
Latin America  

Latin America (Spanish: América Latina or Latinoamérica; Portuguese: América 
Latina; French: Amérique latine) is a region of the Americas where Romance 

languages (i.e., those derived from Latin) – particularly Spanish and Portuguese, 
and variably French – are primarily spoken.[2][3] Latin America has an area of 
approximately 21,069,500 km² (7,880,000 sq mi), almost 3.9% of the Earth's 

surface or 14.1% of its land surface area. As of 2010, its population was 
estimated at more than 590 million[4] and its combined GDP at 5.16 trillion 
United States dollars (6.27 trillion at PPP).[5] The Latin American expected 

economic growth rate is at about 5.7% for 2010 and 4% in 2011. 
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Subdivisions 

• Latin America can be subdivided into several 
subregions based on geography, politics, 
demographics and culture. The basic 
geographical subregions are North America, 
Central America, the Caribbean and South 
America;[7] the latter contains further politico-
geographical subdivisions such as the 
Southern Cone and the Andean states. It may 
be subdivided on linguistic grounds into 
Hispanic America and Portuguese America. 
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Etymology and definitions 

• The idea that a part of the Americas has a 
lingual affinity with the Romance cultures as a 
whole can be traced back to the 1830s, in the 
writing of the French Saint-Simonian Michel 
Chevalier, who postulated that this part of the 
Americas was inhabited by people of a "Latin 
race", and that it could, therefore, ally itself 
with "Latin Europe" in a struggle with 
"Teutonic Europe", "Anglo-Saxon America" 
and "Slavic Europe".[ 
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• The idea was later taken up by Latin American intellectuals and 
political leaders of the mid- and late-nineteenth century, who no 
longer looked to Spain or Portugal as cultural models, but rather to 
France.[9] The term was first used in Paris in an 1856 conference by 
the Chilean politician Francisco Bilbao[10] and the same year by the 
Colombian writer José María Torres Caicedo in his poem "Two 
Americas.[11] The term Latin America was supported by the French 
Empire of Napoleon III during the French invasion of Mexico, as a 
way to include France among countries with influence in America 
and to exclude Anglophone countries, and played a role in his 
campaign to imply cultural kinship of the region with France, 
transform France into a cultural and political leader of the area, and 
install Maximilian of Habsburg as emperor of the Second Mexican 
Empire 
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Pre-Columbian history 

• The Americas were thought to have been first 
inhabited by people crossing the Bering Land Bridge, 
now known as the Bering strait, from northeast Asia 
into Alaska well over 10,000 years ago. The earliest 
known settlement, however, was identified at Monte 
Verde, near Puerto Montt in Southern Chile. Its 
occupation dates to some 14,000 years ago and there 
is some disputed evidence of even earlier occupation. 
Over the course of millennia, people spread to all parts 
of the continents. By the first millennium AD/CE, South 
America's vast rainforests, mountains, plains and coasts 
were the home of tens of millions of people.  
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• The inhabitants of Latin America are of a variety of 
ancestries, ethnic groups, and races, making the region one 
of the most diverse in the world. The specific composition 
varies from country to country: many have a predominance 
of European-Amerindian, or Mestizo, population; in others, 
Amerindians are a majority; some are dominated by 
inhabitants of European ancestry; and some countries' 
populations are primarily Mulatto. Black, Asian, and 
Zambo(mixed Black and Amerindian) minorities are also 
identified regularly. Europeans/Whites are the largest 
single group, and along with people of part-European 
ancestry, they combine to make up approximately 80% of 
the population,[26] or even more 
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• Amerindians. The aboriginal population of Latin America, the 
Amerindians (Native Americans), arrived thousands of years ago, 
during the Lithic stage. In post-Columbian times they experienced 
tremendous population decline, particularly in the early decades of 
colonization. They have since recovered in numbers, surpassing 
sixty million (by some estimates[26]), though with the growth of the 
other groups meanwhile, they now compose a majority only in 
Bolivia and Guatemala, and at least a plurality in Peru. In Ecuador, 
Amerindians are a large minority that comprises two-fifths of the 
population. Mexico's 14%[27] (alternatively 30%[26]) is the next 
largest ratio, and actually the largest Amerindian population in the 
Americas, in absolute numbers. Most of the remaining countries 
have Amerindian minorities, in every case making up less than one-
tenth of the respective country's population. In many countries, 
people of mixed Amerindian and European ancestry make up the 
majority of the population (see "Mestizo", below). 
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• Asians. People of Asian descent number several million in Latin America. 
The first Asians to settle in the region were Filipino, as a result of Spain's 
trade involving Asia and the Americas. The majority of Asian Latin 
Americans are of Japanese or Chinese ancestry and reside mainly in Brazil 
and Peru; there is also a growing Chinese minority in Panama. Brazil is 
home to perhaps two million people of Asian descent, which includes the 
largest ethnic Japanese community outside of Japan itself, estimated as 
high as 1.5 million, and circa 200,000 ethnic Chinese and 100,000 ethnic 
Koreans.[28][29] Ethnic Koreans also number tens of thousands of 
individuals in Argentina and Mexico.[30] Peru, with 1.47 million people of 
Asian descent,[31][32] has one of the largest Chinese communities in the 
world, with nearly one million Peruvians being of Chinese ancestry. There 
is a strong ethnic-Japanese presence in Peru, where a past president and a 
number of politicians are of Japanese descent. The Martiniquais 
population includes an African-White-Indian mixed population, and an 
East Indian population.[33] The Guadeloupe, an East Indian population, is 
estimated at 14% of the population. 
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• Blacks. Millions of African slaves were brought to Latin 
America from the sixteenth century onward, the 
majority of whom were sent to the Caribbean region 
and Brazil.[citation needed] Today, people identified as 
"Black" are most numerous in Brazil (more than 10 
million) and in Haiti (more than 10 million). Among the 
Hispanic nations and Brazil, Puerto Rico leads this 
category in relative numbers, with a 15% ratio. 
Significant populations are also found in Cuba, 
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Panama, Colombia, and 
Venezuela. Latin Americans of mixed Black and White 
ancestry, called Mulattoes, are far more numerous 
than Blacks.  
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• Language 
• Linguistic map of Latin America. Spanish is in green, Portuguese in orange, and 

