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Prior to the arrival of European 
conquistadors, the region now known as 
Mexico was home to one of the world's 
most advanced Empires: the Aztecs. After a 
brutal period of colonialism and 
eventual conquest in 1521, the most 
powerful citizens were European, Spanish-
born citizens or the peninsulares living in 
the New World. Three centuries later, in 
1821, the war for Independence (starting in 
1810) ended, freeing Mexico from New 
Spain. This was a war that, however, 
benefited mainly the criollo (Spanish-
blooded upper class) minority. 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.  

  
The motives for waging the Mexican Revolution grew out of the belief that a few wealthy 
landowners could no longer continue the old ways of Spanish colonial rule; a feudal-like system 
called la encomienda. That system needed to be replaced by a modern one in which those who 
actually worked the land should extract 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. 
 
The Mexican Revolution started in 1910, when liberals and intellectuals began to challenge the 
regime of dictator Porfirio Díaz, who had been in power since 1877, a term of 34 years called El 
Porfiriato, violating the principles and ideals of the Mexican Constitution of 1857. 
 
In late 1910, Francisco I. Madero, in exile for his political activism, drafted the Plan de San Luis 
Potosí (Plan of San Luis Potosí), which was widely distributed and embraced by rebel movements 
across the nation. In this plan, Madero called for an uprising starting on November 20, 1910, to 
restore the Constitution of 1857 and replace dictator Díaz with a provisional government. Its main 
purpose was to establish a democratic republic and to abolish unlimited presidential terms. By 
early 1911, a large armed struggle was underway in the northern state of Chihuahua led by local 
merchant Pascual Orozco and Francisco “Pancho” Villa. The success of the northern troops, or La 
División del Norte, sparked uprisings against terratenientes across the country.  

Photo shows Francisco "Pancho" Villa (1877-1923), a Mexican revolutionary general. 

Possibly taken the day of the capture of Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, which took place on 

May 8, 1911. (Source: Flickr Commons project, 2008 and 2010)  

The Mexican Revolution 
November 20th, 1910 

SOURCE: National Endowment for the Humanities EDSITEment! 
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In the southern state of Morelos, as early as 1909, Emiliano Zapata had started recruiting 
thousands of peasants to fight for land reform in support of El Plan de Ayala, approved by 
Zapata’s supporters in 1911. Under this plan land reform to help campesinos (landless 
peasants) by re-distributing the land back to the peasants and away from powerful 
landowners was paramount. 

On May 25, 1911, Mexican President Porfirio Díaz resigned and left the country. Former exile, 
Francisco I. Madero, author of the Plan of San Luis Potosí (mentioned above) became 
president after the elections in 1911. He was assassinated in early 1913 by a commander of 
the federal forces, Victoriano Huerta, who joined the counterrevolutionaries led by Porfirio 
Díaz’s nephew in order to seize power. Huerta dissolved the congress after the assassination 
of Madero and assumed power, but faced heavy opposition. In 1914, U.S. President 
Woodrow Wilson sent American Marines to Vera Cruz, Mexico, to support the revolutionaries. 
Students can examine this intervention via the EDSITEment lesson “To Elect Good Men”: 
Woodrow Wilson and Latin America.” Loosing key battles to revolutionary troops, Huerta 
resigned in the same year and left the country. 

After the end of the Huerta’s presidency, Venustiano Carranza, a wealthy landowner and chief 
of the Northern Coalition, gathered revolutionary and military leaders to a conference to 
determine the future of Mexico. Villa, Zapata, and their followers supported the Plan de 
Ayala for land reform (see above), in opposition to Carranza and his supporters, all of whom 
supported the Plan de San Luis Potosí. 

Eventually, Carranza (now 
supported by the United States) 
and his followers, called for a 
constitutional convention to draft 
a supreme law of Mexico, which 
was later presented to congress. 
The final version was approved in 
1917, enshrining agrarian reform 
and unprecedented economic 
rights for the Mexican people. 
After approval of this 
constitution, in 1917, Carranza as 
the president of Mexico 
proceeded to ignore its 
promises. As a consequence, the 
revolution continued until 1920. 
Carranza was assassinated and 
General Álvaro Obregón rose to 
power. 

