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Student Handout 10.4b Mexican Revolution: Luis Cabrera, The Mexican Situation from a Mexican Point 
of View (Source 1) and the Constitution of 1917 (Source 11) 
 
Background: Historians, other social scientists, and politicians often use a single noun or a noun phrase, like 
land reform or redistribution of land, to mean a very complicated process. Then they don’t have to explain the 
whole process in many sentences because their readers will think of the process when they read the noun 
phrase. For example, consider the noun revolution. The historian writes, “There was a revolution in Mexico. …” 
She means: “People were angry at the government, some people were so poor that they were desperate and 
would do anything to have a better life, the politicians made lots of speeches against the government, people 
started marching in a demonstration in the streets of Mexico City, someone read a newspaper article out to 
some peasants in Morelos and then those who heard it told other peasants about it, they discussed it for hours 
and talked to their families about how unfair the government was and it was time to do something about it, and 
then the peasants gathered together and attacked, …” and on, and on, and on. Just the noun revolution carries 
all those associations. When you read a noun phrase like the revolution in Mexico, you should think about the 
larger process of people and events behind it. This activity unpacks the noun phrases land reform and 
redistribution of land. These two noun phrases both mean the same thing, the same complex process.  
 
Part I. Luis Cabrera, The Mexican Situation from a Mexican Point of View (Source 1) 
 
Introduction: These paragraphs from The Mexican Situation from a Mexican Point of View by Luis Cabrera 
(Source 1) explain the need for land reform to a US audience in 1913. Notice that Cabrera starts with the 
Spanish colony, which began 400 years before, in the 1500s. Then he describes the changes over time up to 
1910, when the revolution began.  
 
Directions  

1. Read the paragraph from the source. 
2. Underline the word land (or property, a synonym for land) and its modifiers wherever they appear. 
3. Draw a circle around all groups of people who are wealthy, privileged, and probably light-skinned (that 

is, they would look white or European, although they might be mestizo). 
4. Draw a triangle around all groups of people who are poor, Indian, or mestizo. 
5. Answer the questions under each paragraph. 
6. Read the introduction to the chart and fill in the chart. 

 
The Mexican problems have been and still are chiefly economic. The colonial policies of Spain in Mexico 
contributed in a large measure to create privileged classes. Large tracts of land were granted to settlers or 
conquerors and to the Church, and thousands of Indians were compelled to live upon the tracts of the land 
so granted.* The Indian was kept practically in a state of slavery.  
 
* The Spanish colonial government also forced the Indians to work for the white landowners for little or no pay. 
 
Vocabulary  
policies: government laws and projects 
in a large measure: greatly 
privileged classes: social groups that have special rights that ordinary classes don’t have 
compelled: forced 
tracts: pieces of land, usually used for farming or ranching 
 
Questions: Who owned the land? __________________  Who worked on the land? __________________ 
 
The independence in 1810 did not materially change the condition of the masses. After the religious struggles 
in 1860, the Church lost its property, but great land areas owned by wealthy families still remained as 
mainmort, and are at present responsible for Mexico's crisis. 
 
Vocabulary 
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mainmort: a type of inheritance where the land cannot be sold; the correct term is actually mortmain, from the 
Latin words for “dead hand” 
 
Questions: Who owned the land? __________________  Who worked on the land? __________________ 
 
The communal lands formerly owned by the towns,** and which were called ejidos, were, since about 1860, 
divided and apportioned among the inhabitants for the purpose of creating small agricultural properties, but 
through ignorance those lands were almost immediately resold to the large land owners whose properties 
were adjacent. This resulted in strengthening the oppressive monopoly exercised by the large land owners, as 
the small properties were unable to withstand the competition. 
 
** Indians and mestizos lived in these towns (pueblos). These communities had few privileges and were very 
poor.  
 
Vocabulary 
communal lands: farming and ranching land that is owned by a whole community, whose members then divide 
it up among the families in the community. Families and individuals cannot sell communal land; they can only 
use it. 
apportioned: divided up 
agricultural: farming 
adjacent: next door or nearby 
oppressive monopoly exercised: the large landowners had special privileges, controlled the market for farm 
and ranch products, and made rules that kept the poor Indians and mestizos poor 
withstand: resist, do well in spite of 
 
Questions: According to Cabrera, why did the Indian and mestizo inhabitants sell their land to the large 
landowners? ________________________________________ 
 
What other reasons might have caused the Indians and mestizos to sell their land? ____________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What does this tell us about Cabrera’s perspective? Which social group do you think he belonged to? 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Chart Introduction: These paragraphs follow two text structures: chronology and cause and effect. On the 
chart, fill in the blank boxes. List a cause or effect for each of the numbers in the box. The first one is done for 
you. 
 

