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INTRODUCTION:
THE UNRAVELING
OF A DYNASTY

The Mexican
Revolution, a sprawling
and bloody conflict that
began in 1910 and
continued for over a
decade, fundamentally
reshaped the political,
social, and economic
landscape of Mexico. It
toppled the long-
standing dictatorship
of Porfirio Diaz, ended
the feudal-like system
of land ownership, and
gave birth to a new,
more inclusive national
identity. However, to
ask simply "who led

the Mexican
Revolution" is to pose a
question with no single
answer. The revolution
was not a monolithic
movement led by one
charismatic figure;
rather, it was a
complex, multi-layered
series of uprisings, civil
wars, and power
struggles. Several
powerful caudillos
(strongmen) and
intellectual leaders
emerged, each with
their own vision for
Mexico. Understanding
the revolutionary
leadership means
examining the distinct
roles of figures like
Francisco |I. Madero,
Emiliano Zapata,
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Pancho Villa,
Venustiano Carranza,
and Alvaro Obregén.
This article explores
these key leaders, their
motivations, their
alliances, and their
ultimate impact on the
course of the Mexican
Revolution.

THE SPARK:
FRANCISCO I.
MADERO AND THE
FALL OF DIAZ

To trace the origins of
the revolution, we
must start with
Francisco |. Madero.
A wealthy landowner
from Coahuila, Madero
was not a radical
revolutionary in the
traditional sense. He
was a spiritualist, a
democrat, and a firm
believer in
constitutional
governance.
Disillusioned by the
three-decade-long rule
of Porfirio Diaz, Madero

wrote a book, The
Presidential Succession
in 1910, which called
for free elections and
an end to the
dictatorship. He
became the unlikely
leader of the anti-
reelectionist
movement.

Madero's
Political
Gamble

When Diaz jailed
Madero and
fraudulently won the
election of 1910,
Madero issued the
Plan of San Luis
Potosi from exile in
Texas. This document
called for a national
uprising on November
20, 1910. Although the
initial uprising was a
military failure, the call
to arms resonated
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THESOUIe OB THEY .
Madero’s leadership
was less about military
prowess and more
about moral authority
and political
organization. He
successfully united a
disparate coalition of
discontented groups:
northern ranchers,
southern peasants,
urban intellectuals, and
middle-class
professionals. This
fragile coalition proved
powerful enough to
force Diaz into exile in
May 1911. Madero
then assumed the
presidency, becoming
the first leader of the
revolutionary period.
However, his inability
to satisfy the deep-
rooted demands for
land reform and social
justice sowed the
seeds for further
conflict.

REVOLUTION:
EMILIANO ZAPATA
AND LAND LIBERTY

While Madero
represented political
change, Emiliano

Zapata embodied the
radical, agrarian heart
of the revolution. A
mestizo peasant from
the southern state of
Morelos, Zapata was
not a politician but a
fierce advocate for the

campesinos (rural
farmers). His
leadership was

grounded in the simple
yet powerful demand
encapsulated in his

slogan: "Tierra y
Libertad" (Land and
Liberty).

The Plan



of Ayala

Zapata grew
disillusioned with
Madero’s slow pace on
land redistribution. In
November 1911, he
issued the Plan of
Ayala, which
denounced Madero as
a traitor and called for
the expropriation of
large haciendas to
return land to the
villages. Zapata’s
army, the Liberation
Army of the South, was
a guerrilla force of
indigenous farmers
who knew their terrain
intimately. Zapata was
a master of guerrilla
warfare, avoiding large
pitched battles in favor
of rapid strikes and
ambushes. His
leadership was
characterized by deep
loyalty to his followers
and an unwavering

commitment. Never

seeking national
political power for
himself, Zapata

remained a regional
force, but his ideas
shaped the agrarian
articles of the eventual
1917 Constitution. He
is often considered the
moral conscience of
the revolution, and his
question, “Who led the
Mexican Revolution?”
often finds a powerful
answer in his name.

THE NORTHERN
DYNAMO: PANCHO
VILLA AND THE
DIVISION OF THE
NORTH

If Zapata was the soul
of the south, Pancho
Villa (born Doroteo
Arango) was the fire of
the north. A former
bandit turned querrilla
commander, Villa
possessed an intuitive

ideological military genius and a
raw, charismatic
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appeal. He built the
Division of the
North, one of the most
effective revolutionary
armies, composed of
vaqueros (cowboys),
miners, and displaced
peasants.

Villa's
Military
Campaig
ns

Villa’s leadership was
defined by boldness,
speed, and a deep
connection with his
troops. He won
stunning victories
against the federal
army, most notably the
capture of Ciudad
Juarez and the
legendary Battle of
Zacatecas in 1914.
Villa was a natural
strategist who

revolutionized cavalry
tactics, using mounted
infantry to strike
quickly. He also had a
talent for logistics and
organization, building
railroads and supply
lines. Politically, Villa
was simpler and less
ideological than
Zapata. He admired
the United States
initially but later turned
against it after the U.S.
recognized his rival
Venustiano Carranza.
His invasion of
Columbus, New
Mexico, in 1916 led to
a punitive U.S. military
expedition that failed
to capture him. Villa's
leadership, while
brilliant, was ultimately
undermined by his lack
of a coherent national
program beyond the
defeat of his enemies.

THE FIRST CHIEF:
VENUSTIANO




constirunéi th

ORDER

While the military
heroes like Villa and
Zapata fought on the
battlefield, a different
kind of leader emerged
in the form of
Venustiano
Carranza. A wealthy
hacienda owner and
former senator under
Diaz, Carranza was
initially a supporter of
Madero. After Madero’s
assassination by
Victoriano Huerta,
Carranza assumed the
role of "First Chief" of
the Constitutionalist
Army.

