Ch. 13:  Countries of South America  


1. The Northern Tropics
Main Idea: The countries along South America’s northern coast have distinctive cultures, physical characteristics, and economies.
Grouped around Brazil, the twelve other countries of South America can be separated into three regions.  The three regions are the northern tropics, the Andean countries, and the southern grassland countries.  The countries of the northern tropics are located along the northern coast of South America.  They share some characteristics, but they differ in their ethnic makeup, their economies, and their physical geography.
The Guianas
Guyana, Suriname (SUR ih nahm), and French Guiana together are known as the Guianas (gee AHN ahs).  They share a tropical wet climate, vast stretches of rainforest, and a narrow coastal plain on the Atlantic Ocean; but their human characteristics give each a distinct personality.  These differences reflect each country’s history and pattern of colonization.  They also set the Guianas apart culturally from most of the rest of South America, where Spanish or Portuguese is spoken and where Roman Catholicism is the main religion.
Guyana’s official language, for example, is English because it was once the English colony of British Guiana.  Dutch is spoken in Suriname, a colony of the Netherlands until 1975.  Many people in both countries are Muslim or Hindu.  French is the official language of French Guiana, which is not an independent nation but an overseas department of France.
Effects of Migration:  Ethnic composition varies in the three Guianas and reflects patterns of migration.  Europeans brought Africans to work as slaves on colonial sugar plantations.  Asians from China, India, and Southeast Asia began migrating to the area as workers in the mid-1800s, after slavery was abolished.  Today, most people in Guyana belong to those two major ethnic groups.  People of Asian descent make up about half the population, many speaking languages of India.  Another 43 percent are of African ancestry.


Suriname’s population has greater variety.  Just over 50 percent are descended from the Asian workers who came in the 1800s, but only about 10 percent are of African descent.  About 30 percent are mulattoes, people of mixed African and other ancestry.  Most of the rest are indigenous Indians.  The ethnic makeup of French Guiana is similar to that of Suriname, except that mulattoes are the largest group.  People of European descent also live in French Guiana.

Economic Activities:  Although their populations are different, the three Guianas have similar primary economic activities because of their shared natural resources.  Fishing boats harvest large quantities of fish and shrimp from the sea.  In the lowlands, farmers grow sugar cane and rice.  From the hills of Guyana and Suriname, miners extract bauxite, a mineral used in making aluminum.  Guyana is one of the world’s largest bauxite exporters.
Venezuela
Guyana’s larger western neighbor, Venezuela, is a striking contrast.  While fewer than 1 million people live in Guyana, Venezuela’s population is almost 24 million.  Guyana’s per capita GNP of about $780 makes it the poorest nation in South America.  Venezuela has an annual per capita GNP of more than $3,530.  In Guyana, average life expectancy is 64 years, while average life expectancy in Venezuela is 73.1 years.
Venezuela’s culture is more typical of the rest of South America than are those of the Guianas.  Its official language is Spanish, and its people are mainly mestizos or of European descent.  Nearly all are Roman Catholics.
The Andean Highlands:  Venezuela’s landscapes are varied.  In the northwest corner, the Andes tower over a narrow Caribbean coastal plain.  A lower range of mountains, hills, and plateaus, the Andean Highlands, stretch across the rest of northern Venezuela.  Most of Venezuela’s people live in fertile mountain valleys.  The capital city, Caracas, is located in this region.


Side by side with the sidewalk cafes, universities, and busy department stores of Caracas are scenes of poverty.  As Brazil’s cities have their favelas, Caracas has its ranchitos, or small shacks, where almost one third of the people live.  In the last thirty years the government has used its oil wealth to launch massive programs to improve living conditions for the country’s poor.

Waterfalls and Grasslands:  In southeastern Venezuela another mountain system, the Guiana Highlands, covers nearly half of the country.  Near the border with Brazil are dense tropical forests.


The world’s highest waterfall, Angel Falls, is located in Canaima National Park in the Guiana Highlands.  This thundering ribbon of water drops more than 3,200 feet into the Churún River, a tributary of the Orinoco.


Between the two highland regions, the great Orinoco River flows through central Venezuela.  Along both sides of the river stretches a wide tropical grassland, or savanna, region called the llanos (YAH nohs), which means “plains” in Spanish.  (The United States has a parallel in the Llano Estacado, which stretches across Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas.)  The llanos flood during the rainy season, from April to December.  For the rest of the year, the hot sun of the dry season quickly burns the vegetation, and the soil becomes parched and cracked.  Still, the region is important for grazing cattle.

