished, in 
large part as a transshipment point for enormous quantities of sil-
ver extracted from mines in the highlands of what is now Bolivia.

Diplomacy by the Roman Catholic Church prevented con-
flict between Spain and Portugal over the lands of the region. The 
Treaty of Tordesillas of 1494 divided Middle and South America 
at approximately 46° W longitude (FIGURE 3.12). Portugal took all 
lands to the east and eventually acquired much of what is today 
Brazil (where Portuguese is still the primary language); Spain 
took all lands to the west.

The superior military technology of the Spanish and 
Portuguese sped the conquest of Middle and South America. A 
larger factor, however, was the vulnerability of the indigenous 
people to diseases carried by the Europeans. In the 150 years 

 following 1492, the total population of Middle and South 
America was reduced by more than 90 percent, to just 5.6 mil-
lion. To obtain a new supply of labor to replace the dying indig-
enous people, the Spanish initiated the first shipments of enslaved 
Africans to the region in the early 1500s. Between 10 and 12 
million enslaved people were brought to this region, compared to 
the less than 400,000 brought to North America.

By the 1530s, a mere 40 years after Columbus’s arrival, all 
major population centers of Middle and South America had 
been conquered and were rapidly being transformed by Iberian 
colonial policies. The colonies soon became part of extensive 
regional and global trade networks, the latter with Europe, Africa, 
and Asia.

A GLOBAL EXCHANGE OF CROPS 
AND ANIMALS
From the earliest days of the conquest, plants and animals were 
exchanged between Middle and South America, Europe, Africa, 

The Treaty of Tordesillas
(1494) dividing the colonial

world between Spain and Portugal
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F I G U R E  3 . 1 2  Spanish and Portuguese trade routes and territories in the Americas, circa 1600. The major 
trade routes from Spain to its colonies led to the two main centers of its empire, Mexico and Peru. The Spanish 
colonies could trade only with Spain, not directly with one another. By contrast, there were direct trade routes from 
Portuguese colonies in Brazil to Portuguese outposts in Africa. Between 4 and 5 million Africans were enslaved 
and traded to Brazilian plantation and mine owners (as well as a million to the Spanish empire, 2 million to the 
British Caribbean, and 1.3 million to the French Caribbean and Dutch colonies in Middle and South America). [Source 

 consulted: Hammond Times Concise Atlas of World History (Maplewood, NJ: Hammond, 1994), pp. 66–67]
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 The Legacy of Underdevelopment 147

and Asia via the trade routes illustrated in Figure 3.12, in what is 
often called the Columbian exchange. Many plants essential to 
agriculture in Middle and South America today—rice, sugarcane, 
bananas, citrus, melons, onions, apples, wheat, barley, and oats, 
for example—were all originally imports from Europe, Africa, 
or Asia. When disease decimated the native populations of the 
region, the colonists turned much of the abandoned land into 
pasture for herd animals imported from Europe, including sheep, 
goats, oxen, cattle, donkeys, horses, and mules.

Just as consequential were plants first domesticated by 
indigenous people of Middle and South America. These plants 
have changed diets everywhere and have become essential 
components of agricultural economies around the globe. The 

potato, for example, had so improved the diet of the European 
poor by 1750 that it fueled a population explosion. Manioc 
(cassava) played a similar role in West Africa. Corn, peanuts, 
vanilla, and cacao (the source of chocolate) are globally impor-
tant crops to this day, as are peppers, pineapples, and tomatoes 
(Table 3.1).

THE LEGACY OF UNDERDEVELOPMENT
In the early nineteenth century, wars of independence left Spain 
with only a few colonies in the Caribbean (see Figure 3.11D). 
FIGURE 3.13 shows the European colonizing countries and the 
dates of independence for the various Middle and South American 
countries. The supporters of the nineteenth-century revolutions 

TA B L E  3 . 1  Globally important domesticated plants that originated in the Americas.

Type Names and places of origin

Seeds

Quinoa

Amaranth—Amaranthus cruentus, S. Mexico, Guatemala
Beans—Phaseolus (four species), S. Mexico
Maize (com)—Zea mays, valleys of Mexico
Peanut—Arachis hypogaea, central lowlands of S. America
Quinoa—Chenopodium quinoa, Andes of Chile and Peru
Sunflower—Helianthus annuus, southwest and southeast N. America

Tubers

Potato

Manioc (cassava)—Manihot esculenta, lowland of Middle and S. America
Potato (numerous varieties)—Solanum tuberosum, Lake Titicaca region of Andes
Sweet potato—Ipomoea batatas, S. America
Tannia—Xanthosoma sagittifolium, lowland tropical America

Vegetables

Tomato

Chayote (christophene)—Sechium edule, S. Mexico, Guatemala
Peppers (sweet and hot)—Capsicum (various species), many parts of Middle and S. America
Squash (including pumpkin)—Cucurbita (four species), tropical and subtropical America
Tomatillo (husk tomato)—Physalis ixocarpa, Mexico, Guatemala
Tomato (numerous varieties)— Lycopersicon esculentum, highland S. America

Fruit

Pineapple

Avocado—Persea americana, S. Mexico, Guatemala
Cacao (chocolate)—Theobroma cacao, S. Mexico, Guatemala
Papaya—Carica papaya, S. Mexico, Guatemala
Passion fruit—Passiflora edulis, central S. America
Pineapple—Ananas comosus, central S. America
Prickly pear cactus (tuna)—Opuntia (several species), tropical and subtropical America
Strawberry (commercial berry)—Fragaria (various species), genetic cross of Chilean berry and 
wild berry from N. America
Vanilla—Vanilla planifolia, S. Mexico, Guatemala, perhaps Caribbean

Ceremonial and 
drug plants

Coca

Coca (cocaine)—Erythroxylon coca, eastern Andes of Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia
Tobacco—Nicotiana tabacum, tropical America
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148 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

were primarily Creoles (people of mostly European descent born 
in the Americas) and relatively wealthy mestizos (people of mixed 
European, African, and indigenous descent). The Creoles’ access 
to the profits of the colonial system had been restricted by policies 
favoring the “mother” country, and the mestizos were excluded by 
racist colonial policies. Once these groups gained power, however, 
they became a new elite who controlled the state and monopolized 
economic opportunity. Because they did little to expand economic 
development or access to political power for the majority of their 
populations (see Figure 3.11E), the revolutions were incomplete.

The economies of Middle and South America are much more 
complex and technologically sophisticated than they once were. 
Nevertheless, disparities persist: about 30 percent of the population 
is poor and lacks access to land, adequate food, shelter, water and 
sanitation, and basic education. Meanwhile, a small upper class 
has levels of affluence equivalent to those of the very wealthy in the 
United States. These conditions are in part the lingering result of 
colonial economic policies that favored the export of raw materials 
and fostered privileges for wealthy elites and outside investors who 

often spent their profits elsewhere 
rather than reinvesting them within 
the region. These policies are further 
discussed in the “Globalization and 
Development” section below.

TH INGS  TO  REMEMBER
• Recent evidence suggests that between 
14,000 and 25,000 years ago, groups of 
hunters and gatherers from northeastern 
Asia spread throughout North America after 
crossing the Bering land bridge on foot, or 
moving along shorelines in small boats, or 
both.

• Shifting cultivation of small plots is a tradi-
tional and potentially sustainable agricultural 
strategy still used by some throughout the 
region.

• Spain and Portugal were the primary 
colonizing countries of Middle and South 
America, with smaller colonies held by Brit-
ain, France, Denmark, and the Netherlands. 
By the mid-nineteenth century, most of the 
larger colonies had gained independence.

• Exploitative development, incomplete 
revolutions, a dependence on raw materials 
exports, and the failure of elites to reinvest 
profits all led to underdevelopment in the 
region.

GLOBAL I ZAT ION AND DEVELOPMENT

GEOGRAPHIC THEME 2

Globalization and Development: This region’s integration into the 
global economy has left it with the widest gap between rich and poor in the 
world. Poverty, economic instability, and the flow of resources and money out 
of the region have resulted in many conflicts and inspired numerous efforts 
at reform. Recently, though, several countries in this region have emerged as 
global economic leaders.

For decades, Middle and South America has been one of the 
poorer world regions, though not as poor, on average, as sub-
Saharan Africa, South Asia, or Southeast Asia. Following cen-
turies of inequality and widespread poverty, Middle and South 
America experienced many reform efforts aimed at spreading 

Creoles people mostly of European 
descent born in the Americas

mestizos people of mixed European, 
African, and indigenous descent
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F I G U R E  3 . 1 3  The colonial heritage of 
Middle and South America. Most of Middle 
and South America was colonized by Spain and 
Portugal, but important and influential small 
colonies were held by Britain, France, and the 
Netherlands. Nearly all the colonies had gained 
independence by the late twentieth century. 
Those for which no date appears on the map are 
still linked in some way to the colonizing coun-
try. [Source consulted: Hammond Times Concise Atlas of 

World History (Maplewood, NJ: Hammond, 1994), p. 69]
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wealth and opportunity more widely. Real change has been rare, 
though several countries have had significant economic growth 
in recent decades.

ECONOMIC INEQUALITY AND 
INCOME DISPARITY
With the exception of a few small countries, income disparity—
the gap between rich and poor—in this region is one of the big-
gest in the world. One way of measuring income disparity is with 
the Gini index, a ratio that describes the distribution of income 
within a country, with 1 being perfect inequality and 0, perfect 
equality. The FIGURE 3.14 map of the Gini index for countries 
around the world shows that Middle and South America have 
relatively high levels of income disparity. In recent years, dispari-
ties have been shrinking in Argentina, Colombia, Brazil, Chile, 
Mexico, and Venezuela, primarily because of new economic and 
social policies aimed at reducing disparities. The poverty rate for 
the region as a whole is around 33 percent, but in the poorer 
countries (Haiti, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Peru, Bolivia, 
and Paraguay), more than half the population lives in poverty.

Phases of Economic Development
The current economic and political situation in Middle and 
South America derives from the region’s history, which can be 
divided into three major phases: the early extractive phase, the 
import substitution industrialization (ISI) phase, and the current 
structural adjustment and marketization phase, which includes 
sharply rising investment from abroad. All three phases have 
helped entrench wide income disparities.

Early Extractive Phase From the time European conquer-
ors first arrived, economic development was guided by a policy 
of mercantilism, in which Europeans extracted resources and 
 controlled much of the economic activity in the American colo-
nies in order to increase the power and wealth of their mother 
countries. All aspects of production, transport, and commerce 
within colonies, as well as trade between colonies and other 
countries, were shaped by mercantilism. Even after the colonies 
became independent countries, many extractive enterprises were 
owned by foreign investors who had few incentives to build stable 
local economies.

As a modest flow of foreign investment and manufactured 
goods entered the region, a vast flow of raw materials left for 
Europe and beyond. The money to fund the farms, plantations, 
mines, and transportation systems that enabled the extraction of 
resources for export came from abroad, first from Europeans and 
later from North Americans and other international sources. One 
example is the still very lucrative Panama Canal. The French first 
attempted to build the canal in 1880. It was later completed and 
run by the United States and finally turned over to Panamanian 
control only in 1999. The prof-
its from these ventures were usu-
ally banked abroad, depriving the 
region of investment funds and tax 
revenues that could have made it 
more economically independent. 
Industries were slow to develop in 
the region, so even essential items, 
such as farm equipment, had to be 

income disparity the gap in income 
between rich and poor

mercantilism the policy by which 
Europeans sought to increase the power 
and wealth of their mother countries 
by managing all aspects of production, 
transport, and commerce in their colo-
nies, as well as trade between colonies 
and the mother countries
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F I G U R E  3 . 1 4  Gini index map of income distribution by country. This map, created by the World Bank, shows 
the level of income inequality within each country. Red countries have higher inequality while green countries have 
lower inequality.
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purchased from Europe and North America at relatively high 
prices. Many people simply did without.

Several economic institutions arose in the early colonial era 
of Middle and South America to supply food and raw materials to 
Europe and North America. Large rural estates called haciendas 
were granted to colonists as a reward for conquering territory and 
people for Spain. For generations these essentially feudal estates 
were then passed down through the families of those colonists. 
Over time, the owners, who often lived in a distant city or in 
Europe, lost interest in the day-to-day operations of the haci-
endas, productivity stagnated, and hacienda laborers remained 
extremely poor. Nevertheless, haciendas produced a diverse array 
of products (cattle, cotton, rum, sugar) for local consumption 
and export.

Plantations are large factory farms. In addition to growing 
crops such as sugar, coffee, cotton, or (more recently) bananas, 
crops are often processed on site for shipment. Plantations were 
established early on in the colonial era and persist to this day, in 
part because they are more efficient and profitable than hacien-
das due to more intensive management and bigger investments 
in equipment. However, as was the case in the southern United 
States, plantations had relatively little local economic impact. 
Instead of employing local populations, plantation owners 
imported enslaved people from Africa. The equipment that the 
plantations used was usually imported from Europe, which was 
also where plantation owners preferred to invest their profits. 
As a result, little money was available to support the develop-
ment of local industries that could have grown up around the 
plantations.

First developed by the European colonizers of the Caribbean 
and northeastern Brazil in the 1600s, plantations became more 
common throughout Middle and South America by the late nine-
teenth century. Unlike haciendas, which were often established 
in the continental interior in a variety of climates, plantations 
were for the most part situated in tropical coastal areas with year-
round growing seasons. Their coastal and island locations gave 
them easier access to global markets via ocean transport.

As markets for meat, hides, and wool grew in Europe and 
North America, the livestock ranch emerged, specializing in rais-
ing cattle and sheep. Today, commercial ranches serving such 
global markets as the fast-food industry are found in the drier 
grasslands and savannas of South America, Central America, and 
northern Mexico, and even in the wet tropics on freshly cleared 

rain forest lands.
Mining was another early 

extractive industry (FIGURE 3.15). 
Important mines (primarily gold and 
silver at first) were built in north-
central Mexico, the Andes, the 
Brazilian Highlands, and in many 
other places. Extremely inhumane 
labor practices were common in 
all of these mines. Today, oil and 
gas have been added to the mineral 
extraction industry, and rich mines 
throughout the region continue to 

produce gold, silver, copper, tin, precious gems, titanium, baux-
ite, and tungsten.

Profits from the region’s mines, ranches, plantations, and 
haciendas continued to leave the region even after most of the 
countries gained independence in the nineteenth century. One 
of the main reasons for this was that wealthy foreign investors 
retained control of many of the extractive enterprises.

Import Substitution Industrialization Phase After World 
War II, there were numerous political movements against the 
continuing domination of the economy and society by local elites 
and foreign investors. This was also a period of relative prosper-
ity because prices for many of the raw materials that this region 
exported were rising. With Europe rebuilding after years of war, 
and other economies expanding, governments across the region 
pursued ambitious plans to modernize and industrialize their 
national economies. Many adopted a strategy of keeping money 
and resources within their borders through policies of import 
 substitution industrialization (ISI) that financed local production 
of manufactured goods and placed high tariffs on many com-
monly imported items.

The money and resources kept within each country were 
supposed to fund industrial development that would replace 
the extractive industries as the backbone of national economies. 
However, the investment, managerial skills, and technological 
know-how needed to run globally competitive factories were 
often lacking. Local consumers were numerous enough to 

F I G U R E  3 . 1 5  A copper mine in northern Chile, where some of the 
largest copper mines in the world are located. Copper accounts for 
13 percent of Chile’s GDP, and Chile produces one-third of the world’s 
copper, more than any other country. Chile’s copper mines are depen-
dent on imported machinery, such as large dump trucks that are made 
in the United States.

hacienda a large agricultural estate 
in Middle or South America, more com-
mon in the past; usually not specialized 
by crop and not focused on market 
production

plantation a large factory farm that 
grows and partially processes a single 
cash crop

import substitution industrializa-
tion (ISI) policies that encourage local 
production of machinery and other 
items that previously had been imported 
at great expense from abroad
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fund these industries with their purchases only in the larger 
countries, such as Brazil and Mexico. Brazil and Mexico both 
had success with some ISI programs; Brazil because of its strong 
aircraft,  armament, oil export, and auto industries, and Mexico 
because of its oil and gas industries. However, most countries 
did not have successful ISI programs and stayed dependent on 
the export of raw materials. By the early 1970s, global prices of 
raw materials were falling, but instead of scaling back their ISI 
programs, governments borrowed millions of dollars from major 
international banks, most of which were in North America 
or Europe. When a worldwide economic recession hit in the 

1980s, many governments were unable to repay their loans 
(FIGURE 3.16).
Structural Adjustment and the 
Marketization Phase Alarmed 
over the mounting debt of their 
clients, the international banks took 
action in the early 1980s through 
the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF, see Chapter 1) which devel-
oped and enforced  structural 
 adjustment programs (SAPs) that 

structural adjustment programs 
(SAPs) policies that require economic 
reorganization toward less government 
involvement in industry, agriculture, and 
social services; sometimes imposed by 
the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund as conditions for receiv-
ing loans

F I G U R E  3 . 1 6  Economic issues: Public debt, imports, and exports. By the early 1970s, global prices of raw 
materials were falling; but instead of scaling back their ISI programs, governments borrowed millions of dollars from 
major international banks, most of which were in North America or Europe. When a worldwide economic recession 
hit in the 1980s, many governments were unable to repay their loans.
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ensured that sufficient money would be available to repay the 
international banks. Often described as “belt-tightening” mea-
sures, SAPs were based on several interdependent concepts: 
 privatization (the selling of formerly government-owned indus-
tries and enterprises to private investors), marketization (the 
development of a free market economy in support of free trade), 
and globalization (the opening of national economies to global 
investors; see Chapter 1). At the time, these concepts were con-
sidered the soundest ways for countries to expand economically 
and thus to repay their debts to banks in North America, Europe, 
and Asia.

In the case of privatization, the investors to whom govern-
ment firms were sold were often multinational corporations 
located in North America, Europe, and Asia. Thus the SAP 
era resulted in industries across the region being turned over to 
foreign ownership. The other main SAP policy, marketization, 
required that governments remove tariffs on imported goods of all 
types in order to obtain further loans. The removal of tariffs then 
caused many local industries to fail.

Crucially, SAPs also reversed the ISI-era trend of expand-
ing government social programs and building infrastructure. To 
free up funds in order to repay debt, governments were required 
to fire many civil servants and drastically reduce spending on 
public health, education, job training, day care, water systems, 
sanitation, and infrastructure building and maintenance. In other 
words, SAPs took government services away from the poor and 
middle-class workers. SAPs encouraged the expansion of indus-
tries that were already earning profits by lowering taxes on their 
activities, thus further shrinking government revenues to pay for 
services. The most profitable industries remained those based 
on the extraction of raw materials for export.  61. PERUVIANS 

STRUGGLE TO GAIN HEALTH CARE ACCESS

Export Processing Zones A major component of SAPs was 
the expansion of manufacturing industries in export  processing 
zones (EPZs), also known as free trade zones—specially cre-

ated areas within a country where, 
in order to attract foreign-owned fac-
tories, taxes on imports and exports 
are not charged. The main benefit 
to the host country is the employ-
ment of local people, which eases 
unemployment and brings money 
into the economy. Products are often 
assembled strictly for export to for-
eign markets.

There are EPZs in nearly all 
countries on the Middle and South 
American mainland and on some 
Caribbean islands (and in many 
other world regions). However, the 
largest of the EPZs is the conglom-
eration of assembly factories, called 
maquiladoras, that are located along 
the Mexican side of the U.S.–Mexico 
border. Although these factories do 

provide employment, jobs are often not secure, as the following 
vignette illustrates.

VIGNETTE In August of 2003, Orbalin Hernandez returned to his 
self-built shelter in the town of Mexicali on the border between 
Mexico and the United States. Recently fired for taking off his 
safety goggles while loading TV screens onto trucks at Thomson 
Electronics, he had just gone to the personnel office to ask for 
his job back. Because there were no previous problems with him, 
he was rehired at his old salary of U.S.$300 per month ($1.88 
per hour). Thomson is a French-owned electronics firm that took 
advantage of NAFTA (see page 153) when it moved to Mexicali 
from Scranton, Pennsylvania, in 2001. There, its 1100 workers 
had been paid an average of $20 per hour. Many of the Scranton 
workers were unable to find work after Thomson left and still 
feel bitter toward the Mexicali workers.

In 2006, Orbalin and his fellow Mexicali workers were told 
that their wages were too high to allow their employers to 
compete with companies located in China, where in 2005, work-
ers with the same skills as Orbalin earned just U.S.$0.35 an hour. 
Indeed, that year, 14 Mexicali plants closed and moved to Asia. 
Those firms remaining in Mexicali cut wages and reduced benefits.

By 2009, it appeared that the global recession was affect-
ing Chinese–Mexican relations in new ways. Rising costs for fuel 
and storage and some questions about the quality of Chinese 
goods meant that it made less sense to move a Mexican factory to 
China. In fact, in 2012, China began to invest in Mexico in order 
to produce such things as motorcycles and trucks for the Mexican 
market. It is not yet clear whether this trend will be short-lived or 
the wave of the future.

Though Orbalin’s salary at Thomson-Mexicali is barely 
enough for him to support his wife Mariestelle and their four 
children, he is grateful for the job. He and Mariestelle are origi-
nally from a farming community in the Mexican state of Tabasco, 
where the minimum wage in 2015 is U.S.$4.68 a day.
[Sources: NPR, ZNet, Bloomberg Businessweek, and Maquiladora Portal. 

For detailed source information, see Text Sources and Credits.] ■

The Backlash Against SAPs The SAP era did not produce the 
sustained economic growth that was expected to relieve the debt 
crisis and create broader prosperity. SAPs failed to stimulate eco-
nomic growth in large part because they encouraged more depen-
dence on exports of raw materials just when prices for these items 
were falling in the global market.