 

Photo shows Emiliano Zapata Salazar (1879-1919), leader of the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920). (Source: 

Flickr Commons project, 2010) From left to right: Tirso Espinosa, Gildardo Magaña, M. Mejía, Abram Martínez, 

Jesús Jauregui and Rodolfo Magaña; seated: Eufemio Zapata (Emiliano's brother), Emiliano Zapata and 

Próculo Capistrán. They are at Hotel Coliseo, Mexico City on June 24, 1911. (Source: Roberto Duarte, 2012, 

and The Mexican Revolution Photo Gallery, Prominent Personalities of the Mexican Revolution)  

The Mexican Revolution 
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Art for the People, Telling the People’s Story 
Once the armed struggle ended, it was necessary to rebuild a shattered nation. Newly elected 
president, General Álvaro Obregón named José Vasconcelos secretary of public education. 
Vasconcelos had a serious challenge: How to succeed in educating the people of a country in which 
the overwhelming majority were illiterate? Public art was to be part of the answer, and a solution to 
start educating the nation was attempted through the Muralist Painting movement. Among the most 
important muralists are “Los tres grandes” (“The Three Great Ones”): Diego Rivera, José Clemente 
Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros. The Muralists viewed art not primarily as an aesthetic or 
expressive product but as an educative one, an art of the people. 
 
The Muralist Movement lasted approximately half a century, from the early 1920s to the 1970s. 
Through it, both the art and culture of Mexico were put at the service of society and the ideals of the 
Mexican Revolution. Muralist painters, many of whom were no strangers to political activism, used the 
walls of public buildings, palaces, universities, and libraries to tell both the story of the revolution and 
of the daily life of the people. The mural paintings defined the nation’s identity and recognized 
Mexico’s indigenous ancestry. They documented the suffering of the indigenous at the hands of the 
Spanish conquistadores, while also recognizing Mexico’s shared history and culture. The Mexican 
muralists influenced artists throughout the Americas, and some murals were painted in the United 
States, including the Epic of American Civilization by José Clemente Orozco at Dartmouth College. 
SOURCE: National Endowment for the Humanities EDSITEment 

The History of Mexico is a mural in the stairwell of 
the National Palace in Mexico City by Diego Rivera. Produced 
between 1929 and 1935, the mural depicts Mexico's history 
from ancient times to the present, with particular emphasis 
on the struggles of the common Mexican people fighting 
against the Spanish, the French, and the dictators that 
controlled the country at different points in its history.  

SOURCE: Wikipedia    

Los Tres Grandes: Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros 

The Mexican  

Muralist Movement 

“An artist is above all a human being, profoundly human to the core. If the artist can’t feel everything that 
humanity feels, if the artist isn’t capable of loving until he forgets himself and sacrifices himself if necessary, 
if he won’t put down his magic brush and head the fight against the oppressor, then he isn’t a great artist.”  

Diego Rivera 
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The holidays celebrated by Mexico today exemplify the synthesis of ancient Mexican 

religion and Catholicism, and commemorate the struggles of Mexico's different social 

classes and ethnic groups. The Feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe (Dia de Nuestra 

Señora de Guadalupe) is a Catholic celebration of the appearance of the Virgin Mary 

to an Indian man in the first years of Spanish rule. The Day of the Dead (El Dia de los 

Muertos) is a celebration that has developed out of a combination of indigenous and 

Catholic rituals for honoring the deceased. Mexico's Independence Day 

commemorates The Cry of Dolores (El Grito de Dolores), when Mexico's rural poor 

began a fight to overthrow the Spanish in 1810. Finally, Cinco de Mayo, a celebration 

that continually grows in popularity in the United States, commemorates a Mexican 

military victory over the French in 1862.  
El Dia de los Muertos 

A common example of the fusion of 
Aztec and Catholic practices is evident 
throughout Mexico every autumn 
during the celebration of El Dia de los 
Muertos. Observed during the Catholic 
feasts of All Saints' Day and All Souls' 
Day—November 1 and 2—this 
traditional Mexican holiday celebrates 
the two-day return of deceased 
relatives to their loved ones remaining 
on Earth. Honoring the dead is a 4,000 
year old tradition in Mexico. Since 
Catholicism has become the dominant 
religion in Mexico, the festivities 

surrounding El Dia de los Muertos have absorbed certain Christian practices including 
the praying of the rosary. However, the observance of this tradition is more celebratory 
than somber. Death is something to be feared in Mexican culture, but Mexicans receive 
its threat with humor. Although a typical part of the celebration involves a candlelight 
vigil and La Llorada ('the weeping"), El Dia de los Muertos is an opportunity to laugh at 
death. This mockery is evident in the amusing skeletons and specialty foods that adorn 
the altars to the dead. These altars are erected by family members in cemeteries and can 
be elaborate or simple.  

