What Changes Did The Mexican Constitution
Of 1917 Enact?

What Changes Did The Mexican Constitution Of 1917 Enact? The Mexican Constitution of
1917 is one of the most significant legal documents in Mexican history, marking a pivotal shift
toward modern nationhood. Drafted amidst the tumult of the Mexican Revolution, this constitution
introduced sweeping reforms aimed at addressing social inequalities, land redistribution, workers’
rights, and the regulation of church and state. Its enactment not only redefined the political
landscape of Mexico but also laid the foundation for many social and economic policies that continue
to influence the country today. This article explores the comprehensive changes enacted by the 1917
Constitution, highlighting its historical context, key provisions, and lasting impact on Mexico’s
development.

Historical Context of the Mexican Constitution of 1917

Before delving into the specific reforms introduced by the constitution, understanding its historical
background is essential. The Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) was a complex and multifaceted
conflict driven by widespread social discontent, economic disparity, and political repression under
the long-standing dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz. As revolutionary leaders sought to establish a more
just and equitable society, they recognized the need for a comprehensive legal framework to
institutionalize reforms.

The constitutional convention that drafted the 1917 Constitution was influenced by revolutionary
ideals of land reform, social justice, and national sovereignty. Its creation was a response to the
failures of previous constitutions—particularly the 1857 Constitution—and aimed to embed the
revolutionary principles into the nation’s legal fabric.

Key Changes Enacted by the Mexican Constitution of
1917

The Constitution of 1917 introduced numerous reforms across political, social, economic, and
cultural domains. Below, we detail the most impactful changes:

1. Land Reform and Agrarian Rights

One of the cornerstone provisions of the 1917 Constitution was the emphasis on land redistribution
and the recognition of peasant rights.

e Article 27: This article declared that land and natural resources within Mexican territory
belonged to the nation. It granted the government the authority to expropriate land for
redistribution purposes.

¢ Ejido System: The constitution formalized the ejido system, allowing peasants to collectively



own and farm land, which was a revolutionary shift from previous land policies.

e Land Redistribution: It empowered the government to redistribute land to peasants and
indigenous communities, aiming to reduce inequalities and promote rural development.

2. Rights of Workers and Labor Laws

The 1917 Constitution significantly advanced workers’ rights, reflecting revolutionary ideals of
social justice and economic equity.

e Article 123: This comprehensive labor law established rights such as the right to fair wages,
safe working conditions, unionization, and an eight-hour workday.

e Labor Protections: It mandated social security, employer liability, and restrictions on child
labor.

e Strikes and Unionization: The constitution recognized the right to strike and collective
bargaining, empowering workers to organize and advocate for their rights.

3. Education Reforms

Education was prioritized as a means to foster national unity and progress.

e Article 3: It declared that education should be secular, free, and compulsory at all levels.

¢ Separation of Church and State: The constitution explicitly restricted church influence in
education, promoting secularism and scientific teaching.

e State Responsibility: The government was tasked with providing quality education accessible
to all citizens.

4. Restriction of Church Influence

The constitution sought to curtail the political power and influence of the Catholic Church.

e Articles 3, 5, 24, 27, 130: These articles limited church privileges, prohibited church
property from being used for political purposes, and mandated state control over religious
institutions.

* Clerical Restrictions: Clergy were prohibited from holding public office or engaging in



political activities.

e Secularization: The reforms aimed to establish a secular state, reducing the church’s role in
public affairs.

5. Political and Civil Rights

The 1917 Constitution reinforced the framework for democratic governance.

¢ Article 29: Allowed for the suspension of constitutional guarantees during emergencies,
though with constitutional protections.

¢ Electoral Reforms: It established mechanisms for fairer elections and the protection of civil
liberties.

e Legal Protections: It provided rights related to due process, freedom of speech, and
assembly.

6. National Sovereignty and Resource Control

The constitution asserted Mexico’s sovereignty over its natural resources.

e Article 27: As mentioned, it declared resources belong to the nation, enabling the state to
regulate and control mineral, water, and energy resources.

e Expropriation Rights: The government could expropriate resources for public benefit, such
as infrastructure or social programs.

Lasting Impact of the 1917 Constitution

The reforms introduced by the Mexican Constitution of 1917 have had enduring effects on the
nation’s political, social, and economic landscape.