Since the late 1990s, millions of voters in Middle and 
South America have registered their opposition to SAPs. Starting 
in 1999, presidents who explicitly opposed SAPs have been 
elected in eight countries in the region: Argentina, Bolivia, 
Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Uruguay, and Venezuela. 
Both Brazil and Argentina made considerable sacrifices to pay 
off their debts and liberate themselves from the restrictions of 
SAPs. Venezuela, under President Hugo Chávez, emerged as 
a leader of the SAP backlash. In 2005, the Chávez administra-
tion  nationalized foreign oil companies operating in Venezuela. 
Chávez also used Venezuela’s oil wealth to help other countries, 

privatization the selling of formerly 
government-owned industries and firms 
to private companies or individuals

marketization the development of 
a free market economy in support of 
free trade

export processing zones (EPZs)  
specially created legal spaces or indus-
trial parks within a country where, to 
attract foreign-owned factories, duties 
and taxes are not charged

maquiladoras foreign-owned, 
tax- exempt factories, often located in 
Mexican towns just across the border 
from U.S. towns, that hire workers at 
low wages to assemble manufactured 
goods which are then exported for sale

nationalize to seize private property 
and place it under government owner-
ship, with some compensation
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such as Argentina, Bolivia, and Nicaragua, pay off their debts. 
Bolivia, led by Evo Morales (often an ally of Chávez), reversed 
the SAP policy of privatization by nationalizing that country’s 
natural gas industry.

The past decade has seen many changes in the region’s 
relationship with the IMF and SAPs. China’s demand for the 
resources of this region, and its willingness to lend directly to 
governments as a means of securing access to these resources, 
has dramatically reduced the need for loans from the IMF. Loans 
from the IMF dropped from U.S.$48 billion in 2003 to just 
U.S.$1 billion in 2008 and have remained low since. In contrast 
to the years after the global recession of the early 1980s, when 
almost every country in this region turned to the IMF for loans, 
only a few countries in Central America and the Caribbean cur-
rently have significant loans from the IMF.

Beginning several years ago, the IMF reversed its policies 
from promoting SAPs to promoting Poverty Reduction Strategies 
Papers (PRSPs), which attempt to combine marketization with 
strong investment in social programs. The IMF is now imple-
menting PRSPs around the world.  63. NEW BOLIVIAN ENERGY 

POLICY CAUSES CONCERN  67. U.S.–VENEZUELA ENERGY TIES ENDURE 

DESPITE DETERIORATING POLITICAL RELATIONS

THE CURRENT ERA OF INTERNATIONAL 
TRADE AND INVESTMENT
Growth in international trade and foreign investment has trans-
formed this region over the past decade but has also brought 
back familiar patterns. Several countries—most notably Brazil, 
Mexico, and Chile—have become more influential in the global 
economy as their trade with the rest of the world (especially 
China and the United States) has grown. These countries have 
also had massive inflows of foreign direct investment (FDI)—
investment funds that come in to enterprises from outside the 
country (see Figure 3.16). However, of these three, only Mexico 
has growth that is driven by the production of manufactured 
goods (most of which is destined for the United States). Chile 
and Brazil’s more spectacular growth has been based mainly on 
its exports of raw materials to China, which is now their largest 
trading partner. China is the second- or third-largest trading 
partner for every other major country in the region, including 
Mexico, Peru, Colombia, Argentina, Venezuela, Ecuador, and 
the Dominican Republic.

When China’s growth slowed after the global recession that 
began in 2007, China’s once-insatiable demand for raw materials 
also fell. China will likely remain a major trade partner for this 
region, but it may reduce its imports in coming years as it shifts 
toward a model of more moderate economic growth that is based 
on serving the needs of China’s huge and increasingly wealthy 
urban populations.

Regardless, a decade of trade with China has brought many 
changes to this region. Brazil is now part of the BRICS trade 
consortium with Russia, India, China, and South Africa (see 
Chapter 1). The BRICS countries are helping each other coun-
ter the influence of the United States and Europe on the global 
economy. Rich in resources and busily transforming themselves 

into large middle-income, global economic powerhouses, the 
BRICS countries recently formed their own bank as an alternative 
to the IMF and World Bank. Meanwhile, in 2014 the IMF asked 
for help from Brazil, Mexico, and Peru in designing and funding 
a bailout package for overly indebted countries in the European 
Union—the first time countries in Middle and South America 
have been asked to play such a role.

The Role of Remittances 
Migration for the purpose of supporting family members back 
home with remittances is an extremely important economic 
activity throughout this region (see further discussion on page 
161). Each year, remittances amount to roughly double the U.S. 
foreign aid to the region. Most such remittance migrations are 
within countries. While the amounts of cash sent home are small, 
these remittances are crucial for families that may not have much 
other income.

One report (by geographer Dennis Conway and anthropolo-
gist Jeffrey H. Cohen) suggests that couples who migrate to the 
United States from indigenous villages in Mexico typically work 
at menial jobs and live frugally in order to save a substantial nest 
egg. They may then return home for several years to build a house 
(usually a family self-help project) and buy furnishings. When the 
money runs out, the couple, or just one member of the couple 
may migrate again to save up another nest egg.

The Informal Economy 
For centuries, low-profile businesspeople throughout Middle and 
South America have operated in the informal economy—they 
have supported their families through inventive entrepreneurship 
but their work is not officially recognized in the statistics and they 
do not pay business, sales, or income taxes. Most are small-scale 
operators involved with street vending or recycling used items 
such as clothing, glass, or waste materials. Often people stay in 
the informal economy despite the job insecurity and lower pay 
because the work gives them more freedom to work when and 
where they want. Avoiding government oversight can also be a 
motivation, as some countries have elaborate regulations for even 
small businesses.

Regional Trade and Trade Agreements
The growth in international trade and foreign investment in the 
region, in part the result of SAPs, has been joined by growth in 
regional free trade agreements. Such agreements reduce tariffs 
and other trade barriers among a group of neighboring coun-
tries. The two largest free trade agreements within the region are 
NAFTA and UNASUR.

The 1994 North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 
established a free trade bloc consisting of the United States, 
Mexico, and Canada, and containing more than 450 million 
people. The main goal of NAFTA is 
to reduce barriers to trade,  thereby 
creating expanded markets for 
the  goods and services produced 
in the three countries. Since 1994, 
the value of the economies of these 

North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA) a free trade agreement 
made in 1994 that added Mexico to the 
1989 economic arrangement between 
the United States and Canada
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three countries has grown steadily; by 2016, it was worth more 
than U.S.$20 trillion, making it the world’s largest trade bloc. An 
attempt by the United States to create a NAFTA-like trade bloc 
for all of the Americas (FTAA) has stalled in recent years, largely 
because of dissatisfaction with the effects of globalization.

UNASUR, a union of South American nations, was organized in 
May of 2008; it supersedes Mercosur and the Andean Community 
of Nations, two previous customs unions. The 12 member coun-
tries (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Guyana, Paraguay, Peru, Suriname, Uruguay, and Venezuela) 
have more than 415 million people, with a combined economy 
worth nearly U.S.$8 trillion. UNASUR appears to want to emulate 
the European Union by having a common passport, a parliament, 
and a single currency by 2019.  62. MANY VENEZUELANS UNCERTAIN 

ABOUT CHÁVEZ’S TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY SOCIALISM

The overall record of regional free trade agreements so far is 
mixed. While they have increased the amount of trade, the ben-
efits of that trade usually are not spread evenly among regions or 
among all sectors of society. In Mexico, for instance, the benefits 
of NAFTA have gone mainly to the wealthy investors who are 
concentrated in the northern states that border the United States. 
There, the agreement facilitated the growth of maquiladoras 
by easing cross-border finances and transit. But significantly, 
as many as one-third of small-scale farmers throughout Mexico 
have lost their jobs because of the increased competition from 
subsidized corporate farms in the United States, which, through 
NAFTA, now have unrestricted access to Mexican markets. In 
particular, corn imports from the United States have driven 
down the price of corn in local markets, pushing small farmers 
out of business.

Rapid Regional Expansion of Internet Use Overall, Middle 
and South America are more advanced in terms of informa-
tion technology than are many other developing regions of the 
world—a fact that could open up many new economic opportuni-
ties for the region in the near future. Brazil ranks fifth in the world 
in terms of total number of Internet users and has two world-class 
technology hubs in the environs of São Paulo.

Mexico, with 49 percent of its population connected, recent-
ly launched a program to give its citizens access to training and 
higher education via the Internet (FIGURE 3.17). Similar efforts 
throughout the region are part of a long-term shift, especially 
in urban areas, toward more technologically sophisticated and 
better-paid service sector employment. In 2000, only 3 percent 
of the region’s population used the Internet, but that figure had 
risen to nearly 60  percent by 2015, an increase of nearly 2000 
percent.

Food Production and Development
Food production throughout Middle and South America is shift-
ing away from small-scale, often subsistence-level production 

toward large-scale, green revolution 
agriculture that is aimed at earning 
cash. This shift has forced many 
small-scale farmers who cannot 
afford the investment in machinery 
or chemicals off their land and into 
cities or to wealthier countries where 

they often work illegally. In significant numbers, ordinary people 
have begun to effectively advocate for policies that could help lift 
them out of landlessness and poverty.

For centuries, while people labored for very low wages on 
haciendas, the hacienda owners would at least allow them a bit of 
land to grow a small garden or some cash crops. SAPs encouraged 
a shift to green revolution agriculture, which was based on crops 
that could be exported for cash. This type of production, it was 
hoped, could help countries pay off debts faster. SAPs also made it 
easier for foreign multinational corporations, such as Del Monte, 
to use their financial resources to buy up many haciendas and 
other farms, converting them to  plantations. Many rural people 
have been forced off lands they once cultivated and onto planta-
tions, where they now work as migrant laborers for low wages, as 
the following story illustrates.

VIGNETTE Aguilar Busto Rosalino used to work on a Costa Rican 
hacienda. He had a plot on which to grow his own food and in 
return worked 3 days per week for the hacienda. Since a banana 
plantation took over the hacienda, he rises well before dawn and 
works 5 days a week from 5:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., stopping only for 
a half-hour lunch break. Because he now lacks the time and land 
to farm, he must buy most of his food.

Aguilar places plastic bags containing pesticide around 
bunches of young bananas. He prefers this work to his last assign-
ment of spraying a more powerful pesticide, which left him and 
10,000 other plantation workers sterile. He works very hard be-
cause he is paid according to how many bananas he treats. Usually 
he earns between U.S.$5.00 and $14.50 a day.

It is common practice for these banana operations to fire 
their workers every 3 months so that they can avoid paying the 
employee benefits that Costa Rican law mandates. Although 
Aguilar makes barely enough to live on, he has no plans to press 
for higher wages because if he did he would be put on a “black-
list” of people that the plantations agree not to hire. [Source: 

Andrew Wheat. For detailed source information, see Text Sources and 

Credits.] ■

Because of the moneymaking potential and political power 
of large-scale agriculture, conflicts are only rarely resolved in 
favor of small farmers and agricultural workers. Moreover, in 
rapidly urbanizing countries, green revolution agriculture is 
seen as the only way to supply cheap food for the millions of 
city dwellers. Ironically, many of these new urbanites were once 
farmers capable of feeding themselves who only moved to the 
cities because they were unable to compete with the new green 
revolution systems.

Many areas have had large farms, such as haciendas, for 
centuries. These are now being converted to green revolution 
agriculture, similar to farms that can be found in the Midwestern 
United States. There is a wide belt of large-scale farming and 
ranching from the Argentine pampas into Brazil (FIGURE 3.18). 
And, as we saw in the earlier discussion of environmental issues 
(see page 139), rice, corn, soybeans, and meat animals, which 
are often produced by large green revolution farms on once-
forested lands in and around the Amazon Basin, are all major 
exports for countries like Brazil and Argentina.

UNASUR a union of South American 
nations that was organized in May of 
2008; it emulates the European Union, 
linking the economies of Argentina, 
Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Guyana, Paraguay, Peru, Suriname, 
Uruguay, and Venezuela
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At a medium scale are zones of modern mixed farming 
(those that produce meat, vegetables, and specialty foods for sale 
in urban centers), located on large and small plots around most 
major urban centers. FIGURE 3.19 illustrates how the foodways of 
the area are primarily based on indigenous plants (corn, pota-
toes, tomatoes) and methods of cooking (baking, grilling), and 
involve beef, pork, rice, seasonings, and cooking methods (frying) 
imported from Europe, Asia, and Africa.  57. HAITI’S RISING COST 

OF FOOD WORRIES AID GROUPS

4,236,443 (88.0%)

4,700,000 (31.5%)

2,900,000 (47.2%)

2,400,000 (27.4%)

1,600,000 (27.1%)

1,899,892
(52.0%)

16,000,000
(52.6%)

28,475,560
(59.1%)

16,276,611
(61.5%)

1,217,505
(12.2%)

1,581,100
(54.0%)

3,090,796
(28.0%)

780,858 (63.8%)

6,054,013 (58.5%) 138,774 (94.0%)

293,875 (91.3%)

117,653,652
(57.6%)

4,214,504
(39.0%)

34,785,206
(80.1%) 2,200,000 (65.8%)

2,916,807
(43.0%)

60,000,000
(49.3%)

13,471,736
(84.9%)

12,667,226
(72.3%)

87,313
(78.9%)

20,956 (46.3%)

240,000
(41.4%)

295,200
(40.2%)

92,000
(36.3%)

140,000
(40.3%)

47,003 (85.6%)M E X I C O

G UAT E M A L A

E L  S A LVA D O R

N I C A R AG UA

H O N D U R A S

C O S TA  R I C A PA N A M A

HAITI

C O L O M B I A

V E N E Z U E L A

G U YA N A

S U R I N A M E

FRENCH
GUIANA (Fr.)

E C UA D O R

P E R U

B R A Z I L

B O L I V I A

PA R AG UAY

U R U G UAY
A R G E N T I N A

C H I L E

BAHAMAS

DOMINICAN
REPUBLIC

TRINIDAD&
TOBAGO

BELIZE

JAMAICA

CUBA

ARUBA
(Neth.)

BONAIRE,
ST. EUSTATIUS,
SABA (Neth.)

CURACAO (Neth.)

14,760
(30.1%)

TURKS &
CAICOS

CAYMAN
ISLANDS (U.K.)

Less than 20.0

20.1–30.0

30.1–40.0

40.1–50.0

50.1–60.0

More than 60

No data

Percent of Population
That Uses the Internet

10,424 (64.8%)

1,540 (21.2%)

14,620 (44.7%)
2,675,843 (73.9%)

81,545 (89.3%)

43,335 (59.0%)

303,302 (73.9%)

142,900 (87.5%)

224,588 (77.5%)

171,140 (36.6%)

47,903 (43.5%)

41,230 (80.0%)

47,189 (43.5%)

76,000 (73.8%)

2,847 (54.6%)

1,622,084,293
(40.2%)

604,147,280
(73.5%)

123,172,132
(52.2%)

27,200.530 (73.2%)

3,366,261,156
(46.4%)

ANGUILLA (U.K.)

ST. BARTHÉLEMY (Fr.)

MONTSERRAT (U.K.)

MARTINIQUE (Fr.)

BRITISH VIRGIN
ISLANDS (U.K.)

 VIRGIN
ISLANDS (U.S.)

PUERTO
RICO (U.S.)

A N T I G UA  &
BA R B U DA

BA R BA D O S

S T.  V I N C E N T  &
T H E  G R E N A D I N E S

S T.  L U C I A

G R E N A DA

D O M I N I C A

GUADELOUPE (Fr.)

S T.  K I T T S  &
N E V I S

344,824,199 (55.9%)

L AT I N  A M E R I C A /
C A R I B B E A N330,965,359

(28.6%)

A F R I C A

M I D D L E
E A S T

TOTA L
U S E R S

World Internet Users by World Regions

O C E A N I A /
AU S T R A L I A

313,867,363 (87.9%)

N O RT H
A M E R I C A

A S I A

E U R O P E

Caribbean Countries

F I G U R E  3 . 1 7  Internet use in Middle and South America, 2015. The figure shows the number of Internet users 
in each country and the percentage of the country’s population that uses the Internet. By November 2015, more than 
339 million people (54 percent of the region’s population) were using the Internet, a 44 percent increase over 2011. 
Argentina has the highest percentage of Internet users (80 percent) in South America; Costa Rica has the highest 
 percentage (88 percent) in Middle America; and Curaçao has the highest percentage (94 percent) in the Caribbean.

TH INGS  TO  REMEMBER
GEOGRAPHIC 

THEME 2
• Globalization and Development This 
region’s integration into the global economy has 

left it with the widest gap between rich and poor in the world. 
Poverty, economic instability, and the flow of resources and 
money out of the region have resulted in many conflicts and 
inspired numerous efforts at reform. Recently, though, several 
countries in this region have emerged as global economic leaders.
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F I G U R E  3 . 1 8  Agricultural and mineral zones in Middle and South America. 
[Source consulted: Adapted from Goode’s World Atlas, 21st ed. (Chicago: Rand McNally, 2010),  

pp. 160–161, Minerals and Economic map]

A  Corn tortillas are prepared in 
Mexico City. Corn has been a pillar 
of diets in Mexico and the countries 
of Central America for thousands of 
years. Now cultivated throughout the 
world, corn was first domesticated 
from a wild grass in southern Mexico.

B  An Argentine asado, or barbeque. Here beef is 
roasted over an open bed of coals, using a special 
parilla, or grill. This method of cooking is a variant 
of methods first developed by the indigenous 
peoples of the grasslands of Argentina. Asado 
is the national dish of Argentina; it is prepared 
widely throughout Uruguay, Paraguay, and 
southern Brazil.

C  Lomo saltado, a Peruvian dish with Asian 
influences. First developed in restaurants started 
by Chinese immigrants, it is a mix of Chinese 
and Peruvian ingredients and culinary traditions. 
It consists of strips of beef or pork marinated 
in vinegar and stir-fried with onions, parsley, 
tomatoes, and other vegetables, and then served 
over rice and french fries.

F IGURE 3.19 LOCAL L IVES:  Foodways in Middle and South America

• Three phases of economic development—
extractive, import substitution industrializa-
tion (ISI), and structural adjustment programs 
(SAPs)—dominated the region into the 
 twenty-first century.

• Since 1999, presidents who explicitly 
 opposed SAPs have been elected in eight 
 countries in the region: Argentina, Bolivia, 
Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Nicaragua, Uruguay, 
and Venezuela.

• Brazil is part of the BRICS trade consor-
tium with Russia, India, China, and South 
Africa. These are emerging economies, rich 
in resources and busily transforming them-
selves into highly developed, highly productive 
 powerhouses.

• Since the 1990s, some countries have 
adopted free trade policies, and regional trade 
blocs have been formed and re-formed, with 
mixed results.

• Food production throughout this region 
is undergoing a shift away from small-scale, 
often subsistence-level production toward 
large-scale, green revolution agriculture that is 
aimed at earning cash.

G
re

g
 E

lm
s/

Lo
n

el
y 

Pl
an

et
 Im

ag
es

/G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es

V
ir

g
in

a 
Sh

er
w

o
o

d
/B

ra
vo

/N
B

C
U

 P
h

o
to

 B
an

k 
vi

a 
 

G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es

Ju
an

m
o

n
in

o
/G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es

Puls7e_CH03WSR_130-193_v4.indd   156 11/10/16   4:09 pm
Copyright ©2017 W.H. Freeman Publishers. Distributed by W.H. Freeman Publishers. Not for redistribution. 



 The Drug Trade, Conflict, and Legalization 157

POWER AND POL IT ICS

GEOGRAPHIC THEME 3

Power and Politics: The region was ruled for decades by elites and the 
military, and was periodically subject to disruptive foreign military interventions. 
Almost all countries now have multiparty political systems and elected 
governments, and political freedoms are expanding. The international illegal 
drug trade continues to be a source of violence and corruption in the region.

In the last 30 years, there have been repeated peaceful and demo-
cratic transfers of power in countries once dominated by rulers 
who seized power by force. These dictators often claimed abso-
lute authority, governing with little respect for the law or the rights 
of their citizens. Their authority was based on alliances between 
the military, wealthy rural landowners, wealthy urban entrepre-
neurs, foreign corporations, and even foreign governments such 
as the United States.

Although a slow expansion of political freedoms has trans-
formed the politics of the region, problems remain (as seen in 
FIGURE 3.20). Elections are sometimes poorly or unfairly run and 
their results are frequently contested. Elected governments are 
sometimes challenged by mass citizen protests or threatened with 
a coup d’état, in which the military takes control of the govern-
ment by force. Such coups are usually a response to policies that 
are unpopular with large segments of the population, powerful 
elites, the military, or the United States. In the last decade, coups 
have been threatened in Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, and 
Bolivia and occurred in Honduras. But peaceful democratic elec-
tions are increasingly the norm in this region.

Populist Political Movements There is a long tradition of 
populist political movements, which appeal to the interests of the 
majority of people, who in this region of extreme inequalities 
tend to be poor. Such movements have emerged intermittently 
for centuries, but most have been kept from gaining much power 
by alliances between the wealthy, the military, and foreign inves-
tors and governments that have often dominated politics in this 
region. However, the expansion of political freedoms over the past 
several decades has opened the way for a wave of populist move-
ments that gained control of national governments. Disgusted by 
the failures of SAPs and empowered by the revenues of trade with 
China, these governments embarked on ambitious programs to 
address the problems of extreme inequality. Although financial 
strains created recently by China’s declining imports have unseat-
ed some of these governments and constrained the ambitions of 
others, this wave of populist political movements has powerfully 
transformed the region.

The current wave of populist political movements gained 
considerable momentum in Venezuela with the landslide elec-
tion of Hugo Chávez as president in 1998. Elites had long domi-
nated Venezuelan politics, and profits from the country’s rich oil 
deposits had not reached the poor. One-third of the population 
lived on U.S.$2 (PPP) a day, and per capita GNI (PPP) was lower 
in 1997 than it had been in 1977. Chávez campaigned as a cham-
pion of the poor, calling for the government to subsidize job cre-
ation, community health care, and food for the large  underclass. 

He also redirected the profits of the largely foreign-managed oil 
industry to support government social programs. These policies, 
all of which were enacted soon after he was elected, eroded 
Chávez’s original support from the small middle class and elites, 
who began to fear a turn toward broad government control of the 
economy. They also earned him intense criticism from the U.S. 
media, as well as the U.S. government, which he responded to 
with colorful rhetoric criticizing U.S. leaders and their policies. 
When addressing the UN in 2006, a day after President George 
Bush spoke, he said, “The devil came here yesterday, and it stinks 
of sulfur still today.” Chávez helped lead the region-wide back-
lash against SAPs and condemned the United States’ history of 
intervention in the internal affairs of countries across the region.  

