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For the past century scholars from around the world have tried to classify, determine, 

and ideologically understand the Mexican Revolution. The history of Mexico is vast and 

expansive, full of social, political, and economic triumphs and defeats. None stand out more 

than the decade from 1910-1920 that is understood to incorporate the beginning, climax, and 

ending of the Mexican Revolution. The main players involved, such as Porfirio Diaz, Francisco I. 

Madero, Plutarco Elías Calles, Emiliano Zapata, Pancho Villa, etc… have been well documented 

and discussed as time has progressed. Their collective impact on the shape and direction of 

Mexico has been dissected and idealized by the people that followed them. Many scholars have 

argued for the necessity of the revolution as it related to the agrarian problem, while others 

have negated the impact and importance of the revolution as it related to the future growth of 

the nation. Questions related to defining what type of revolution Mexico experienced have 

been discerned as well. “The Mexican Revolution was many things. Even today, at the end of 

almost half a century, the significance of the Revolution is still a matter of discussion. Was it 

solely political, or was it also social? And was it nationalist? In any event, it occasioned a 

profound transformation of the social structure.”1  

David C. Bailey writes of the success of the Revolution in his work, Revisionism and the 

Recent Historiography of the Mexican Revolution, by stating “the Revolution was a great and 

good thing; it was purging Mexico of the burden of a dismal past and was moving the country 

toward a happy future as a liberal democracy. It had essential unity; there were easily 

identifiable villains and heroes, and even the bloody conflicts among the latter were necessary 
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parts of a process that, in the end, converged to assure success.”2 Given these two scholars 

viewpoints, can we determine the positivity of the Revolution? Did it achieve its goals? Can we 

clearly identify, as Bailey argues, the villains and the heroes? Was Mexico better off after the 

Revolution than they were before? What areas, whether they are social, political, or economic 

changed as a result of the Revolution? While viewing the individuals who were in charge from 

Diaz to Madero, and Huerta to Calles, can we legitimately determine their proper place in 

history as positive innovators, destructive dictators, or something else? While viewing the 

agrarian dilemma, did the Revolution and/or the Constitution of 1917 solve the massive 

economic disparity between the elite, middle class, working class, and labor classes of Mexico? 

The list of questions could go on much in the same way scholarly debate on the topic of the 

Mexican Revolution has gone on and will continue to go on for generations. This paper will 

primarily discuss the causes and consequences of the revolution and determine if Mexico, from 

a political, economic, and social viewpoint, was better off as a direct result of the Mexican 

Revolution.  

Scholarly Debate 

Trying to determine the nature of the Revolution has indeed proven difficult. As more 

and more information has surfaced; scholarly interpretations of the revolution have not been 

uniform. Unlike the ideological interpretations that were adopted by the regimes that followed 

the revolution, scholars have collectively become more skeptical of the nature of the  Mexican 

Revolution. According to Luis Cabrera, “a revolution means the use of force to destroy an 

unsatisfactory system and the employment of force and intelligence to build the new system. A 
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revolution has two stages clearly defined; the destructive, which is nearly always a period of 

war and rebellion against the Government, and the stage of disavowal of most of the existing 

laws, which means the use of force against the social, economic, and legal system.”3  

Given that definition, is it appropriate to define what occurred in Mexico as a revolution? 

Without question Mexico experienced the first stage, that being the use of violent force to 

overthrow an existing, unfavorable Government, however, the second stage is where things get 

tricky and difficult to define. Peter Calvert believes “there is no general agreement on what a 

social revolution is, but most concur that Mexico has had one and the majority of American 

states have not.”4 Again, trying to define the word revolution proves quite difficult, and then 

trying to apply that word to what occurred in Russia, Italy, France, and China around the same 

time as Mexico feels almost monumental. “Revolution meant different things at different times 

and in different places.”5 The difficulty in understanding the Revolution can be better 

understood by examining the timeline of events. Mexico’s revolt against the Diaz regime lost 

steam as soon as the victory had been assured. Once the Madero administration was put into 

power, the realization that real work needed to be done to appease the rampant and 

disorganized demands of a proletariat that had never experienced democracy set in. 

“Unfortunately, the Revolution was not the result of preconceived theories; the doctrine came 

later, with the writing of the Constitution of 1917.”6  

The belief the Revolution was a singular movement can be greatly attributed to the rise 

of ideology after the conflicts had ended. The Mexican Revolution, in fact, began as an agrarian 

                                                           
3
 Cabrera, The Mexican Revolution: Its Causes, Purposes and Results, pg. 12 

4
 Calvert, The Mexican Revolution – Theory or Fact, pg. 51 

5
 Bailey, pg. 73 

6
 Alba, pg. 128 



5 
 

movement against the negative policies of the Diaz government, and it was only after victory 

had been assured that necessary policies, shifts, and directions of the country were discussed. 

