Ch. 10:  Mexico  


1. Geography of Mexico
Main Idea: In each region of Mexico, climate, landforms, and other geographic factors affect economic activities.

According to an old story, Charles V, the ruler of Spain, asked Hernán Cortés, the Spanish explorer who conquered Mexico, to describe the country’s physical features.  Cortés answered by crumpling a piece of paper and throwing it on the table.  The wrinkled paper represented what Cortés could not describe in words:  Mexico’s rugged terrain.

Mountains dominate Mexico’s physical setting.  The largest mountain range, the Sierra Madre (see HER uh MAH dray) Occidental, extends along the western coast.  Mexico’s second great mountain range, the Sierra Madre Oriental, runs parallel to the eastern coast, along the Gulf of Mexico.  Between the Sierra Madres—which means “mother ranges”—lies Mexico’s central plateau, an area of high, flat land.


Between the mountains and the ocean are Mexico’s different coastal plains regions.  The northern Pacific coast includes Baja (BAH hah) California, a peninsula, or strip of land that juts out into the Pacific Ocean.  In spite of its name, which means “Lower California,” it is part of Mexico.  The southern Pacific coast, couth of the central plateau, is a narrow strip of tropical coastline.  The resort city of Acapulco is located at the midpoint of the southern Pacific coast.  On the east, the Gulf coastal plain curves around the Gulf of Mexico into the Yucatán Peninsula.  The Yucatán, set apart from the rest of Mexico, sticks out into the Gulf like a thumb.
The Heartland Region
The central plateau is Mexico’s most important and populous region, with several large cities.  The southern part of the plateau, nourished by rich soil and plenty of rainfall, has Mexico’s best farmland.  About four fifths of the country’s people live here.
Natural Hazards:  Mexico’s central plateau is geologically unstable, however.  The reason is that Mexico is located at the intersection of four tectonic plates—the North American Plate, the Caribbean Plate, the Pacific Plate, and the Cocos Plate.  These tectonic plates move against each other and push jagged mountain ranges.  Some of the mountains on the southern edge of the plateau are active volcanoes.  In addition, earthquakes often shake the land.  In 1985, a strong earthquake struck Mexico City, killing an estimated 10,000 peo0ple and causing $4.1 billion in damage.
Climate Factors:  In spite of these dangers, other factors make Mexico’s central plateau an attractive place to live.  Climate is a major reason.  In much of northern Mexico, the towering Sierra Madres block rainfall coming from the ocean.  Some arid sections receive less than 4 inches of precipitation each year.  Farther south, though, moist ocean winds find their way through the mountains to bring rain to the lower end of the plateau.  Compare annual precipitation and population maps and notice where population is densest.

Elevation is a key factor in the climate of the central plateau.  Although the southern part of the plateau is in the tropics, its climate is not tropical.  The high elevation, averaging about 7,000 feet, keeps temperatures mild and makes the climate pleasant year-round.  Mexico City, at about 7,340 feet above sea level, enjoys moderate temperatures.  The average high temperature is about 74˚F in July, 70˚F in January.

Drawn partly by Mexico City’s attractive climate, scores of people have flocked to the city in search of a better life.  The city is now encircled by ciudades perdidas or “lost cities.”  Many of the city’s arrivals are underemployed—working, but earning little money.  Mexico City’s poor live in vast slums, often without sewage and running water.

In the past such newcomers were treated as illegal squatters.  Today they are legally allowed to own small parcels of land after having lived on them for five years.  Schools have improved and electrical services are now provided.

The Coastal Regions
Mexico’s coastal plains regions are a study in contrasts.  As the map on page 222 shows, the rugged mountains dictate the width of the plains.  The plains are widest along the Gulf coast and the northern Pacific coast, stretching inland as much as 80 miles before rising up to meet the mountains.  On the southern Pacific coast, mountains crowd close to the ocean, leaving a coastal plain that is often only 15 miles wide.
Northern Pacific Coast:  Dry, hot, and for the most part thinly populated describes Mexico’s northern Pacific coast.  The city of Tijuana (tee WAH nuh), just across the border from the state of California, is one of Mexico’s fastest growing cities.  Despite its arid climate, this region has some of the best farmland in the country.  The reason is irrigation, the artificial watering of farmland by storing and distributing water drawn from reservoirs or rivers.  Dams have been built on three rivers—the Colorado, the Sonora, and the Yaqui (yah KEE)—enabling farmers to raise wheat, cotton, and other crops.

By contrast, the Baja California peninsula is a long, thin arm—760 miles in length—of mostly mountainous desert.  An American described a trip into Baja’s desert in August in this way:

“As we drove south…we passed the canteen back and forth in a kind of trance, lulled by heat waves rising off the pavement.  I wiped dust from the little plastic thermometer I’d clipped to my bag; it read 110 degrees.  The scene out our window was a no-man’s –land of reddish volcanic mountains and scorched vegetation.  Mars with cactus.”
Southern Pacific Coast:  A smaller mountain range, the steep-sided Sierra Madre del Sur, edges the narrow southern Pacific coast.  There is little farmland, but the region’s spectacular natural setting and tropical climate favor another kind of economic activity—tourism.  The sunny, wave-washed beaches of resort cities such as Acapulco, Mazatlán (mah sah TLAHN), and Puerto Vallarta (pwer toh vah YAR tuh) draw thousands of visitors each year from around the world.