 66. SOCIAL PROGRAMS AT ROOT OF CHÁVEZ’S POPULARITY

Chávez was reelected in 2000, and then briefly deposed in 
a coup d’état in 2001 in which the United States participated 
covertly. He was quickly reinstated, however, and his presidency 
was sustained in the landslide election of 2006. Soon after 
that voters approved a constitutional amendment removing 
presidential term limits, thereby allowing Chávez to run for 
president indefinitely, a move that some saw as a triumph of 
populism, others as a loss for democracy and a drift back toward 
dictatorship (see the Figure 3.20 map). Hugo Chávez died in 
March of 2013 from cancer after having been treated numerous 
times by specialists in Cuba. However, Chávez’s policies lived 
on under the protection of his hand-picked successor, Nicolas 
Maduro.

Since 2000, populist political movements have taken con-
trol of the national governments in Brazil, Argentina, Bolivia, 
Ecuador, and Nicaragua. Many of these populist governments 
have since fallen in democratic elections, often due to corruption 
scandals but also because of difficult economic circumstances 
related to declining revenues from trade with China. The invest-
ments in education, health care, and poverty reduction these pop-
ulist governments made have only begun to pay off, and the vast 
inequalities between rich and poor have declined only slightly in 
recent years. In today’s more open political climate, inequalities 
are still large enough to fuel powerful populist movements for 
decades to come.  69. VENEZUELANS REJECT CONSTITUTIONAL CHANGES

THE DRUG TRADE, CONFLICT, 
AND LEGALIZATION
The international illegal drug trade is a major source of violence 
and corruption throughout the region. The primary drugs being 
traded are cocaine, heroin, and marijuana. Most drugs are pro-
duced in or pass through northwestern South America, Central 
America, and Mexico. FIGURE 3.21 illustrates some geographic 
aspects of the cocaine trade.

Production of cocaine and heroin is illegal in all of Middle 
and South America. However, public figures, from the local 
police on up to high officials, are paid to turn a blind eye to 
the industry. Most coca growers are 
small-scale farmers of indigenous or 
mestizo origin, working in remote 
locations where they can make a 
better income for their families from 

dictator a ruler who claims absolute 
authority, governing with little respect 
for the law or the rights of citizens

coup d’état a military- or civilian-led 
forceful takeover of a government
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Political freedoms are expanding in Middle and South America, although 
many barriers persist. Decades of elite and military rule, combined with 
rampant corruption, drug trafficking, and political repression, have at times 
inspired popular revolutionary movements, often resulting in civil wars that 
have cost many lives. Nevertheless, in the region as a whole, there has been 
a decline in political violence in recent decades. [Source: Economist Intelligence 
Unit, Democracy Index 2015, Table 2, at http://www.yabiladi.com/img/content 
/EIU-Democracy-Index-2015.pdf]

A  Federal agents search cars at a checkpoint in Juárez 
in Chihuahua, Mexico. Mexico’s drug war has led to 
between 100,000 to 160,000 deaths over the past decade 
and corruption that has eroded local political institutions, 
especially near the U.S. border. Most of Mexico’s drug 
production and distribution supplies the United States.

B  Colombian police officers, crippled in combat with a rebel group, 
undertake a protest march destined for the capital in Bogotá. Popular 
revolutionary movements and a drug war drive this complex conflict, 
the worst in the region. Political institutions and the rule of law have 
been badly damaged, with many high-ranking officials linked to 
extreme human rights and civil liberties abuses.

A

B

C

C  Cuban revolutionaries Che Guevara (left), Camilo Cienfuegos (center), and 
Juan Antonio Mella are immortalized in an aging mural in Havana. Since coming 
to power in 1959, Cuba’s communist government has been criticized for jailing 
and sometimes executing leaders of the political opposition.

FIGURE 3.20 PHOTO ESSAY: Power and Politics in Middle and South America

Sh
au

l S
ch

w
ar

z/
Ed

it
 b

y 
G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es

Lu
is

 R
am

ir
ez

/A
FP

/G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es

Lu
is

 G
o

n
za

lo
 V

in
ag

re
 S

o
la

n
s/

M
o

m
en

t/
 

G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es

158

Puls7e_CH03WSR_130-193_v4.indd   158 11/10/16   4:09 pm
Copyright ©2017 W.H. Freeman Publishers. Distributed by W.H. Freeman Publishers. Not for redistribution. 



 Foreign Involvement in the Region’s Politics 159

these plants than from other cash crops. Many rent land from the 
drug cartels that get the drugs to global markets. The cartels are 
monopolistic and violent, and those who oppose them—whether 
farmers, journalists, or law enforcement officials—often end up 
kidnapped, tortured, and brutally murdered.

In Colombia, the illegal drug trade has financed all sides of a 
continuing civil war that has threatened the country’s democratic 
traditions and displaced more than 1.5 million people over the 
past several decades (see Figure 3.20B). Mexico has endured 
a decade of armed conflict between powerful drug cartels that 
control a hugely profitable U.S.-oriented drug trade as well as 
the Mexican police and military (see Figure 3.20A). As many as 
160,000 people have died throughout Mexico during this “drug 
war.”  72. THOUSANDS KIDNAPPED IN COLOMBIA IN LAST DECADE

The U.S. “war on drugs” in this region has been ineffective. 
Since its inception in 1971, the U.S. military has dominated the 
efforts, often in collaboration with national militaries. The focus 
has been on the eradication of drug crops through spraying of her-
bicides or burning and on the interdiction of drug shipments before 
they reach the United States. Almost half a century later, illegal 
drug production levels in Middle and South America are higher 
than ever, exceeding demand in the United States, where street 
prices for many drugs, such as cocaine and heroin, have fallen in 
recent years. One result of this war on drugs is that U.S. military aid 
to this region through antidrug programs is now about equal to U.S. 
aid for education and other social programs in the region.

Many who have studied the drug trade between the United 
States and this region call for radical changes in international drug 
policies, including the legalization of drug use in the main (U.S.) 
market, which they assert would cause criminals to lose interest 
in the drug trade. Some countries have taken matters into their 
own hands. In 2009, Mexico decriminalized possession of small 
amounts of most drugs, including marijuana, cocaine, heroin, 
methamphetamine, and LSD. Argentina, Brazil, Ecuador, and 
Costa Rica have made similar moves. Argentina, Chile, and Peru 
have legalized medical marijuana and in 2013 Uruguay legalized 
and regulated marijuana use, cultivation, sale, and distribution 
to help reduce drug-related violence and deprive criminals of a 
major source of income. Throughout the region there has been 
a shift toward treating drug use as a public health issue instead of a 

crime, though drug dealers are still 
often incarcerated when caught.

While slow implementation 
makes the impacts of these laws 
hard to assess, a recent decline in 
incarceration among women in 
Uruguay, whose crimes are  usually 
drug related, is being celebrated 
by supporters of drug legalization. 
Marijuana has been legalized for 
recreational and medical use in 
much of the United States, which 
has had an impact on Mexico, 
where the drug cartels’ profits from 
marijuana exports to the north 
have declined. Most cartels have 
adjusted by increasing their exports 
of methamphetamine and heroin.

FOREIGN 
INVOLVEMENT IN THE 
REGION’S POLITICS
Interventions in the region’s 
politics by outside powers have 
frequently compromised politi-
cal freedoms and human rights. 
Although the former Soviet 
Union, Britain, France, and 
other European countries have 
wielded much influence, by far 

Think ing Geographical ly

After you have read about power and politics in Middle and 
South America, you will be able to answer the following questions.

 What evidence can you find in the photo of a violent 
situation in Mexico?

 What are the indications that these men were once 
involved in violent combat?

 Why would the Cuban government lionize these men in 
a mural?
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F I G U R E  3 . 2 1  Linkages: Cocaine sources, trafficking routes, and seizures worldwide, 2008. 
Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia are the most important sources of cocaine cultivation and production in the 
world. The big cocaine markets are in the Americas; use has declined by 36 percent in the United States 
since 1998 and increased in South America. Cocaine use in Western Europe and West Africa is on the rise, 
due in part to new trade routes through West Africa to Europe. [Source consulted: World Drug Report 2010, 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, at http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/index.html]
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the most active foreign power in this region has been the 
United States.

In 1823, the United States introduced the Monroe Doctrine 
to warn Europeans that no further colonization would be tolerat-
ed in the Americas. Subsequent U.S. administrations interpreted 
this policy more broadly to mean that the United States itself had 
the sole right to intervene in the affairs of the countries of Middle 
and South America, and it has done so many times. The official 
goal for such interventions was usually to make countries safe for 
democracy, but in most cases the driving motive was to protect 
U.S. political and economic interests.

At various times during the past 150 years, U.S.-backed 
unelected political leaders, many of them military dictators, have 
been installed in many countries in the region. After World War II, 
worried that Communism would infiltrate Middle and South 
America, the United States focused special military scrutiny on a 
number of countries. Since the 1960s, the United States has fund-
ed armed interventions in Cuba (1961), the Dominican Republic 
(1965), Nicaragua (1980s), Grenada (1983), and Panama (1989). 
Perhaps the most infamous intervention took place in Chile in 
1973. With U.S. aid, the elected socialist-oriented government 
of Salvador Allende was overthrown. Allende was killed, and a 
military dictator, General Augusto Pinochet, was installed in his 
place. Over the next 17 years, the Pinochet regime imprisoned 
and killed thousands of Chileans who protested the loss of their 
political freedoms. Voted out of the presidency in 1990, Pinochet 
remained head of the Chilean armed forces until 1998. In 2000, 
Pinochet was put on trial for his role in the murder and torture of 
several Chileans, as well as for tax fraud and money laundering. In 
2006, Pinochet died before he could be convicted of any crimes.

Cuba in the Cold War and Post–Cold War Eras 
Since 1959, the Caribbean island of Cuba has been governed 
by a radically socialist government led first by Fidel Castro and 
then, starting in 2006, by Fidel’s brother Raúl. The revolution 
that brought Fidel Castro to power transformed a plantation and 
tourist economy once known for its extreme income disparities 
into one of the most egalitarian in the region. However, because 
Castro adopted socialism and allied Cuba with the Soviet Union, 
Cuba’s relations with the United States became extremely hos-
tile. The United States has funded many efforts to destabilize 
Cuba’s government, and it has long discouraged other countries 
from trading with Cuba. Since 1960, the United States has main-
tained an embargo against Cuba, and so far international efforts 
to lift the embargo have failed.  73. EU SPLIT OVER DEVELOPMENT 

COMMISSIONER’S PROPOSAL TO NORMALIZE RELATIONS WITH CUBA

With help from the Soviet Union, Castro managed to dra-
matically improve the country’s literacy and infant mortality 
rates and the life expectancy of its population. Unfortunately, 
he also imprisoned or executed thousands of Cubans who dis-
agreed with his policies, many of whom fled to southern Florida. 
Following the demise of the Soviet Union, Castro opened the 

country to foreign investment. Many 
countries responded, and Cuba is 
now a major European tourist desti-
nation. Formal diplomatic relations 

were restored between Cuba and the United States in 2014, and 
President Obama visited Cuba in 2016. Travel and mail service 
between the two countries was restored in 2016. However, politi-
cal repression in Cuba persists and the economic embargo looks 
likely to remain in place for some time.

RECENT REVOLUTIONARY MOVEMENTS
In response to continued poverty and inequality, and building on 
Middle and South America’s long history of revolutionary politics, 
two major broad-based rural political movements have arisen in 
recent years. While neither poses any direct threat to national 
governments, and both may at times ally with national govern-
ments, they are building a strong network of support for political 
and economic change at the local level. The areas in which these 
movements take place are examples of what geographers call 
 contested space, where various groups are in conflict over the 
right to use a specific territory as each sees fit.

The Zapatista Rebellion 
In the southern Mexican state of Chiapas, indigenous farmers 
have mobilized against the economic and political systems that 
have left them poor and powerless. The Mexican government 
redistributed some hacienda lands to poor farmers early in the 
twentieth century, but most fertile land in Chiapas is still held by 
a wealthy few who use green revolution agriculture to grow cash 
crops for export. The poor majority farm tiny plots on infertile 
hillsides. In 2000, about three-fourths of the rural population was 
malnourished, and one-third of the children did not attend school.

The Zapatista rebellion (named for the hero of the 1910 
Mexican revolution, Emiliano Zapata) began on the day NAFTA 
took effect in 1994. The Zapatistas view NAFTA as a threat 
because it diverts the support of the Mexican federal government 
from land reform to large-scale, export-oriented green revolu-
tion agriculture. Starting as an armed rebellion in Chiapas, the 
movement was largely suppressed by the Mexican national army. 
However, the Zapatistas’ support in local communities allowed 
them to continue on in many parts of Chiapas. Their extensive 
use of the Internet to promote their cause earned the Zapatistas a 
worldwide following of supporters.

In 2003, after 9 years of armed resistance and largely unsuc-
cessful negotiations with the Mexican government, the highly 
decentralized Zapatista movement redirected its energies toward 
local nonviolent political campaigns, mainly in Chiapas, to set up 
people’s governing bodies parallel to local official governments. A 
decade and a half into this process, the Zapatistas have made sig-
nificant improvements in education, women’s rights, and poverty 
reduction, thus deepening their support base in the areas they con-
trol. While the Zapatistas continue to focus more locally, the move-
ment still has a strong influence on activists in other movements, 
a national voice via campaigns against the political establishment, 
and global reach through the Internet and numerous training pro-
grams for supporters of the movement around the world.

Brazil’s Landless Movement 
Sixty-five percent of Brazil’s arable and pasture land is owned by 
wealthy farmers who make up just 2 percent of the population. 

contested space any area that two 
or more groups claim or want to use 
in different and often conflicting ways, 
such as the Amazon or Palestine
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Since 1985, more than 2 million small-scale farmers have been 
forced to sell their land to larger farms that practice green revo-
lution agriculture. Because the larger farms specialize in major 
export items, such as cattle and soybeans, they have been favored 
by governments wishing to increase exports. As a result, many 
poor farmers have been forced to migrate to urban areas.

To help these people, organizations such as the Movement 
of Landless Rural Workers (MST) began taking over unused 
portions of some large farms. Since the mid-1980s, the MST 
has coordinated the occupation of more than 51 million acres of 
Brazilian land (an area about the size of Kansas). Some 250,000 
families have gained land titles, while the elite owners have been 
paid off by the Brazilian government and have moved elsewhere. 
There are now 1.5 million members of the MST spread across 23 
of Brazil’s 26 states, and movements with similar goals have been 
launched in Ecuador, Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, Paraguay, 
Mexico, and Bolivia.

ON THE BRIGHT SIDE:  Children and the Landless 
 Movement

In Brazil, the children of those in the MST movement generally 
find living on the land that the movement occupies a dramatic 
improvement over their previous homes, which were often 
crowded slums in towns or cities. Better access to nature pro-
vides the children with opportunities to learn about plants and 
animals, and community libraries help expose them to scientific, 
cultural, and political literature that was usually lacking in their 
old communities. Many of the children take pride in their fam-
ily’s role within the landless movement, as the video by Michalis 
Kontopodis, Landless Children/Sem Terrinha, at http://tinyurl 
.com/9pxeclw, attests. ■

TH INGS  TO  R E M E M B ER
GEOGRAPHIC 

THEME 3
• Politics and Power The region was ruled 
for decades by elites and the military, and was 

periodically subject to disruptive foreign military interventions. 
Almost all countries now have multiparty political systems and 
elected governments, and political freedoms are expanding. The 
international illegal drug trade continues to be a source of 
violence and corruption in the region.

• Elected governments are at times challenged by citizen 
protests or with a coup d’état because policies are unpopular 
with large segments of the population, powerful elites, or the 
military.

• The drug trade has emerged as a major obstacle to democ-
racy, with huge amounts of illicit cash being used to pay off 
elected officials, civil servants, police forces, and the military.

• Interventions in the region’s politics by outside powers have 
frequently compromised political freedoms and human rights.

• In response to continued poverty and inequality, and building 
on this region’s long history of revolutionary politics, two major 
broad-based rural political movements have arisen in recent 
years.

URBANIZAT ION

GEOGRAPHIC THEME 4

Urbanization: Since the 1950s, cities have grown rapidly in this region as 
rural people have migrated to cities and towns. A lack of urban planning has 
created densely occupied urban landscapes that often lack adequate support 
services and infrastructure.

More than 80 percent of the people in the region live in settle-
ments of at least 2000 people. One city, known as a primate city, 
is vastly larger than all the others, accounting for a large percent-
age of the country’s total population (FIGURE 3.22). Examples in 
Middle and South America are Mexico City (with 21 million 
people, a bit more than 17 percent of Mexico’s total popula-
tion); Santiago, Chile (7 million, 39 percent of that country’s 
population); Lima, Peru (9.7 million, 31 percent); Buenos Aires, 
Argentina (13 million, 30 percent); and Managua, Nicaragua (2.5 
million, more than 40 percent).

The concentration of people into just one or two large cities 
in a country leads to uneven spatial development and to govern-
ment policies and social values that favor the largest urban areas. 
Wealth and power are concentrated in one place, while distant 
rural areas and even other towns and cities have difficulty compet-
ing for talent, investment, industries, and government services. 
Many provincial cities languish as their most educated youth 
leave for the primate city.

RURAL-TO-URBAN MIGRATION
It always takes some resourcefulness to move from one place to 
another. Those people who already have some years of education 
and strong ambition are the ones who migrate to cities. The loss 
of these resourceful young adults in which the community has 
invested years of nurturing and education is referred to as brain 
drain. Brain drain happens at several scales in Middle and South 
America: through rural-to-urban migration from villages to region-
al towns and from towns and small cities to primate cities. There 
is also an international brain drain when migrants move to North 
America and Europe; for example, one in four U.S. doctors are 
foreign born. Migrants often want better access to jobs and educa-
tion and to help their families with money they send back home.

Urban Landscapes and Planning 
A lack of planning to accommodate the massive rush to the cit-
ies has created dense urban landscapes with often inadequate 
infrastructure. The arrangement of 
urban landscapes is also very differ-
ent from the common U.S. pattern. 
In the United States, a poor, older 
inner city is usually surrounded by 
affluent suburbs, with clear and 
planned spatial separation of resi-
dences by income as well as separa-
tion of residential, industrial, and 
commercial areas. In Middle and 
South America, by contrast, both 

primate city a city, plus its suburbs, 
that is vastly larger than all others in 
a country and in which economic and 
political activity is centered

brain drain the migration of educated 
and ambitious young adults to cities or 
foreign countries, depriving the com-
munities from which the young people 
come of talented youth in whom they 
have invested years of nurturing and 
education
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C  Police evict 2500 people from an informal squatter settlement recently 
formed outside Lima, Peru. Structures made out of woven grass mats are the 
first to be built, followed by wooden shacks and eventually cement or brick 
houses. Water and electricity may eventually be extended to such settlements, 
but only after years or decades of occupation.

Urbanization is at the heart of many transformations in this region. In the last several decades, 
cities have grown extremely quickly, and 77 percent of the region’s population now lives in cities. 
New opportunities have opened for migrants from rural areas, but new stresses have emerged as 
well. The low-skilled jobs they can get often don’t pay well, and many people are forced to live 
in unplanned neighborhoods on the outskirts of huge cities.

A  Santiago is one of the region’s primate cities, home 
to 39 percent of Chile’s population. It dominates Chile’s 
economy, generating 40 percent of the country’s GDP.

B  A child works as a street vendor in Salvador, 
Brazil. Many new urban migrants work in similar 
informal sector jobs that generally pay less and are 
much less secure than formal sector jobs.
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FIGURE 3.22 PHOTO ESSAY: Urbanization in Middle and South America
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affluent and working-class areas have become unwilling neigh-
bors to unplanned slums filled with poor migrants. Too destitute 
even to rent housing, these “squatters” occupy parks and small 
patches of land wherever they can be found, as depicted in the 
diagram in FIGURE 3.23. Unplanned communities have a history 
in this region; many were founded first by freed slaves in the late 
nineteenth century. Most date from the period of urban growth 
that took place after World War II, when many rural people 
moved to the cities to work in new industries.

The best known of these unplanned communities are Brazil’s 
favelas (FIGURE 3.24). In other countries they are known as slums, 

shantytowns, colonias, barrios, or barriadas. The settlements often 
spring up overnight on vacant land after a coordinated collective 
occupation by poor homeless families. They rarely occur with the 
landowner’s permission, and are without city-supplied water, elec-
tricity, or sewer service. Housing is hastily constructed with what-
ever materials are available. Once the settlements are established, 
efforts to eject squatters usually fail, though police are often called 
in to attempt to evict them (see Figure 3.22C). The impoverished 
are such a huge portion of the urban population that even those 
in positions of power will not challenge them directly. Nearby 
wealthy neighborhoods simply barricade themselves with walls 
and security guards.

The squatters are frequently enterprising people who work 
hard to improve their communities. They often organize to press 
governments for social services. Some cities, such as Fortaleza in 
northeastern Brazil, even contrib-
ute building materials so that favela 
residents can build more perma-
nent structures with basic indoor 
plumbing. Over time, as shacks and 

Think ing Geographical ly

After you have read about urbanization in Middle and South 
America, you will be able to answer the following questions.

 What about this picture suggests that there may be 
considerable wealth in Santiago?

 Why might work in the informal economy be considered 
insecure?

 What are some defining characteristics of informal squatter 
settlements?
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F I G U R E  3 . 2 3  Crowley’s model of urban land use in mainland 
Middle and South America. William Crowley, an urban geogra-
pher who specializes in Middle and South America, developed this 
model to depict how residential, industrial, and commercial uses 
are mixed together, with people of widely varying incomes living in 
close  proximity to one another and to industries. Squatters and slum-
dwellers ring the city in an irregular pattern. [Source consulted: Yearbook 

of the Association of Pacific Coast Geographers, 57(28): 1995; printed with 

 permission]

F I G U R E  3 . 2 4  A favela in Rio de Janeiro. A favela in Rio de 
Janeiro clings to a once-vacant hillside that was considered too 
steep for apartment buildings. Now home to thousands of people, 
it is still served mainly by footpaths and narrow alleyways. Water is 
only available sporadically, so many residents store water in tanks on 
their roof.

favelas Brazilian urban slums and 
shantytowns built by the poor; called 
colonias, barrios, or barriadas in other 
countries
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 lean-tos are transformed through self-help initiatives into crude 
but livable suburbs, the economy of favelas can become quite 
vibrant, with much activity in the informal sector. Housing may 
be intermingled with shops, factories, warehouses, and other com-
mercial enterprises. Favelas and their counterparts can become 
centers of pride and support for their residents, where community 
work, folk belief systems, crafts, and music (for example, Favela 
Funk) flourish. Many of the best steel bands of Port of Spain, 
Trinidad, have their homes in the city’s shantytowns.