“Revolutions start spontaneously, and in a more or less anarchic way, and the task of the 

leaders as the movement progresses is largely one of selecting the good and eliminating the 

bad and leading the movement in the right channel.”7 Particularly, many years after the 

conflicts, with the influences of the Cardenas presidency and his predecessors who deliberately 

presented their regime as a continuation of the revolutionary spirit, the movement was firmly 

heading in the correct direction. “The view that the Mexican Revolution is a coherent whole we 

owe principally to the Mexicans themselves and to sociologists who see revolutions in general 

and the ‘great revolutions’ in particular as social rather than political events.”8 Thus, this is 

where scholars begin to separate from one another, by determining the social, political, or 

economic structure of the Revolution. According to Helen Phipps, “the ills of the country are, 

and always have been, mainly social and economic, not political. Political commotions, though 

frequent, have been evanescent.”9 

Juan B. Rojo, most likely, would agree with Ms. Phipps’ assertion surrounding the type 

of revolution Mexican experienced. At least, he would understand the social and economic 

nature of it. According to Mr. Rojo, “the Mexican Revolution understands the need of 

developing the country; that progress depends on work. It wishes to unshackle opportunity, 

and open the doors to those who wish to work and to get an adequate return for their 
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efforts.”10 That may be an oversimplification of the nature of the movement, however, that is 

indeed what ultimately pushed the laboring class to the point of violence. They had grown 

disenchanted with the benefits of the elites, landowners, and foreign investors, and sought 

what they believed was a fair wage for their labor, better social programs, and freedom to own 

property and land at fair tax levels.  

Therefore, it is my contention that the Revolution can be described as a movement 

against social and economic repression, with the belief that political fairness needed to be 

incorporated into the daily lives of the Mexican population to bring about the right policies and 

government figures to implement the social and economic needs of the people. Author Michael 

J. Gonzales in his work The Mexican Revolution 1910-1940 comes to the same conclusion by 

stipulating “the popular and agrarian character of the revolution makes it a social 

revolution….the conflict pitted landless peasants, elements of the working classes, and 

discontented provincial gentry against the dictator Diaz, his elite supporters, and the federal 

army.”11 In addition, the revolution can be further understood as a civilian uprising against the 

established and wealthy members of society. It was a battle of the laboring and agrarian 

members of society against the working middle, upper, and elite classes that remained loyal to 

Diaz. “In marked contrast with most revolutions that have taken place in Mexico, or for that 

matter in Latin America, the uprising against the Diaz government was exclusively civilian.”12  

 

The Diaz Regime 

                                                           
10

 Rojo, pg. 28 
11

 Gonzales, loc. 152 (Kindle Edition) 
12

 Rowe, pg. 281 



7 
 

 In most circles, especially throughout Mexico, Diaz is viewed as the villain of the 

Mexican Revolution. It was his policies and procedures that created the economic disparities, 

social hardships, and egregious political elections that sparked the fire for violent revolt. 

Arguably, the only positive thing that can be said about the time period under Diaz’s reign is 

that he was able to bring about a long period of peace after years and decades of violence and 

death from the wars of Independence from Spain and the battles against Maximillian and the 

Church. When Diaz “began his 33-year dictatorship, Mexico knew neither peace nor order, but 

incessant civil strife and anarchy, well shown by the fact that in those 56 years some so-called 

presidents, provisional presidents, acting presidents, dictators, and military bushwhackers, with 

two emperors and two foreign interventions, wrought the ruin of the country through their 

bloody lust for power and self.”13 Therefore, at the very best, it can be understood that Diaz 

helped to build a framework of peace that would prove necessary after the battles of the 

revolution had concluded and social change was in effect. For the people, the Diaz regime in 

some ways, gave them the belief and hope that peace was obtainable and if given a shift in 

political, economic, and social direction, the daily lives of Mexicans could vastly improve. 

