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Introduction

This book examines the long, uneven, and often paradoxical path by which the
Spanish-speaking regions of South America fought for independence and then
struggled to turn victory into viable states. It approaches the era not as a tidy
sequence of battles and proclamations, but as a dense process in which ideas, armies,
markets, and communities collided. The title, The Long Road to Independence, signals
a double journey: the political break with Spain and the arduous effort to build new
institutions capable of governing diverse societies. Across the Andes, the pampas, the
llanos, and the Pacific coast, revolution unfolded at different speeds and with
divergent outcomes. By weaving together military history with social and economic
change, the chapters that follow offer a synthetic narrative that links campaigns to the
transformations they unleashed—and to the limits they revealed.

The story begins with crisis and reform. In the late eighteenth century, Bourbon
measures sought to rationalize imperial governance and extract more revenue,
unsettling entrenched local arrangements and sharpening creole grievances. The
collapse of the Spanish monarchy after 1808 produced a constitutional vacuum that
forced officials, civic leaders, and common people to ask who could legitimately rule in
the king’s absence. Juntas, cabildos, and militias proliferated, each claiming to defend
the “nation” while redefining what that nation meant. The resulting political
improvisation—part legal theory, part street mobilization—set the stage for prolonged
war.

Wars of independence were mass experiences, not merely the handiwork of a few
great men. Llaneros in Venezuela and New Granada, montoneras on the Argentine
frontiers, peasant levies in the Andean highlands, and urban crowds in port cities all
tipped balances at crucial moments. Enslaved and free Black soldiers, Indigenous
allies and opponents, women as quartermasters, spies, and fundraisers—these actors
forced leaders to bargain, promising emancipation, tribute relief, or local autonomy in
exchange for arms and allegiance. Loyalties were contingent, and battlefield lines
often mapped onto social conflicts over land, labor, and status. Armies did not simply
reflect society; they reshaped it through recruitment, requisition, and the circulation of
people and ideas.

Leadership mattered profoundly, yet it rarely controlled outcomes. Simén Bolivar’s
political-military project and José de San Martin’s continental strategy illustrate
contrasting paths to liberation, while figures such as O’Higgins, the Carrera brothers,
Artigas, Paez, and later Rosas embody the rise of caudillo power. These leaders built
coalitions that mixed republican ideals with personal authority, patronage networks,
and regional loyalties. Their successes revealed the potency of charismatic leadership
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in fractured landscapes; their failures exposed the fragility of institutions not yet
rooted in shared rules. Caudillismo was both a symptom of weak states and a
mechanism for order where formal institutions could not yet reach.

The revolutions were also irreducibly transnational. Haitian support to Bolivar, British
and Irish volunteer legions, the campaigns of Admiral Thomas Cochrane, and the
deepening presence of foreign merchants and financiers tied South American
struggles to Atlantic currents. Loans floated in London, recognition politics in
Washington, and the commercial ambitions of British houses all influenced the
conduct and consequences of war. Naval power mattered as much as mountain
passes, controlling trade routes and blockading royalist strongholds. Foreign actors did
not dictate events, but their ships, credit, and diplomacy widened the horizons—and
constraints—of the new republics.

War remade economies and fiscal regimes. Campaigns devastated some regions while
opening others to commerce; mines faltered, ranching expanded, and contraband
flourished under blockades. Armies became itinerant states, taxing, recruiting, and
purchasing in ways that prefigured new fiscal systems. Monetary instability, property
transfers, and new patterns of landholding followed in the wake of occupation and
retreat. The book traces how these pressures forged early state apparatuses—customs
houses, war ministries, national treasuries—while entrenching inequalities that later
reformers struggled to overturn.

Independence did not settle the political map. Gran Colombia rose and fractured,;
Paraguay charted an isolated course; Uruguay emerged from the Platine borderlands;
Chile consolidated a relatively stable order; Peru and Bolivia wrestled with
constitutional blueprints amid persistent military influence. Debates over centralism
and federalism, church and state, citizenship and suffrage unfolded alongside civil
wars that tested the promises of 1810-1826. The legacies of slavery, caste
hierarchies, and Indigenous autonomies continued to shape who belonged in the new
polities and on what terms. Nation-building, in short, was a contested project whose
outcomes varied regionally and over time.

