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conquest and this is a source of great pride for modern-day Mexicans. The major 
cultures were the Olmec, the Maya, the Toltec, and the Aztec. They had made 
impressive advances in mathematics, astronomy, agriculture and architecture and, in 
some areas, rivalled or surpassed the highest scientific and cultural achievements 
known anywhere in the world at the time. 

- 
Many of these cultures (Olmec, Maya) were long past their zenith and had 

virtually disappeared, except for their magnificent stone monuments and cities, by the 
time the Europeans arrived. The Aztec civilization, centred in Teotihuacan (now 
Mexico City), was flourishing in the 16th century but was completely destroyed by the 
Spaniards. 

Hernan Cortés conquered Mexico in 1519-21 and founded a Spanish colony 
which lasted nearly 300 years. Independence from Spain was proclaimed by Father 
Miguel Hidalgo on September 16, 1819, and the republic was established on 
December 6, 1822. 

Drastic social and economic problems finally erupted in the revolution of 1910. 
Prominent leaders in this revolution - some were rivals for power - were Francisco I. 
Madero, Venustiano Carranza, Pancho Villa, and Fmiliano Zapata. The 
Revolutionary Party, under various names and after a number of reorganizations 
(now lmovin as the Institutional Revolutionary Party) continues to be the most 
important political force in the nation. 

D. - GOVERNM:ENT 

The constitution of 1917 established Mexico as a federal republic. The 
executive branch of government, headed  by  the president, is dominant and exercises 
enormous power. 'There is no vice-president The president appoints the members of 
his cabinet, and they enjoy a certain autonomy within  their areas of responsibility. 
They are not chosen from members of the Congress. 

The Congress is a bicameral body consisting of the Senate and the Chamber of 
Deputies. Two senators are elected from each of Mexico's 31 states plus the Federal 
District (Mexico City), for a total of 64. The Chamber of Deputies consists of 500 
mémbers elected for a_three-year term. (Two hundred seats are allocated on the 
basis of proportional representation, thereby guaranteeing opposition representation.) 

The legislative branch of government has functioned basically as a rubber 
stamp for presidential decisions. However, since the beginning of 1987, changes to 
the electoral laws have somewhat increased the political power of Congress, thereby 
transforming the Chamber of Deputies into a debating forum. At present, the PRI 
has 319 seats and the opposition, 181. Since any constitutional reform requires 332 


