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Topic A – The Mexican Revolution

Text 1

Mexico's history boasts a long line of advanced indigenous civilizations whose accomplishments rival those of the Egyptians and early Europeans. They built huge empires, were skilled artisans, and created accurate calendars. The Olmecs were among the first inhabitants of the area. Around 2000 BC, the Mayan Empire built incredible cities throughout North and Central America, but the empire began to decline in the 10th century AD and eventually fell. The Aztecs were the last great empire, conquered by the Spanish in 1521. While the Spanish assimilated some aspects of the native cultures, the destruction of these civilizations was widespread. Spaniards brought Christianity to the land and ruled until the 19th century.

Mexico was one of the first countries to revolt against Spain. Led by a priest named Miguel Hidalgo, the drive for independence began in September 1810 and ended in 1821. A constitution was adopted in 1824 and a republic was established. However, Antonio López de Santa Ana took power in 1833 and ruled as a dictator. During his regime, Mexico diminished in size as it lost territory comprising Texas and much of the current western United States.

Santa Ana resigned in 1855, and Benito Juárez became president. In 1861, French troops invaded Mexico City and named the Austrian archduke Maximilian the emperor of Mexico. Forces under Juárez overthrew Maximilian in 1867. Dictator Porfirio Díaz came to power in 1877 and was overthrown in 1910, when Mexico entered a period of internal political unrest and violence. That period of social change, which ended in the 1920s and produced a new constitution, became known as the Mexican Revolution.

Text 2

The Mexican Revolution of 1910 was the first great revolution of the 20th century and became a point of reference for all subsequent Mexican history. Though the fighting caused untold damage and cost nearly a million lives, the revolutionary leadership brought Mexicans together under new ideologies that included all social groups. Until very recently, all Mexican presidents have sought to identify with the revolution as the touchstone of Mexican politics. 

The 34-year reign of President Porfirio Díaz had begun in 1876. He had implemented liberal economic reforms that encouraged foreign capitalists to invest in the country. Those interests came to control much of the land and such infrastructure as railroads and oil fields. Peasants and indigenous people were often displaced from their land and forced to provide cheap labor. By the early 20th century, opposition against Díaz was growing among the upper class in the north who were excluded from the political system, among indigenous peasants in central Mexico, and among the urban working class. 

Francisco Madero, a member of an elite northern family, was elected president in 1910 but was imprisoned by Díaz, who refused to surrender the presidency. Upon his release from prison, Madero called for revolution with his Plan of San Luis Potosi (1910) and received the support of a diverse array of revolutionary forces. Madero would prove unable to control the forces he had set in motion, however. 

Because he did not honor his promises of land reform, Madero was abandoned by Emiliano Zapata, leader of the Indian communities in the central state of Morelos. Shortly thereafter, he was forced to resign by Gen. Victoriano Huerta, head of the Federal Army that Madero had left intact. Huerta executed Madero on February 22, 1913 and set about restoring Díaz' system of personal dictatorship. 

Faced with a new enemy, Zapata rejoined the fighting. Forces in the north led by Pancho Villa allied with him. Those two armies were joined by that of Gen. Venustiano Carranza, who emerged as the political leader of the renewed revolutionary effort. 

On July 15, 1914, Huerta was forced to resign. Disagreements emerged among the revolutionary leaders, however. Villa suffered a devastating defeat in May 1915, and Zapata was forced back into Morelos. In 1916, Carranza issued a call for the election of deputies to a constitutional convention in Querétaro on December 1, 1916. 

The convention produced the Constitution of 1917, which became the founding document of the new Mexican nation. That document included many progressive ideas that were not enacted right away. In fact, fighting continued after Carranza was elected president because Zapata opposed his shift to the right. After the assassination of Zapata in 1919, violence abated somewhat. Carranza attempted to rig the elections of 1920 and was thrown out of the country by the successful presidential candidate, Alvaro Obregón. That ended the military phase of the revolution and left Mexico's leaders to implement the constitution and restore peace to the nation.
Text 3

The year 2010 marks the centennial (El Centenario) of the Mexican Revolution, an uprising that took place roughly between 1910 and 1920, recognized as the first major political, social, and cultural revolution of the 20th century. Celebrated on November 20th, it is one of two important anniversaries for Mexico in 2010 — the other one being the bicentennial of Mexican Independence, celebrated on September 16th. The United States, Mexico’s neighbor, was significantly affected by the human dislocation that resulted: if someone did not want to fight, the only alternative was to leave the country — and over 890,000 Mexicans did just that by legally emigrating north during the second decade of the 20th century.