Elevation and Climate:  Venezuela lies within the tropics, but its varied climates depend more on elevation than on distance from the Equator.  As in many mountainous areas of Latin America, Spanish terms are commonly used for the different climate zones that occur as elevation increases.  The diagram on page 270 shows these vertical climate zones.


Venezuelan farmers grow different crops at different elevations.  Coffee trees, for example, are ideally suited for growing in the climate zone called tierra templada—“temperate country.”  At that middle elevation, temperatures are relatively mild.

An Oil-Rich Region:  Venezuela’s wealth can be described in one word:  oil.  Four large beds of “liquid gold” lie in the eastern llanos, the Orinoco delta, the lowlands near Lake Maracaibo, and offshore.  Petroleum dominates Venezuela’s economy, making it one of the top ten oil producers in the world.


Experts have suggested that Venezuela could become the Western Hemisphere’s biggest oil and gas producer in the twenty-first century.  While it has huge oil reserves, they are finite.  Venezuela therefore has reinvested a large share of its oil profits in other industries.  It is developing bauxite and iron mines, building power plants, and setting up factories that will provide jobs when the oil wells run dry.
Colombia
Colombia—named after Christopher Columbus—is the only country in South America that borders both the Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean.  Its population of around 40 million makes it the second most populous country on the continent.
Physical Characteristics:  Like neighboring Venezuela, Colombia has three distinct physical regions—lowlands, mountains, and the llanos, or grassy plains.  About 75 percent of the country’s people live in fertile valleys between three cordilleras, or parallel mountain ranges, of the Andes.  Bogotá (bog uh TAH), Colombia’s capital and largest city, lies on a high plateau of the Andes.

A Single Crop:  Although many different crops can grow in mountain climates,  Colombia’s farmers depend heavily on one crop.  Surpassed only by Brazil, Colombia is famous for coffee, which is grown on more than 300,000 small farms.  Most of the country’s farmland is owned by a few wealthy families who rent small amounts of land to tenant farmers at high prices.  Tenant farmers, or campesinos, are often barely able to grow enough food for their families because they focus their efforts on producing a cash crop of coffee.


A country that depends on one crop, such as coffee, is at risk if world demand for coffee drops, or if the coffee trees are destroyed.  Officials are trying to reduce Colombia’s dependence on a single cash crop by encourages the export of other farm products.
The Drug Trade:  Although coffee is Colombia’s major legal crop, two other products have proved to be extremely profitable for a small minority of Colombians.  Huge quantities of marijuana and cocaine, a dangerous addictive drug made from the leaves of the coca plant, are exported illegally from Colombia.  Authorities estimate that smuggling illegal drugs brings twice as much money into Colombia as coffee does.  Those who control the illegal drug trade also hold considerable power.  The governments of Colombia and the United States are working together to stop the drug trade and the violence associated with it.

Cooperation and Conflict:  Colombia has had a stormy political history since the wars for independence from Spain ended in the 1820s.  Continuing disputes between two major political parties reached a violent climax in the 1950s, when about 200,000 people were killed in a bloody civil war.  In 1958, however, the two parties agreed to work together.  Civil strife continues, however, as rebel groups compete for control of both the streets and the countryside.


Like many South American countries, Colombia struggles with the challenges that result from social inequality.  A few people hold a majority of the country’s wealth and power, while many suffer from extreme poverty.
2. The Andean Countries
Main Idea:  The physical characteristics of the Andes affect cultural patterns and economic activities in this region.
The Andes form the backbone of Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, and Chile.  It is the longest unbroken mountain chain in the world, soaring higher than any range except the Himalayas in South Asia.  Some of the Andes’ snow-capped peaks tower more than 20,000 feet above sea level.  The Andes have shaped not only the physical geography of the Andean nations, but also the economies and lifestyles of the people who make their homes in this region.
Physical Characteristics
The Andes stretch some 5,500 miles all the way from the Caribbean Sea to the southernmost tip of South America.  At places in Peru and Bolivia the mountain range is nearly 500 miles wide.  Its rocky walls divide the Andean nations into three distinct environments:  coastal plain, highlands, and forest.
Coastal Plain:  Between the mountains and the sea, a narrow plain stretches along the entire Pacific coast from Colombia to the southern end of Chile.  At some points it is no more than a sandy beach as the foot of the mountains; in other places it reaches inland for 100 miles.
The Atacama Desert, the driest and one of the most lifeless places on earth, occupies the coastal plain in northern Chile.  Because ocean winds lose their moisture blowing across the cold waters of the Peru Current, only dry air ever reaches the land, creating a desolate wasteland.  The Atacama is so dry that archaeologists have found perfectly preserved relics from ancient times.  These include colored textiles woven hundreds of years ago, ancient mud-brick dwellings, and even human mummies.  The desert is rich in minerals, however.
Coastal plains north and south of the Atacama get more rainfall.  To the north, along the coast of Ecuador, lie oppressively hot and humid rain forests.  To the south lies an area with a Mediterranean climate of hot, dry summers and mild, rainy winters.
· Highlands:  Inland from the coastal plain, the peaks of the Andes rise skyward to incredible heights.  Between the cordilleras lie highland valleys and plateaus.  The high plateaus range from 6,500 to 16,000 feet above sea level.  Plateau regions are known by different names in different countries:  the altiplano, or “high plain,” in Peru and Bolivia, and the páramos in Ecuador.  