However, they also understood “Permanent peace in Mexico must be based on certain 

economical, political and social conditions which would automatically result in a stable 

equilibrium between the higher and the lower classes of the nation.14 

 Unfortunately, the programs that Porfirio Diaz implemented cared little for the lower 

classes. He dreamed of creating an economic utopia for the privileged foreigners and advanced 

members of Mexican society.” Mexico was the preferred country for U.S. investments: at the 
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end of the century (19th) it had almost a third of the U.S. capital invested abroad. In Chihuahua 

state and in other northern areas, William Randolph Hearst owned more than 3 million 

hectares.”15 It comes as no surprise that American Consul and ex-member of Congress, Thomas 

T. Crittenden stated in 1896 that “Mexico is growing more rapidly than ever before…It has a 

strong conservative and progressive administration – President Diaz being a man of means and 

force and foresight.”16 Leslie F. Gay visited Mexico two times between 1911 and 1913 

expressed how little the nation as a whole changed since the days of Spanish rule, except that 

“Former President Diaz is entitled to great credit for the wonderful material development 

which took place during the period of his rule.”17 She stops there and contends this 

development is the only area in which Diaz’s programs positively influenced the country. Her 

position is further cemented by Luis Cabrera who states, “it may be said that, in general, the 

economic development of Mexico during the administration of General Diaz, was the growth of 

big business based on privilege.”18 Indeed, Diaz was viewed favorably amongst American and 

European investors who lavished in the safeguards that were offered to them and allowed 

foreign investment to control the Mexican market. Without question Diaz gave benefits to 

foreign banks and capitalists that were not available to the Mexican people themselves; so 

much so it led William Randolph Hearst to express to his mother, “I really don’t see what is to 

prevent us from owning all of Mexico and running it to suit ourselves.”19 

 From a political prospective, Mexico changed very little from the time Diaz took office 

until he resigned at the start of the Mexican Revolution. Ironically, Diaz was ousted for the 
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same reasons he took over in the first place. “The main purpose of this movement was to 

uphold the principle which had been violated by President Lerdo y Tejada that an outgoing 

president should not be eligible for reelection. On May 25th, 1911, Porfirio Diaz resigned the 

presidency of Mexico, the leading principle of which was the same as that for which [he] fought 

in 1876, namely, the non-reelection of the president.”20 Under the watchful eye of General Diaz, 

his stance on ‘no-reelection’ was a complete travesty. Nepotism and patronage were the 

leading factors in filling crucial and financially lucrative positions in government. “Elections, if 

held at all, were the merest farce, as the nominee of the government was always declared 

elected.”21 

 The Diaz administration can best be understood and defined by this statement by Helen 

Phipps: “It is true that almost every act of Diaz was contrary to the spirit of the constitution, but 

he was extremely clever in ‘seeking legal support,’ as one of his favorite phases ran. He did not 

conform his acts to laws; instead he made laws to suit his acts.”22 Thus, in almost every aspect 

of Mexican daily life under the Diaz administration, the political, social, and economic benefits 

were rarely, if ever, given or implemented in favor of the proletariat. General Diaz sought to 

build up the import/export sector of the nation, however, the individuals who benefitted from 

the rainfall of money that ensued were never the lower members of the society. They either 

were foreign investors, elites, or well-connected members of Mexican society.  

 Education was almost an afterthought under Diaz. Within the cities schools operated 

and provided an adequate level of education for the middle and upper classes, however, rural 
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locations were not so fortunate. “75.3% of [Mexico’s] inhabitants, over 11 years of age, could 

not read or write; a much larger percentage neither cared nor dared to vote, nor would it have 

counted if they did or had.”23 It is difficult to imagine a developing nation in the 20th century 

with over ¾ of the population struggling with illiteracy.  

Argentina under Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, inspired by the example of the 
United  States, had moved toward mass primary education as early as the 1860s; 
Chile, never far behind, followed suit soon after; Costa Rica had made the same 
commitment by the 1890s; and Uruguay did so in the following decade. Yet 
these were the exceptions: In the two largest republics (Brazil and Mexico) the 
primary-education system remained woefully inadequate, forcing employers to 
rely on a work force with virtually none of the attributes required for technical 
progress and innovation.24 

  

 Education was not a valuable commodity for the regime; if nothing else, it was feared 

because a well-educated proletariat would understand their rights and the laws they are being 

governed by. Diaz wanted to keep the country moving towards economic stability and elite 

dominance. It comes as no surprise that “he did practically nothing to advance the cause of 

education among the masses to improve social and moral conditions, or correct the gross evils 

of the economic and political systems which have been crushing the very life out of the poor.”25 

The only location where literacy and education flourished was amongst the privileged. Their 

ability to obtain a sound education cemented their place among the elite and continued to 

widen the gap between the classes. “In a country where average literacy was no more than 20%, 

working class literacy was nearer 30-35%; the leadership of the railway union claimed I00% 
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literacy.”26 After the revolution education was given a more prominent platform and recognized 

as a valuable tool in reshaping the social, economic, and political structure of the nation, 

however, under Diaz it was used to shape and secure his authority.  