Gulf Coastal Plain:  The Gulf coastal plain is vitally important to Mexico’s economy in a different way.  Along the plain and offshore, beneath the waters of the Gulf of Mixico, are vast deposits of petroleum and natural gas.  These geological riches have made the Gulf coastal plain one of the world’s major oil-producing regions.
The Yucatán Peninsula:  The Yucatán Peninsula is generally flat, in contrast to the mountains that cover much of Mexico.  Unlike the volcanic soil that covers the land in other regions, the bedrock that underlies the Yucatán is porous limestone.  When rain falls here, it seeps through the surface of the land, working its way into the rock.  The limestone is gradually dissolved, creating underground caverns.  Periodically the roof of a cavern collapses, and a sinkhole is formed.  The landscape of the Yucatán is dotted with sinkholes, which the ancient Maya used as wells. 

Despite its level terrain, the population is fairly sparse in the Yucatán.  Mérida, with a population of more than 500,000 people, is the largest city in the region.  Tourism along the Caribbean coastline and the building of better roads has greatly contributed to economic development in cities such as Cancún.  The streets of these cities are line with towering hotels and lavish resorts, and many people work in service industries that support tourism.  Throughout the Yucatán, ancient Mayan ruins attract tourists and archaeologists seeking to learn more about the rise and fall of civilizations and about the lives of people who once populated the area.
2. A Place of Three Cultures
Main Idea:  Historical developments and current social conditions affect economic activities in Mexico.
A broad square in Mexico City stands as a symbol of the complexity of Mexican culture.  The Plaza de las Tres Culturas—the Three Cultures—is located on the site of an Aztec center that fell to the Spanish in a 1521 battle.  In the center are the restored ruins of an Aztec temple pyramid.  On one side of the square is a church built by the Spanish conquerors in 1609.  On another side, twin office buildings of glass and concrete represent Mexico’s modern culture.  A busy eight-lane highway runs past the plaza.


Together, these three cultures—Indian, Spanish, and modern—make up modern Mexico.  The result is a nation aware of the traditions of the past and the possibilites of the future.

Aztecs and Spaniards
Drawing on elements from earlier cultures, the Aztecs built the most powerful empire in early Mexico.  By the early 1400s, their capital city of Tenochtitlán (the noch tee TLAHN) was the center of an empire that spread over much of south-central Mexico.  Tenochtitlán, built on an island in a lake, occupied the site of modern Mexico City.  On its main square were great temples and the palaces of Aztec royalty.  The city had open plazas and huge marketplaces.  In the 1400s, it was one of the largest cities in the world.  An estimated 60,000 Aztecs gathered each day to trade goods.
The Spanish Conquest:  Spanish adventurer Hernán Cortés, with six hundred Spanish soldiers, marched into Tenochtitlán in 1519.  The Spaniards had come inland from Mexico’s Gulf coast, making allies of the Aztecs’ enemies along the way.  Within two years, the conquistadors, or conquerors, destroyed the Aztec empire.  Tenochtitlán and other Aztec towns lay in ruins.  The Spanish then went on to conquer the remaining Indian groups in Mexico.  The territory won by Cortés became the colony of New Spain.
New Spain:  Four social classes emerged as the Spanish settled New Spain.  At the top were the peninsulares (peh nin suh LAHR es).  This group, those born in Spain, held high official positions.  The next highest group were the criollos (cree OHL yos), people of Spanish ancestry born in the Americas.  Mestizos, people of mixed ancestry, ranked third, and the Indians ranked lowest.  Over the next three hundred years, life in New Spain followed these strict social lines.

As in other Spanish colonies in the Americas, Indians provided the labor on haciendas (hah see EN duhs).  These were large, Spanish-owned estates of land, usually run as farms or cattle ranches.  Both the haciendas and the Indians who worked on them were granted to the conquistadors as rewards by the Spanish king.  Under this system, known as the encomienda, landowners were supposed to care for their workers’ welfare.  But in fact low wages and constant debt forced most Indians to live a slave-like existence.
Road to Democracy
Spanish colonial rule continued into the early 1800s.  Then the resentment the criollos felt for the privileged peninsulares erupted into conflict.  In 1810 a criollo priest named Miguel Hidalgo called for a rebellion against Spanish rule.  His cry sparked a war of independence.  By 1821, the independent nation of Mexico was established.


But while Mexico had finally achieved independence, the new nation was not democratic.  The search for democracy took about another hundred years.  During that time, the country went through a series of political struggles and even a civil war.  Strong military leaders ruled as dictators, while the people wanted democracy.


By the end of the 1800s, Mexico was stable enough to attract large amounts of foreign capital and industry.  Railroads were built, ranches were expanded, and Mexico’s valuable oil reserves were developed.  Such efforts to modernize the country, however, mainly helped wealthy Mexicans become even wealthier.  The gap between rich and poor, established in colonial times, continued unchanged.