VIGNETTE Favelas are everywhere in Fortaleza, Brazil, where 
they provide a home to about 12 percent of the city’s population. 
Fortaleza grew from about 1 million in the late 1970s to over 
2 million by the year 2000. In 2014, there were more than  
3.6 million residents, many of whom had fled drought and rural 
poverty in the interior of the country. During a period of rapid 
growth in the 1980s, city parks of just a square block or two in 
residential areas were invaded by squatters. In one upscale neigh-
borhood, 10,000 people occupied a single park. Because of the 
lack of water and sanitation in the early days of the migration, 
migrants often had to relieve themselves on the street.

One day, while strolling on the Fortaleza waterfront, Lydia 
Pulsipher chanced to meet a resident of a beachfront favela who 
invited her to join him on his porch. There, he explained how 
he and his wife had come to the city 5 years before, after being 
forced to leave the drought-plagued interior when a newly built 
irrigation reservoir flooded the rented land their families had 
cultivated for generations. With no way to make a living, they set 
out on foot for the city. In Fortaleza, they constructed the build-
ing they used for home and work from objects they collected 
along the beach. Eventually, they were able to purchase roof-
ing tiles, which gave the building an air of permanency. At the 
time of the visit, he maintained a small refreshment stand and 
his wife a beauty parlor that catered to women from the beach 
settlements. [Source: Lydia Pulsipher’s field notes. For detailed source 

 information, see Text Sources and Credits.] ■

Elite Landscapes 
In contrast to colorful but problematic favelas are districts in  nearly 
every city that are modern, planned, and similar to elite urban 
districts across the world. Examples of such urban landscapes can 
be found in Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, and other cities in Brazil’s 
southeastern industrial heartland. These cities have districts that 
are elegant and futuristic showplaces, resplendent with the very 
latest technology and graced with buildings and high-end shops 
that rival those in New York, Singapore, and even Tokyo. Known 
as urban growth poles, these areas attract investment, trade, edu-
cated immigrants, and overall economic development—all of 
which make them stand out from surrounding landscapes.

Planners throughout the region now acknowledge, however, 
that in the rush to develop modern urban landscapes, munici-

pal governments and developers 
neglected to underwrite the parallel 
development of a sufficient urban 
infrastructure (for an exception, see 
the discussion of the southern city of 
Curitiba below).

In short supply are sanitation and water systems, an up-to-date 
electrical grid, transportation facilities, schools, adequate hous-
ing, and medical facilities—all necessary to sustain modern busi-
ness, industry, and a socially healthy urban population. In recent 
decades, there have been massive investments in these systems, 
especially in the larger and wealthier countries, such as Brazil, 
Chile, Argentina, and Mexico, that can afford the improvements. 
These investments are done in recognition that planned develop-
ment of human capital through education, health services, and 
community development, whether privately or publicly funded, 
is a primary part of building strong urban economies.

Urban Transportation 
In large, rapidly expanding, partially unplanned urban areas with 
millions of poor migrants, transportation can be a special chal-
lenge. Favelas are often on the urban fringes, far from available 
low-skill jobs and ill-served by roads and public transportation 
(see Figure 3.23). Workers must make lengthy, time-consuming, 
and expensive commutes to jobs that pay very little. The entire 
urban population gets caught up in endless traffic jams that 
cripple the economy and pollute the environment.

Yet the southern Brazilian city of Curitiba has carefully ori-
ented its expansion around a master plan (dating from 1968) that 
includes an integrated transportation system funded by a public-
private collaboration. Eleven hundred minibuses making 12,000 
trips a day bring 1.3 million passengers from often remote neigh-
borhoods to terminals, where they meet express buses to all parts 
of the city. The large, pedestrian-only inner-city area is a boon 
for merchants because minibus commuters spend time shopping 
rather than looking for parking. Being able to get to work quickly 
and cheaply has helped the poor find and keep jobs. The reduced 
use of cars means that emissions and congestion are lowered and 
urban living is more pleasant.

Gender and Rural–Urban Migration Interestingly, rural 
women are just as likely as rural men to migrate to the city. This 
is especially true when employment is available in foreign-owned 
factories that produce goods for export. Companies prefer women 
for such jobs because they are a low-cost and usually passive labor 
force. Factors that push people out of rural areas can affect women 
disproportionately. For example, the shift toward green revolution 
agriculture has had a particularly hard impact on rural women 
because they are rarely considered for such jobs as farm-equipment 
operators or mechanics. In urban areas, unskilled migrant women 
usually find work as street vendors or domestic servants.

Male urban migrants tend to depend on short-term, low-skill 
day work in construction, maintenance, small-scale manufactur-
ing, and petty commerce. Many work in the informal economy 
as street vendors, errand runners, car washers, and trash recy-
clers, and some turn to crime. In an urban context, both men 
and women feel sorely the loss of family ties and village life; 
the chances for recreating the family life they once knew are 
extremely low.

Once relocated to a city, migrant families may disintegrate 
because of extreme poverty and malnutrition, long commutes for 
both working parents, and poor quality of day care for children. At 
too young an age, children are left alone or sent into the streets to 

urban growth poles locations within 
cities that are attractive to investment, 
innovative immigrants, and trade, and 
thus attract economic development like 
a magnet
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scavenge for food or to earn money for the family as street vendors 
(see Figure 3.22B).

TH INGS  TO  R E M E M B ER
GEOGRAPHIC 

THEME 4
• Urbanization Since the 1950s, cities have 
grown rapidly in this region as rural people have 

migrated to cities and towns. A lack of urban planning has 
created densely occupied urban landscapes that often lack 
adequate support services and infrastructure.

• One city, known as a primate city, is far bigger than all the 
others and accounts for a large percentage of the country’s total 
population.

• Settlements known as slums, shantytowns, colonias, barrios, 
or barriadas often spring up overnight on vacant land after a 
coordinated collective occupation by poor homeless families.

• The southern Brazilian city of Curitiba has carefully oriented 
its expansion around a master plan that includes an integrated 
transportation system funded by a public-private collaboration.

• Rural women are just as likely as rural men to migrate to 
the city.

POPULAT ION AND GENDER

GEOGRAPHIC THEME 5

Population and Gender: During the early twentieth century, the 
combination of cultural and economic factors and improvements in health care 
created a population explosion. By the late twentieth century, improved living 
conditions; better access to education and medical care; urbanization; and 
changing gender roles were all working together to reduce population growth.

By 2016, about 630 million people were living in Middle and 
South America, close to ten times the highest estimated popula-
tion of the region in 1492. Today, populations in Middle and 
South America continue to grow but are doing so at an ever-
slower pace because of diminishing birth rates.

LOWER BIRTH RATES
Birth rates stayed high for much of the twentieth century for a 
variety of reasons. In agricultural areas, children were seen as 
sources of wealth because they could do useful farm and house-
hold work at a young age and eventually would care for their 
aging elders. Worry over infant death rates persisted, so some par-
ents had four or more children to be sure of raising at least a few 
to adulthood. Another factor was the Roman Catholic Church’s 
opposition to systematic family planning.

By the 1970s, the region was undergoing a demographic tran-
sition (see Figure 1.28). Between 1975 and 2014, the annual rate 
of natural increase (the birth rate minus the death rate) for the 
entire region fell from about 1.9 percent to 1.2 percent—a rate 
of growth equal to the world average. Between 1990 and 2014, 
the rate of natural increase fell in every country in the region, as 
shown in FIGURE 3.25.

The population pyramids shown in FIGURE 3.26 illustrate the 
contrast between countries that are well along the demographic 
transition, such as Brazil, and others that are just starting, such as 
Guatemala. Brazil’s pyramid is narrower at the bottom than in the 
middle, indicating an aging population and a sharply declining 
birthrate. Guatemala’s pyramid is widest at the bottom, indicat-
ing a younger population with birth rates that are declining more 
gradually.

The changes outlined in Figures 3.25 and 3.26 happened for 
a variety of reasons. Better access to food, shelter, sanitation, and 
medical care reduced infant mortality, encouraging couples to 
have only two or three children instead of five or more. As popula-
tions urbanized and economies grew, women gained better access 
to education and employment outside the home, and so delayed 
childbearing and had smaller families. This trend is continuing as 
women move into high-level jobs, such as management positions 
in corporations and government, that traditionally have gone to 
men. Perhaps the most visible example of this is the women who 
have become presidents of Chile, Argentina, and Brazil in the 
last decade.

However, because 28 percent of the region’s population 
is under the age of 15, even if couples have only one or two 
 children, the population will continue to grow as this large group 

F I G U R E  3 . 2 5  Trends in natural population 
increases, 1990–2015. The orange and blue 
columns show that rates of natural increase have 
declined steadily throughout the region. Although 
they are projected to continue to do so into the 
future, in many countries, natural population 
increase remains high enough to outstrip efforts 
to improve standards of living. Note that the rates 
of natural increase are for a few selected countries 
and for the entire region.
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166 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

reaches the age of reproduction. Population projections for the 
year 2050 are for 780 million people, and supplying this extra 
180 million people with food, water, homes, schools, and hospi-
tals will be a challenge.

POPULATION DISTRIBUTION
The population density map of this region reveals a very 
unequal distribution of people. Comparing the population 
density map (FIGURE 3.27) with the landforms map (see Figure 
3.1), you will find areas of high population density in a variety 
of environments. Some of the places with the highest densi-
ties, such as those around Mexico City and in Colombia and 
Ecuador, are in highland areas. But high concentrations are 
also found in lowland zones along the Pacific coast of Central 
America, and especially along the Atlantic coast of South 
America. The cool uplands (tierra templada) were densely 
occupied even before the European conquest. Most coastal 
lowland concentrations, in the tierra caliente, are near seaports 
with vibrant economies and a cosmopolitan social life that 
attracts people.

HUMAN WELL-BEING
The wide disparities in wealth that are a feature of life in Middle 
and South America have been discussed above. Too often, devel-
opment efforts linked to urbanization and globalization have only 
increased the gap between rich and poor. Each of the three maps 
in FIGURE 3.28 shows one of the various indicators of well-being 
used by the United Nations to show how countries are doing in 
providing a decent life for their citizens.

Map A in Figure 3.28 is of average gross national income 
(GNI) per capita (PPP). It is immediately apparent that no coun-
try in this region falls in the two highest categories, and just a few 
islands in the Caribbean (Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados, and 

Antigua and Barbuda) fall into the third-highest category. Most 
of the Caribbean is in the global middle class, with one major 
exception, Haiti. Across the mainland, only Mexico, Panama, 
Venezuela, Uruguay, Argentina, Brazil, and Chile have an aver-
age per capita GNI between U.S.$10,000 and U.S.$14,999. All 
other countries in the region have average per capita GNIs that 
are less than $9999, many of them significantly less. Also, most 
of these countries have rather wide disparities in wealth that are 
masked on a map like this. In Brazil, for example, the most afflu-
ent 10 percent have incomes that are 41 times greater than the 
bottom 10 percent, and in actuality, some Brazilians survive on 
less than $1000 a year while others have incomes of well over 
$100 million per year.

Map B in Figure 3.28, which charts the Human 
Development Index (HDI) rank for Middle and South 
America, shows that most countries rank in the medium and 
high ranges in providing the basics (education, health care, 
and income) for their citizens. Most of Africa, Central Asia, 
and South Asia rank lower, as can be seen in the inset map, 
while North America, Europe, Australia, Japan, and South 
Korea rank higher. Much of East Asia, Russia, and some of 
the states of the former Soviet Union are in the same range 
as Middle and South America. Of course, the UN HDI is a 
countrywide index and does not give any indication of how 
well-being is distributed within a given country. On this map 
and the GNI map, the countries of the Central American 
isthmus stand out as poorer than Mexico, the Caribbean, and 
South America.

Map C, the Gender Development Index (GDI), measures 
disparities in HDI by gender. HDI values are estimated separately 
for women and men, and the ratio of these two values is the 
GDI. The closer the ratio is to 1, the smaller the gap between 
women and men. Map C shows similar patterns to Map B, the 
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F I G U R E  3 . 2 7  Population density in Middle and South America.

Human Development Index, though most countries rank only in 
the medium ranges in providing equitable human development 
across genders. Most of Africa, South Asia, and Southeast Asia 
rank lower, as can be seen in the inset map, while North America, 

Europe, Australia, Japan, and South Korea rank higher. The 
countries of the Central American isthmus stand out as the least 
equitable across genders, with Chile, Argentina, and Uruguay the 
most equitable.
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TH INGS  TO  REMEMBER
GEOGRAPHIC 

THEME 5
• Population and Gender During the early 
twentieth century, the combination of cultural 

and economic factors and improvements in health care created a 
population explosion. By the late twentieth century, improved 
living conditions; better access to education and medical care; 
urbanization; and changing gender roles were all working 
together to reduce population growth.

• Because 27 percent of the region’s population is under age 
15, even if couples have only one or two children, the popula-
tion will continue to grow as this large group reaches the age of 
reproduction.

• Most countries in the region rank in the medium to high 
range of the Human Development Index (HDI), and the medium 
ranges of the Gender Development Index (GDI).

SOCIOCULTURAL  ISSUES
Under colonialism, a series of social structures evolved that 
guided daily life—standard ways of organizing the family, com-
munity, and economy. They included rules for gender roles, race 
relations, and religious observance. While these traditional social 
structures are now changing in response to a variety of forces 

F I G U R E  3 . 2 8  Maps of human well-being.

(A) Gross national income (GNI) per capita, adjusted for purchasing 
power parity (PPP).

(B) Human Development Index (HDI).

(C) Gender Equality Index (GEI).
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discussed earlier in this chapter, much continuity with the past 
is also apparent. Here we look at the region’s cultural diversity, 
family and gender roles, the impact of the Internet, and religion.

CULTURAL DIVERSITY
The region of Middle and South America is culturally complex 
because many distinct indigenous groups were already present when 
the Europeans arrived, and then many cultures were introduced 
during and after the colonial period. From 1500 to the early 1800s, 
some 10 million people from many different parts of Africa were 
brought to plantations on the islands and in the coastal zones of 
Middle and South America. After the emancipation of enslaved 
peoples of African descent in the British-controlled Caribbean 
islands in the 1830s, more than half a million Asians were brought 
there from India, Pakistan, and China as indentured agricultural 
workers. Their cultural impact remains most visible in Trinidad and 
Tobago, Jamaica, and the Guianas. In some parts of Mexico, Central 
America, the Amazon Basin, and the Andean Highlands, indigenous 
people have remained numerous. To the unpracticed eye, they may 
appear little affected by colonization, but this is not the case.

In the Caribbean and along the east coast of Central America 
as well as the Atlantic coast of Brazil, mestizos (people who have 
a mixture of African, European, and some indigenous ancestry) 
make up the majority of the population. Some of the most col-
orful festivals in the Americas, such as versions of Mardi Gras, 
known here as Carnival, are based on a melding of cultural 

 practices from these three heritages (FIGURE 3.29A). In some areas, 
such as Argentina, Chile, and southern Brazil, people of Central 
European descent are also numerous. The Japanese, though a 
tiny minority everywhere in the region, increasingly influence 
agriculture and industry, especially in Brazil, the Caribbean, and 
Peru. Alberto Fujimori, a Peruvian of Japanese descent, cam-
paigned on his ethnic “outsider” status to become president of 
Peru during a time of political upheaval.

In some ways, diversity is increasing as the media and trade 
introduce new influences from abroad. At the same time, the pro-
cesses of acculturation and assimilation are also accelerating, thus 
erasing diversity to some extent as people adopt new ways. This is 
especially true in the biggest cities, where people of widely differ-
ent backgrounds live in close proximity to one another.

Race and Skin Color 
People from Middle and South America, especially those from Brazil, 
often proudly claim that race and color are of less consequence in 
this region than in North America. They are only partially right. In 
all of the Americas, skin color is now 
less associated with status than in the 
past. By acquiring an education, a 
good job, a substantial income, the 
right accent, and a high-status mate, a 
person of any skin color may become 
recognized as upper class.

A  A member of a bateria, or percussion 
band, is parading during Rio de Janeiro’s 
Carnival, the largest in the world. 
Carnival, which is celebrated in much of 
the United States as Mardi Gras, takes 
place in the days and weeks before Lent, 
the 40-day period in Christian traditions 
of fasting and abstinence that precedes 
Easter. Elaborate celebrations take place 
in Barranquilla in Colombia, Port-au-
Prince in Haiti, Port of Spain in Trinidad, 
and Montevideo in Uruguay.

B  A procession commemorating Jesus 
walks on an alfombra, or carpet, made of 
colored sawdust, painstakingly drawn by 
hand on the streets of Antigua, Guatemala, 
during Semana Santa, or Holy Week, the 
last week of Lent. The processions will 
destroy the alfombras. This tradition is 
an adaptation of the Mayan practice of 
making elaborate ground designs with 
flowers and feathers for Mayan royalty 
to walk on as they made their way to 
important ceremonies.

C  A richly decorated grave in Tijuana, 
Mexico, during Día de los Muertos—Day of 
the Dead—a holiday celebrated throughout 
Mexico on November 1. Families gather in 
cemeteries, where they build private altars and 
other decorations dedicated to deceased loved 
ones. The holiday is a “Christianized” version 
of an Aztec festival dedicated to the goddess 
Mictecacihuatl, Queen of the Underworld, 
whose job is to watch over the bones of the 
dead.

F IGURE 3.29 LOCAL L IVES:  Fest ivals in Middle and South America

acculturation adaptation of a 
minority culture to the host culture 
enough to function effectively and be 
self-supporting; cultural borrowing

assimilation the loss of old ways of 
life and the adoption of the lifestyle of 
another culture
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170 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

Nevertheless, the ability to reduce the significance of skin 
color through one’s actions is not quite the same as race having no 
significance at all. Overall, those who are poor, less educated, and 
of lower social standing tend to have darker skin than those who 
are educated and wealthy. And while there are poor people of 
European descent throughout the region, most light-skinned peo-
ple are middle and upper class. In Brazil, where it is popular to 
downplay the significance of race, the average black worker earns 
60 percent of what the average white worker earns. By contrast, in 
the United States, the average black worker earns 65 percent of 
what the average white worker earns. Indeed, race and skin color 
have not disappeared as social factors in this region any more than 
in the United States. In some countries—Cuba, for example, 
where overt racist comments are socially  unacceptable—it is 
common for a speaker to use a gesture (tapping his or her forearm 
with two fingers) to indicate that the person referred to in the 
conversation is of African descent.

THE FAMILY AND GENDER ROLES
The basic social institution in the region is the extended family, 
which may include cousins, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and 
more distant relatives. It is generally accepted that the individual 
should sacrifice many of his or her personal interests to those of 
the extended family and community and that individual well-
being is best secured by doing so.

The arrangement of domestic spaces and patterns of social-
izing illustrate these strong family ties. Families of adult siblings, 
their mates and children, and their elderly parents frequently live 
together in domestic compounds of several houses surrounded by 
walls or hedges. Social groups in public spaces are most likely to 
be family members of several generations rather than unrelated 
groups of single young adults or married couples, as would be 
the case in Europe or the United States. A woman’s best friends 
are likely to be her female relatives. A man’s social or business 
circles will include male family members or long-standing family 
friends.

Gender roles in the region have been strongly influenced 
by the Roman Catholic Church. The Virgin Mary is held up as 
the model for women to follow through a set of values known 
as marianismo, which emphasizes chastity, motherhood, and 
service to the family. In this still-widespread tradition, the ideal 
woman is the day-to-day manager of the house and of the family’s 
well-being. She trains her sons to enter the wider world and her 
daughters to serve within the home. Over the course of her life, a 
woman’s power increases as her skills and sacrifices for the good 
of all are recognized and enshrined in family lore.

Her husband, the official head 
of the family, is expected to work 
and to give most of his income to his 
family. Still, men have much more 
autonomy and freedom to shape 
their lives than women because they 
are expected to move about the larg-
er community and establish relation-
ships, both economic and personal. 
A man’s social network is considered 

just as essential to the family’s prosperity and status in the com-
munity as is his work.

There are very different sexual standards for males and 
females. While all expect strict fidelity from a wife to a husband 
in mind and body, a man is much freer to associate with the oppo-
site sex. Males measure themselves by the model of machismo, in 
which manliness is considered to consist of honor, respectability, 
fatherhood, household leadership, attractiveness to women, and 
the ability to be a charming storyteller. Traditionally, the ability 
to acquire money was secondary to other symbols of maleness. 
Increasingly, however, a new, market-oriented culture prizes vis-
ible affluence as a desirable male attribute.

LGBT Issues 
While a general inclination to keep non- heterosexual relation-
ships “in the closet” persists, over the last decade attitudes have 
begun to change. Respect for the rights of gays and lesbians has 
grown significantly in recent years: Argentina legalized same-sex 
marriage in 2010, as did Brazil and Uruguay in 2013, and Mexico 
in 2015, but homosexuality is still illegal in Guyana and Belize. 
Even in more accepting countries, social attitudes toward LGBT 
people are often complex, contradictory, and ultimately disap-
proving. In Brazil, state legislator and pastor Sargento Isidório, 
who describes himself as an  “ex-homosexual,” was reelected in a 
landslide and gained national notoriety in 2014 when he blamed 
the recent drought in São Paolo on the city’s LGBT “Pride 
Parade,” which, not incidentally, is also the world’s largest such 
event, drawing more than 3 million people annually. Throughout 
the region, violence against LGBT people is common and is rare-
ly addressed by law enforcement. Transgender people are seen 
as running particularly afoul of the ideals of machismo. Officials 
of the Catholic church are often among the most outspoken in 
their disapproval of LGBT people. For example, Chile’s Cardinal 
Jorge Medina stated in 2010 that “if a person has a homosexual 
tendency it is a defect, like missing an eye, a hand, a foot.”