 The military under the Porfiriato, while outwardly appearing stable and dominant, 

inwardly struggled with internal division and a lack of a true outside enemy. “The army paraded 

its new, European-style uniforms and drills before the public, projecting an image of modern 

discipline and hierarchy well suited to Porfirian conceptions of the wider social order.”27 In 

order to keep the regime going, Diaz had to focus the military’s attention inward and remove 

any agitators that may threaten or undermine his authority. Pablo Macedo explains how the 

government sought to “make its authority force felt in the most remote part of Mexican 

territory and repress whatever sign of perturbation or revolt in as many days as it takes to 

arrive there.”28 Fear was the fuel that Diaz incorporated throughout the countryside to 

establish his dictatorship. The military and the rurales were his personal police force used to 

curtail any uprisings and political dissent. “The Mexican Army was in the business of organizing 

violence.”29 

 At the height of his political power, the army was believed to have numbered upwards 

of 140,000 troops and officers. Prior to the start of the revolution, however, the perceptions 

proved to be in error. “The size of the standing army, estimated before 1910 at some 30,000 

was, in fact, considerably smaller. Most observers during the hostilities suspected the army’s 

                                                           
26

 Knight, pg. 53 
27

 Rath, pg. 17 (Kindle Edition) 
28

 Perez, pg. 191 
29

 Rath, pg. 2 (Kindle Edition) 



12 
 

actual size to lie between 14,000 and 20,000 officers and men.”30 Unfortunately for Diaz, 

whether he had 14,000 or 20,000 made little difference, as a vast majority of the individuals 

recruited and serving in the armed forces were conscripted into their posts against their will. 

“The Porfirista system of forced military recruitment further undermined the effectiveness of 

the federal armed forces in combat. Largely the product of the dreaded leva, the ranks of the 

army included many criminals and delinquents.”31 The growth and size of the army was due in 

large part to Porfirio Diaz’s relentless use of the press-gang to develop and build the military. 

Forced conscription was so rampant one author attributes its use as being a major influence 

and cause that ultimately led to the start of the conflicts. “The Mexican Revolution can be seen, 

in as much as it involved protest against state encroachment of local autonomy, as a reaction to 

the press-gang and as a resurgence of traditions of popular local mobilization.”32 

 The Mexican economy was stable and growing under the Diaz administration. At least, 

however, for the first 30 years of Diaz reign. Given the amount of violence, military coups, 

leaders, and foreign influence following Mexico’s Independence, by the time Porfirio Diaz 

became President; Mexico was in a terrible state. The country needed money, and a lot of it, if 

they were going to become global players in the world economy. “Mexico needed foreign 

capital to jump-start its economy after fifty years of economic decline.”33 The money that 

poured in undermined the laboring class, introduced industrialization to the country, and lined 

the pockets of foreign investors. In addition, the crops that Mexicans were dependent on for 

survival were replaced with goods sold primarily for export which decreased the food supply 
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and greatly increased the prices of local goods.  “Rubber, coffee, tobacco, henequen, and sugar 

production increased, while corn output declined….corn was the basic staple of the Mexican 

diet, and between 1900 and 1905 the average price of corn rose 38 percent. Moreover, 

peasants’ ability to pay higher prices diminished as agricultural wages stagnated or fell.”34 In 

this instance, while the elites racked in the profits, the manual laborers and working class 

struggled to make ends meet. They lacked a proper education, paid higher taxes on the land 

they labored on, and were unable to purchase the basic necessities of life due to price hikes on 

primary goods. “Laborers simply could not stretch their peso-and-a-half daily wage sufficiently 

to buy adequate provisions.”35 

 Scholar Alan Knight poses an alternative view of the effects of the Diaz economy on the 

agrarian classes. Although he contends the difficulties that most of the rural poor faced while 

surviving under the dictatorship were troubling, he believes the statistics that are presented to 

highlight the negativities of the economy under the regime are disproportionate with reality. 