The Mexican Revolution:  In 1910, peasants and middle-class Mexicans rebelled.  In the Mexican Revolution, they stood up to the military dictator and the landlords who together controlled the country.  By the time the fighting ended in 1920, Mexico had a new president and a new constitution.  The new government promised “land, bread, and justice for all.”

The democratic republic established by the Mexican Revolution remains in place today.  Mexico, like the United States, is a federal republic headed by an elected president and congress.  Unlike the United States, however, one political party held power.  Called the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), this party maintained control of Mexican politics for decades.  PRI power diminished in 2000, when Vicente Fox of the National Action Party was elected President.
Social Conditions
Mexico has worked to preserve both its Indian and Spanish heritages.  Nearly all Mexicans use Spanish as their official language.  People of Indian descent, however, often speak their ancestral languages as home.  The constitution grants freedom of religion, but most Mexicans are Roman Catholics.


Although Mexico has made great economic strides in modern times, a minority still holds much of the country’s wealth.  The country is still working to achieve social justice and create economic opportunities for more people.

Rural Life:  Most people in the Mexican countryside work in agriculture.  In 1910 nearly all Mexican land that could be used for farming was part of about 8,000 haciendas.  After the revolution, the government began a program of buying out landowners and breaking up their large haciendas.  The estates were divided among landless peasants.  The government still follows this policy of land distribution.  About half of the haciendas have been broken up in this way.


The government awarded most of the reclaimed land in the form of ejidos (ay HEE doz), farmland owned collectively by members of a rural community.  Many ejido farmers practice subsistence farming.  They grow only enough crops to meet their family’s needs.


Approximately one third of Mexican farms, however, are huge commercial farms owned by individuals or by farming companies.  These commercial farms are called latifundios.  Mexico’s commercial farms and some ejidos raise cash crops, farm crops grown for sale and profit, such as corn, sugar cane, coffee, and fruit.


An estimated 3 to 4 million rural Mexican families have neither the land nor opportunities for work.  Some try to coax crops from land unsuitable for farming.  Many landless, jobless peasants become migrant workers.  That is, they travel from place to place where extra workers are needed to cultivate or harvest crops.  At harvest time many migrant workers also cross the Rio Grande into the United States.  While some have permits to cross the border, others cross illegally.
Urban Life:  The heart of modern Mexican culture is its urban areas, where three quarters of Mexico’s population lives.  Mexico City is one of the largest urban areas in the world and is still growing.  For many Mexicans, city life means better job opportunities than those found in the countryside.  Cities also offer chances for education and excitement.


Although there is a small, wealthy, educated upper class in the cities, most urban dwellers in Mexico are the very poor and must struggle to survive.  A growing middle class includes government workers, professionals, and business owners.  Mexico’s working-class citizens are generally skilled workers who maintain strong ties to traditional Mexican culture.  They may live in adobe-block houses in older neighborhoods or in new worker apartment complexes.

Economic Activities

In 1993, the United States, Canada, and Mexico formed the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which was designed to compete with the European Union, a free-trade network in Europe.  NAFTA phased out trade barriers among the three countries.  By 1999, Mexico’s trade with the United States and Canada had nearly doubled.  Manufacturing increased and unemployment declined.  Encouraged by its experience in NAFTA, Mexico pursued new trade agreements with other countries.

Major Industries:  Two of Mexico’s most important economic activities are petroleum extraction and tourism.  Great reserves of Petroleum lie off Mexico’s Gulf coast near the city of Tampico.  However, because Pemex (Petroleos Mexicanos) is a state-owned company, government revenues rise and fall along with oil prices.


Climate, scenery, tropical beaches, and a rich cultural history make tourism another major source of income for Mexico.  Resort cities such as Acapulco and Cancún draw tourists from all over the world.  Investment dollars pour into these resort cities.


Tourism is important for another reason.  Manufacturing has long contributed to Mexico’s economy, with Mexico City as the country’s leading industrial center.  But factories create a heavy load of pollution.  In Mexico City, particularly, polluted air from factories and cars collects over the city because mountains trap the air on three sides.  Tourism is a cleaner economic alternative.  In fact, Mexicans call it the “smokeless industry.”

Border Industries:  Clustered along the United States-Mexico border are more than two thousand maquiladoras (mah keel uh DOHR uhs).  These are factories that assemble products almost exclusively for consumers in the United States.  In 1980, these factories employed approximately 200,000 workers.  Today, more than a million people work in maquiladoras.

When maquiladoras first appeared in the Mexican economy, many people expressed concerns that the work was tedious and the pay was quite low.  However, as employment in maquiladoras has increased, so have the skills of the workers.

Maquiladoras have also profoundly changed the appearance of cities in northern Mexico.  Manufacturers have sprung up all across the region.  The increase of pollutants from maquiladoras has raised concerns about damage to health and the environment.


Many factories have been accused of air and water pollution and improper disposal of waste products.  The Mexican government continues to encourage job growth while monitoring the impact of industry on the environment.
PAGE  
6