The climate in the Andes varies with elevation.  At very high elevations, the vegetation is known as alpine tundra.  Alpine tundra usually grows above the timber line, the boundary above which continuous forest vegetation cannot grow.  Only plants that can survive cold temperatures, gusting winds, spotty precipitation, and short growing seasons grow in the alpine tundra.

The highest altitudes of the Andes are in the midsection of the mountain chain.  Mountaintop areas here are snow-covered and cold all year long.  Further north, however, the picture changes.  Mountain temperatures there are warmer, rains more frequent, and rain forest growth thick and lush.

Tropical Forests:  Inland, the eastern slopes of the Andes descend to forested tropical lowlands.  A dramatic contrast exists between the cold, dry mountains and the steamy lowlands.  In Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia, these forested regions are called the selva.  The rain forests of the Amazon River basin begin in the selva.  Jaguars, hummingbirds, monkeys, and toucans inhabit this ecosystem, but not many people do.

· People and the Environment
· People have always been drawn to the Andes because of the area’s natural resources.  The soil is mostly rich and suited for growing a variety of crops, depending on the elevation.  The mountains contain a wealth of gold, silver, tin, copper, and other minerals.  At the same time, the mountains often have served as barriers to trade among the Andean countries and with the outside world.
Economic Activities:  One way in which the people of the Andes have adapted to mountain living is by “vertical trade.”  In a typical Andean market town, people from villages at different elevations meet to trade their crops.  Because people grow crops suited to their own climate zone, here they trade “up” and “down.”  Tropical foods such as bananas and sugar cane, grown in the tierra caliente, may be traded for the potatoes and cabbages that grow in the tierra fría.  Village farmers, highland cheesemakers, coastal fishermen, and peddlers all meet in the Andean market town.
Physical Effects:  The original inhabitants of the highlands, before the Spanish arrived in the 1500s, were groups of Native Americans.  Indians still make up between 25 and 55 percent of the populations of Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru.  Andean Indians, who have lived for centuries at altitudes up to 17,000 feet have developed unusual physical characteristics, such as larger hearts and lungs, that let them live and work in the thin, oxygen-poor air.
· Ecuador
· Ecuador takes its name from the Equator, which cuts across the country.  About one fourth of the 12.9 million Ecuadorians are of Indian descent.  They speak Quechua (KECH wah), the language of the Incas.  They follow a traditional lifestyle in the highlands, practicing subsistence agriculture.  People of European background make up only about 10 percent of Ecuador’s population.  But, because they own the largest farms and factories, they have the most political influence.
Roughly half of Ecuador’s population are mestizos, who speak Spanish and live mainly in highland cities and towns.  Some mestizos work in urban factories, while others have moved to the coastal plain and work there as tenant farmers on plantations that grow bananas, cacao, and coffee for export.

Only a few decades ago, Ecuador’s population was concentrated in the mountainous central highland.  Today, due to internal migration, the population is about evenly divided between the highlands and the coastal lowlands.  East of the mountains, the tropical forest region remains sparsely populated.

In the 1960s, Ecuadorians discovered oil in the selva lowlands.  In spite of the challenges of transporting oil by pipeline from the selva to the coast, petroleum became one of Ecuador’s most important exports.  During the 1990s, however, fluctuating oil prices and government mismanagement hampered Ecuador’s economic growth.

Peru

Peru was the heart of the vast Inca Empire, which fell to the Spaniards in the early 1500s.  The conquistadors destroyed the empire but the Incas remain.  About 45 percent of Peru’s population are Indians who speak Quechua or Aymara (EYE muh RAH).  Most live by subsistence farming or herding llamas and alpacas in the highlands.  Magnificent ruins, such as the fortress of Machu Picchu and the buildings of the Incan capital city of Cuzco, are fine examples of Incan architecture.