The chapters ahead follow this arc, moving from imperial crisis to revolutionary
mobilization, from decisive campaigns to the social and economic aftermath, and from
charismatic leadership to institution-making. They pair close studies of
places—Caracas and Bogota, Buenos Aires and Asuncién, Santiago and Lima, Potosi
and Montevideo—with a comparative lens that highlights shared dilemmas across the
continent. By situating leaders and caudillos within the broader fields of popular
politics and foreign influence, the book aims to clarify why independence succeeded,
why state formation proved so difficult, and why the legacies of those formative
decades endure. The long road did not end with victory on the battlefield; it continued
in the courtroom, the customs house, the marketplace, and the memory of citizens
still learning what it meant to belong to a nation.
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CHAPTER ONE: Imperial Strain: Bourbon Reforms
and Creole Grievances

The Spanish Empire in South America was never a monolith, but in the late eighteenth
century it became a grand project of reorganization. The Bourbon dynasty, restored
after the War of Spanish Succession and invigorated by the example of other
European states, set out to modernize colonial administration. They aimed to increase
revenue, strengthen defense, and centralize authority. It was a program of
rationalization, and it unsettled a social order built on centuries of improvisation. What
looked like administrative tidiness in Madrid looked like disruption in the viceroyalties.
The reforms landed on a society already layered with old privileges and local customs,
and they did not land gently.

At the heart of the Bourbon project were new fiscal instruments and restructured
institutions. The most consequential was the establishment of the Viceroyalty of New
Granada in 1739, carved out from the older Viceroyalty of Peru. This reorganization
signaled a shift from Lima’s long-standing primacy toward the north, where the wealth
of Quito, the mining districts of Popayan, and the ports of Cartagena and Veracruz
demanded closer oversight. In the south, the Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata, created
in 1776, similarly shifted the axis of power from the Andean highlands toward the
Atlantic, with Buenos Aires as its commercial and administrative hub. These moves
created new elites and new rivalries, and they recalibrated the gravitational pull
between the interior and the coast.

Intendancies—borrowed from French and Bourbon models—brought a new class of
peninsular officials into local governance. They were given wide-ranging
responsibilities for taxation, public order, and administration, often displacing or
hemming in the traditional cabildos, the municipal councils that had long been
dominated by creole families. The intendancy system was designed to be efficient and
direct, cutting through colonial webs of patronage and corruption. But efficiency is a
sharp instrument. It trimmed the margins of local autonomy and, in doing so,
sharpened the edges of creole resentment. The reforms were not merely
administrative; they were political statements about who was fit to govern.

Military restructuring was another pillar of Bourbon policy. The creation of new militias
and the strengthening of regular garrisons reflected the empire’s need to defend vast
frontiers against Portuguese, British, and Dutch encroachments. The British seizure of
Havana in 1762 was a shock that reverberated across the Caribbean and the
mainland. It exposed vulnerabilities and convinced Spanish officials that colonial
defenses required not only fortifications but also disciplined troops. In South America,
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new militias were organized, and some creoles were granted officer commissions. This
created a paradox: militarization broadened the social base of defense, but it also
placed arms and authority in creole hands, where they would later become
instruments of political assertion.

Commercial policy underwent equally dramatic changes. The establishment of the
Compafiia de Filipinas in 1785 aimed to stimulate long-distance trade, while reforms to
the mercantile system sought to bring colonial commerce into tighter alignment with
crown interests. The monopoly of the Spanish fleet system was relaxed in places, and
new ports were authorized. Buenos Aires, previously constrained, blossomed as a
commercial entrep6t. Port authorities, merchants, and shipowners in the Rio de la
Plata found new opportunities in the expansion of the hide trade and the import of
European manufactured goods. These openings were intended to enrich the crown;
they also enriched new commercial elites, who learned to navigate the ambiguities of
a system that encouraged trade while still insisting on imperial control.