RELIGION IN CONTEMPORARY LIFE
Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and indigenous beliefs are found 
across the region, but the majority of the people are at least nomi-
nal Christians, most of them Roman Catholic. While the Roman 
Catholic Church remains highly influential and relevant to the 
lives of believers, it has had to contend with popular efforts to 
reform it, as well as with rising competition from other religious 
movements. From the beginning of the colonial era, the church 
was the major partner of the Spanish and Portuguese colonial gov-
ernments. It received extensive lands and resources from colonial 
governments, and in return built massive cathedrals and churches 
throughout the region, sending thousands of missionary priests 
to convert indigenous people. The Roman Catholic Church 
encouraged these people to accept their low status in colonial 
society, to obey authority, and to postpone rewards for their hard 
work until heaven.

People throughout the region converted to the faith, some 
willingly and some only after the threats, intimidation, and torture 
of the Spanish Inquisition were brought to the Americas. Many 
indigenous people put their own spin on Catholicism, creating 

extended family a family that con-
sists of related individuals beyond the 
nuclear family of parents and children

marianismo a set of values based on 
the life of the Virgin Mary, the mother 
of Jesus, that defines the proper social 
roles for women in Middle and South 
America

machismo a set of values that defines 
manliness in Middle and South America
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multiple folk versions of the Mass with folk music, more participa-
tion by women in worship services, and interpretations of Scripture 
that vary greatly from European versions. A range of African-based 
belief systems (Candomblé, Umbanda, Santería, Obeah, and 
Voodoo) combined with Catholic beliefs can be found in Brazil, 
northern South America, Middle America, and the Caribbean—
wherever the descendants of Africans have settled. These African-
based religions have attracted adherents of  European or indig-
enous backgrounds as well, especially in urban areas.

The power of the Roman Catholic Church began to erode 
in the nineteenth century in places such as Mexico. Social move-
ments aimed at addressing the needs of the poor masses seized 
and redistributed some church lands. They also canceled the high 
fees the clergy had been charging for simple rites of passage such 
as baptisms, weddings, and funerals. Over the years, the Catholic 
Church became less obviously connected to the elite and more 
attentive to the needs of poor and non-European people. By the 
mid-twentieth century, the church was abandoning many of its 
earlier racist policies and ordaining clergy of African and indig-
enous descent. Women were also given more of a role in religious 
ceremonies.

In the 1970s, a Catholic movement known as liberation 
 theology was begun by a small group of priests and activists. They 
were working to reform the church into an institution that could 
combat the extreme inequalities in wealth and power common 
in the region. The movement portrayed Jesus Christ as a social 
revolutionary who symbolically spoke out for the redistribution of 
wealth when he divided the loaves and fish among the multitude. 
The perpetuation of gross economic inequality and political repres-
sion was viewed as sinful, and social reform as liberation from evil.

The legacy of liberation theology is now fading. At its height 
in the 1970s and early 1980s, liberation theology was the most 
articulate movement for region-wide social change. It had more 
than 3 million adherents in Brazil alone. But the Vatican objected 
to this popularized version of Catholicism, and its influence 
diminished. In countries such as Guatemala and El Salvador, 
governments targeted liberation theology participants, vilifying 
them as communist collaborators; hundreds were tortured and 
assassinated. Liberation theology has also had to compete with 
newly emerging evangelical Protestant movements.  79. POPE 

OPENS TOUR OF LATIN AMERICA IN BRAZIL

The Americas’ First Pope 
The election of Argentina’s Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio to become 
the leader of the Catholic Church in 2013 reflected realities both 
in this region and outside of it. Pope Francis, as Bergoglio is now 
known, is the first non-European pope in almost 13 centuries, 
and the first ever from the Americas. His election reflects the 
dramatic decline of Europe’s share of the world’s Catholics, down 
from 65 percent in 1910 to only 24 percent in 2010, and the rise 
of Middle and South America’s share of the world’s Catholics, up 
from 24 percent in 1910 to 39 percent in 2010. Pope Francis was 
also elected by a group of Catholic cardinals who want to reform 
the church and the Vatican bureaucracy in light of the recent 
financial corruption and sexual abuse scandals that have damaged 
the Church’s image around the world.

While Francis’s election was widely celebrated in Argentina, 
he was also criticized by some for his complicity in Argentina’s 
dirty war, a period from 1976 to 1983 when a military dictatorship 
engaged in widespread torture and carried out more than 30,000 
executions and “disappearances” of people it considered terrorists 
or otherwise politically dangerous. As the head of the Jesuit order 
in Argentina, Francis—then known as Father Bergoglio—was 
accused in 1985, 2005, and again in 2010 of handing over to 
the military priests and Catholic laypeople, some of whom were 
never seen again, and of doing comparatively little to shield others 
from the dictatorship’s death squads.

Bergoglio denied these accusations, but such behavior would 
not have been out of the ordinary for someone in his position, as 
most of Argentina’s Catholic clergy, especially the upper levels of 
the Church’s hierarchy, publicly supported the dictatorship and 
willingly supplied it with information about supposed terrorists 
and political activists who opposed the regime. In this they were 
joined by most of Argentina’s elite, including wealthy landown-
ers, industrialists, and the managers of most newspapers. The 
Argentine Catholic clergy’s collaboration with the military, which 
it formally apologized for in 1996, stands in contrast to the actions 
of Brazil and Chile’s Catholic clergy, who were often highly criti-
cal of military governments that perpetrated violence similar to 
Argentina’s dirty war during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s.

Evangelical Protestantism has spread from North America 
into Middle and South America, and is now the region’s 
fastest-growing religious movement. About 10 percent of the 
population, or at least 50 million people, are adherents. The 
movement is growing rapidly in Brazil, Chile, the Caribbean, 
Mexico, and Middle America, especially among poor and 
middle classes in both rural and urban settings. It does not, 
however, share liberation theology’s emphasis on combating 
the region’s extreme inequalities in wealth and power. Some 
evangelical Protestants teach a gospel of success, stressing that 
those true believers who give themselves to a new life of hard 
work and clean living will experience prosperity of the body 
(wealth) as well as of the soul.

The movement is charismatic, meaning that it focuses 
on personal salvation and empowerment of the individual 
through miraculous healing and psychological transformation. 
Evangelical Protestantism is not hierarchical in the same way 
as the Roman Catholic Church, and there is usually no central 
authority; rather, there are a host of 
small, independent congregations 
led by entrepreneurial individuals 
who may be either male or female.

Perhaps two of the most impor-
tant contributions of evangelical 
Protestantism are the focus (as in 
Umbanda and other African-based 
religions) on helping people, espe-
cially urban migrants, cope with 
the strains of modern life; and 
the emphasis placed on involv-
ing women in leadership roles in 
church activities and services.

liberation theology a movement 
within the Roman Catholic Church that 
uses the teachings of Jesus to encour-
age the poor to organize to change 
their own lives and to encourage the 
rich to promote social and economic 
equity

evangelical Protestantism a Chris-
tian movement that focuses on personal 
salvation and empowerment of the 
individual through miraculous healing 
and transformation; some  practitioners 
preach to the poor the gospel of 
 success—that a life dedicated to Christ 
will result in prosperity for the believer
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TH INGS  TO  R E M E M B ER
• The region of Middle and South America is culturally complex 
because many distinct indigenous groups were already present 
when the Europeans arrived, and then many cultures were intro-
duced during and after the colonial period.

• The basic social institution in the region is the extended fam-
ily, which may include cousins, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and 
more distant relatives.

• Gender roles in the region have been strongly influenced 
by the Catholic Church through the ideals of marianismo and 
machismo.

• Evangelical Protestantism came to the region from North 
America and is now the fastest-growing religious movement in 
the region, though Catholicism is still the dominant religion.

SUBREGIONS OF  MIDDLE  
AND SOUTH AMERICA

This tour of the subregions of Middle and South America focuses 
primarily on the themes of cultural diversity, economic disparity, 

and environmental deterioration. These themes are reflected 
somewhat differently from place to place. For each subregion, 
examples of connections to the global economy are given.

THE CARIBBEAN
Much of the Caribbean has a strong record of fostering human 
well-being, but visitors are often unaware of this focus and tend to 
be struck by the failure of the ramshackle, lived-in landscapes of 
the islands to match the glamorous expectations inspired by the 
tourist brochures and television ads. Because Caribbean tourists 
are usually (and unnecessarily) isolated in hotel enclaves or on 
cruise ships, glimpsing only tiny swatches of island settlements 
through green foliage, they rarely learn that the humble houses, 
garden plots, and quaint, rutted, narrow streets mask social and 
economic conditions that are supportive of a modest but healthy 
and productive way of life.

Political, Social, and Economic Change
Over the past half-century, most of the island societies have 
emerged from colonial status to become independent, self-
governing states (FIGURE 3.30). With the exception of Haiti and 
parts of the Dominican Republic, these islands are no longer 
the poverty-stricken places they were 40 years ago. Rather, they 
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are managing to provide a reasonably high quality of life for 
their people. Children go to school, and literacy rates for all but 
the elderly average close to 95 percent. There is basic health 
care: mothers receive prenatal care, nearly all babies are born 
in hospitals, infant mortality rates are low, and diseases of aging 
are competently treated. Life expectancy is in the seventies, and 
people are choosing to have fewer children; the overall rate of 
population increase for the Caribbean is the lowest in Middle and 
South America. A number of Caribbean islands rank high on the 
HDI, and some (the Bahamas, Barbados, Cuba, and Trinidad and 
Tobago) do particularly well in making opportunities available to 
women. Returned emigrants often say that the quality of life on 
their home Caribbean islands actually exceeds that of societies 
that are far more materially endowed because life is enhanced by 
strong community and family support. And, of course, there is the 
healthful and beautiful natural environment.

Island governments continually search for ways to turn 
former plantation economies, once managed from Europe and 
North America, into more self-directed, self-sufficient, and flex-
ible entities that can adapt quickly to the perpetually changing 
markets of the global economy. To guide their islands toward 
a specialized activity such as tourism is tempting, but island 
economists (such as Sir Arthur Lewis, who won the Nobel Prize 
in Economics in 1979) are wary of the dependence and vulner-
ability that too much specialization can bring. When plantation 
cultivation of sugar, cotton, and copra (dried coconut meat) died 
out in the 1950s and 1960s, some islands turned to producing 
“dessert” crops, such as bananas and coffee, which they sold for 
high prices under special agreements with the countries that once 
held them as colonies. Now these protections are disappearing 
as free market agreements in the EU make such special arrange-
ments illegal. Other island countries turned to the processing 
of their special resources (petroleum in Trinidad and Tobago, 
bauxite in Jamaica), the assembly of such high-tech products as 
computer chips and pharmaceuticals (in St. Kitts and Nevis), or 
the processing of computerized data (in Barbados). Most islands 
combine a changing array of one or more of these strategies with 
tourism development.

In 2016, tourism and related activities contributed at least 
60 percent of the gross national product in island countries such 
as Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, the Bahamas, and St. Martin. 
In most years, Antigua and Barbuda (population 91,000) hosts 
more than four times its population in tourists, and St. Martin 
(population 71,000) hosts 47 times its population. Heavy borrow-
ing to import food as local agriculture declines and to build hotels, 
airports, water systems, and shopping centers for tourists has left 
some islands with debts many times their income. Furthermore, 
there is a special stress that comes from dealing perpetually with 
hordes of strangers, especially when they act in ways that violate 
local mores and make erroneous assumptions about the state of 
well-being in the islands (see Figure 3.28B).

Host countries consider tourism difficult to regulate, in part 
because it is a complex multinational industry controlled by 
external interests in North America and Europe, such as travel 
agencies, airlines, and the investors needed to fund the construc-
tion of hotels, resorts, restaurants, and golf courses. Caribbean 
cruise ships now routinely bring several thousand passengers into 

small port cities such as Castries or Soufrière in St. Lucia. Large 
ships are hard to accommodate because of their enormous size 
and the numbers of day visitors (as many as 6000) they discharge 
into small ports. The environmental pollution these ships create, 
such as garbage and sewage dumping, is hard for tiny countries 
to regulate or punish. To exercise more control over the industry, 
some islands are looking for tourists who will stay on shore for a 
week or more and show a more informed interest in island societ-
ies. Ecotourism, sport tourism (such as small-boat sailing), and 
special-interest seminar tourism (such as cooking, art, yoga, and 
physical fitness retreats) are three variations that are being pur-
sued as low-density alternatives to the “sand, sea, and sun” mass 
tourism that brings the majority of visitors to the region.

Cuba and Puerto Rico Compared
Cuba and Puerto Rico are interesting to compare because they 
shared a common history until the 1950s, then diverged starkly. 
North American interests dominated both islands after the end 
of Spanish rule around 1900. U.S. investors owned plantations, 
resort hotels, and other businesses on both islands. To protect 
their interests, the U.S. government influenced local dictato-
rial regimes to keep labor organization at a minimum and social 
unrest under control. By the 1950s, poverty was widespread in 
both Cuba and Puerto Rico. Infant mortality was more than 50 
per 1000 births, and most people worked as agricultural laborers. 
Then each island took a different course toward social transforma-
tion. In 1959, Cuba went through a Communist revolution under 
the leadership of Fidel Castro; Puerto Rico underwent a more 
gradual capitalist metamorphosis into a high-tech manufacturing 
center.

Cuba Since Castro seized control (see Figure 3.20C), Cuba has 
dramatically improved the well-being of its general population in 
all physical categories of measurement (life expectancy, literacy, 
and infant mortality). By 1990, it had a solid human well-being 
record despite its persistently rather low GNI per capita (see 
Figure 3.28). Cuba thus proved that, once the requisite invest-
ment in human capital is made, poverty and social problems are 
not as intractable as some people had thought. Unfortunately, 
Cuba’s successes are not replicable elsewhere in the region, first, 
because Cuba has been extremely politically repressive, forcing 
out the aristocracy and jailing and executing dissidents. Second, 
Cuba has been inordinately dependent on outside help to achieve 
its social revolution. Until 1991, the Soviet Union was Cuba’s 
chief sponsor. It provided cheap fuel and generous foreign aid and 
bought Cuba’s main export crop, sugar, at artificially high prices.

With the demise of the Soviet Union, Cuba’s economy 
declined sharply during what became known as the Special 
Period, when all Cubans were asked to make major sacrifices and 
slash the use of food and fuel. To survive this economic crisis, 
Cuba opened its economy to outside, especially European, invest-
ment capital, to help redevelop its tourism industry. Medical 
tourism and pharmaceuticals are special emphases because early 
in the revolution, Castro invested in high-quality medical educa-
tion and encouraged poor, young people to become scientists and 
doctors. More than 5000 patients, mostly from South America, 
come per year for cosmetic and other procedures. Canada has 
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invested in joint biotech research on hepatitis and cancer drugs 
with Cuban medical scientists. In exchange for Cuban pharma-
ceuticals, high-tech medical equipment, and the services of medi-
cal social workers and several thousand medical doctors, for years 
Venezuela furnished Cuba with around 50,000 barrels of oil a day 
(2015) in a similar exchange. Oil was discovered off Cuba’s north 
shore in 2012, and oil and gas production could become a major 
component of Cuba’s economy in the near future, as numerous 
oil exploration firms from around the world are already vying for 
development rights.

Leisure tourism remains Cuba’s biggest source of income. 
Cuban tourism grossed an estimated U.S.$2 billion in 2015, 
hosting 3.1 million visitors, mostly Canadians and Europeans, 
who spent a week or more at luxury beach resorts. More than 
140,000 tourists came from the United States in 2014 under 
special visa agreements. While a growing number are making 
a decent living working in the tourism industry (nearly 500,000 
jobs are connected in some way to tourism), incomes remain 
low for most Cubans. For them, consumer goods and even food 
remain in short supply.  75. CUBANS UNCERTAIN ABOUT FUTURE 

BUT MANY CRAVE CHANGE  76. CUBANS STRUGGLE IN PROVINCE RICH IN 

TOBACCO, TOURISM  77. CUBANS CAUGHT BETWEEN COMMUNIST PAST, 

UNCERTAIN FUTURE

Political relations between the Castro regime and successive 
U.S. administrations remained on Cold War terms from 1961 
to 2009, when President Obama loosened the rules on travel to 
Cuba and proposed wider changes in U.S. relations with Cuba. 
These changes began to happen more rapidly in 2015, when 
President Obama opened diplomatic relations with Cuba. So far, 
the U.S. Congress has refused to cancel the 1996 Helms-Burton 
Act, which was intended to stop all trade with Cuba. Meanwhile, 
governments in Europe and the Americas continue to trade with 
and invest in Cuba.

Another contentious issue between Cuba and the United 
States is the naval base at Guantánamo in far southern Cuba, on 
territory held by the United States since the Spanish-American 
War (1898). This base gained international notoriety after 2002, 
when the United States, under the Bush administration, began 
using it to indefinitely detain prisoners—counter to the Geneva 
Convention on prisoners of war—captured in Afghanistan and 
elsewhere who were suspected of having links to terrorism. 
President Obama announced plans to close Guantánamo, but as 
of 2016 he had not done so.

Puerto Rico In the 1950s, Puerto Rico began Operation 
Bootstrap, a government-aided program to transform the island’s 
economy from its traditional sugar plantation base to modern 
industrialism. Many international industries took advantage of 
generous tax-free guarantees and subsidies to locate plants on 
the island. By 1965, this industrial sector was shifting from light 
to heavy manufacturing, from assembly plants to petroleum pro-
cessing and pharmaceutical manufacturing. The Puerto Rican 
seaboard became heavily polluted, partly as a consequence of the 
chemicals released by these more recent industries.

In the 1990s, the U.S. Congress began to eliminate the tax 
advantages of locating in Puerto Rico and by 2006, many indus-
tries had relocated, some to Asia. The resulting recession caused 

the economy to shrink; many islanders left for the mainland. 
Government expenses remain high for social services and pen-
sion obligations and so the island sinks ever deeper into debt—
U.S.$72 billion as of December 2015.

Because Puerto Rico is a commonwealth within the United 
States and its people are U.S. citizens, many Puerto Ricans 
migrate to work in the United States. There are already one-
and-a-half times as many Puerto Ricans in the United States as 
there are in Puerto Rico. In the past, the remittances, as well as 
the manufacturing jobs in Puerto Rico, greatly improved living 
conditions on the island. Many Puerto Ricans also receive some 
sort of support from the federal government, including retirement 
benefits and health care. All of these factors have improved living 
standards, especially health care. For example, the infant mortal-
ity rate in 2015 was just 7.2 infant deaths per 1000 live births, 
among the lowest in the region, and life expectancy was relatively 
high, at 79 years. These figures are roughly comparable to Cuba, 
where the infant mortality rate was 4.2, and life expectancy 78 
years). The connection with the United States has helped Puerto 
Rico’s tourism and light-industry economy, but outside of San 
Juan, with its skyscraper tourist hotels, Puerto Rico’s landscape 
reflects stagnation: a shortage of well-paying jobs, an inadequate 
transportation system, mediocre schools, and few opportunities 
for advanced training, all of which encourage migration to the 
mainland.

Largely as a result of globalizing forces, Puerto Ricans have 
few options to improve their situation. For now their fate lies with 
the U.S. Congress. Some support independence from the United 
States, arguing that not only would this open some financial 
possibilities (like the right to declare bankruptcy), it would bring 
closer ties to Middle and South America and help Puerto Rico 
retain the island’s Spanish linguistic and cultural heritage. Others 
advocate for statehood for Puerto Rico, which would mean higher 
status in the United States and perhaps some advantages to its 
tourism industry. It is already too late to keep its previous assembly 
and industrial base from moving to cheaper labor markets in Asia.

Haiti and Barbados Compared
Haiti and Barbados present another study in contrasts (FIGURE 3.31). 
During the colonial era, both were European possessions with 
plantation economies—Haiti a colony of France and Barbados 
a colony of Britain. Yet they have had very different experi-
ences, and today they are far apart in economic and social well-
being. Haiti, though not without useful resources, is the poorest 
nation in the Americas, with a UN HDI rank of 163 out of 188. 
Barbados, by contrast, has one of the highest HDI rankings in the 
entire region (57), even though it has much less space, a higher 
population density than Haiti, and few resources other than its 
limestone soil, beaches, and people.

Haiti At the end of the eighteenth century, Haiti had the rich-
est plantation economy in the Caribbean. When Haitian slaves 
revolted against the brutality of the French planters in 1804, Haiti 
became the first colony in Middle and South America to become 
independent. Haiti’s early promise was lost, however, when the 
former slave-reformist leaders were overthrown by other former 
slaves who were violent and corrupt militarists. They neither 
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reformed the exploitative plantation economy nor sought a new 
economic base. Under a long series of incompetent and avari-
cious authoritarian governments, the people sank into abject pov-
erty, while the land was badly damaged by particularly wasteful, 
unprofitable plantation cultivation. In the middle of the twentieth 
century, a class-based reign of terror under François “Papa Doc” 
Duvalier (1957–1971) and his son Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” 
Duvalier (1971–1986), pitted the mulatto elite against the black 
poor. They were followed by a series of weak leaders who prom-
ised social reform but delivered little.