Most other Peruvians are mestizos who live in urban areas in or near the coastal plain.  For the most part, they work for low wages in factories that produce fish meal for animal feed or on plantations that export cotton, sugar cane, and rice.  Poverty and unemployment are part of the character of this place.


In Peru, as in Ecuador, a minority of people of European descent control most of the country’s wealth and are leaders in the government and in the army.  More recently, many Asians have immigrated to Peru.  In 1995, Alberto Fujimori, a Peruvian of Japanese ancestry, was elected to a second term as Peru’s president.  Fujimori made economic reforms and suppressed a terrorist movement, but his years in office were stained with scandal and abuse of power.  Many claimed that he stole a third election in 2000.  Facing outrage in the citizenry, Fujimori resigned.  Peru struggled to abolish political abuses and establish a truly democratic government. 

Bolivia

Because Bolivia is landlocked, it lacks the profitable coastal ports and factories of Ecuador and Peru.  Lake Titicaca, the world’s highest navigable lake, straddles the border between Bolivia and Peru.  Bolivia has many minerals, but the best ores already have been removed.  Most of Bolivia’s people are Indians—mostly subsistence farmers who live in the highlands.  Bolivian farm families grow potatoes, wheat, and barley.  At higher elevations they herd alpacas and llamas.  Children contribute to the family economy by helping herd the animals.  In Bolivia, the climate varies with the altitude—from humid and tropical to cold and semiarid.  The cold, thin air of the high plateau makes physical activity difficult for nonnative-born people.

Chile

Chile, meaning “end of the land,” was appropriately named by the Indians who once lived on this strip of land.  Chile edges the west coast of South America like a long, narrow ribbon.  The country is about 2,700 miles long but only averages 100 miles wide.  About two thirds of the approximately 15 million people in Chile are mestizos.  Another quarter of the population is of European descent—mostly Spanish, British, and German.  Unlike the other Andean nations, Chile has relatively few Indians.

The barren Atacama Desert in the north is uninhabited.  In contrast, about three fourths of the Chilean people live in the thickly populated Central Valley.  It is a region of fertile river basins between the Andes and the coastal ranges.  Fruit, vegetables, and wine grapes grow there in abundance.  Because Chile’s productive summer season comes during the Northern Hemisphere’s winter, its products find good markets in the United States and Europe.


Most of Chile’s cities and factories are also in the Central Valley.  Santiago, the capital, is home to about one third of the country’s population.  Many people are newcomers from the countryside, unskilled and illiterate.  As a result, Santiago has high unemployment and many poor, crowded communities.  Although Chile’s economy has grown rapidly, about 3 million of its people still live below the poverty line.
3. The Southern Grassland Countries

Main Idea:  Paraguay, Uruguay, and Argentina have developed prosperous economies despite histories of political troubles.

The three nations that make up southern South America—Uruguay, Paraguay, and Argentina—contrast sharply with the rest of the continent.  Although they face economic problems, they are among the most prosperous South American nations.  Ethnically, they have more in common with Europe than with their neighbors.

Physical Characteristics

Southern South America consists of several physical regions with varying characteristics.  These regions are bound together by a great river system.

Great Rivers:  Several large rivers flow from the interior into the Río de la Plata.  Although its name means “River of Silver,” the Plata is an estuary, a broad river mouth formed where a flooded river valley meets the sea.

Four rivers in the Plata estuary system form national boundaries:  the Uruguay, the Pilcomayo, the Paraguay, and the Paraná.  The Capitals of Argentina and Uruguay—Buenos Aires and Montevideo—are both located on the Río de la Plata.  This vast river system provides an inexpensive and efficient way for people in this functional region to ship goods.

Andean Region:  The highest peaks of the Andes are in western Argentina.  They include the four highest mountains in the Western Hemisphere, including Mount Aconcagua (ah kuhn KAH gwah), which towers 22,834 feet above sea level.  From this great height, the Andes gradually give way to a gently rolling piedmont, or foothills, region.

Tropical Lowlands:  The Gran Chaco, or “hunting land,” is an interior lowland region of savanna and dense shrub in parts of Paraguay, Argentina, and Bolivia.  Temperatures in the Gran Chaco are mild and change little.  Rainfall, however, is seasonal.  Summer rains turn the area into mud.  In winter the soil is dry and windblown.

