
Latin vs. British and French 

America 





Major similarities: summary 

• Economic motives – all wanted easy 
money from weak empires 

• All used mixture of diplomacy and violence 

• British, Spanish, and Portuguese used 
African slaves as a crucial part of their 
economy 

• All used un-free labor systems 

• A mixture of ethnic groups appeared in all 
areas 



Major differences: Summary 

• North American colonies developed later 

– Influenced by Reformation,  conquest of 

Ireland 

– More settlement by Europeans 

– Atlantic system already in place 

 



Contrasts: Economic 

• Spain and Portugal created the Atlantic 

system 

• Exploration and colonization occurred 

mostly before the European Reformation 

and Catholic Reformation 

• Focus on exploitation of wealthy empires 

with vast mineral resources meant less 

diverse economy 

 



Political differences 

• Politically, British & French areas 

decentralized with much less control by 

crown 

– More experimentation 

– More democratic but paradoxically had slaves 

– Greater variety in political systems 

– No large, expensive imperial bureaucracies 



Economic differences 

• Economically, British & French America 

more varied, less controlled 

– Much greater role of private companies 

granted “charters” 

– No cities of significant size 

– No major empires to conquer 

– No major stores of precious metals meant 

varied trade goods 



Economic Differences 

• Economically, Latin America used 
exploitation of mineral resources to 
fund extensive and costly bureaucracies 

– Taxes from mines and plantations important 

– Experimentation stifled by top-down power 

– Local initiative discouraged 

– Abundance of silver responsible for expansion 
of economy, urban areas 

– Lack of diversity in economy 



Contrasts: Un-free labor 

• Unfree labor systems:  Use of African 
slaves in all areas, but also Indentured 
Servants in North America 

– Indentured Servitude brought tens of 
thousands more European immigrants to 
North than south 

– Difference between plantation economies of 
Carolina and Virginia and trade-based 
economies of Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, 
and New York 



Trade Goods 

• North America:   

– Some plantation economies, e.g. Carolinas 

– Furs and Timber major exports 

– Cultivation of tobacco and sugar cane in 

south (also rice, indigo) 

– No major supply of precious metals 



Contrasts: Society 

• Latin America:  Dominant role of Catholic 

Church 

– Church brought language & education 

– Universities and intellectual life encouraged 

by church 

– Syncretic version of Catholicism 

developed, but positions in clergy limited to 

Europeans 

– Censorship of native culture and religion 



Contrasts: Society 

• Church not dominant factor in most areas 
of North America, Canada 

– Exception:  Massachusetts 

– Secular European culture later influenced by 
Enlightenment 

– Role of religious communities overplayed:  
only two of colonies were established for 
religious freedom (Massachusetts and 
Pennsylvania) 

– No mass conversion of Native Americans 



Contrasts: Society 

• Much more variety in the North 

– Religious settlements, e.g. Plymouth, 

Massachusetts 

– Business-influenced settlements, e.g. New 

York, Carolinas 

– Trade-based economies (esp. Canadian and 

Northern colonies) 



Impact on Environment -- North 

• European livestock caused ecological 

damage in North 

– Contrast: Native American’s ecologically 

friendly ways 

– Introduction of European plants and animals 

permanently changed native culture, which 

then had environmental impacts 

– Harvesting of resources (e.g. Timber and furs) 

caused permanent damage 



Impact on Environment - South 

• Mining and mercury caused massive 
environmental contamination & toxic waste 

• Felling of trees for encomiendas and 
plantations resulted in deforestation, 
desalination, and desertification 

• European livestock devastated local 
ecology 

– Rabbits 

– Goats 



Impact on Native Cultures-North 

• North America:  Introduction of horse, 
alcohol, firearms influenced native culture 

– Horse expanded range of certain plains tribes, 
which increased hunting efficiency but also 
warfare 

– Alcohol became part of ceremonies – but 
NA’s genetic pre-disposition to alcoholism 
(now major problem) 

– Firearms allowed tribes who interacted with 
Europeans more power than others, helped in 
native-to-native conquest 



Impact on Native Cultures -- South 

• Destruction of Mayan culture by Priests 
intent on “purifying” a “polluted” Latin 
American Catholicism 

• Cultural syncretism:  Local gods and 
goddesses incorporated into Latin 
American Catholicism (despite efforts to 
contrary) 

• Spread of dominant class of mixed-
ethnicity individuals (Mestizos) 