Revenue extraction was the most visible and contentious element of reform. The tax
burden increased, often through new assessments and the regularization of existing
levies. The contributiones, a form of direct taxation, were enforced more
systematically. Tobacco and salt became state monopolies in many regions. These
measures were justified by war debts and the costs of defense. In the Andean
highlands, the extirpation of contraband became a campaign, as authorities tried to
halt the flow of goods that had sustained local economies for generations. Merchants
in Potosi and Cuzco who had relied on illicit trade with the Portuguese through the
riverine routes of the Amazon and the Rio de la Plata faced tighter controls and new
penalties.

Indigenous communities felt these changes with particular weight. The repartimiento
de mercancias—the forced distribution of goods to indigenous communities—was
reformed under royal officials, but the practice did not disappear. More significant was
the continuation of the mita, the forced labor draft for the Potosi mines, which
remained a brutal fact of life in Upper Peru. The crown’s efforts to rationalize collection
of the tribute, and to crack down on abuses by local corregidores, did not abolish the
system. In some places, reforms tried to make tribute more equitable; in practice, they
often made it more regular and visible. For indigenous communities, the state’s new
presence meant more lists, more assessments, and more claims on labor and goods.

The regulation of mining was central to imperial finance, and the reforms of the late
eighteenth century were far-reaching. The establishment of the Banco de San Carlos
in Spain and attempts to stabilize currency affected the flow of capital. In the silver
districts of Upper Peru—particularly Potosi—new techniques and regulations were
introduced to improve output. The Real Cédula of 1789 on mining concessions aimed
to stimulate production by clarifying property rights and encouraging investment. Yet
the sector faced constraints: mercury supplies were erratic, machinery was expensive,
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and transport across the Andes was arduous. Potosi remained important, but its
relative share of global silver production was declining. This shift mattered not only for
the crown’s finances but also for the social fabric of mining regions, where labor
demands and local economies were tightly tied to the fortunes of the mines.

Religious policy also changed. The expulsion of the Jesuits in 1767 removed a powerful
educational and economic order from the viceroyalties. Jesuit missions in the Amazon
and the Chiquitos region—renowned for their intricate social organization and craft
production—were secularized. The lands, workshops, and mission communities were
reorganized, and in many cases, the social cohesion that the Jesuits had maintained
began to fray. For some communities, this opened space for new forms of local
leadership; for others, it meant the loss of protection and a more precarious existence.
The church remained central to daily life, but its institutional balance shifted, with
royal patronage asserting greater control over appointments and revenues.

Across the continent, reforms produced flashes of resistance that hinted at deeper
tensions. In 1780, the Andean world was shaken by the uprising of Tupac Amaru ll, a
creole-born cacique who drew support from indigenous peasants, artisans, and small
merchants. The revolt expressed grievances that were both specific and systemic:
abusive corregidores, the mita, the weight of tribute, and the arrogance of distant
authorities. It was brutally suppressed, and the crown responded with both repression
and moderation—tightening controls while issuing orders to curb the worst abuses. A
few years later, in 1781, the Comunero revolt in New Granada fused urban artisans,
rural laborers, and merchants in a broad protest against new taxes and commercial
regulations. The movement’s negotiated settlement revealed the limits of reform and
the capacity of local coalitions to challenge imperial policy.

On the frontiers, warfare brought reform into sharper focus. The conflicts over the
Colonia del Sacramento on the Rio de la Plata, and the broader struggles against
Portuguese expansion, demonstrated the strategic value of Buenos Aires and the need
for robust local militias. In the southern Andes, conflicts with Indigenous
groups—particularly the Mapuche—required military campaigns and diplomacy. These
frontier wars were not simply sideshows; they were laboratories of imperial policy,
where new administrative structures, militia organization, and fiscal measures were
tested. They also exposed the empire’s reliance on local leadership and resources, a
dependency that would become decisive in the era of independence.

