African and European Influence on Latin America

When Europeans arrived in the Americas during the 1500s, they conquered native
civilizations such as the Aztec and Inca. These powerful empires had ruled parts of Mexico,
Central, and South America before the arrival of explorers. Spain and Portugal soon
established colonies throughout much of Latin America, claiming large amounts of land
and wealth. Because of colonization, the Spanish language became the most spoken in
Latin America, while Portuguese became the main language of Brazil.

Other European powers, like France, also influenced smaller areas such as Haiti and
French Guiana, where French is still spoken today. The meeting of Europeans and
Indigenous peoples led to what historians call the Columbian Exchange, a period of
enormous cultural and economic change. Plants, animals, foods, and technologies were
brought from Europe to the Americas, while goods like corn, potatoes, and tomatoes were
sent back to Europe. These exchanges permanently changed diets, farming, and societies
on both continents.

As Spanish settlers made their homes in Latin America, Europeans and Indigenous
peoples began marrying and having children, creating a new group called mestizos, people
of mixed European and Indigenous ancestry. Mestizos became a large part of Latin
America’s population and helped form its diverse cultures. However, as European colonies
grew, so did their need for labor. To grow crops like sugarcane, coffee, and tobacco, and to
mine gold and silver, Europeans needed workers. When many Indigenous peoples died
from European diseases such as smallpox, colonists looked elsewhere for a new labor
force. They began capturing and enslaving Africans from West Africa.

Africans were forced across the Atlantic to work on plantations and in mines in Latin
America and the Caribbean. This system of trade became known as the Triangle Trade.
European goods like guns and cloth were sent to Africa, enslaved Africans were shipped to
the Americas, and raw materials such as sugar, tobacco, and cotton were sent back to
Europe. Over time, African traditions influenced Latin America’s language, music, food, and
religion. African languages mixed with Spanish and Portuguese to create Creole languages
in some Caribbean islands. African religious beliefs also combined with Roman
Catholicism, resulting in new religions like Voodoo in Haiti and Santeria in Cuba.

Today, Latin America is a region known for its diversity. Most people speak Spanish or
Portuguese, and nearly 90% of the population identifies as Roman Catholic. Its culture
reflects the blending of Indigenous, African, and European traditions in language, religion,
and daily life.
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1. What happened when Europeans arrived in the Americas in the 1500s?

A. They traded peacefully with all native groups.

B. They conguered civilizations like the Aztec and Inca.
C. They left quickly and did not stay.

D. They lived only in North America.

2. Which two European countries ruled most of Latin America?

A. England and France
B. Spain and Portugal
C. Italy and Germany
D. Russia and Greece

3. Why is Portuguese the main language in Brazil?

A. Brazil asked to speak Portuguese in the 1900s.
B. Many Indigenous groups already spoke it.

C. Portugal colonized Brazil.

D. Portuguese was the easiest language to learn.

4. What was the Columbian Exchange?

A. A place where people traded money

B. Atime when plants, animals, foods, and ideas were shared between Europe and the
Americas

C. Awar between Indigenous peoples and Europeans

D. A holiday celebrating Columbus

5. What are mestizos?

A. People who moved from Europe to Latin America

B. People of African and Indigenous ancestry

C. People of mixed European and Indigenous ancestry
D. A group of Spanish explorers
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6. Why did Europeans begin enslaving Africans?

A. They wanted to learn African languages.

B. Many Indigenous peoples died from diseases, so colonists needed workers.
C. Africans volunteered to work in the Americas.

D. Europeans did not know how to farm.

7. What crops did Europeans want enslaved people to grow?

A. Wheat and apples

B. Sugarcane, coffee, and tobacco
C. Corn and potatoes

D. Rice and bananas

8. What was the Triangle Trade?

A. Atrade route where three kinds of goods moved between Europe, Africa, and the
Americas

B. Amap used by European explorers

C. A trade system between only two continents

D. A group of three European kings

9, How did African culture influence Latin America?

A. It made everyone speak only African languages.

B. It added to the region’s music, food, religion, and languages.
C. ltreplaced all Spanish and Portuguese traditions.

D. It stopped Europeans from settling in Latin America.

10. Today, Latin America is known for—

A. having only one culture

B. having mostly Indigenous traditions

C. being diverse with a mix of European, Indigenous, and African cultures
D. speaking many Asian languages
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