Today, Haiti remains overwhelmingly rural, with widespread 
illiteracy, an infant mortality rate of 42 per 1000 births (Barbados’s 
rate is 19), and painfully few jobs. Multinational corporations 
opened maquiladora-like assembly plants, employing primarily 
young women, but the plants have not flourished and they drew 
thousands in from the countryside for whom there were no jobs. 
Although minerals such as bauxite, copper, and tin exist in Haiti, 
cost-effective development of these resources is not yet possible. 
Haiti’s lands are deforested and eroded and subject to disastrous 
flooding (see Figure 3.10C). Traditional agriculture, potentially 
quite productive, has been defeated by extreme environmental 
deterioration. Efforts to establish democracy have repeatedly 
devolved into violence (see the Figure 3.20 map). Since the early 
1990s the UN has maintained peacekeeping troops in Haiti, and 
several humanitarian aid organizations, in addition to the U.S. 
government, run programs there. The United States and other 
foreign powers increased their presence after four hurricanes 
struck the island in 2008 and a massively devastating earthquake 
killed 200,000 to 250,000 people in January 2010 and left 1.5 mil-
lion homeless. A cholera epidemic then struck. Earthquake and 
cholera aid supplied by an unprecedented number of countries 
from across the globe—amounting to U.S.$9.5 billion—began to 
make a difference, in part because the scope of the disaster weak-
ened sources of resistance to change. But because of the endemic 

corruption of local officials—the government demanded large 
fees to allow in medicine and other relief aid—most of this aid 
was administered by outsiders and much aid money went to 
pay outside consultants.  58. REBUILDING EFFORTS IN HAITI SHIFT TO 

EDUCATION

ON THE BRIGHT SIDE: Life in the Caribbean Is Good
With the exception of Haiti, close examination of Caribbean land-
scapes and ways of daily life reveal a particularly healthful and 
rewarding, if not affluent, standard of living. Caribbean women 
hold region-wide leadership positions. Caribbean intellectuals 
have won several Nobel Prizes. At the 2012 Olympics in London, 
the Caribbean as a whole won more gold medals than any single 
country other than the United States, China, the UK, and Russia, 
and this with a combined population of only 20 million and an 
overall GDP lower than that of Portugal. ■

Barbados Tiny but far more prosperous, Barbados has fewer 
natural resources and is more than twice as crowded as Haiti. 
With just 166 square miles (430 square kilometers), Barbados has 
1684 people per square mile (650 per square kilometer); by con-
trast, Haiti, with 10,700 square miles (27,800 square kilometers) 
has only 850 people per square mile (328 per square kilometer). 
Although both Haiti and Barbados entered the twentieth century 
with large, illiterate, agricultural populations, their development 
paths have diverged sharply. In 2012, two-thirds of Haitians 
were still agricultural workers, and only half were able to read 
and write. Barbados, on the other hand, now has 100 percent 
literacy and a diversified economy that includes tourism, sugar 
production, remittances from migrants, information processing, 
offshore financial services, and modern industries that sell prod-
ucts throughout the Caribbean. Barbados’s present prosperity is 
explained by the fact that its citizens successfully pressured the 
British government to invest in the people and infrastructure of 

(A) Haiti is the poorest country in the region and suffers political 
instability that has brought repeated military intervention by 
outsiders. Shown here are UN troops from Brazil distributing water 
in a slum in Port-au-Prince.

(B) Barbados, on the other hand, is politically stable and has a much 
more prosperous economy based on services (especially tourism) and 
export-oriented light manufacturing. Barbadians are generally highly 
educated and often have time to enjoy spectator sports like horse 
racing.

F I G U R E  3 . 3 1  Contrast in the Caribbean: Haiti and Barbados. While both islands had similar beginnings 
as European colonies, their present situations are very different.
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its colony before giving it independence in 1966. Barbadians hold 
jobs requiring sophisticated skills; they are well educated and 
well fed, and most are homeowners. Furthermore, the Barbadian 
government and private businesspeople constantly seek new 
employment options for the citizens and occupy a central role in 
Caribbean economic and social development. In 2015 Barbados 
had a per capita GNI of U.S.$14,750; Haiti’s was U.S.$1092.

TH INGS  TO  R E M E M B ER
• Sun, sand, and sea tourism is the main source of economic 
well-being in most of the Caribbean subregion, but these island 
nations are working to adopt more flexible and diversified 
 economic strategies in the globalizing world.

• Over the past half-century, many of the island societies have 
emerged from colonial status to become independent, self- 
governing states, some more democratic than others. Several 
Caribbean islands are not yet independent, self-governing 
states; a few remain colonies, and others are states or entities 
of France, Great Britain, the Netherlands, or the United States.

• Cuba and Puerto Rico now have quite divergent fates  despite 
colonial similarities. The same could be said for Haiti and 
 Barbados.

• The poverty and social dysfunction of Haiti is atypical of the 
Caribbean and is the result of a long series of circumstances and 
disasters, only some of which could have been prevented.

MEXICO
Mexico is a country in transition, working toward becoming a rea-
sonably well-managed, middle-income democracy (FIGURE 3.32), 
but the situation is fragile; the economic recession, corruption, 
and drug-cartel violence threaten Mexico’s future (see Figure 
3.20A, Figure 3.21, and the discussion on pages 157–159). Most 
of the efforts to achieve economic success and political stability 
are linked in some way to Mexico’s relationship with the United 
States, its main trade partner. The integration of the Mexican, 
U.S., and Canadian economies has proceeded rapidly since 
NAFTA became official in 1994, and the results have been 
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mixed. Geographic markers of the successes and failures of this 
integration abound: the stream of legal and undocumented 
migrants into the United States—many of whom lost their 
livelihoods in Mexico due to the effects of NAFTA; the tower-
ing fences along the border with the United States (see Figure 
3.32A); the interconnecting highway systems crowded with trucks 
carrying products between the three countries; and the ever-
changing maquiladora phenomenon that continues to attract 
recession-plagued U.S. manufacturers, but is also shrinking due 
to the recession.  71. DRUG MONEY WORSENS CORRUPTION IN MEXICO

Formal and Informal Economies
Mexico’s formal economy has modernized rapidly in recent 
decades. Its main components are mechanized, export-oriented 
agriculture, a vastly expanded manufacturing sector, petroleum 
extraction and refining, tourism, a service and information sec-
tor, and the remittances of millions of migrants working abroad. 
Mexico’s large and varied informal economy employs about half 
of the total working population of 52 million. Informal economy 
workers contribute at least 13 percent of the GDP through such 
activities as subsistence agriculture, fine craft making, and many 
types of services, ranging from street vending and tutoring to 
trash recycling. The informal economy also includes any remit-
tances smuggled home, a flourishing black market, and the 
crime sector.

Geographic Distribution of Economic Sectors
Mexico’s economic sectors have a distinct geographic distribution 
pattern. The agricultural (or primary) sector employs about 14 
percent of Mexico’s population. However, agriculture produces 
only about 4 percent of Mexico’s GDP, and only 12 percent of 
Mexico’s land is good for agriculture, much of that comprised of 
hillsides. In the northwest and northeast, large corporate farms, 
often run by American companies, have replaced the old, inef-
ficient haciendas and ranches that 
formerly hired scores of workers 
at very low wages. The corporate 
farms employ only a few laborers 
and technicians. With the aid of 
government marketing, research, 
mechanization, and irrigation 
programs, their products—high-
quality meat and produce such 
as asparagus, peppers, winter veg-
etables, and raspberries, as well as 
corn and sorghum—go primarily 
to the North American market. 
In the tropical coastal lowlands 
farther south, subsistence cultiva-
tion on small plots is much more 
common, but here too, tropical 
fruits and products such as jute, 
sisal, and tequila are produced 
for export as well as for internal 
consumption. In Mexico’s convo-
luted mountains, many small fam-
ily farms produce a wide  variety 

of crops, including coffee, corn, tomatoes, sesame seeds, hot 
peppers, and flowers.

The service (or tertiary) sector is the largest, employing 
62  percent of the population and producing 62 percent of the 
GDP. Service jobs are most varied and noticeable in the big cit-
ies. Work in services includes restaurants, hotels, tourism facili-
ties of all sorts, financial and educational institutions, consulting 
firms, and museums. The service sector is dominated by small 
operations that cater to everyday needs: shoe repair, Internet 
cafés, cleaning services, beauty parlors—many in the informal 
economy.

The Maquiladora Phenomenon
The industrial (or secondary) sector, which includes Mexico’s 
profitable petroleum refining industry that is located along 
the Gulf coastal plain, employs about 24 percent of Mexico’s 
registered workforce and accounts for 34 percent of the GDP. 
Industries are found in many geographical niches, rural and 
urban, but a particular kind is concentrated along the U.S. bor-
der; these are the maquiladoras, in cities that include Tijuana, 
Mexicali, Ciudad Juárez, and Reynosa, that hire people to assem-
ble manufactured goods, such as clothing or electronic devices, 
usually from duty-free imported parts.

Location of Maquiladoras The Mexican side of the border 
is a desirable location for the maquiladoras because it provides 
an inexpensive labor pool within easy reach of the U.S. market 
(FIGURE 3.33). In 2016, Mexican factory workers earned an aver-
age of about U.S.$17 per day ($2.20 per hour). Compared to 
the United States, Mexico has far fewer regulations covering 
worker safety, fringe benefits, and environmental protection, 
and it charges much lower taxes on industries. These conditions 
attracted a considerable number of maquiladoras even before 
NAFTA took effect in 1994; after NAFTA took effect, the number 
of maquiladoras increased dramatically.
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Gender in Maquiladoras For many years women have been 
the employees of choice in maquiladoras because they are more 
compliant than men, they work on short-term contracts for less 
pay and, if fired, they leave quietly. Thousands of young women 
previously sheltered by close-knit families now live in precarious, 
crowded circumstances where they are preyed upon by employ-
ers and by violent mates, gangs, and drug cartels. For example, 
the murders of hundreds of young women in Juárez remain 
unsolved. Nonetheless, young women continue to migrate to the 
maquiladoras because the remittances they send home are crucial 
to their families’ welfare, and these financial contributions give 
female workers a high status in the family that earlier generations 
of women did not have. Men, recently displaced from agriculture 
and local factory work, are increasingly employed in maquilado-
ras, filling traditionally female jobs such as sewing or assembling 
electronic devices. They are viewed as more competent than 
female workers. Recent studies have shown that the majority of 
women employees do not use maquiladora work as a precursor 
to migration to the United States, as often has been claimed; if 
these migrants fail to find maquiladora work, they tend to return 
to their home villages.

The Downside of Maquiladoras for Mexico Although 
many Mexicans are pleased to have the maquiladoras and the 
jobs they bring, the country is also facing negative side effects. 
The border area has developed serious groundwater and air pol-
lution problems because of the high concentration of poorly 
regulated factories and the hundreds of thousands of people liv-
ing in unplanned worker shantytowns. Social problems are also 
developing among those crowded into unsanitary living condi-
tions, and family violence is high. Governmental authority is 
fragmented along the long border zone where there are 14 paired 
U.S.–Mexican cities. The multiplicity of governments makes it 
difficult to address common problems. To address this issue of 
overlapping governments, the U.S.–Mexico Border XXI Project, 
under the auspices of both the U.S. and Mexican governments, 
has organized joint task forces that focus on infant immunization, 
the procurement of drinking water, water and air pollution miti-
gation, hazardous waste prevention and cleanup, environmental 
studies, and border security.

Migration from the Mexican Perspective
The movement of Mexicans to the United States to find work is 
as controversial in Mexico as it is in the United States because 
Mexico is losing many citizens (and parents) during their most 
productive years. Parents leave children to be raised by grand-
parents or other kin. And there is worry over the safety of family 
members while crossing the border and when on the job.

Unlike the many Europeans who cut ties with their fami-
lies and native land when they migrated to North America, 
Mexicans often undertake their migrations with the express 
purpose of helping out their families and home communities. In 
recent years, Mexican workers in the United States remitted an 
estimated U.S.$20 billion annually to their home communities 

(see the discussion on page 153). 
Most Mexican households receiving 
remittances are located in relatively 

better-off states such as Michoacán and Zacatecas, because resi-
dents of the poorest states find it difficult to finance a migration 
to the United States.

Does migration have to be the main route to advancement 
for Mexico’s youth? Maybe not. Mexicans with more than a high 
school education are much less likely to migrate than those with 
just 9 to 12 years of schooling. Since about 49  percent of the 
Mexican population already uses the Internet (see Figure 3.17), 
government programs are trying to expand use of the Internet as 
a means of getting training and higher education to young adults 
in order to give them a potentially brighter future at home than 
they are likely to find as migrants in North America. Nonetheless, 
migration is still an important way in which Mexican families 
improve their well-being.

TH INGS  TO  REMEMBER
• Mexico has a fragile democracy that is threatened by the vio-
lence and civil disorder of the traffic in illegal drugs by powerful 
drug cartels.

• Mexico’s diversifying economy is in part based on the maqui-
ladoras that have resulted from NAFTA, as well as petroleum 
revenues, remittances, and tourism.

• Mexico must deal with the problems posed by emigration to 
the United States.

CENTRAL AMERICA
It has long been said that Central America’s wealth is in its soil. 
While this may no longer be true, as industry and services have 
come to account for a greater proportion of the gross domestic 
product of all countries, fully one-third of the people of the seven 
countries of Central America remain dependent on the produc-
tion of their plantations, ranches, and small farms or minifundios 
(FIGURES 3.34 AND 3.35). Most of the land is controlled by a tiny 
minority of wealthy individuals and companies, which contrib-
utes to high levels of income disparity.

Most of the Central American isthmus consists of three 
physical zones that are not well connected with each other: the 
narrow Pacific coast; the highland interior; and the long, slop-
ing, rain-washed Caribbean coastal region. Along the Pacific 
coast, mestizo (ladino is the local term) laborers work on large 
plantations that grow sugarcane, cotton, and bananas and other 
tropical fruits; coffee is grown in the hills behind the coast. In the 
highland interior of Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua, cattle 
ranching and commercial agriculture have recently displaced 
indigenous subsistence farmers. Similarly, the humid Caribbean 
coastal region, for many years sparsely populated with indigenous 
and African-Caribbean subsistence farmers, has become domi-
nated by commercial agriculture, forestry, tourism development, 
and resettlement projects for small farmers displaced from the 
highlands.

Social and Economic Conditions
In Central America, the majority of people are either indigenous 
or ladino, and about a quarter still live in small rural villages 

ladino a local term for mestizo, used 
in Central America
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 surrounded by tiny minifundios (see Figure  3.35). In these vil-
lages most people make a sparse living by cultivating their own 
food and cash crops on the minifundios; by working land they 
rent as sharecroppers; or by working as seasonal laborers on large 
farms and plantations (see the story of Aguilar Busto Rosalino in 
the vignette on page 154). The people of this region have experi-
enced centuries of hardship, including long hours of labor at low 
wages and the loss of most of their farmlands to large landhold-
ers. In both rural and urban areas, infrastructure development 
has lagged. Roads are primitive and few. Most people lack clean 
water, sanitation, health care, protection from poisoning by 
agricultural chemicals, and basic education. Often they do not 
have access to enough arable land to meet their basic needs. The 
majority of the land is held in huge tracts—ranches, plantations, 
and haciendas—owned by a few families. On the small bits of 
farmland available to the poor for growing their own food and 
cash crops, local densities may be 1000 people or more per square 
mile. These circumstances all affect the well-being of the people, 
as reflected in Figure 3.28 and TABLE 3.2.

Ta b l e  3 . 2  Population data on Mexico and Central 
America, 2014–2015

Country 
(ordered by 
size), 2015

Population, 
in millions, 
2015

Population 
density 
per square 
kilometer 
of arable 
land, 2015

Rate of 
natural 
increase 
(percent), 
2015

Literacy 
rate 
 (percent), 
2014

Mexico 127.0 526 1.4 93.5

Guatemala 16.2 1056 2.6 No data

Honduras 8.3 819 2.0 85.1

El Salvador 6.4 904 1.4 84.5

Nicaragua 6.3 416 1.9 78

Costa Rica 4.8 1972 1.1 96.3

Panama 4.0 744 1.5 94.1

Belize 0.4 475 1.9 No data

Sources: Population Reference Bureau, 2015 World Population Data Sheet; and 
United Nations Human Development Report 2014 (New York: United Nations 
Development Program), Table 9.

The Exceptions: Costa Rica and Panama
Two exceptions to these extreme patterns of elite monopoly, 
mass poverty, and rapid population growth are Costa Rica, and 
to some extent, Panama (see Figure 3.28 and Table 3.2). The 
huge disparities in wealth between colonists and laborers did not 
develop in Costa Rica, chiefly because there were no precious 
metals to extract and the fairly small native population died 
out soon after the conquest. Without a captive labor supply, the 
European immigrants to Costa Rica set up small but productive 
family farms that they worked themselves, not unlike early North 
American family farms. Costa Rica has democratic traditions that 
began in the nineteenth century, and it has unusually enlightened 
elected officials as well as one of the region’s soundest economies. 
Population growth is low for the region, at 1.3 percent per year, 
and investment in human capital—in schools, health care, social 
services, and infrastructure—has been high. With no standing 

army, the country spends little on military installations. As a 
result, Costa Rica has Central America’s highest literacy rates, 
and on many scales of comparison, including GDP per capita 
and HDI, the country stands out for its high living standards (see 
Figure 3.28). Costa Rica has often been hailed as a beacon for the 
more troubled nations of Central America. Nevertheless, while 
average incomes have risen in recent decades, income inequal-
ity, which was already high, has also grown, and for the past two 
decades poverty has hovered at around 20 to 25 percent.

ON THE BRIGHT SIDE: A Role Model
Costa Rica is a relatively affluent, healthy, and well-educated 
 society—and an innovator in environmental activism, with  
25 percent of its land area set aside in national parks and 
 protected areas. Its economy has moved from dependence 
on agricultural exports to a more diverse basis in specialized 
 manufacturing, pharmaceuticals, and ecotourism. As a success-
ful democracy, it serves as an important role model for future 
 development in Central America. ■

Panama is known primarily for the canal that joins the Atlantic 
Ocean and Caribbean Sea with the Pacific, precluding the need 
for a long sea voyage around the tip of South America. Opened 
in 1914, the Panama Canal was built primarily with money from 
the United States and labor from the British Caribbean. Initially, 
the United States managed the canal and maintained a large mili-
tary presence in Panama; as a result, Panama remained a virtual 
colony of the United States. In 1999, the United States turned 
over the canal to Panama and removed itself as a dominant pres-
ence. Interestingly, the turnover of the canal came at a time when 
it was increasingly obsolete and facing competition from nearby 
oil and gas pipelines and potentially from another canal route 
through Nicaragua. For decades the canal was a bottleneck for 
world trade as it was not large enough to accommodate the huge 
cargo, tanker, and cruise ships of the modern era. However, in 
2016, after a decade of renovation, the canal was able to accom-
modate all but the very largest of ships in current use.  59. VOTERS 

IN PANAMA APPROVE MAJOR EXPANSION OF CANAL

Environmental Concerns in Central America 
Farmers often use unwise practices to wrench from their tiny 
plots of land enough food to feed their families. The news media 
often then blame them for environmental degradation. However, 
most environmental problems in Central America are caused 
not by the practices of small farmers but rather by large-scale 
agriculture and cattle ranching. In Honduras, the reservoir for 
a large hydroelectric dam built only a few years ago has been 
nearly filled with silt eroded from surrounding cleared land. Its 
electricity output must now be supplemented with generators run 
on imported oil.

Costa Rica has been a leader in the environmental movement 
in Central America. In the 1980s, the country established wetland 
parks along the Caribbean coast and encouraged ecotourism at a 
number of nature preserves, while at the same time acknowledg-
ing the potentially negative environmental side effects of tourism. 
Costa Rica supports scientific research through several interna-
tional study centers in its central highlands and lowland rain 
forests, where students from throughout the hemisphere study 
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tropical environments. Elsewhere in Central America, support for 
national parks is growing. With the help of the U.S. National Park 
Service and international NGOs such as the Nature Conservancy 
and the Audubon Society, 175 small parks have been established 
in the subregion.

Decades of Civil Conflict 
Frustrated with elite-dominated governments unresponsive to 
the widespread poverty, many people in Guatemala, Honduras, 
Nicaragua, and El  Salvador organized movements for political 
change, both armed and peaceful, for centuries. Despite requests 
for only moderate reforms, these movements were met with 
stiff resistance from wealthy elites assisted by national military 
forces and at times by the U.S. military and intelligence services. 
Conflicts came to a head in a series of civil wars that flared up 
intermittently from the 1960s to the 1990s, though the most 
recent coup d’état occurred in Honduras in 2009. In some cases, 
Central American political movements had the help of liberation 
theology advocates and Marxist revolutionaries. Violence was 
particularly intense in Guatemala, where 200,000 civilians were 
killed or “disappeared” by the military. The United States often 
backed and armed military dictatorships (that of General Ríos 
Montt, in the case of Guatemala) because it was convinced that 
the revolutionaries posed a Communist-inspired threat to the 
United States.

Rigoberta Menchú, an indigenous Guatemalan woman, won 
the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize for her efforts to stop government vio-
lence against her people. Her autobiographical account attracted 
public attention to the carnage and was important in awakening 
worldwide concern. Eventually, after a number of regional peace-
makers joined Menchú in bringing international pressure to bear 
on the Guatemalan government, the Guatemalan Peace Accord 
was signed in September 1996.

The Central America Free Trade Association 
(CAFTA) 
Many rural Central American grassroots organizations have 
fought the globalization of markets across the region. From 
their perspective, the Central America Free Trade Association 
(CAFTA), which has extended many of the provisions of NAFTA 
to Central America, is a threat to their survival. Before CAFTA 
was implemented in 2009, Oxfam, an international NGO con-
cerned with issues of hunger and human rights, estimated that 
under the free market rules of CAFTA, U.S. exports of subsi-
dized, mass-produced corn to Central America would increase 
dramatically, resulting in a lower market price that would force 
many farmers to sell their land and migrate to find work, essen-
tially recreating the effects of NAFTA in Central America. In the 
years since CAFTA’s implementation, some farmers have been 
able to adapt to new opportunities, for example by switching 
crops from corn to fresh vegetables which they can sell to new 
international buyers that have appeared in recent years. However, 
as Oxfam predicted, many poorer and less educated farmers have 
not been able to make the switch and have sold their land to large 
agribusiness (commercial agriculture) corporations, migrating to 
cities to look for work in new factories that pay below minimum 
wage. Others have become part of a huge flow of undocumented 
immigrants to the United States.

A CASE STUDY OF CIVIL CONFLICT: Nicaragua
Until the late twentieth century, Nicaragua had landownership 
patterns characteristic of the region: A tiny elite held the usual 
monopoly on land, while the mass of laborers lived in poverty. By 
1910, the American company United Fruit had coffee and fruit 
plantations in the Nicaraguan Pacific uplands and on the Pacific 
coastal plain. Between 1912 and 1933, the United States kept 
marines in Nicaragua to quell labor protests that threatened U.S. 
interests in Nicaragua’s food export economy. This U.S. military 
support helped the wealthy Somoza family to establish its mem-
bers as brutal dictators in Nicaragua in the 1930s.

