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Establishing Modern-Day National Boundaries  
and Foreign Interventions  

 
In the first half of the 19th century, the newly independent nations of Latin America 
endured continuous internal political instability, territorial disputes, and the threat of 
foreign interventions. The advent of independence had brought a new wave of 
progressive leaders who, brandishing the liberal ideals of the Enlightenment, looked to 
reform society, disrupt the status quo, and lead Latin America along the road of 
progress. However, soon dictatorships would become the biggest threat to the existing 
liberal democratic order and Latin America’s economic, social, and political growth. By 
the end of the century, Latin America had undergone dramatic changes due to the 
influence of increasing industrialization and more open interactions with the international 
economy. Ultimately, the young republics stabilized and began to develop their own 
unique national identities.  
 
Establishing Modern-Day National Boundaries 
 
Most Latin American nations had gained independence from their European rulers by 
the first half of the 19th century; still, their inherited colonial past would prove practically 
impossible to eradicate. The colonial system had created a paternalistic relationship 
between colonizers and colonized. This paternalistic imperialism had offered the creoles 
no opportunities to influence government decisions or to share the responsibility of 
governing the colonies. After independence, the creoles, who became the new ruling 
elite, had no experience to draw from, and the political vacuum left by independence 
was then filled by military leaders, also known as caudillos. 
 
Most caudillos had started as high-ranking military leaders in the wars of independence 
and/or landowners who controlled large groups of armed men. In any case, they were 
charismatic men, capable of commanding large numbers of people, whose power was 
based upon violence. Mexico’s caudillismo experience is a case that illustrates the 
political instability and weakness of the newly independent Latin American countries. In 
1824 Mexico was in its constructive period. It had just become a constitutional federal 
republic, and was making political, social, and economic progress. In less than a 
decade, military strongman Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna—also known as “the 
Napoleon of the West”—had seized power and become the president of Mexico. Santa 
Anna was a war hero of the Mexican War of Independence and a wealthy landowner, 
who ruled Mexico as president for eleven nonconsecutive terms over a period of twenty-
two years. His presidencies were in fact military dictatorships that would stagnate the 
country’s political, economic, and social progress for decades.  
 
Some caudillos did not have the power to take over the government of an entire nation, 
which led to the creation of small republics—led by these political and military 
strongmen—in several countries. In the case of the Republic of Argentina, numerous 
landowners and their bands of gauchos took advantage of the weakness of the central 
government and their natural geographical isolation and formed their own local 
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dictatorships. From 1831 to 1852, Argentina was organized as a confederation of 
provinces without a head of state. Ten years after the end of the Argentine 
Confederation, Argentina became a unified country with a president, Bartolomé Mitre. 
 
In other cases, political turmoil led to the disintegration of nations into smaller units. In 
1830, the Republic of the Great Colombia was dissolved with the secession of 
Venezuela and Ecuador. However, not every country suffered political instability after 
independence. Brazil had a peaceful transition from colony to kingdom and empire. 
Brazil became an independent nation in 1822 under the rule of Emperor Pedro I. His 
reign was characterized by peace, political stability, and modernization.  
 
Another factor that made national unity difficult for most Latin American countries was 
racial disunity. The casta system institutionalized during colonial times proved 
impossible to shake off. In 1804, Haiti’s newly approved constitution stated that “All 
citizens of Haiti, regardless of skin color, are to be known as ‘Black.’” The constitution 
also forbade whites from owning property or land in Haiti. Governor General Jean-
Jacques Dessalines had authorized these measures in an attempt to create a “new” 
Haiti in which the casta system would have no place. Just two years later, Dessalines 
was assassinated by discontented members of his own administration.  
 
The geographical features of some Latin American countries also greatly contributed to 
delaying the development of national feeling. High mountains and dense jungles 
created geographic isolation in many areas of Argentina, Brazil, and Chile that was not 
overcome until the second half of the 20th century. Moreover, nations considered the 
colonial borders as provisional frontiers, which led to numerous armed disputes. The 
Cisplatine War between Argentina and Brazil over the territories known as the Banda 
Oriental led to the creation of the Republic of Uruguay in 1828, as an intermediate 
shield between these two nations.  
 