The Mexican Revolution was not the first violent war in Mexico. After Mexico’s Conquest in 1521, the most powerful citizens were the Spanish-blooded citizens born in Spain, or the peninsulares, living in the New World. Three centuries later, in 1821, the war for Independence (starting in 1810) ended, freeing Mexico from Spain in a war that, however, benefited mainly the criollo(Spanish-blooded upper class) minority of New Spain. A century later, in 1910, the majority of the population of Mexico were mestizos, half-indigenous and half-Spanish-blooded Mexicans, and these indigenous peoples again rose up in a violent armed struggle, the Mexican Revolution. Atimeline can help us understand the history leading to the Revolution.

The main ideals of the Mexican Revolution grew out of the basic belief that a few wealthy landowners could no longer continue the old ways of the Spanish Colonial rule, a feudal-like system called la encomienda. Instead, the land should belong to all those who actually worked it and extracted its wealth through their labor.

Two great figures, Francisco “Pancho” Villa, from the north of Mexico, and Emiliano Zapata, from the south, led the Revolution and remain key cultural and historical symbols in this fight for social reform. The agrarista (supporter of land reform) ideals of Zapata and his followers, the Zapatistas, are summarized in their mottos: “Tierra y Libertad” (“Land and Freedom”) and “La tierra es para el que la trabaja” (“The land is for those who work it”). These slogans have not ceased to resonate in Mexican society. 
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Topic B – Traditional Mexican Culture

Text 1
The word "Mexico" is derived from Mexica (pronounced "Me-shee-ka"), the name for the indigenous group that settled in central Mexico in the early fourteenth century and is best known as the Aztecs. 

Mexicans make several cultural subdivisions within the nation. The most common one identifies northern, central, and south or south-eastern Mexico. The extensive and desertlike north was only sparsely populated until the middle of the twentieth century, except for some important cities such as Monterrey. It has traditionally housed only small indigenous populations and is generally regarded as a frontier culture. Densely populated central and western Mexico is the cradle of the nation. Highly developed Indian cultures populated this region in pre-Columbian times and it was also the heart of the colony of New Spain. Many prominent colonial cities are major urban and industrial centers today. Southern Mexico has a tropical or subtropical climate and some rain forest. It is characterized by a strong indigenous heritage and is also the poorest part of the country.

Another relevant cultural division is that between the central template highlands (the altiplano) and the much more humid mountainous regions (the sierras) and coastal plains. In many parts of Mexico this division parallels the relative presence of indigenous populations, with the sierra regions being the most indigenous.

On a smaller scale the Mexican nation has traditionally been characterized by strong provincial and local cultural identities. People identify closely with their own state; stereotypes about people from other places abound. Strong regional and local identities have given rise to the idea that there exist "many Mexicos." Nevertheless, even though Mexican culture is diverse, there is also a strong identification with the nation-state; nationalism is vigorous.

After the revolution, the emphasis shifted from racial to cultural differences. The value ascribed to Mexico's indigenous peoples also changed. The grandeur of pre-Columbian Indian culture was incorporated into the national imagery. At the same time, the ideas and policies that stressed cultural uniformity and homogeneity persisted. In the ideology of the revolution, the opposition between Indian and European had given rise to a synthesis, themestizo , who was considered the authentic Mexican. In the middle of the twentieth century, the elaboration of the national identity increasingly concentrated on the supposed (psychological) character of the quintessential Mexican mestizo. This gave rise to the mythology of mexicanidad, or "the essence of being Mexican."

Text 2
Food Customs at Ceremonial Occasions.  There are numerous religious and secular occasions in Mexico that are accompanied by special food. A popular religious fiesta is the Día de la Candelaria (Candlemas) on 2 February, which celebrates the purification of Mary and the presentation and blessing of Jesus. After the church ceremony family and close friends join for tamales . During the Day of the Dead, 2 November, people consume pan de muerto (bread of the dead), a long and flat sweet bread prepared with many eggs and sugar. At Christmas people eat romeritos , a plant similar to rosemary served with sauce and potatoes; bacalao , dried codfish cooked and served in a sauce of tomatoes, olives, and onions; and all sorts of stuffed turkey. In September people commemorate independence and, in central Mexico, eat a sophisticated dish called chile en nogada , a stuffed chile poblanodressed with a white walnut sauce, red pomegranate, and green parsley, in a representation of the Mexican flag.

Text 3

Religious Beliefs. Roman Catholicism is the dominant religion in Mexico. After the conquest by the Spanish, Mexico's indigenous peoples readily accepted Catholic beliefs and practices, but they did so on the basis of their pre-Hispanic religious beliefs. The Virgin of Guadalupe, for example, was associated with the pagan goddess Tonantzin. As a result, Mexican folk Catholicism is frequently described as syncretic. Catholic beliefs pervade the life of ordinary Mexicans. Because the Catholic Church has been a very powerful institution in Mexican history, its relationship with the state has at times been tense and sometimes openly hostile. In recent decades, Protestant missionaries have been particularly active in southern Mexico and among the urban poor.

