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    Introduction



    The Mexican Revolution began in 1910 with the overthrow of a corrupt and
    oppressive regime. In the years that followed, the Mexican people were
    ruled by a bewildering array of different presidents with different aims
    and different agendas; their only linking factor was a willingness to use
    violence to achieve power. Some of the revolution’s participants, like
    Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata, have passed into legend. Some are now
    barely remembered at all outside Mexico.



    The civil war included a great many factions and political movements and an
    ever-changing shifting of alliances between these groups. Some took power,
    some lost power, but the consistent losers were the Mexican people, up to
    two million of who lost their lives during the revolution.



Confusing and above all violent, this is the story of    la revolución mexicana.



Chapter One



    The Porfiriato



    “Poor Mexico, so far from God and so close to the United States.”



    —Porfirio Díaz



    Mexico in the early 1860s was a chaotic place. The rule of law was ignored
    as much as it was followed and the country’s economy was in ruins. Mexico
    had large foreign debts to European countries including Spain, Britain, and
    France, and in 1861, Mexico announced that it had run out of money and that
    it was suspending all payments of foreign debts. This caused particular
    consternation in France which was owned more than $15 million. The ruler of
    France, Napoleon III, organized an intervention, which he saw not only as a
    means to extract repayment but also as an opportunity to establish in
    Central America a monarchy friendly towards France.



    French troops began arriving in Mexico in late 1861. The well-trained and
    equipped troops proved more than equal to the poorly organized Mexican
    army. By the middle of 1862, there were more than 50,000 French troops in
    Mexico, and they had succeeded in driving the last pockets of Mexican
    resistance to the very north of the country where they were commanded by
    President Benito Juárez. In 1863, an archduke of the Austro-Hungarian
    Empire, Ferdinand Maximilian Joseph, was persuaded to accept the title of
    emperor of Mexico. Maximilian naively believed that the Mexican people had
    voted for him to become emperor to end the war with France, while the truth
    was that Napoleon III had colluded with a small group of wealthy and
    influential Mexicans to ensure that Maximilian and his wife Carlota were
    offered the throne. They would never be widely accepted by the bulk of the
    Mexican people.



    In June 1864, Maximilian was crowned Maximilian I of Mexico, but his rule
    was to be short. The end of the American Civil War in 1865 led to a U.S.
    demand that French military forces withdraw from Mexico. This was done in
    early 1867 and left Maximilian with only a small army to defend himself
    against forces under the control of Benito Juárez. Maximilian’s army was
    finally defeated in May 1867, and the emperor himself was executed on June
    19. Juárez was reinstated as president in 1867 and re-elected in 1871, but
    his death soon after left a power vacuum in Mexico. In 1876, General
    Porfirio Díaz became president of Mexico and would rule the country
    virtually unopposed until 1910. This period has become known as the
    Porfiriato.



    In many ways, this long period of peace and stability was beneficial to
    Mexico. Under the presidency of Díaz, the country underwent massive
    modernization with the building of 25,000 kilometers of railroads and
    telegraph lines as well as the creation of large plantations and mining
    complexes. Mexican cities were provided for the first time with electricity
    and reliable public transport, and ports were upgraded and re-equipped. All
    this progress helped to put Mexican national finances back in order; the
    country was once again able to attract foreign investment. However, this
    rapid progress came at a price.



    The wealth of Mexico was concentrated in the hands of a small number of
    families and growing numbers of foreign investors and landowners. Díaz
    surrounded himself with a small cadre of intellectuals drawn from these
    groups, the Científicos, and this group became very influential in
    shaping policy. Life for the bulk of the Mexican population living in
    poorly developed rural areas was extremely hard. In theory, they could
    elect their own local governors, but in reality these men were appointed by
    Díaz and made sure that his policies were ruthlessly followed. Groups which
    proved troublesome, like the Yaqui people of the west coast of Mexico, were
    mercilessly repressed and shipped off as virtual slave labor to large
    tobacco or sisal plantations run by Díaz supporters.



    The political slogan of the men who had originally resisted the French
    occupation of Mexico, “Liberty, Order, and Progress,” was quietly
    re-written under Díaz’s leadership to become the less inflammatory “Order
    and Progress.” The main unofficial slogan of Díaz period of rule made the
    situation even more plain: “Pan o palo” (bread or the stick).
    Those who supported the president would be rewarded, those who opposed him
would face the consequences. These consequences were often meted out by the    Rurales, a federal corps of mounted police originally created by
    President Juárez to combat bandits in Mexico’s rural areas. Under Díaz,
    these police units became agents of savage repression who brutally stamped
    out not only banditry but anything that resembled opposition to the
    presidential rule. The Rurales were also responsible for policing local
    elections which they made sure always produced the results that the
    president wanted.