Creole elites—American-born Spaniards—watched these developments with a mixture
of opportunity and frustration. They benefited from new commercial openings,
especially in Buenos Aires, where merchants built fortunes on hides, beef, and textiles.
They gained officer commissions in militias and found seats on municipal councils. Yet
the ceiling above them was clear: the highest offices—viceroy, intendant, senior
judges—were typically reserved for peninsular Spaniards. The language of merit and
service that justified reform often translated into a hierarchy that ranked Spaniards
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above Americans. This was not merely a matter of pride; it affected access to
patronage, influence over policy, and the ability to shape local institutions. Creoles
adapted, but they also accumulated grievances.

The economic effects of reform were uneven. The relaxation of trade in certain ports
created new regional hubs and new fortunes. Buenos Aires, Cartagena, and Valparaiso
grew as commercial centers, and their elites developed distinct identities tied to
Atlantic exchange. In the highlands, however, tighter enforcement of monopolies and
crackdowns on contraband disrupted long-standing trading patterns. The result was a
widening gap between coastal and interior regions, both in terms of wealth and
political influence. The reforms were intended to integrate the colonies more closely
into the imperial economy, but they also accentuated regional differences that would
later complicate the forging of national identities.

Communication and transport improvements had mixed effects. The establishment of
the Correo Mayor in the late eighteenth century and better-organized mail routes
facilitated the movement of information. But the empire remained vast, and delays
were inevitable. The publication of the Relacién de Méritos y Servicios—reports on the
achievements of officials—was a tool for royal oversight, yet it also became a genre of
local self-fashioning, as creoles learned to articulate their contributions in the crown’s
own language. The flow of ideas was slow but persistent. Enlightenment texts,
constitutional debates from the United States and France, and reports of European
wars circulated among educated elites. They did not cause rebellion by themselves,
but they supplied vocabulary and examples that made the reforms’ contradictions
more visible.

War finance placed the empire in a precarious position. The American War of
Independence and the subsequent conflicts in Europe drained Spanish resources, even
as the crown sought to extract more from its colonies. The 1795 Treaty of Basel, which
ended war with France, and the 1801 Treaty of Badajoz, which adjusted borders with
Portugal, were reminders that the empire’s boundaries were as fluid as its finances. In
South America, these pressures translated into intensified revenue demands and
frantic efforts to organize defense. The reforms had tried to modernize the state; now
the state was tested by war. For colonists, the message was ambiguous: loyalty to the
crown mattered, but so did local self-defense and economic survival.

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the Bourbon reforms had achieved some of
their goals: revenue had increased, administrative structures were more centralized,
and certain regions were better defended. But they had also created new social
dynamics. A commercially confident creole class had emerged in port cities; a more
militarized society had developed on frontiers; and indigenous communities faced a
state that was simultaneously more present and less responsive to local traditions.
The reforms were not a uniform program imposed uniformly; they interacted with local
conditions and produced different outcomes in different places. That unevenness
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would become a hallmark of the independence era, and its roots lay in the late
eighteenth-century transformation of empire.

The era’s reforms, in short, generated a complex inheritance. They strengthened the
crown’s hand but also altered the balance of power within colonial society. They
expanded opportunities for some while tightening constraints on others. They linked
South America more tightly to global markets but also highlighted the fragility of
imperial control. The road to independence was not a straight line drawn by ideology;
it was a track cut through a landscape of reform, resistance, and adaptation. The
Bourbon program provided the tools, the language, and the grievances that would
later fuel revolutionary politics. The stage was set not by a single decree or uprising,
but by a series of changes that placed new institutions, new elites, and new questions
of legitimacy at the heart of colonial life.

As the eighteenth century drew to a close, the empire faced an intensified set of
pressures. European wars disrupted trade routes, undermined naval security, and
forced improvisation in both policy and defense. In South America, local elites had
grown accustomed to managing their own affairs, even if formal authority remained
imperial. The reforms had trained a generation of administrators, officers, and
merchants in the habits of governance and war. They had also taught them to look
beyond the immediate horizon, to consider how local interests might be aligned or
defended in the absence of steady imperial oversight. The old structures remained,
but they had been stretched and reshaped. When the crown itself faltered, the
stretched structures would tear.
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