Text 4

Death and the Afterlife. Representations and rituals of death play a prominent role in popular culture, art, and religion. It has been suggested that this is related to pre-Columbian indigenous beliefs. Such rituals are most vigorously expressed in the festivities of the Days of the Dead, 1 and 2 November. On this occasion, Mexicans arrange altars for the dead in their homes with food, beverages, and other objects (such as skulls made of sugar or chocolate) to welcome them on their return to earth. Many Mexicans also visit churchyards and adorn the graves with large orange flowers. They will spent some time by the grave praying but also sharing memories about the deceased. The so-called Mexican cult of the dead has attracted much attention abroad.
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Topic C – Mexican Gender/Family Structure

Text 1

The Relative Status of Women and Men. Although women and men are equal before the law, clear differences persist in terms of authority and privileges. Women play crucial roles in the family, but even here the male is "chief of the family" (jefe de familia). Women are seen as the caretakers of morality and hence take center stage in the domain of religion.

The Virgin of Guadalupe, a key cultural icon, represents suffering and sacrifice. This has given rise to the image of the submissive, self-sacrificing, but virtuous woman (la abnegada). The key concept for defining masculinity is machismo, which is associated with violence, power, aggressiveness, and sexual assertiveness. These general cultural representations have formed the basis for ideas of "natural" male dominance and power and female suffering and motherhood. They have been influential in the imagery of Mexican men and women, but they are increasingly considered simple stereotypes.

Marriage, Family and Kinship

Mexicans are free to choose their marriage partners. Informally, however, there are rules that constrain choices, most importantly those related to class and ethnicity. People usually marry after a period of formal engagement that can last several years. In 1995, the average age at marriage for a male was almost twenty-four years; for a woman it was nearly twenty-two years. Out of all Mexicans aged twelve and above, just over half were married or otherwise united. Although the basis for marriage is love, many Mexicans consciously or unconsciously look for a partner who can provide social and economic security or upward mobility. Monogamy is the only marriage form allowed. A marriage ceremony consists of a civil registration and a religious wedding. Afterwards, the couple holds a huge and costly party with family and friends. At the beginning of the 1990s, the divorce rate was a relatively low 6.5 percent. It is legally easy to divorce but the social pressure against it can be formidable.

Domestic Unit. 

A significant number of households consist of "extended" nuclear families, which often exist on a temporary basis. Particularly among the urban poor there are households consisting of parents, children, grandparents and sometimes other relatives. Recently married couples may live for a few years with the kin of husband or wife in order to save sufficient money to establish an independent domestic unit. In the countryside different nuclear families might live close to each other and share common resources. 

Inheritance. 

Inheritance laws make no distinction between men and women. Each child is legally entitled to an equal share, but in practice male descendants are often privileged. In the countryside land is often distributed only among sons.

Kin Groups. 

The extended family is of crucial importance to most Mexicans. Although family members generally live dispersed, sometimes very far away due to international migration, they seek opportunities to gather on several occasions. Family members will occasionally get together for a meal during the weekend, but will more typically gather on religious occasions. The family and larger kin groups are the main locus of trust, solidarity, and support in Mexico.

Text 2

Except in urban areas, where the trend is to have smaller families, Mexican families generally have more than three children. A household, especially in rural areas, may include members of the extended family. Children generally live with their parents until they marry and sometimes after they marry.

In many families, the father is the leader and provides economic support, while the mother and daughters are responsible for the domestic duties of cooking, cleaning, sewing, and childcare. Additionally, female family members often encourage the use of native indigenous languages in the home, keep cultural traditions alive, and participate in religious ceremonies. The father represents masculine sensibilities and often strives, through example, to instill moral character in his children. Girls are often encouraged to display femininity in their dress and disposition, while boys are encouraged to play sports and spend time with male role models. In some ethnic groups the mother is the leader, and more women from almost all groups are entering the formal workplace. Rural men and women often work together in the fields.

Though women in urban areas of central and northern Mexico have long enjoyed access to education, their rural counterparts—especially those in the south of the country—have only recently been able to do so. Women throughout the country are still struggling to achieve social equality and access to positions of power. Activists and government organizations strive to provide women with the skills necessary to compete with men in political and social arenas. But even though Mexico may appear to be a dominantly male-run society, behind the scenes, women play important roles in facilitating the progression of government, business, science, and technology.

Family unity and responsibility are high priorities, with family ties representing lifelong commitments of mutual support. The eldest male child in particular is expected to care for his parents in old age and support his siblings if parents cannot do so. Specifically, this may mean providing housing for his parents and financing his siblings' educations by paying their university tuition or purchasing their books and uniforms. Because male children—especially the oldest son—are seen as carriers of their families' legacies, they are often favored during childhood.

Immigration of one or more family members to the United States or elsewhere to work is common and has mixed effects on the family unit. While remittances sent to Mexico serve to better support households there materially, long absences from loved ones and unstable work and living conditions abroad often weaken family relationships.
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