    By the turn of the century, conditions for the Mexican working class were
    very bad indeed. Food prices were increasing, wages were extremely low,
    working hours were cripplingly long, and workers had virtually no rights at
    all. Any attempts at the organization of labor or strikes were met with
    brutal repression. In these circumstances, it is unsurprising that people
    began to look back at the period of rule by President Juárez as a time of
    enlightenment and to wonder whether it might be possible to have a more
    equitable division of Mexico’s growing wealth.



One of the most vocal and influential groups to oppose Díaz was    Regeneration, a loose affiliation of radical anarchists who first
    began to appear in the late 1800s. In 1900, an engineer from San Luis
    Potosí, Camilo Arriaga, formed what would be the first of a large number of
    political groups which were dedicated to a return to the more relaxed rule
typified by Juárez. These liberal clubs published a newspaper,    Regeneración, which spread their message across Mexico. In 1901,
    almost all members of the group were arrested and spent time in prison. On
    their release, most moved over the border into America where they continued
    to campaign for political reform in Mexico, formally establishing the
    Mexican Liberal Party (PLM) with Ricardo Flores Magón as its president.



    In 1906, members of Regeneration based outside Mexico published a
    radical manifesto which called for an elected president allowed to serve
    for a single term only, land reform, the imposition of a minimum wage and
    maximum working hours, and, most controversially of all, the confiscation
    of wealth illegally accumulated by Díaz and his supporters. The manifesto
    was widely discussed in Mexico, and it indirectly led to unrest amongst
    workers and to strikes in the textile region of Veracruz and the copper
    mines of the northwestern state of Sonora. Díaz responded by sending in
    troops who brutally suppressed the strikes—hundreds of striking textile
    workers were massacred by troops at one factory in Río Blanco. These
    massacres attracted unwelcome attention, especially in the United States
    where people were beginning to question the morality of investing in a
    country which treated its workers so brutally.



    In an attempt to ease international condemnation, President Díaz gave an
    interview to American newspaper reporter James Creelman in 1908. In this
    interview, which was published in Pearson’s Magazine, Díaz noted
    that he felt that it was time for Mexico to begin to move towards real
    democracy. He also said that he would welcome the existence of a true
    opposition party and that, if it would help the country, he would be
    willing to “forget himself.” For these words, Pearson’s Magazine
    generously names Díaz the “hero of the Americas” and “the greatest man of
    the continent.”



    It seems likely Díaz intended these comments mainly to assuage foreign
    opinion and that he had no real intention of moving towards parliamentary
    democracy, at least in the short term. That was certainly what his
    supporters took this interview to mean, but within Mexico, other groups
    naively assumed that Díaz had been speaking the truth. They concluded that
    this meant that he would not run in presidential elections scheduled for
    1910 and that these would herald a new era of Mexican politics.



    One of the people who saw these events as an opportunity for peaceful
    reform in Mexico was Francisco Madero, a member of one of the wealthiest
    families in the country who owned vast tracts of land in the north. Madero
    had been educated in France and the United States and had originally been a
    supporter of the radical Regeneration group. By 1908, however, he had come
    to believe that the group was dedicated to the destruction of Mexico rather
    than its reform, prompting him to form his own political group. Using his
    considerable personal wealth to fund his campaign, Madero created a
    movement that became known as the Anti-Reelectionist Party. One of the
    central tenets of the party’s beliefs was that a president should be
    allowed to serve only once to avoid the kind of dictatorship seen under
    Díaz.



    During 1909, Madero campaigned across Mexico, and it rapidly became clear
    to Díaz and his supporters that, if there was to be an election, Madero
    would win. In June 1910, Díaz reacted in typical fashion—he had Madero
    arrested on false charges of plotting an armed insurrection, his party was
    suppressed




Conclusion



    Most historians agree that the Mexican Revolution began in 1910 with the
    uprising against Porfirio Díaz. When it ended is much more difficult to
    define. Some say that the revolution ended with the new Constitution
    introduced by Venustiano Carranza in 1917. Others say that the election of
    Alvaro Obregón in 1920 marks its true end. Some argue that the revolution
    didn’t really end until the election of Plutarco Calles in 1924. Respected
    historians have even argued that the revolution didn’t end until Mexico
    achieved economic independence in 1938.



    Whatever date is chosen, no-one will dispute that the Mexican Revolution
    marked a period of massive social upheaval which resulted in the Mexican
    people finding a stronger sense of national identity than any other Latin
    American republic. It also marked a period of internecine warfare between a
    bewildering array of factions and political groups. Armed insurrection
    became almost a routine response to a disliked regime, and brutal
    repression and assassination were the customary response.



    Given that it seems impossible to pin down the end date of the revolution,
    it is not possible to say with certainty how many people died as a direct
    result. Some scholars say one million people died. Others claim more than
    two million. Fighting between political groups in Mexico certainly
    continued into the 1930s. Whatever the final number of casualties, it is
    clearly true that the Mexican Revolution and its aftermath, whatever it may
    have achieved in terms of political change, also caused untold misery and
    hardship for vast numbers of people.