Time Period  Cause(s) Effect(s) 

Colonial period (1521 – 1810) Colonial policies of Spain 1. created privileged classes 
2. granted lots of land to Spanish 
settlers and conquerors and the 
Church 
3. forced Indians to live and work 
on Spanish-owned land 
 

1810 – 1860 1. 
2. 

1. condition of masses did not 
change 

2. the Church lost its land 
3. wealthy families still owned 

much land 
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4. ejidos were divided up 
among Indian and mestizo 
inhabitants, but they sold 
the lands to large 
landowners 

1910 – 1913 (“present”) Indian and mestizo inhabitants 
sold the lands to large landowners 

1.  

 

Question: In your own words, explain who owned the land, why that was unfair, and why there was a need for 
land reform or redistribution of land in Mexico. __________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Vocabulary  

reform: change 

redistribution: taking all or some of the land back from the current owners and giving the land out again  

 

Part II: The Constitution of 1917 (Source 9) 

Introduction: This article from the Constitution of 1917 describes the solution part of land reform. Because it is 
a law, the language is very complicated and precise. Fill in the blanks as you follow the process and then 
answer the question below the chart. 

Directions 
1. Read the paragraph from the source. 
2. Underline the word land (or property, a synonym for land) and its modifiers wherever they appear. 
3. Draw a circle around all groups of people who are wealthy, privileged, and probably light-skinned. 
4. Draw a triangle around all groups of people who are poor, Indian, or mestizo. 
5. Answer the questions under each paragraph. 
6. Read the introduction to the chart and fill in the chart. 

 

Article 27: … The Nation shall at all times have the right to impose on private property such limitations as the 
public interest may demand … in order to conserve them and to ensure a more equitable distribution of public 
wealth.  

Vocabulary 

impose: put 

ensure: in this case, to make 

equitable: equal, fair 

public wealth: in this case, land 

Questions: What right does the government (“the Nation”) claim? __________________________________  

“Impose limitations on private property” means to limit the amount of land that individual people can own. 
Whose land would the government limit? ______________________________________________________ 

Why would the government make these limits? _________________________________________________  
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With this end in view, necessary measures shall be taken to divide up large landed estates; to develop small 
landed holdings in operation; to create new agricultural centers,* with necessary lands and waters …  

* The lands for these “agricultural centers” and “centers of population” were called ejidos. In both communities, 
the inhabitants would be poor Indians and mestizos. 

Vocabulary 

large landed estates: haciendas, large farms and ranches 

small landed holdings: small farms and ranches 

Questions: What are the three necessary measures that the government will take? 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Who would lose land? _______________________________ Who would gain land? ____________________ 

Besides land, what else would the agricultural centers get? ___________________________________ 

Centers of population** which at present either have no lands or water or which do not possess them in 
sufficient quantities for the needs of their inhabitants, shall be entitled to grants thereof, which shall be taken 
from adjacent properties, the rights of small landed holdings in operation being respected at all times. … 

** The lands for these “agricultural centers” and “centers of population” were called ejidos. In both 
communities, the inhabitants would be poor Indians and mestizos. 

Vocabulary 

sufficient: enough 

thereof: of them 

Questions: Who lived in “centers of population” that had either no or few lands or water? _______________  

“Shall be entitled to grants thereof” means that the government would give them land and ______________.  

From whom would the government take the land and water? Who owned the “adjacent properties” that were 
not “small landed holdings”? ______________________________________________________________ 

Who would lose land? ____________________________ Who would gain land? ______________________ 

Chart Introduction: The authors wrote this law in a cause-and-effect text structure. The authors sometimes 
stated the effect before the cause. Using the exact words from the source, fill in the empty boxes in the first 
three columns, unless they are shaded in gray. The words in bold are signal words for causes and effects. If a 
blank line appears in parentheses after a pronoun, write down what noun or nouns that pronoun refers to. 
When you are finished, discuss with your group what the government was doing and write down the answer in 
your own words. The first one is done for you. 

Effect Cause Effect What did the government 
do? (in your own words) 

The Nation shall at all 
times have the right to 
impose on private 
property such limitations 
as the public interest may 
demand  

in order to conserve 
them and to ensure a 
more equitable 
distribution of public 
wealth.  

 

 claimed the right to limit 
the amount of land 
individuals could own 
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With this end in view,  to divide up large landed 
estates; to develop small 
landed holdings in 
operation; to create new 
agricultural centers, with 
necessary lands and 
waters 

1. 

2. 

3. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

shall be entitled to grants 
thereof, 

 

 

  which ( __________) 
shall be taken from 
adjacent properties, the 
rights of small landed 
holdings in operation 
being respected at 
all times 

 

 

Question: In your own words, describe the solution of land reform, or redistribution of land, in the Constitution 
of 1917. 

 