In the 19th century, there was still an unresolved question that Latin American 
independence brought to the forefront: Was Latin American unity a possibility? What 
could bind the Latin American people together? In 1826, at the Congress of Panama, 
Simón Bolívar called for the establishment of a league of Spanish American republics. 
Bolívar conceived this proposed league as a federation with a central government, in 
which each member would retain control of its own internal affairs. This political league 
would have had the power to mediate between its members, and to intervene in case of 
an attack on any of its members by a foreign country. Nevertheless, the project failed 
due to conflicting national interests, not to mention some nations’ mistrust of Bolívar's 
intentions. 
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Foreign Interventions 
 
At the same time as the various Latin American independence movements in the early 
1800s, Europe and the United States had undergone the Industrial Revolution. The shift 
in production from hand tools to complex machines meant an increase in the demand 
for raw materials and new markets. The industrialized nations looked to Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America. Before they could be completely free, colonial rule was to be 
replaced with economic imperialism. Latin America soon became part of an “empire of 
trade.” 
 
Latin America was rich in natural resources, such as precious metals, copper, and oil, 
and commodities like sugar, grains, and coffee. Some European powers, such as 
Britain, supported independence in Latin America to gain access to the trade networks 
previously only open to Spain and Portugal. Britain showed a particular interest in 
Argentina, because of the combination of its political stability, substantial natural 
resources, and wealth of commodities. This commercial relationship proved beneficial 
for both nations. Britain found in Argentina a supplier of livestock, cereals, wine, 
petroleum, and mineral products, and also a large market for its finished products. On 
the other hand, British commercial paternalism in Argentina built roads, railways, ports, 
schools, and hospitals. By the end of the century, Argentina had become economically 
dependent on British capital. 
 
Much of Latin America followed a similar pattern and looked for foreign investors who 
would bring capital and technology for the activation of industries. Some nations tried to 
deflate their debts by granting foreign companies concessions to mines, plantations, or 
railroads. Investors sought opportunities in Latin America’s industrial growth, but too 
often investments were decimated by political instability, coups d'état, and revolutions. 
When the contracts were not fulfilled, investors appealed to their national governments 
for intervention. A prime example is the Venezuela Crisis of 1902–1903. In December 
1902, a coalition formed by Germany, Italy, and Great Britain imposed a naval blockade 
against Venezuela, after President Cipriano Castro refused to pay foreign debts owed to 
citizens of those countries.  
 
In the early 1800s, the United States became gripped with fears of further European 
colonization in the Americas. The 1823 Monroe Doctrine articulated U.S. opposition to 
extension of European control in the Western Hemisphere; however, soon it would itself 
follow the European pattern of industrialism and imperialism. By the end of the century, 
the United States had its sights on extending its empire overseas.  
 
In the spring of 1898, a war erupted between Spain and the United States when an 
explosion on a U.S. ship in Havana Harbor, the USS Maine, was attributed to Spanish 
sabotage; the underlying cause, however, was a U.S. move towards imperialism. Spain 
was an old, tired imperial power in decline. By the last decade of the century, Cuba, the 
Philippine Islands, and Puerto Rico were Spain's only remaining colonial possessions. 
For years there had been war scares and small revolts, but on April 25, 1898 the United 
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States decided to intervene. The fighting only lasted ten weeks. On December 10, the 
Treaty of Paris put an end to the war. Spain lost control over the remains of its overseas 
empire. Under the Platt Amendment, Cuba became an independent nation; however, 
the United States had “the right to intervene for the preservation of Cuban 
independence, the maintenance of a government adequate for the protection of life, 
property, and individual liberty.” (The Platt Amendment was not abrogated until May 29, 
1934.) The Philippine Islands were ceded to the United States in exchange for $20 
million. Disillusion on the part of the Philippine revolutionaries led to the Philippine-
American War just a year later. Puerto Rico and Guam were also ceded to the United 
States. The U.S. had become a world power with its own dependent states in Latin 
America and Asia.  
 
In 1905, President Theodore Roosevelt issued the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe 
Doctrine, which stated that the United States would thenceforth “exercise international 
police power.” This addition to the Monroe Doctrine allowed the U.S. to directly 
intervene in Latin America. Just four years later, in 1909, the Monroe Doctrine was 
further extended when President William Howard Taft established Dollar Diplomacy. 
This policy allowed the United States to obtain and support American business in 
foreign countries. In other words, the U.S. could make use of its armies to defend the 
interests of American investors in other countries, particularly in Latin America and Asia. 
Although Dollar Diplomacy meant that large amounts of U.S. capital were invested in 
Latin American nations, this policy brought even more economic instability to the area, 
and increased distrust of the Untied States among many Latin American nations. Thus, 
the name “Colossus of the North” was coined in Latin America to refer to the United 
States—not as a powerful protector, but as an oppressive force. 
 
For most of the 19th century, Latin America remained on the periphery of international 
politics. European and North American interference in their economic and political 
affairs led to the growth of a spirit of nationalism throughout the continent, which was 
particularly focused on social progress and ending economic vulnerability. In the 20th 
century, nationalism would become an important driving force behind most Latin 
American countries in their struggle for find their own identity.  
 