“Apocalyptic (but common) assertions of a catastrophic fall in living standards throughout the 

Porfiriato have been shown to be statistically unfounded. But there is little doubt that, from the 

late 1890s, as population growth and agrarian expropriation swelled the supply of labor, as 

food production failed to keep pace, and as industry destroyed jobs faster than it created them, 

so real wages fell markedly.”36 It is possible that Knight is merely playing the role of the Diaz 

apologist, as the reason real wages fell markedly was a result of the programs instituted by Diaz 

himself.  Food production failed to keep pace because the goods that were grown were for 
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foreign markets, industry created jobs for a population that wasn’t educated enough to do the 

task, and the land reforms instituted by Diaz returned Mexico to a state of serfdom and 

peonage, while expropriating countless hectares to haciendas and foreign capitalists. “As a 

consequence of this landlordism there has been produced a constant condition of serfdom 

among the rural classes of Mexico, a condition known as peonage. The solution of the agrarian 

problem of Mexico consists in the destruction of landlordism to facilitate the formation of small 

farms, and also in the granting of "commons" to the villages.37  

Varying taxes on land holdings played a significant role that led to the overthrow of the 

Diaz regime. As already noted, peasants were essentially under control of the haciendas, or 

large estates, that were able to avoid paying full tax rates on their properties due to their 

political connections and social influence. Small land holders, on the contrary, lacked the 

nepotism and patronage required to bypass paying full taxes, they succumbed to a life of near 

slavery and peonage. “The large estates, called haciendas, pay only about 10 per cent of the 

taxes levied by the law, as a result of misrepresenting the value of the property, while the small 

land holder is obliged to pay the whole tax imposed, as he is unable to successfully 

misrepresent the value of his minor holdings.”38  

 Elections played a significant role in the start of the revolution. Prior to the arrival of 

Madero, elections before and during the Diaz administration had been predetermined. “The 

Mexican people, in reality, do not know what an election means. During the long period of his 

rule Porfirio Diaz always reelected himself. Until the unfortunate Madero turned up, no one 
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dared to protest against the practice.”39 When elections did occur, they could only be found 

amongst the cities, as the rural parts of the country were either unable to vote or recognized 

the triviality of doing so. In the cities, it was the elites who would take part in elections, casting 

their vote for the candidate or candidates that would continue their economic rise and social 

dominance. “As elsewhere in Latin America, electoral politics flourished in the cities, while the 

countryside still languished under the control of cacique or coronel…'while I saw many well-

dressed men seemingly of the professional classes and those of the laboring classes, I did not 

see any of the lower or "pelado" class voting.”40 

 Unfortunately, the best thing that can be said for the Presidency of Diaz was his ability 

to bring about social peace for a country that had struggled with violence, death, and rebellions 

for the better part of its existence. Clearly, the programs and institutions that operated under 

the watchful eye of Diaz did very little to improve the social, economic, and political conditions 

of the average Mexican citizen. Over the course of his reign, foreign capital poured into the 

country, industrialization boomed, and vast amounts of land were expropriated to the elites 

and foreign companies. Upper-class Mexicans and notable foreigners reaped massive financial 

rewards while the laboring and rural classes dealt with immense poverty, near slave-like 

conditions, and embarrassingly substandard educational opportunities. Without question the 

Mexican Revolution was needed, as the reach of Diaz had grown to such immense lengths he 

was becoming almost untouchable. However, the question remains whether or not, once the 

violence of the revolution subsided, the lower and middle classes in Mexico were better off or 

did the policies that drove the country during the reign of Diaz morph into something else? Put 
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another way, did the Mexican Revolution accomplish the needs of the rural members of society 

that they fought so valiantly for?  

Presidents, Leaders, and Political Parties 

 Following the resignation of Porifirio Diaz, the ideological hero of the revolution, 

Francisco I. Madero, became the first democratically elected President of Mexico. His reign, 

unfortunately, was cut short after a coup d’état by General Victoriano Huerta that replaced 

Madero as acting President. Sadly, Madero was later assassinated in 1913 while being 

transferred from the National Palace to a local penitentiary. Madero’s ascension to the highest 

position in Mexico began amidst incessant fan-fare, but soon fizzled out when it appeared 

many of the policies and programs he claimed he would initiate for the Mexican people did not 

take place. His inability to act upon the issues that meant the most to the people was due in 

part for two particular reasons. First, “the rather vague promises of the revolutionary program 

became, in the minds of the people- though not in Madero’s- the main issue.”41 Second, in 

many ways the rural laborers and agrarian members of society expected the issues surrounding 

land reform and expropriation to occur almost immediately after the election of Madero. The 

manner in which certain reforms were meant to be carried out were interpreted very 

differently between the President and the revolutionists.  