French in blue. 
• Spanish and Portuguese are the predominant languages of Latin America. 

Portuguese is spoken only in Brazil, the biggest and most populous country in the 
region. Spanish is the official language of most of the rest of the countries on the 
Latin American mainland, as well as in Cuba, Puerto Rico (where it is co-official 
with English), and the Dominican Republic. French is spoken in Haiti and in the 
French overseas departments Guadeloupe, Martinique, French Guiana, and Saint 
Pierre and Miquelon; it is also spoken by some Panamanians of Afro-Antillean 
descent. Dutch is the official language in Suriname, Aruba, and the Netherlands 
Antilles. (As Dutch is a Germanic language, these territories are not necessarily 
considered part of Latin America.) 

• Native American languages are widely spoken in Peru, Guatemala, Bolivia, 
Paraguay and, to a lesser degree, in Mexico, Panama, Ecuador, and Chile amongst 
other countries. In Latin American countries not named above, the population of 
speakers of indigenous languages is either small or non-existent. 
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Religion 

• The vast majority of Latin Americans are 
Christians, mostly Roman Catholics.[67] About 
70% of the Latin American population 
consider themselves Catholic.[68] Membership 
in Protestant denominations is increasing, 
particularly in Brazil and Venezuela. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roman_Catholic_Church
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protestantism


Migration 
 

• Due to economic, social and security developments that are affecting the region in 
recent decades, the focus is now the change from net immigration to net 
emigration. About 10 million Mexicans live in the United States.[69] 28.3 million 
Americans listed their ancestry as Mexican as of 2006.[70] According to the 2005 
Colombian census or DANE, about 3,331,107 Colombians currently live abroad.[71] 
The number of Brazilians living overseas is estimated at about 2 million people.[72] 
An estimated 1.5 to two million Salvadorans reside in the United States.[73] At least 
1.5 million Ecuadorians have gone abroad, mainly to the United States and 
Spain.[74] Approximately 1.5 million Dominicans live abroad, mostly in the United 
States.[75] More than 1.3 million Cubans live abroad, most of them in the United 
States.[76] It is estimated that over 800,000 Chileans live abroad, mainly in Costa 
Rica, Mexico and Sweden. Other Chilean nationals may be located in countries like 
Spain and Sweden.[77] An estimated 700,000 Bolivians were living in Argentina as 
of 2006 and another 33,000 in the United States.[78] Central Americans living 
abroad in 2005 were 3,314,300,[79] of which 1,128,701 were Salvadorans,[80] 
685,713 were Guatemalans,[81] 683,520 were Nicaraguans,[82] 414,955 were 
Hondurans,[83] 215,240 were Panamanians,[84] 127,061 were Costa Ricans [85] and 
59,110 were Belizeans. 
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