Grasslands:  The Pampas of Argentina and Uruguay are one of South America’s best-known features.  These temperate grasslands, which stretch for hundreds of miles, were formerly home to hundreds of gauchos (GOW chohs), the cowboys who herded cattle there.  Fewer gauchos now work on Argentina’s interior ranches.  Today the pampas are Argentina’s breadbasket, producing about 80 percent of the nation’s grain and about 70 percent of its meat.  The pampas have warm summers and cold winters.  Occasional violent winter thunderstorms are known as “pamperos”
Patagonia:  South of the pampas lies the windswept plateau of Patagonia.  This desolate, dry, cold, and sometimes foggy plain is well suited for raising sheep.  Its natural resources also include rich deposits of oil and bauxite.

Paraguay

Although Paraguay is landlocked, the Plata River system provides an outlet to the sea.  Almost all Paraguayans live in the highlands of the eastern part of their country, rather than the swampy Chaco.  About half the people live in urban areas, especially the capital city of Asunción, on the Paraguay River.  Most Paraguayans are mestizos, who speak Guarani, the local Indian language, as well as Spanish.

The Paraguayan economy is based on agriculture, mostly cotton, grains, and livestock.  Paraguay and Brazil have cooperated in building the huge Itaipu Dam on the Paraná River, one of the world’s largest hydroelectric projects.  It began generating electricity in 1984.  Paraguayans hope that inexpensive hydroelectric power will make up for the country’s lack of minerals and other resources.

For 35 years, Paraguay was ruled by a military dictator, General Alfredo Stroessner.  During this period, political freedoms were restricted, and critics were persecuted.  In 1989, however, discontented military officers replaced him.  The new leader, General Andres Rodriguez, made the government more responsive to people’s needs.  Since 1993, Paraguay has held free democratic elections.  In 2000, power passed peacefully to an opposition party that had not held power for decades.
Uruguay

Uruguay takes its name from an Indian word meaning “river of the painted bird.”  The name probably comes from the brightly colored tropical birds found along the Río de la Plata.  Because much of Uruguay is rolling grasslands, the country’s primary economic activities are raising livestock, processing meat, and making products such as wool and leather.  About 75 percent of the land is devoted to livestock grazing and another 10 percent to raising feed grains.  Uruguay produces no fuel and few consumer goods, so it must import these expensive products.


Most Uruguayans are of European descent, mainly Italian and Spanish.  The country has a large middle class, who live comfortably in urban areas with few slums.  Politically, however, Uruguay has an unstable history.  In 1973, the military took power, ruling for 12 years.  Repression was widespread, and many people were imprisoned.  Since 1985, Uruguay has held free elections.  Today, it is one of the few countries in which people are required to vote and are fined if they do not.  

Argentina

Like their neighbors in Uruguay, most of Argentina’s nearly 37 million people have European ancestors, mostly Spanish and Italian.  Eighty-eight percent of them live in cities.  Some 13 million people live in sprawling Buenos Aires.  Argentina is Latin America’s wealthiest nation in terms of per capita GNP, although the nation’s wealth is unevenly distributed.

Urbanization:  Buenos Aires is a vibrant capital city that looks to Europe for its fashions, art, food, and style.  Busy factories produce goods for export, and the harbor is filled with freighters from all over the world.  One result of all this activity is the heavy air pollution that blankets Buenos Aires.  Still, Buenos Aires is like a magnet, pulling in rural people who seek jobs and a better way of life.

Political History:  From the mid-1940s until 1983, Argentina was ruled by a series of military dictators.  The best known was Juan Domingo Perón, who was president from 1946 to 1955.  Perón wanted to develop Argentina’s industry and to distribute wealth more evenly.  His first wife, Eva, became a heroine to Argentina’s poor.  Other dictators used government power to help the wealthy, ignoring the problems of the poor.  But all of them censored newspapers, closed down universities, and imprisoned political opponents.  They tried to give the appearance of progress by borrowing money from foreign banks to build dams, roads, and factories. 


Conditions under military rule in the 1970s were particularly bad.  So many people were kidnapped by the military and never seen again that the period became known as the “dirty wars.”  People regularly gathered at the presidential palace, demanding to know what had happened to missing family members.


In 1982 Argentina lost a war with Great Britain over the Falkland Islands off the country’s southern Atlantic coast.  Facing disgrace, the military agreed to allow open elections.  Carlos Menem, elected in 1989 and reelected in 1995, cut government spending and tried to improve Argentina’s international standing.  However, President Fernando de la Rua, elected in 1999, faced a stagnant economy and pessimistic citizens.
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