The
Architect

1917
Constituti
on

Carranza was the
political brains of the
revolutionary

movement. He was not
a great field
commander, but he
was a masterful
politician and
administrator. His
primary goal was to
restore constitutional
order and establish a
strong, centralized
state. He issued the
Plan of Guadalupe,
which rejected
Huerta’'s legitimacy
and called for a return
to constitutional rule.
After defeating Huerta,
Carranza skillfully
outmaneuvered Villa
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and Zapata at the
Convention of
Aguascalientes, forcing
a split that allowed his
faction to gain the
upper hand. Under his
leadership, the
Constitutionalist
Congress drafted the
1917 Constitution, a
remarkably progressive
document that
included land reform,
labor rights, and
restrictions on the
Catholic Church.
Carranza became the
first president under
this new constitution.
However, his
conservative social
policies and his focus
on centralized power
made him enemies,
leading to his
assassination in 1920.

THE PRAGMATIC
SURVIVOR:
ALVARO OBREGON

The final key leader of
the revolutionary

period was Alvaro
Obregdn. A farmer,
businessman, and self-
taught military genius,
Obregdn rose through
the ranks during the
revolution. He was the
most pragmatic of the
major leaders and
often the most
effective. His military
brilliance was
displayed in his use of
modern technology,
such as machine guns
and trenches, which
effectively countered
Villa’s cavalry charges
at the Battle of Celaya
in 1915.

Obregon'
S
Moderniz
ation



Drive

Obregén served as
Carranza’s most able
general, but he
eventually turned
against him. In 1920,
Obregén led the
successful rebellion
(the Plan of Agua
Prieta) that ended
Carranza's life. As
president from 1920 to
1924, Obregédn
stabilized the country.
He signed the Bucareli
Treaty with the United
States, gaining
recognition, and
implemented many of
the reforms outlined in
the Constitution. He
supported land
distribution on a
limited scale, promoted
education, and
protected labor unions,
while also maintaining
a firm hand on order.
Obregén’s leadership

political flexibility and
administrative talent.
He understood that the
revolution had to
evolve from a chaotic
struggle into a stable
regime. His
assassination in 1928
left a power vacuum,
but his influence
continued through the
political party he
helped create, which
eventually became the
Institutional
Revolutionary Party
(PRI).

OTHER
INFLUENTIAL
FIGURES AND
FACTIONS

While the five leaders
above are the most
famous, the Mexican
Revolution included
many other significant
actors. Pascual
Orozco was a key
northern general who

was characterized by [Nitially — supported
Madero but later
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rebelled against him.
Victoriano Huerta, a
brutal general from the
old regime, led a
counter-revolutionary
coup that seized power
in 1913, only to be
overthrown by the
Constitutionalist
alliance. Ricardo
Flores Magon and his
brothers were
anarchist intellectuals
who inspired radical
labor and land
movements, especially
in the north. Felipe
Angeles, a brilliant
artillery officer, threw
his lot in with Villa and
provided intellectual
depth to the northern
division. Women, too,
played crucial roles as
soldiers, spies, and

nurses, with iconic
figures like Petra
Herrera leading

battalions.
Understanding who led
the Mexican Revolution
requires

acknowledging that
leadership was often
decentralized and
deeply regional.

THE LEGACY OF
REVOLUTIONARY
LEADERSHIP

The Mexican
Revolution did not end
with the victory of a

single leader. It
concluded through a
process of

institutionalization. By
the 1920s, the military
phase had ended, and
a new political class
emerged. The
Constitution of 1917,
drafted under Carranza
and refined under
Obregén and later
presidents, became the
lasting legal legacy.
The revolutionary
leaders—Madero,
Zapata, Villa, Carranza,
and Obregén—each
contributed a distinct
piece to the mosaic of
modern Mexico.



Madero provided the
democratic spark.
Zapata gave the
revolution its moral
purpose of social
justice. Villa showed
the power of popular
military mobilization.
Carranza imposed
constitutional order.
Obregdn provided the
pragmatic governance
needed to build a
stable state.

In answering the
question "who led the
Mexican
Revolution,"” one
must conclude that it
was not a single person
but a generation of
leaders who, through
conflict and
collaboration,
destroyed the old
Porfirian order and laid
the foundations for a
new nation. Their
strengths, weaknesses,
ambitions, and ideals
all intertwined to
create one of the 20th
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century's most
profound social
revolutions. Each

leader, in their own
way, answered the call
for change, and
together they led
Mexico through its
most turbulent and
transformative decade.

CONCLUSION: A
COLLECTIVE
LEADERSHIP

The Mexican
Revolution remains a
complex tapestry of
ambition, sacrifice, and
ideology. No single
individual can claim to
have led it entirely.
Instead, it was a
movement propelled
by the competing
visions of figures like
Madero, Zapata, Villa,

Carranza, and
Obregdn. Their
leadership

styles—ranging from
the democratic idealist
to the agrarian radical,
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from the military
chieftain to the
constitutional

statesman—collectivel
y steered the
revolution through its
various phases. The
revolution’s outcome
was not a victory for
any one leader, but a
synthesis of their ideas
and power struggles.
Today, when we ask
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"who led the Mexican
Revolution," the most
accurate answer is that
Mexico was led by its
people, and their
chosen leaders, into a
new, turbulent, but
ultimately more just
era. The legacy of
these leaders
continues to shape
Mexican identity,
politics, and society to
this day.



