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José de San Martin (center) tells the people of Peru that they are free from Spain. Image from the public domain.

Around 200 years ago, in 1808, Spain ruled much of South and North America. It even
governed many places that are now U.S. states, like Texas and New Mexico.

Only 17 years later, this empire was completely gone. How could Spain's empire fall apart so
quickly and completely? There are many different reasons.
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No Respect for the Creoles

More than 200 years ago, many Creoles lived in the Spanish colonies. Creoles were people
who were born in the colonies but whose parents and grandparents were born in Europe.

People born in Spain had more power than the Creoles. For this reason, Creoles felt that they
were being ignored by Spain.

No free trade

Many goods were made in the large Spanish colonies, like coffee, cacao beans for chocolate,
textiles, wine and minerals. But the colonies could only trade with Spain, and not for much
money. The merchants who sold these goods wanted to have fairer prices.

Other revolutions

Meanwhile, Spanish America saw that revolutions were happening in other countries. The
American Revolution was a war between the colonies in North America and their British rulers.
Many people in South America saw this as a good thing. The American colonies were able to
win their freedom and replaced their old government with a fairer one.

Another revolution happened on the island Haiti, in the Caribbean. This is the sea between
North and South America. Many people in South America did not like this revolution because it
was led by slaves. This terrified Spanish landowners, who did not want to lose their land and
power.
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Spain weakened

At the time, Charles IV was king of Spain, but he was a weak leader. He mostly spent time
hunting, and allowed his helpers to run the empire for him.
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Soon, Spain joined with France and began fighting Britain. With the Spanish army busy, Spain
wasn't focused on people in its colonies. The Creoles felt more ignored than ever, and they
were harder to control.

Americans, not Spaniards

Soon, the colonies began to see themselves as different from Spain. Creoles began to feel
more pride for the colonies where they lived and grew up. Many people in the colonies
preferred to be called American and not Spanish. The Spanish officials often looked down on
Creoles, which divided the groups even more.

Racism

Peninsulares
(born in Spain)

Criollos or Creoles
(Spanish parents)

Mestizos
(Spanish and Native American parents)

Native American

Enslaved People

Most people in the country of Spain were white. But the colonies had many different races,
such as Europeans, native people and Africans, who were brought in as slaves. Native people
lived in the Americas before the Europeans took over.
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In this society, people with a Spanish background saw themselves as the best and highest
class. In other words, they had more money and power. Anyone with even a bit of black or
native blood was seen as a lower class.

A Spanish law did allow people of mixed heritage who had some Spanish ancestors to get
more power, as long as they had money. This made the powerful white classes angry. Some
of these Europeans wanted a revolution against Spain because of this law. They wanted to
keep their power and the old unfair system of classes.

Napoleon invades Spain

About 200 years ago, Napoleon, the leader of France, conquered Spain. His brother, Joseph,
became the new Spanish ruler. The Spanish people who lived in the colonies were very angry
about this. It was bad enough to be ruled by Spain, but now they had to follow orders from
France instead. Many of them decided it was time to rebel.
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Rebellion

Spain being taken over by France gave people an excuse to fight for freedom. They said they
were loyal to Spain, not France. Either way, the Creoles started thinking of themselves as
American, not Spanish.
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After a few years, Spain was able to send back the French, and King Ferdinand became the
king of Spain. By that time, the Spanish Empire was in trouble. The Creoles wanted to have
more power in government and to trade freely. Spain did not let them do either.

The colonies in Mexico, Argentina and the northern parts of South America were in rebellion.
Soon, Spain would lose its power in all of South America.
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Quiz

According to the section "Rebellion," how did Spain lose its power in South America?

(A) The king of Spain was spending too much time hunting.

(B) The colonies in South America fought for their freedom.

(C) Napoleon took over Spain for his home country of France.
(D) The colonies were fighting over who the richest people were.

What effect did the North American colonies have on the South American colonies?

(A) They invaded the South American colonies.

(B) They taught the South Americans their customs.

(C) The North Americans were very racist toward them.

(D) The North Americans inspired them to rebel against their Spanish rulers.

Use the images and the information from the article to select the TRUE statement.

(A) All of the Spanish kings and emperors were successful.

(B) Spain is still one of the richest and most powerful countries on Earth.

(C) Colonies of Spain's vast empire included Europeans, natives and slaves.
(D) Napoleon was a strong leader although he could not invade Spain.

Examine the five images with the article.

What do the images show about Spain?

(A) information about its leadership and the colonies it had control over
(B) how Spanish people lived before they left Europe for South America
(C) what the people who lived in South America originally looked like
(D) the people who rebelled and ended up taking over Spain

This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.



	Text1: 
	Text2: 
	Text3: 
	Text4: 
	Text5: 
	Text6: 
	Text7: 
	Text8: 
	Text9: 
	Text10: 
	Text11: 
	Text12: 
	Text13: 
	Text14: 
	Text15: 
	Text16: 