In addition, Madero made the mistake of retaining many of the officials and politicians 

that were holdovers from the Porfiriato. “But Madero saw no more than the political side of the 

Mexican situation. He professed that a change of Government was sufficient to bring about a 

change in the general conditions of the country. Madero compromised with the Diaz regime, 
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acquiesced in taking charge of his Government, and ruled the country with the same laws, the 

same procedure and even with the same men with whom General Diaz had ruled.”42 

Following the assassination of Madero, and the overthrow by Huerta, the heart of the 

revolutionary violence and a subsequent merry-go-round of Presidents and Leaders began. 

Victoriano Huerta was in office for a little more than a year, followed by Francisco S. Carvajal, 

who was replaced by the leader of the Constitutionalist party and eventual President 

Venustiano Carranza who served as the political leader of Mexico from 1914 through 1920 

when he was killed. Adolfo de la Huerta became the provisional President until Alvaro Obregon 

was declared the winner of the elections in 1920. He served for four years and was replaced by 

Plutarco Calles. After four years of the Calles Presidency, a series of Presidents represented by 

the National Revolutionary Party served for sixteen years (Emilio Portes Gil 1928-1930, Pascual 

Ortiz Rubio 1930-1932, and Abelardo L. Rodriguez 1932-1934). In 1934, Lazaro Cardenas del Rio 

won the federal elections and became conceivably, Mexico’s greatest and most cherished 

President in its history. Cardenas was replaced by Manuel Avila Camacho in 1940 and the 

beginning of the Institutional Revolutionary Party began and remained in control of Mexican 

politics for the next 54 years. Given this timeline, were the 36 years and 17 Presidents and 

leaders after the resignation of Diaz ultimately beneficial to the Mexican people? We have 

already examined the social, economic, and political pitfalls that characterized the dictatorial 

rule of the Porfiriato, now, let’s examine the effects the Revolution had on the agrarian, rural, 

and laboring classes of Mexico once they ousted Diaz from his position of authority.  
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Ramifications of the Revolution 

The Mexican economy, under Diaz, was built almost entirely through exports and 

foreign investment. As mentioned, this model greatly exposed the rural and laboring classes 

who were dependent on food crops to survive. Diaz essentially replaced goods that were 

destined for the local markets with goods that were destined for foreign markets, as a result, 

the locals suffered. During the 10 years of intense fighting, interestingly, the export market 

changed very little. Goods marked for other markets did not decline; on the contrary, they rose 

towards the end of the second decade of the 19th century. Thus, although the impact of the civil 

war was perceptible in 1913 and 1914, this brief drop was followed by a phase of intense 

expansion, which left exports at a much higher level than in the preceding period. The nominal 

value of sales abroad, which amounted to $120 million in 1910, surpassed $200 million in 1917 

and reached $300 million in 1920, three times the level of fifteen years earlier.43  

Of course, this increase may have had as much to do with the world war as anything else. 

However, Sandra Kuntz Ficker attributes this increase in exports as a continuation of the 

policies of Diaz more so than to the effects of the war and the needs of the foreign market. 

“According to these figures, the years of the Revolution appear more as the climax of the 

Porfirian export boom than as a turning point in the growth pattern of the Mexican 

economy.”44  Therefore, the Mexican economy was operating the same 10 years after the 

resignation of Diaz as it was while he remained in power. It should be noted, however, even 

during the fighting of the Revolution, the areas with the greatest level of industrialization 

remained intact and in many ways, immune to the violence. Here again, Ficker makes the 
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argument there may have been some level of agreement against the warring parties to allow 

the export sector of the economy to operate as usual. In some cases it is apparent that 

economic activities continued in spite of the revolutionary violence, either because they were 

located far from the armed conflicts or because they were preserved by some kind of 

understanding between producers and military chiefs.45 

 Presidents Calles and Obregon made efforts to decrease the country’s dependence on 

foreign investment and finance, as well as, improving the monetary system through the 

creation of Mexico’s first central bank. For too long, Mexico had been subject to the impulses of 

foreign companies, investors, and capitalists who cared little for the Mexican economy or its 

people and only for profit. Another major step President Calles made was privatizing the 

railways and eliminating subsidies of foreign businesses.46 During his brief time in office, 

Madero recognized the importance of solving industrial arguments and disputes. The manner in 

which this was accomplished was through the creation of the Department of Labor, “whose 

brief was to settle disputes, defuse proletarian militancy, and help rationalize industry to the 

benefit of all parties.”47 

President Cardenas went as far as to expropriate the oil-industry which has remained a 

social icon of pride amongst Mexicans. The impact of this decision has been felt throughout the 

country since it occurred, even surviving many privatization efforts years later, PEMEX has been 

one part of the Mexican economy no President has tried, or desired to privatize again given the 

historical and negative impact that decision would have on the country. “Expropriation fueled 
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revolutionary nationalism, reduced Mexico’s dependence on foreign corporations, and helped 

mold the image of Lazaro Cardenas as icon of the Mexican left.”48 Unfortunately, the Great 