The Marxist-leaning Sandinista revolution of 1979 finally 
ousted the Somoza regime. The Sandinistas, who eventually won 
several national elections, embarked on a program of land and 
agricultural reform and improved basic education and health 
services. However, the country was soon mired in a debilitating 
war with the Contras, right-wing counterinsurgents backed by 
local elites and the United States. In what became known as the 
Iran–Contra affair, the Communist-wary Reagan administration 
secretly supported the Contras (for which Congress had explic-
itly denied funds) with money from covert arms sales to Iran. A 
trade embargo imposed by the United States further contrib-
uted to the ruin of the Nicaraguan economy. By the end of the 
1980s, Nicaragua was one of the poorest nations in the Western 
 Hemisphere.

In national elections in 1990, an electorate weary of violence 
voted the Sandinistas out. Starting in 1997, several free elections, 
in which 75 percent of the eligible citizens voted, resulted in 
moderate governments that continued to find it difficult to bring 
Nicaragua any measure of prosperity. In 2006, Daniel Ortega, a 
Sandinista leader and president in the late 1980s, was elected 
president. Now in his third term, he takes populist and anti-U.S. 
positions similar to those once taken by Chávez in Venezuela and 
the Castros in Cuba, but he also makes overtures to foreign inves-
tors. Strong and stable economic growth combined with effective 
antipoverty policies have made Ortega hugely popular. ■

TH INGS  TO  REMEMBER
• Behind much of the civil disorder and violence in Central Amer-
ican countries is persistent disparity of wealth and a long-standing 
unwillingness to invest in human capital by providing education 
and social services.

• Costa Rica is an exception to the pattern of civil disorder and 
control by elites in Central America.

• Although participatory democracy is growing, a tiny minor-
ity of elites and the military continue to control political and 
economic power, often in collusion with foreign businesses and 
governments (including that of the United States). The result has 
been bloody conflicts that have killed thousands and seriously 
inhibited development.

THE NORTHERN ANDES AND CARIBBEAN 
COAST OF SOUTH AMERICA
The five countries in the northernmost part of South America 
share a Caribbean coastline and extend south into a remote 
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 interior of wide river basins and humid uplands (FIGURE 3.36). 
The Guianas resemble Caribbean countries in that they 
were once traditional plantation colonies worked by slaves 
and indentured labor, and today their multicultural societ-
ies are made up of descendants of African, East Indian, 
Pakistani, Southeast Asian, Dutch, French, and English set-
tlers. Venezuela and Colombia share a Spanish colonial past; 
their populations are largely mestizo, but there is also a small 
upper class of primarily European heritage and a small popula-
tion of African derivation in the western and Caribbean low-
lands. In all the countries of this subregion, small indigenous 
populations survive, mainly in the interior lowland Orinoco 
and Amazon basins, where they hunt, gather, and grow subsis-
tence crops.

The Guianas
To the north of Brazil lie three small countries known collectively 
as the Guianas: Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana. Guyana 
gained independence from Britain in 1966 and Suriname from 
the Netherlands in 1975. French Guiana, on the other hand, is 
not independent; it is still part of France. Today, the common 

colonial heritage of these three countries remains visible in both 
their economies and their culture. Sugar, rice, and banana planta-
tions established by the Europeans in the coastal areas continue 
to be economically important, but logging and gold, diamond, 
and bauxite mining in the resource-rich highlands are now the 
leading economic activities.

The population descends mainly from laborers who once 
worked the plantations. These laborers formed two major cul-
tural groups: Africans, brought in as slaves from 1620 to the early 
1800s, and South and Southeast Asians, brought in as indentured 
servants after the abolition of slavery. The descendants of Asian 
indentured servants are mostly Hindus and Muslims. Many of 
them became small-plot rice farmers or owners of small busi-
nesses. Those of African descent are primarily Christian; they 
are both agricultural and urban workers. Politics in the Guianas 
is complicated by the social and cultural differences between 
citizens of Asian and African descent. These differences have 
also slowed economic and human development to the point that 
these three countries lag a bit behind several Caribbean island 
countries that have similar colonial histories, such as Trinidad and 
Tobago and Barbados.

F I G U R E  3 . 3 6  Northern Andes 
and the Caribbean coast.  A  An 
aerial view of Caracas, Venezuela, 
showing slums on the left and high-
rise apartments on the right.
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Venezuela
Venezuela has long had the potential to become one of the 
wealthier countries in South America, primarily because it holds 
large oil deposits and is an active member of the Organization 
of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Oil has been the 
backbone of the country’s economy since the mid-twentieth 
century. Venezuela not only is among the top suppliers of oil to 
the United States, but also supplies oil to Cuba, Canada, Central 
and South America, and China, and is seeking agreements with 
Japan and Europe. The U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 illustrates 
how geopolitics can link distant regions: Venezuelans feared that 
the invasion would result in the takeover of Iraqi oil manage-
ment by the United States and Britain. This could have caused 
Venezuela to lose market share in the United States, and the 
result in Venezuela, already economically strapped, could have 
been civil disorder. That scenario did not materialize, however. 
Instead, a drawn-out war in Iraq allowed Venezuela to gain power 
globally as oil prices rose sharply.

Although Venezuela’s oil resource was nationalized in the 
1970s, with the idea that the profits would fund public programs 
to help the poor majority, pre-Chávez market-oriented govern-
ments relaxed this policy, and for a while foreign firms such as 
Chevron exercised considerable control over production. As a 
result, oil profits stayed with the elite and the small middle class. 
By the late 1990s, 63 percent of the country’s wealth was con-
trolled by 10 percent of the population, mainly those of European 
descent, leaving those of mixed native and African descent at 
the bottom of the income pyramid. Taxes on the wealthy and on 
foreign investors were kept low, so oil and other assets did not 
generate enough government revenue to fund badly needed 
improvements in education, health care, transportation, and 
communications. This failure to invest in its own people meant 
Venezuela did not build a base for general economic and social 
advancement. The landscape reflects this failure: aerial views of 
the capital city of Caracas show rows of high-rise buildings and 
modern freeways (see Figure 3.36A), but a closer look reveals 
expanses of poor shantytowns (discussed on page 163). The shan-
tytowns are home to millions of people who live in deep poverty 
and lack access to clean drinking water, sanitation, and adequate 
education and transportation.

The global economic downturn that began in 2007 had a 
noticeable effect in Venezuela primarily because the resultant fall 
in oil prices severely curtailed personal and national income. Oil 
wealth had allowed Venezuela to invest in its own infrastructure 
and to address both the long-unmet needs of its giant underclass 
and to push for a greater regional leadership role. The fall in oil 
prices diminished, at least temporarily, Venezuela’s expanding 
role in Middle and South American geopolitics.

Colombia
A civil war in Colombia has raged on and off for more than 
50  years, fueled by economic inequalities and political repres-
sion. The conflict has produced so many refugees that Colombia 
has one of the highest totals of internally displaced people in the 
world. Although Colombia is the world’s second-largest exporter 
of coffee and a major exporter of oil and coal, a small proportion 

of the population, mostly of European descent, has monopolized 
most of the income by keeping wages low and resisting paying 
taxes. In addition, the wealthy have pushed back against efforts 
to redistribute some of their extensive landholdings to landless 
rural people.

On one side of the civil war are revolutionary guerrillas who 
want government-sponsored reforms for the poor. One such 
group, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), 
controls a large part of the Colombian interior south of Bogotá. 
On the other side are the private armies of the wealthy, who have 
little faith in the will and ability of the ill-equipped Colombian 
military to defeat the guerrillas.

The hostilities are complicated by the participation of all the 
warring parties in the cocaine trade. This trade, as we have seen, 
is derived from the leaves of the ancient Andean coca plant, tra-
ditionally chewed as a fatigue and hunger suppressant, but now 
processed into the much stronger cocaine and sold internationally 
(see Figure 3.21). Although coca growers make a somewhat better 
income from coca than they would from other crops, competing 
drug-smuggling rings reap most of the profits, intimidating and 
murdering Colombian government officials who try to reduce or 
eradicate the drug trade.

Per capita drug use by Colombians is quite low (about 
one-quarter of the U.S. rate), and there are signs that in-country 
drug-related violence is beginning to decrease. The Council on 
Hemispheric Affairs, a nonprofit research organization, suggests 
that the low rate of drug use is related to the strong family ties of 
most Colombian youth and to local community initiatives such 
as the No Mas (No More) movement, a civic effort to stop the 
drug trade violence. Millions have demonstrated against the drug 
cartels, and some success in abating the violence has come from 
rehabilitating drug trade operatives.

Much work is being done to find sources of income for 
rural people other than coca. For example, in the mountains 
of southwestern Colombia, 1200 farm families have formed a 
cooperative that produces a line of 20 products—preserved fruits, 
sauces, and candies—marketed especially to Latinos in North 
America and Europe. The cooperative also focuses on child and 
adult education and on enhancing people’s marketable skills. 
Elsewhere in the country, rural people working with the food 
scientists at the International Center for Tropical Agriculture 
have developed new varieties of corn that will be more produc-
tive and nutritious.

Repeated attempts to end the conflicts via peace talks have 
failed, but negotiations between the FARC and the Colombian 
government have been ongoing since 2013, many partial accords 
have been reached, and both sides appear willing to make crucial 
concessions to achieve peace. FARC leaders admit that they are 
unlikely to ever take power by force and now see that they may be 
able to win through elections, once they disarm. Both sides have 
agreed to eventually stop their drug trafficking.

Despite all the news about drug violence, Colombia has 
maintained a vibrant tourist economy. Cartagena, for example, is 
known for its elegant colonial buildings, beautiful beaches, and 
lively entertainment for affluent and budget-minded tourists alike 
(FIGURE 3.37).
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TH INGS  TO  R E M E M B ER
• All five countries of the Northern Andes and Caribbean Coast 
depend on extractive industries—logging and mining, petroleum 
products, and/or drugs—as major income sources.

• The five countries of this subregion have quite different politi-
cal systems, with varying outcomes for civil society.

• A civil war in Colombia has simmered for more than 50 years, 
producing so many refugees that Colombia has one of the high-
est totals of internally displaced people in the world.

THE CENTRAL ANDES
The central Andes, which includes the countries of Ecuador, 
Peru, and Bolivia, consists of a high and wide system of paral-
lel mountain ranges and plateaus that carries 70 percent of the 
world’s tropical glaciers, a narrow coastal lowland in Ecuador and 
Peru (Bolivia has been landlocked since its mineral-rich Atacama 
Desert coastline was annexed by Chile in 1884), and a wide inte-
rior apron of lowlands in all three countries that drains east into 
the Amazon (FIGURE 3.38). On the eve of the Spanish conquest 
(1532), the coast and mountainous zone was home to the Inca 
Empire. The legacy of the Incas is still prominently reflected in 
the landscape: in the thousands of miles of paved trade footpaths; 
in the numerous massive stone ruins, such as those at Machu 
Picchu in Peru (see Figure 3.11B); and especially in the roughly 
one-half of the population that is indigenous—the largest propor-
tion in South America.  55. PERU AND YALE UNIVERSITY BATTLE OVER 

INCAN ARTIFACTS

After the fall of this area to the 
Spanish, a tiny group of landowners 
who were descended from Europeans 

prospered, while the vast majority of indigenous people and mes-
tizos lived in poverty and servitude, working on large haciendas 
and in rich mines (copper, lead, and zinc in Peru; tin, bauxite, 
lead, and zinc in Bolivia). Most of the twentieth century was 
marked by failed efforts at social change and the violence result-
ing from those failures. Now the growing political involvement 
of the large indigenous population may help create greater social 
equity.

Settlement Patterns
Settlement has a distinct lowland/highland pattern in this region. 
The Pacific coast is home to large and modern cosmopolitan 
cities, including Peru’s capital and commercial center, Lima, 
and Ecuador’s leading industrial center, Guayaquil. The lowland 
people are mainly mestizo, some with African heritage. The 
majority of indigenous people live in the Altiplano (highlands). 
There are several large cities in the Altiplano, including Cusco, 
Peru (the former capital of the Incan empire); La Paz, the capital 
of Bolivia; and El Alto, Bolivia, which, at 13,615 ft (4150 m) and 
home to more than 1.5 million people, is the highest large city in 
the world. The interior lowland is less densely settled, mostly with 
indigenous lowlanders, but that is changing with the development 
in the western Amazon lowlands of mining and of oil and gas for 
export.

The coast is also a zone of productive agricultural land 
where, despite the often-dry climate, plantations and other agri-
cultural enterprises produce crops for export. The irrigated pro-
duction of export crops such as bananas, cotton, tobacco, grapes, 
citrus, apples, and sugarcane has increased dramatically in recent 
decades, with most of the profits going to large agribusiness firms. 
Irrigation and other aspects of export-oriented agriculture are 
often funded with IMF loans that must be repaid.

The nutrient-rich ocean off Peru currently nourishes a highly 
productive fishery. The vibrant export-oriented fishing industry 
is funded with international loans and aimed at European and 
North American markets. Corporate shrimp farms supply this 
market as well. Because corporate farms and fishing industries 
producing for the export market are displacing the small, tra-
ditional farmers and fishers who once served the local market, 
local working people who once fed themselves now face food 
insecurity.

Climate Change, Water, and Development Issues
A major environmental issue in the central Andean region is 
climate change. The glaciers of the Andes are melting rapidly, 
having lost 22 percent of their surface area over the last 35 
years. Though general public awareness of this approaching 
hazard is still low, the loss of Andean glaciers threatens most 
of the region’s rivers because they are fed by the normally slow 
seasonal glacial melt. The annual melt is now faster than winter 
replacement; thus the rivers have less volume and their ability 
to irrigate and generate hydropower is diminishing. The water 
supply of 30 million people is also at risk because highland cit-
ies and rural villages derive most of their water from glaciers. 
Water shortage is already affecting highland crops; the deterio-
ration of pastureland is curtailing sheep and llamas’ production 
of wool.

F I G U R E  3 . 3 7  Tourist hotels on the water in Cartagena, 
Colombia. High-rise hotels for tourists and apartment buildings for 
wealthy Colombians line the beach in Cartagena.

Altiplano an area of high plains in the 
central Andes of South America
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Agricultural Restoration in the Peruvian Highlands
In the mountainous interior, the indigenous Aymara and Quechua 
people are using traditional crops to help create sustainable agri-
cultural change. Support for this movement comes in part from 
the United States, which would like coca farmers to find a profit-
able alternative crop. In 2004, the then-oil-rich Chávez govern-
ment in Venezuela provided funds to indigenous farmers in the 
Altiplano to help them develop their traditional crops for North 
American organic and gourmet markets. The Venezuelan grants 
encouraged the market production of quinoa, a 5000-year-old 
domesticated plant that produces a grain-like kernel extraordi-
narily nutritious and palatable for those with wheat gluten aller-
gies. Quinoa has since become quite popular with European and 
North American health-conscious consumers.

Social Inequalities, Exports, and Social Unrest
Improving living standards for the poorest people in the central 
Andean region is important for humanitarian and environmen-
tal reasons. Structural adjustment policies once mandated by 
the IMF forced the privatization of state-run industries and the 
streamlining of government. The result was job loss and social tur-
moil, with only modest economic growth. Governments dramati-
cally increased prices for gasoline, electricity, and transportation 
to help raise funds to pay off debts. Such policies hurt the urban 

poor, whose low wages could not cover the increases. In rural 
areas, SAPs removed government assistance to small-scale farm-
ers, encouraging the trend of small farms producing local food 
being replaced by export-oriented corporate farms and fisheries 
and other high-tech operations. Most of these receive government 
assistance even though they cause environmental degradation 
and the loss of livelihood for poor people.

One result of the growth of export-oriented agriculture is 
that highland people who could not get access to land or jobs 
have moved east into Amazon lowland regions. These lowlands, 
long the home of scattered though occasionally large and dense 
groups of indigenous people, have recently undergone rapid and 
often destructive exploitation of natural resources. National gov-
ernments, eager to fulfill their SAP obligations, have encouraged 
export-oriented extraction, first of trees and then of minerals and 
agricultural products, and these activities have severely damaged 
the home territories of indigenous people (see the discussion that 
opens this chapter). Roads built to exploit timber and minerals 
have also opened this region to waves of landless and jobless 
migrants from the highlands and coastal zones.

Ecuador’s Correa Various strategies for lessening gross inequal-
ities have been tried in the Andes, with varying success. In 2006, 
Ecuadorians elected a U.S.-educated economist, Rafael Correa, 

F I G U R E  3 . 3 8  Central Andes 
subregion.  A  Cusco, Peru, was 
once the capital of the Incan 
Empire and much Incan stonework 
has survived since the city fell to 
the Spanish in 1533. Many Spanish 
structures were built on top of 
the Incan walls, such as the street 
shown above. These walls have 
withstood the earthquakes that 
have often hit the Andes much 
better than the Spanish structures 
built on top of them.
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186 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

who favors higher taxes on the wealthy and substantial govern-
ment spending to alleviate social ills. He appears to share with 
Hugo Chávez and Evo Morales, the president of Bolivia, an 
anti-U.S. sentiment, but he has a reputation for being incorrupt-
ible and was reelected in 2009 and again in 2013. In the wake of 
weak oil prices and protests against some of his policies, Correa 
announced that he would not seek reelection in 2017. Shortly 
thereafter, Ecuador’s National Assembly (its congress) passed 
a constitutional amendment that would let Correa run for the 
presidency indefinitely beginning in 2021.

Bolivia’s Morales Gains in political participation by indige-
nous people are perhaps most impressive in Bolivia. In the 1980s, 
Bolivia embraced the free market model and sold off state-owned 
industries, mostly to foreign interests. These policies, urged on 
Bolivia by the World Bank and IMF to reduce its debt, enriched 
a few and brought job losses to the majority and an increase in 
income disparity. Protests in 2003 were spurred by government 
plans to export natural gas to the United States under conditions 
unfavorable to Bolivia. Protesters interviewed by New York Times 
reporter Larry Rohter said they saw an “unbroken line” between 
the rapacious Spanish colonial policies of the past and modern 
movements linked to globalization and free trade. In one week-
end, the Bolivian military shot dead 50 unarmed protesters who 
were demanding President Lozada’s resignation. Lozada eventu-
ally resigned in October 2003, at a time when income disparity 
in Bolivia was escalating alarmingly. In 2005, Bolivians elected 
in a landslide the first indigenous head of state in the Americas: 
Evo Morales, a socialist, former coca farmer, and head of the coca 
producers’ union, who has proven to be innovative, independent, 
and controversial.

Morales began his presidency advocating against the priva-
tization of water (see the discussion on page 152) and for coca 
farmers, saying that they should not lose the right to grow an age-
old crop that produces only a mild high in its natural state just 
because an outsider had figured out how to make the powerfully 
addictive drug cocaine from coca. President Morales, who seems 
intent on changing how and to whose benefit Bolivia’s resources 
are used, continued to alarm outside investors and Bolivian elites 
when he nationalized the oil and gas industries. Most recently, 
the Bolivian government has entered into production of the min-
eral lithium, an essential component in batteries for electric cars 
and other electronic devices. Bolivia holds one-half of the world’s 
lithium, mostly under desert salt flats occupied by salt gatherers 
and quinoa farmers. In 2015, the Bolivian government created its 
first lithium production plant, and plans to use the revenues to 
support its ambitious social programs.

TH INGS  TO  R E M E M B ER
• With the glaciers melting, climate change is a main issue for 
the central Andes.

• The five countries of this subregion have quite different 
 political systems, with varying outcomes for civil society.

• Each country’s large indigenous populations are flexing their 
political muscle to overcome past inequalities.

THE SOUTHERN CONE
The countries of Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Argentina have 
diverse physical environments but remarkably similar histories 
(FIGURE 3.39). The so-called Southern Cone of South America 
had little European settlement during the Spanish empire, but 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, European 
immigrants—mainly Germans, Italians, and Irish—were drawn 
there by temperate climates, economic opportunities, and the 
prospect of landownership. These immigrants soon outnumbered 
the surviving indigenous populations throughout most of the 
region. Paraguay is the only one of these countries that has a 
predominantly mestizo population. It is the poorest country of the 
four (see Figure 3.28).

The Economies of the Southern Cone
Agriculture was once the leading economic sector in the Southern 
Cone, but it is no longer the main source of income or the 
main employer, having been replaced by the service sector. 
Nonetheless, agriculture remains prominent in the identity of 
the region and in its ability to earn foreign exchange through 
exports. The primary agricultural zone, the pampas, is an area of 
extensive grasslands and highly fertile soils in northern Argentina 
and Uruguay (and southern Brazil). The region is famous for its 
grain and cattle. Sheep raising dominates in Argentina’s drier, less 
fertile southern zone, Patagonia. On the Pacific side of the Andes, 
in Chile’s central zone, the Mediterranean climates of southern 
Argentina and Chile support large-scale fruit production that 
caters to the winter markets of the Northern Hemisphere. Both 
Argentina and Chile have greatly expanded their production of 
wine (see Figure 3.39B). Chile also benefits from considerable 
mineral wealth, especially copper.  54. PRESERVING PUMALIN, 

MILLIONAIRES WITH A MISSION (CHILE)

Although the agricultural and mineral exports of the Southern 
Cone created considerable wealth in the past, fluctuating prices 
for raw materials on the global market have periodically sent the 
economies of this subregion into a sudden downturn. The desire 
for economic stability was a major impetus for industrialization 
and urbanization in the mid-twentieth century. At first, the new 
industries were based on processing agricultural and mineral 
raw materials. Later, state policies supported diversification into 
import substitution manufacturing industries (see page 152). 
However, inefficiencies, corruption, low quality, and the small 
size of local markets prevented manufacturing from becoming 
a leading sector for the region. Although the service sector has 
now surpassed agriculture and industry in the Southern Cone 
countries, it too is lackluster, providing only modest contributions 
to the GDP.