PHOTO: Joel Bullock 

Mexican Culture and History 

Through Its Holidays 

SOURCE: National Endowment for the Humanities EDSITEment! 
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The Catholic Feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe has its origins in December of 1531. A 
recently converted Indian, Juan Diego, was traveling over Tepeyac Hill—the former 
site of an Aztec shrine to the goddess Tonantzin—outside of Mexico City. When Juan 
Diego reported to the local bishop that he had seen the mother of the Christian 
God on Tepeyac Hill and she addressed him in his native language and asked that a 
shrine be built for her at the site, Church officials were skeptical. Bishop Zumarraga 
asked the elderly Aztec to bring a sign of the apparition. Three days later, Juan 
Diego returned to the bishop and released a bundle of roses from his cloak, on 
which a colorful image of the Virgin Mary appeared. Stunned by the image and the 
abundance of roses in the middle of December, the bishop ordered that a shrine be 
erected. Subsequent bishops embellished the shrine and in 1904 it was given the 
status of a basilica. Today, Juan Diego's cloak is displayed above the altar in the 

Basilica of the Shrine of Our Lady of 
Guadalupe. Although other Marian 
apparitions have been reported 
throughout the centuries, the Catholic 
Church has not recognized the validity 
of every reported sighting. However, 
numerous popes have supported the 
authenticity of the appearance of the 
Lady of Guadalupe. In 1859 her feast 
day, December 12, became a Mexican 
national holiday. For a detailed 
chronology of Catholicism in Mexico, 
visit Our Lady of Guadalupe, accessible 
through the EDSITEment-reviewed Latin 
American Network Information Center. 
Almost three centuries after Juan 
Diego's experience on Tepeyac Hill, a 
makeshift army of Mexican peasants 
carried an image of the Lady of 
Guadalupe as they prepared to fight 
Spanish authorities for Mexico's 
independence. 

Photo: Joel Bullock
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Our Lady of Guadalupe 
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The celebration of Mexican 
independence is September 16, the 
anniversary of El Grito de Dolores. In 
1810, two years after Napoleon 
conquered Spain and placed his 
brother Joseph on the throne, a 
Catholic priest in the small central 
Mexican town of Dolores called 
together his parishioners and rallied 
them to overthrow the Spanish. The 
speech of Father Miguel Hidalgo 
became known as "El Grito de 
Dolores" (The Cry of Dolores). The 
Indian peasants of Father Hidalgo's 
parish were not the only Mexicans 
discontent with Spanish rule. The 
Creoles, Spaniards born in Mexico, were 
not afforded the same opportunities 
available to the Peninsulares, Spaniards 
born in Spain. Thus, Indians were 
organizing to overthrow oppressive 
landowners in central Mexico just as the 
Creoles were planning to overthrow the 

Peninsulares who were pledging allegiance to the newly imposed French king. The 
next decade became a bloodbath of class struggle. Father Hidalgo, and 
subsequently his successor Father Jose Maria Morelos, were captured and executed 
by loyalist forces. In 1821, however, conservatives aligned with the Indian uprising 
and Mexico's independence was won. In 1823, Mexico became a republic.  
Although multiple factions within Mexican society had fought for over ten years, the 
call for action by Father Hidalgo in 1810 is recognized as Mexico's Independence 
Day. But Mexico's war for independence would not be the last time the country 
would battle Europeans on its own soil. For further background on the fight for 
Mexican independence see the background history on the EDSITEment-reviewed 
website for the award-winning documentary, U.S.-Mexican War.   

Portrait of Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla by José Inés Tovilla  

El Grito de Dolores 
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In 1861 a three year civil war ended with a victory for Mexico's liberals and the 
election of Benito Juarez as president. Conservatives, resistant to the reforms of 
Juarez's government, called on Europe for help. While England and Spain saw an 
opportunity to demand repayment of debts incurred during the Mexican-American 
War, which had ended in 1848, France planned to use the turmoil in Mexico as a 
chance to expand their empire. As Napoleon III sent an army to Mexico, England 
and Spain abandoned their financial demands. In May of 1862, the French invasion 
force met the Mexican army at the town of Puebla in central Mexico. After four hours 
of fighting the Mexicans emerged victorious. The Battle of Puebla proved to be 
more of a morale boost than anything else, as the French went on to seize the entire 
country and install the Austrian nobleman Maximilian von Hapsburg as emperor. 
Juarez's forces continued the struggle against French occupation, and in 1867 
Napoleon III gave up and called his army home. Juarez had Emperor Maximilian 
executed. The anniversary of Mexico's defeat of a formidable French force on May 5, 
1862 became a yearly commemoration of heroism, celebrated most fervently in the 
region of Puebla. Information on Mexico's history and the lives of important 
historical figures can be accessed through the EDSITEment-reviewed site from the 
National History Museum in Mexico City.   

PHOTO: David Levy | Dancers at the annual Cinco de Mayo Festival in Washington, D.C.   
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