Depression impacted Mexico just as hard as it did the United States; it devalued the value of 

the peso, decreased foreign investment, declined silver and oil sales, and ultimately “compelled 

the president to reassure businessmen and foreign investors by slowing progressive reforms 

after 1938.”49 

The military played a significant role during the Porfiriato, acting in many ways as the 

regimes personal security, police, and armed forces. The rhetoric following the Revolution was 

the belief in the demilitarization of the country, as numerous leaders and presidents played up 

the belief in a smaller, controlled armed forces during the 1920s and 1930s. Thomas Rath, in his 

book Myths of Demilitarization in Postrevolutionary Mexico, 1920-1960, argues against the 

belief the military finally went away and remained in the shadows. Many of the same roles and 

actions the military orchestrated under the leadership of Diaz were prevalent and in use in the 

1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. Just as Diaz used the military as his own personal police force, 

combating political and social uprisings, labor strikes, and any threat to his authority, the 

central government used the military in similar ways. “In the early 1930s, the army’s roughly 

52,000 troops and officers were dispersed across the country as a de facto federal police 

force.”50 While reviewing the police forces in the 215 municipalities of Puebla during the 1960s, 
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it should be noted that 33% “had civilian police forces, while 32 percent were policed by 

detachments of militia (15 percent) and regular troops (17 percent).”51 

Just as many of the influential and politically connected government posts were filled 

through nepotism and patronage by Diaz, so too were these posts filled by retired military 

officers after the revolution. A military presence in politics would not occur until roughly 36 

years after the resignation of Diaz, even still today, some scholars argue the military is still 

involved. “The military retirement from politics cannot be said to have been complete even in 

1940. Indeed, as they received the presidency of the party as their permanent perquisite in 

1946 with the election of a civilian president, the retirement cannot be said to be complete 

today.”52 According to Rath, the percentage of government positions that were being occupied 

by retired or near-retired military officers exceeded 1/3 of the available seats. “Roughly 35 

percent of the government posts were held by men with military ranks between 1920 and 

1934.”53 This number would greatly increase under the Presidencies of Cardenas and Camacho 

who “appointed military officers to 48 percent and 40 percent of governorships, respectively.”54 

The military played such a significant role in postrevolutionary Mexico; it was even 

incorporated into the daily education curriculum and was believed to be a significant factor in 

improving the dwindling nationalism and pride. As Joseph Wheless contends, “therefore, in all 

the establishments of primary, superior, and preparatory education in the republic, military 

education for males and training as nurses for females, are made obligatory…this law prescribes 
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compulsory education between the ages of 6 to 16 years.”55 In essence, whereas the Porfiriato 

invested very little into rural education, the administrations that followed in the 1920s, 1930s, 

and 1940s used education to solidify the legitimacy of the government, incorporate militarism 

into the curriculum, and as a tool to build, so they thought, national pride and citizenship. 

“From 1910 to 1930 schooling was not only viewed as a means of facilitating economic growth, 

it was moreover an instrument designed to restrain and co-opt the popular forces.”56 

Land reform was arguably the deciding factor that led to the revolution. Diaz had 

systematically removed the peasants claims to their land, parceled out extensive hectares to 

political allies and foreign investors, and placed many of the agrarian members of society under 

the control of large haciendas. “Between 1878 and 1908, nearly 45,000,000 hectares of public 

land previously accessible to peasants became the private property of hacendados.”57 Madero 

had promised a reversal of the system and proclaimed he would return land to the people. 

Many of the atrocities associated with the Land Act of 1894 were going to be undone by the 

presidency of Madero. Unfortunately, “the extravagant promises made by the revolutionary 

leaders had aroused hopes which were manifestly incapable of fulfillment.”58 In fact, it wasn’t 

until President Portes Gil came into office that many of the agrarian reforms and land 

redistribution occurred. As Leslie F. Gay witnessed and described, “It is impossible that 

conditions should be otherwise when land is held by a limited number. No people can be free 

unless the land is divided up into small holdings and owned by a large body of citizens.”59 
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Within the first seven years of the revolution, only 7 percent of useable land had been 

re-distributed to the people.60 Over the course of the next 20 years, expropriation greatly 

expanded as more and more parcels of land were returned to the people. Between President 