Economic policy has been a source of conflict within the 
subregion for decades. Despite their considerable resources, 
these countries have always had substantial impoverished popula-
tions that have created political pressure for more jobs and better 
living standards. In response, each country developed limited 
mechanisms for redistributing wealth—government subsidies 
for jobs, food, housing, basic health care, and transportation, 
for example—that did alleviate poverty to some degree. When 
global prices for raw materials fell in the 1970s and produced an 
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economic downturn that increased poverty, people clamored for 
more fundamental changes.
Operation Condor and the “Dirty Wars” In response to 
political agitation for antipoverty programs in the 1950s, 1960s, 
and 1970s, military leaders, supported by economic elites and 
foreign intelligence agencies, took control of governments in 

Paraguay (1954), Chile (1973), Uruguay (1973), and Argentina 
(1976). These governments were supplied with communications, 
weapons, and other support by the intelligence agencies of France 
and the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, in what was called 
Operation Condor. The result was the dirty war, in which bloody 
campaigns of repression were waged against virtually anyone who 

F I G U R E  3 . 3 9  The Southern Cone 
subregion. 

A  Itaipu Dam is one of the largest power 
 stations in the world, supplying 90 percent of 
Paraguay’s electricity. 

B  Food processing is a leading industry 
throughout the region. Shown here are three 
workers in a Chilean winery.
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188 CHAPTER 3 Middle and South America

supported socialist or communist political ideologies, including 
labor union members, student activists, academics, journalists, 
and the clergy. About 2000 people in Paraguay, between 3000 
and 15,000 people in Chile, and more than 30,000 people in 
Argentina were killed. Tens of thousands more were jailed and 
tortured for their political beliefs (see page 160 for a discussion 
of the overthrow of President Salvador Allende in Chile in 1973). 
The military regimes were removed from power for different 
reasons from 1983 to 1990, though new laws granted blanket 
immunity to military personnel involved in kidnappings, torture, 
and murder. These laws have more recently been repealed in 
Argentina and Uruguay.

Debt and the Legacies of SAPs The IMF has pressured gov-
ernments to repay their massive debts via SAPs that shift countries 
away from poverty-alleviation policies and toward free market 
economic reform. The effects of these policies have been mixed 
in the Southern Cone. Chile’s export-oriented industrial, min-
ing, and agricultural sectors have all grown, but not sufficiently 
to alleviate the middle-class social discontent that in 2006 led to 
the election of a moderate socialist, Michelle Bachelet, as presi-
dent. Bachelet chose moderate free market reforms, saving the 
profits from rich, government-owned copper mines to stimulate 
the economy with government spending during the recession 
that began in 2008. A more conservative president was elected in 
2010, though Bachelet was reelected in 2014.

Argentina, after suffering a recession of its own, years of job 
losses, and a crushing debt burden, defaulted on its debt pay-
ments in December 2001, causing a precipitous drop in  foreign 

investment. An IMF package of 
structural reforms and loans to the 
Argentine government held off cri-
sis but did not resolve it. In 2006, 
Argentina, like Chile, elected a 
moderate socialist president, Néstor 
Kirchner, who increased govern-
ment spending to quell social unrest 
and promote more equitable eco-
nomic growth. Cristina Fernández 
de Kirchner, elected Kirchner’s suc-
cessor after his death, continued 
these policies. In 2015, Argentina’s 
debt was 46 percent of GDP, which 
is just over half of the U.S. debt and 
far below that of many countries in 
the debt-plagued EU.

Buenos Aires: A Primate 
City
The primary urban center in the 
Southern Cone is Buenos Aires, 
the  capital of Argentina and one 

of the world’s largest cities (FIGURE 3.40). Forty percent of the 
country’s people live in this primate city, which boasts premier 
shopping streets, elegant urban landscapes, and dozens of inter-
national banks. Yet six decades of decline have left it with empty 
factories, social conflict, severe poverty, pollution, and declining 
human well-being. Some people argue that the downward slide 
in quality of life in Buenos Aires is an unavoidable result of the 
restructuring required to create an economy that is competitive 
in the global arena. Past Argentine leaders contended that bet-
ter integration with the global economy would help to reverse 
decades of malaise. They wanted Buenos Aires to be seen as a 
world city—a center with pools of skilled labor that attracted 
major investment capital, a sophisticated city with a beautiful sky-
line and a powerful sense of place. The reality is that many of the 
city’s residents live in run-down apartments and on wages too low 
to afford basic nutrition. It is likely that the city’s poor residents 
wish to give priority to such basics as decent housing, better food, 
and modernized transportation—goals that will not necessarily 
draw profit-seeking free market investors.

TH INGS  TO  REMEMBER
• The Southern Cone countries are environmentally diverse and 
have a fairly large immigrant population from Europe.

• While the Southern Cone has relatively high GDP and HDI 
rankings, its economies are weakened by the struggle to pay 
off past debts, build more modern infrastructures, and improve 
living standards.

BRAZIL
The observant visitor to Brazil is quickly caught up in the coun-
try’s physical complexity and in the richly exuberant, multicul-
tural quality of its society (FIGURE  3.41). But its landscapes also 

F I G U R E  3 . 4 0  Buenos Aires. Children in a poor part of Buenos Aires 
simulate snow with polystyrene from a stuffed animal. Behind them 
looms an unfinished hospital intended to serve their neighborhood; 
it has instead been left vacant for more than 50 years. Approximately 
25 percent of Argentina’s population lives in poverty.
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plainly show the environmental effects of both colonialism and 
recent underplanned economic development. Brazil’s 205 mil-
lion people live in a highly stratified society made up of a small, 
very wealthy elite; a modest but rising middle class; and a majority 
that lives below, or just barely above, the poverty line. In Brazil’s 
megacities of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, elegant high-rise 
buildings are surrounded by vast favelas (see Figure 3.24). High 
crime rates and homeless street children are signs of the gross 
inequities in opportunity and well-being. According to the latest 
figures (2013), the richest 10 percent of Brazil’s population has 

41 times the wealth of the poorest 10 percent. This remains one 
of the widest disparities in Middle and South America and the 
world, though it is declining. Travelers find themselves delighted 
by the flamboyant creativity and elegance of the Brazilian people, 
yet sobered by the obvious hardships under which so many labor.

Brazil’s Size and Varied Topography
Brazil has about the same area as the continental United States. 
Its three distinctive physical features are the Amazon Basin, the 
Mato Grosso, and the Brazilian Highlands. The Amazon Basin, 

F I G U R E  3 . 4 1  The Brazil subregion.
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which covers the northern two-thirds of the country, is described 
on pages 135–136 (see also Figures 3.1 and 3.4). The Mato Grosso 
is a seasonally wet/dry interior lowland south of the Amazon with 
a convoluted surface. Once covered with grasses and scrubby 
trees adapted to long dry periods, in the twentieth century it was 
extensively cleared for subsistence and commercial agriculture. 
The southern third of Brazil is occupied mostly by the Brazilian 
Highlands, a variegated plateau that rises abruptly just behind the 
Atlantic seaboard 500 miles (800 kilometers) south of the mouth 
of the Amazon. The northern portion of the plateau is arid; the 
southern part receives considerably more rainfall. Settlement in 
northeastern Brazil is concentrated in a narrow band along the 
Atlantic seaboard and south through the city of Salvador (see 
Figure 3.22B). In Brazil’s temperate zone, near Rio de Janeiro, 
São Paulo, Curitiba, and Pôrto Alegre, settlement extends deeper 
inland (see Figure 3.27).

Managing Brazil’s Large and Varied Economy
The Brazilian economy is the largest in Middle and South 
America and the seventh largest in the world. The resources 
available for development in Brazil are the envy of most nations, 
but management of those resources and the development of 
infrastructure to serve Brazil’s best interests has been a challenge. 
Brazil long looked to the Amazon for its future development 
but successive governments failed to recognize the fragility of 
Amazonian ecosystems (see the discussion on page 139) and the 
hidden costs of development. As a result, one of the world’s larg-
est tropical forests has been degraded and many poor people have 
been misled.

Gold, silver, and precious gems have been important  resources 
since colonial days, but it is industrial minerals—chromite, 
manganese, rare earths, titanium, tungsten, and especially iron 
ore—that are most valuable today. These minerals are found in 
many parts of the Brazilian Highlands, where they are mined with 
insufficient attention to human and environmental consequences.

Brazil’s energy resources are diverse and abundant, making 
it the 8th largest producer in the world, larger than Venezuela. 
Renewable energy supplies about 40 percent of Brazil’s needs, 
well above the global average of 10 percent renewable energy. 
Hydroelectric power is widely available, supplying 15 percent 
of the total energy supply and over 80 percent of electricity, due 
to the many rivers and natural waterfalls that descend from the 
highlands. Ethanol derived from sugar cane supplies around 15 
percent of the country’s energy needs. Brazil is the world’s second 
largest producer of ethanol after the United States, and has used 
this fuel since the 1920s, though the current level of ethanol use 
was not reached until the oil crisis of the 1970s. Oil now provides 
for 39 percent of Brazil’s energy needs, and most of it comes from 
very large offshore reserves in the Atlantic. A reflection of Brazil’s 
unique energy mix, and its ability to innovate is the fact that it 
now makes cars that can instantly switch from gas to ethanol and 
get 40 miles to the gallon.

Agriculture Brazil’s agricultural economy is also large and var-
ied. In the more temperate far south, rice, poultry, corn, beans, 
and tobacco dominate, often on large mechanized farms. Further 
north near São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, sugar, coffee, cattle, and 

oranges dominate. In the tropical northeast and in the Amazon 
basin bananas, cassava, and other warm climate fruits are widely 
grown, while on the southern borders of the Amazon in Mato 
Grosso, Mato Grosso do Sul, Goias, and Distrito Federal large-
scale soybean cultivation is expanding, along with corn, rice, 
beans, and livestock.

Much of Brazil’s remaining cultivable land is in the tropical 
Amazon, where soils are fragile. There, agriculture and timber 
extraction are expanding rapidly at the expense of tropical rain 
forests. While the rate of deforestation fell from 2005 to 2010, 
thousands of square miles of forest still fall yearly for the cultiva-
tion of such crops as soybeans and pasture grass. Overall, agricul-
tural exports from Brazil are increasing and exceed imports, but as 
a proportion of Brazil’s GDP, agriculture (5.5 percent) is rapidly 
losing out to industry (27.5 percent) and services (67 percent).

Industry Brazil is the most highly industrialized country 
in South America, and its global role is expanding. Most of its 
 industries—steel, motor vehicles, aeronautics, appliances, chemi-
cals, textiles, and shoes—are concentrated in a triangle formed 
by the huge southeastern cities of São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, 
and Belo Horizonte. Yet the country’s transportation system 
(modernized roads, airports, and rail connections) is still far from 
adequate.  60. BRAZIL MAKES HIGH-PROFILE INVESTMENT IN U.S.

Until the 1990s, the vast majority of Brazil’s mining and 
industrial operations were developed using government funding. 
Many are still owned and run by the government, but some are 
successful private enterprises. In the 1980s and 1990s, elected 
governments adopted structural adjustment policies and priva-
tized many formerly government-held industries and businesses 
in an effort to make them more efficient. Many of these firms 
were sold to foreign investors at bargain-basement prices. In 
2000 alone, direct foreign investors spent U.S.$32.8 billion on 
Brazilian properties. Privatizing industry often results in greater 
productivity, and indeed, beginning in 2001, Brazil’s exports 
began to grow dramatically. Moreover, exports regularly exceeded 
imports, which boosted the country’s finances. By 2014, exports 
were U.S.$256 billion and imports $247 billion, up 450 percent 
from 2000 when exports were U.S.$57.6 billion and imports $57.7 
billion. However, much of this growth was related to China’s 
demand for Brazilian minerals and soybeans, most of which 
might have occurred without privatization.

Urbanization
Brazil has a number of large and well-known cities: Rio de 
Janeiro, Curitiba, São Paulo, Salvador, Recife, Fortaleza, Belém, 
Manaus, and Brasília. All except Manaus and Brasília are located 
on the Atlantic perimeter of the country. During the global eco-
nomic depression of the 1930s, farmworkers throughout the coun-
try began migrating into urban areas as world prices for Brazil’s 
agricultural exports fell; agricultural changes in the 1960s pushed 
even more people off the land and the chance for employment 
in the factories that were being built with government money 
pulled them into the cities. Brazil’s competitive edge in the global 
market was its cheap labor. The military governments of the time, 
thinking that the mostly government-owned industries should 
continue to pay very low wages because there was such a surplus 
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of labor, found that they had to quell many protests by workers 
who could not live decently on their wages.

By 2016, eighty-six percent of Brazil’s population was urban, 
and at least one-third of the urban dwellers, many of them under-
employed, were living in favelas, the Brazilian urban shantytowns 
(see Figure 3.24). The poverty in the cities of the northeast rivals 
that of Haiti, the poorest country in the Americas. However, favela 
dwellers are famous for their strong community life and support 
for those in distress. Many turn to music, dance, performance, 
and religion of one sort or another as a source of strength.

VIGNETTE It’s Friday afternoon, and a crowd of white-clad 
women is gathering outside a house in the Felicidad favela in 
Fortaleza. Like the surrounding houses, this one is modest, but it 
gleams white; all its surfaces are swathed in marble. Potted palms 
decorate the porch, and beside them, welcoming the women, is a 
tall, elegant, middle-aged man also dressed in white, a religious 
leader in the movement known as Umbanda. Umbanda, Batuque, 
and related belief systems thrive in all the Atlantic coastal cities 
of Brazil from Belém to São Paulo (FIGURE 3.42). Each group is led 
by a male or female spiritual leader who invokes the spirits to 
help people cope with health problems and the ordinary stresses 
and strains of a life of urban poverty. During the ceremonies, 
which can last as long as 8 hours, the central focus is a combina-
tion of drumming, dancing, spirit possession, and friendly psycho-
logical support. Umbanda grew out of an older African-Brazilian 
belief system called Candomblé, and similar movements (Voodoo, 
Santería, Obeah) are found elsewhere in the Americas, including 
the Caribbean, the United States, and Canada. In Brazil, Umbanda 
appeals to an increasingly wide spectrum of the populace from 
African, European, Asian, and indigenous backgrounds. [Source: 

Lydia Pulsipher’s field notes.] ■

Brasília Brasília, the modern capital of Brazil, is an intriguing 
example of the effort to lead development with urban growth 
poles (discussed on page 164). Built in the state of Goiás in just 3 
years beginning in 1957, Brasília lies about 600 miles (1000 kilo-
meters) inland from the glamorous old administrative center of 
Rio de Janeiro. The official rationale for building a new capital 
in the remote interior was that the city would serve as a forward 
 capital, helping the development of the western highland ter-
ritories, the Mato Grosso, and eventually, the Amazon Basin. 
The scholar of Brazilian development, William Schurz, has sug-
gested an alternative explanation for Brasília’s location: moving 
the capital so far away from the centers of Brazilian society was 
an efficient way to trim the badly swollen and highly inefficient 
government bureaucracy.

Symbolism figured more prominently than practicality in 
the design of Brasília, which was laid out to look from the air 
like a jet plane. There was to be no central business district, but 
rather shopping zones in each residential area and one large mall. 
Pedestrian traffic was limited to a few grand promenades; people 
were expected to move even short distances in cars and taxis. 
Public buildings were designed for maximum visual and ceremo-
nial drama, but safety was an afterthought.

Over five decades of actually using this urban landscape, 
people have made all sorts of interesting changes to the formal 

design. At the Parliament, legislative staff and messengers created 
footpaths where they needed them: through flowerbeds and—with 
little steps notched in the dirt—up and over landscaped banks. 
Thus they efficiently connected the administration buildings, 
bypassing the sweeping promenades. Little hints of the informal 
economy that characterizes life in the old cities of Brazil began to 
show up—a fruit vendor here, a sidewalk manicurist there. And 
the shantytowns that the planners had tried hard to eliminate 
began to rise relentlessly around the perimeter. Overall, in the 50 
years since its construction, Brasília’s success as a forward capital 
and growth pole has been limited. Although the city has drawn 
poor laborers, the entire province of Goiás still has only 4.5 mil-
lion people, just 6 percent of the country’s total, and their average 
income is only half that of the country as a whole. Population and 
investment remain centered in the Atlantic coastal cities.

Rio and Mega Events
In 2014, Rio de Janeiro was the primary host city for the most 
watched sporting event on Earth, the FIFA World Cup, and in 
2016 the city hosted the world’s best-attended sporting event, the 
Olympics. The preparations for these events were designed to 
bring in new investment to the city; 
build and renovate the transporta-
tion, tourism, and athletics infra-
structure; and to project an attractive 
image of Brazil to the world.

F I G U R E  3 . 4 2  African-derived religions in Brazil. Practitioners 
of Candomblé carry flowers out to a boat during a ritual to honor 
Yemanja, goddess of the sea, in Amoreiras, Brazil. Candomblé is one 
of several African-derived religions that is gaining popularity, espe-
cially in the urban areas of South America’s Atlantic coast. Ceremonies 
can last up to 8 hours and involve drumming, dancing, spirit posses-
sion, healing, and psychological support.

forward capital a capital city built in 
the hinterland to draw migrants and 
investment for economic development 
and sometimes for political/strategic 
reasons
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Among the most lasting legacies of the World Cup and the 
Olympics, which together brought millions of people and billions 
of dollars of new investment to Rio de Janeiro, is the hardship 
they place on poorer residents of the city. According to Rio de 
Janeiro’s city government, 4100 families were removed from the 
center city and other areas to the urban periphery to make way 
for new infrastructure serving the mega events. By contrast, local 
NGOs claim that 22,000 families comprising 77,000 people 
were removed between 2009 and 2015 in preparation for the 
mega events. Most of those removed had been living near roads, 
airports, sports facilities, and the city’s harbor area, all of which 
were significantly expanded and renovated. Some of the displaced 
had been living in informal favela settlements, but many legally 
owned their homes and land. Most were offered some compensa-
tion, but those who refused to move have had to battle with riot 
police and bulldozers to stay in their homes. For those moved to 
the urban periphery and thus facing lengthy commutes, rapidly 
increasing public transportation costs are an additional burden 
especially for Rio’s poor, who regularly spend between 15 and 30 
percent of their income on transportation.

The scale of these mega events also provided many 
 opportunities for Brazil’s notoriously corrupt public officials to 
steal public funds. In 2015, investigations into corruption at 
Brazil’s state-owned oil company, Petrobras, uncovered millions 
of dollars in bribes by major Brazilian construction companies to 
government officials in Rio whose job it was to award construc-
tion contracts for the Olympics. Anger at corruption fueled many 
protests of the overall effect of the mega events, which many see 
as “sanitizing” Rio into a playground for tourists and the rich.

TH INGS  TO  REMEMBER
• Brazil, about the size of the United States and home to the 
Amazon Basin, has suffered rather severe environmental degrada-
tion due to large-scale logging, industrial farms, and mining.

• Brazil has a highly urbanized population (more than 85 
percent of the people live in urban areas). Many live in difficult 
circumstances in favelas.

1. Environment: Deforestation in this region contributes sig-
nificantly to global climate change. In addition, some areas are 
experiencing a water crisis related to climate change, inadequate 
water infrastructure, and the intensified use of water, despite the 
region’s overall abundant water resources.

• What factors are driving the cycle of deforestation in this 
region?

• How are the processes of global warming and deforestation 
linked?

• What are some possibly sustainable alternatives to 
deforestation?

• Why are parts of this region experiencing a water crisis?

2. Globalization and Development: This region’s integration 
into the global economy has left it with the widest gap between 
rich and poor in the world. Poverty, economic instability, and the 
flow of resources and money out of the region have resulted in 
many conflicts and inspired numerous efforts at reform. Recently, 
though, several countries in this region have emerged as global 
economic leaders.

• What are some factors that are hampering the equitable 
distribution of wealth?

• Why did import substitution largely fail as a strategy to develop 
manufacturing and service-based industries?

• Why has there been so much dissatisfaction with SAPs?

• How have regional trading blocs influenced livelihoods in this 
region?

• What changes are occurring in this region with regard to food 
production?

3. Power and Politics: The region was ruled for decades by 
elites and the military, and was periodically subject to disrup-
tive foreign military interventions. Almost all countries now 
have multiparty political systems and elected governments, and 
political freedoms are expanding. The international illegal drug 
trade continues to be a source of violence and corruption in the 
region.

• What kinds of challenges do elected governments in this region 
face?

• How has the drug trade influenced the political process in this 
region?

• How have foreign powers impacted politics in this region?

• What factors have shaped the two rural political movements 
discussed in this chapter?

4. Urbanization: Since the 1950s, cities have grown rapidly in 
this region as rural people have migrated to cities and towns. 
A lack of urban planning has created densely occupied  urban 
landscapes that often lack adequate support services and 
 infrastructure.

• How have primate cities impacted countries in this region?

• What kinds of problems do this region’s slums, shantytowns, 
colonias, barrios, and barriadas have?

• Why is the Brazilian city of Curitiba unique in this region?

• Why might a rural woman decide to migrate to a city?

GEOGRAPHIC THEMES: Middle and South America Review and Self-Test
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5. Population and Gender: During the early twentieth century, 
the combination of cultural and economic factors and improve-
ments in health care created a population explosion. By the 
late twentieth century, improved living conditions; better access 
to education and medical care; urbanization; and changing 
gender roles were all working together to reduce population 
growth.

• What accounts for the population explosion of the last century?

• How has urbanization resulted in smaller families and more 
options for women?

• How does the opportunity to become educated affect a 
woman’s fertility?

• Why are populations likely to grow in this region in the near 
future?

1. If the European colonists had come to Middle and South America 
in a different frame of mind—if, say, they were simply looking for a 
new place to settle and live quietly—how do you think the human and 
physical geography of the region would be different today?

2. Explain how tectonic processes have shaped landforms in Middle 
and South America.

3. Reflecting on the whole chapter, pick some locations that 
impressed you with regard to the ways in which people are dealing with 
either environmental issues or with issues of income and wealth dispar-
ity or human well-being. Explain your selections.

4. Discuss the ways in which you see the historical circumstances of 
colonization affecting modern approaches to economic problems in 
Mexico, Bolivia, Brazil, Venezuela, or Cuba.

5. Describe the main patterns of migration in this region and discuss 
the effects of migration on both the sending and receiving societies.

6. Name three factors that could increase political freedoms in this 
region.

7. Explain how the Amazon Basin and its resources constitute an 
example of contested space.

8. Argue for or against the proposition that free trade blocs such as 
NAFTA and UNASUR (previously Mercosur) help the lowest-paid 
workers have some upward mobility.

9. How would you respond to someone who suggested that Middle 
and South America were helped toward development and moderniza-
tion by the experience of European colonization?
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