Calles and Portes Gil, over 6.5 million hectares of land was redistributed, unfortunately, this is 

still only a small percentage of the total land Diaz had originally privatized during his 

administration. President Cardenas created and instituted the ejido or communal farm as his 

solution to the land distribution problem. Cardenas created “ejidos on an unprecedented 

scale… [And] hoped the ejido would liberate peasants from the clutches of hacendados, reduce 

the need for wage labor, increase agricultural output, and feed the nation.”61 Overall, the 

success of the ejido was debatable and negligible. Although many of the agrarian members of 

society envisioned this form of socialism in a manner that would benefit their lives, many of the 

positive effects of the ejido system were undermined by corrupt agrarian leaders. Therefore, 

even though the people proclaimed, “International Socialism-which comprises a large number 

of clear-minded men who are struggling for economic equality in every country-will assist us in 

our task,”62 the system did not achieve the results or benefits that Cárdenas and the people 

were hoping for. 

Fraudulent and coercive elections were normal during the Porfiriato, so much so, many 

individuals simply ignored voting. “To vote conscientiously, the elector must have the 

conviction that his vote will be respected, that it will mean something. In Mexico the man who 
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casts his ballot knows that he is exercising a useless right.”63 Like Diaz before him, Madero 

proclaimed he would change the direction of Mexican politics and create free, fair elections. He 

believed this was the monumental change Mexico needed in order to continue on the right 

path to a free and open democratic state. Therefore, Madero “believed that, if he could remove 

the fetters forged by Diaz, if he could assure a free press, free speech, free elections and 

freedom of initiative in Congress, a strong, happy, and free people would arise.”64 

Writing in 1920, V. Blasco Ibanez states in his work, Mexico in Revolution, the frustrating 

truth about the state of elections in Mexico at the time. “It is possible that real elections may 

be held in Mexico in the future. Why should we not be optimistic about it? But up to the 

present time no candidate has ever failed to coerce the national will by voting the people in his 

own favor wherever and whenever he has had a chance. And his opponents have done the 

same thing, under similar conditions.”65 Therefore, even after the revolution had finished, the 

major promises made under Diaz, and Madero, to institute fair elections with no reelection, 

were not occurring. In fact, it wasn’t until the election of Cárdenas that a truly democratic and 

equal election occurred. “This then was the base that Cardenas inherited as president. He had 

one piece of fortune his predecessors had not had: his presidency began with a peaceful 

election and in conditions of returning prosperity.”66 

Conclusions: 

 Given the myriad problems that were created and instituted by the Diaz regime, the 

revolutionists were engulfed with almost insurmountable problems that needed to be 
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addressed in the face of a rural population that was unwilling to wait any longer. In fact, many 

of the educational, land reform, militancy, and electoral needs that were all involved in the 

buildup to the start of the revolution were not readily fixed for decades after the violence had 

subsided. In many cases, many of the problems never really went away. Land reform, although 

instituted, did not return the number of hectares back to the people that were originally 

confiscated by Diaz. The ejido system, although conceived with the utmost of sincerity, never 

achieved the goals and results Cardenas had expected. Elections remained corrupt, and in many 

ways, the party that would originally become the PRI following the end of World War II acted in 

many similar ways to the Porfiriato. Education improved, but not to the scale that was 

necessary to truly impact and improve the civilizing effect many had hoped it would have. The 

military continued to play significant and troubling roles in Mexican politics and in some ways, 

their influence on the rural locations and foreign investors expanded as the 20th century 

progressed. The export led economy that was the staple of the Diaz dictatorship increased 

during the years of the revolution, and the necessity of foreign capital and investment also 

returned as a result of the Great Depression. The oil and railway industries were de-privatized 

and a central bank was created, however, unfortunately, that wasn’t enough to stabilize the 

economy and halt the rampant inflation of the peso.  Ideologically speaking, the revolution was 

necessary and in one way or another, brought about and greatly increased the activity of the 

citizenry in the development of the country and improved national pride. Realistically, the cost 

of lives was worth more than what it achieved. “Between 1910 and 1940 a new state, built on 

political absolutism and capitalism, installed and armed itself, its leaders deceptively claiming 

the title of ‘institutional revolutionaries’… The Revolution was a new stage in an old process, 
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and the only thing ‘revolutionary’ about it was its merciless crusade to liquidate the old Mexico, 

which was Hispanic, Catholic and humanly workable… The Revolution worked to the detriment 

of most Mexicans.”67 
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