Political Impact

- The constitution provided a framework for a more democratic and centralized government.

- It established constitutional guarantees that protected civil liberties and promoted political
stability.

- It set a precedent for future reforms and constitutional amendments aligned with social justice.



Social and Economic Impact

- Land redistribution policies laid the groundwork for agrarian reform, although challenges persisted
in implementation.

- Workers’ rights contributed to the growth of labor movements and improved working conditions.

- Education reforms fostered a more secular and inclusive educational system, promoting national
identity.

Legal and Cultural Legacy

- The 1917 Constitution remains the foundation of Mexico’s legal system, with several articles still
active today.

- It symbolized a break from colonial and dictatorial pasts, emphasizing sovereignty, social justice,
and secularism.

Challenges and Criticisms

While revolutionary in scope, the 1917 Constitution faced challenges and criticisms over the years.

e Implementation issues, particularly in land reform and resource redistribution, persisted for
decades.

e Some articles, especially those restricting church influence, led to tensions with religious
institutions.

e Political instability and authoritarian tendencies by various governments sometimes conflicted
with the democratic ideals of the constitution.

Conclusion

The Mexican Constitution of 1917 was a revolutionary document that fundamentally transformed the
country’s political, social, and economic structures. By enacting comprehensive reforms in land
rights, labor protections, education, and church-state relations, it aimed to create a more just and
equitable society. Although challenges remained in fully realizing its ideals, the constitution set
Mexico on a path toward social justice, sovereignty, and modernization. Its legacy endures today,
continuing to influence Mexico’s legal and political framework and serving as a testament to the
country’s revolutionary spirit and aspirations for equality and progress.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the key social reforms introduced by the Mexican



Constitution of 1917?

The 1917 Constitution implemented significant social reforms, including land redistribution through
Article 27, which aimed to confiscate and redistribute land from large estates to peasants, and
established rights for workers such as minimum wages, the right to strike, and improved labor
conditions.

How did the Mexican Constitution of 1917 address land
ownership and property rights?

Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution declared that land and natural resources belong to the nation,
allowing the government to expropriate large estates for redistribution and setting the framework
for agrarian reform, which curtailed the power of landed elites.

What role did the 1917 Constitution play in limiting the power
of the Catholic Church in Mexico?

The Constitution imposed restrictions on the Church, including prohibitions on religious orders,
nationalization of church properties, and restrictions on religious education, aiming to reduce
ecclesiastical influence in Mexican society.

In what ways did the 1917 Constitution influence labor rights
in Mexico?

It granted workers the right to organize, strike, and form unions, and mandated fair wages and
working conditions, making labor rights a constitutional priority and shaping Mexico’s labor laws for
decades.

How did the 1917 Constitution impact the political structure
of Mexico?

The Constitution established a more centralized government with provisions for presidential powers,
set the framework for democratic processes, and introduced mechanisms for social justice,
fundamentally shaping Mexico’s political system.

Why is the Mexican Constitution of 1917 considered a
groundbreaking document in Latin American history?

It was one of the first constitutions to enshrine comprehensive social rights, land reforms, and
restrictions on foreign ownership, serving as a model for other countries seeking to implement social
justice and progressive reforms in the 20th century.

Additional Resources

Mexican Constitution of 1917 is one of the most significant legal documents in the history of Mexico,
embodying revolutionary ideals and setting the foundation for modern Mexican statehood. Enacted



amidst the tumult of the Mexican Revolution, it represented a radical departure from previous
constitutional frameworks and aimed to address the socio-economic inequalities and political
injustices that had plagued Mexico for centuries. Its comprehensive reforms in land, labor,
education, and governance have left a lasting legacy, shaping Mexico’s political landscape well into
the 21st century.

Background and Context of the 1917 Constitution

Before delving into the specific changes enacted by the 1917 Constitution, it is important to
understand the historical context that necessitated such a profound overhaul. The Mexican
Revolution, which began in 1910, was driven by widespread discontent with Porfirio Diaz’s long-
standing dictatorship, economic inequalities, and the concentration of land and wealth in the hands
of a few elites. As revolutionary leaders sought to formalize their ideals into law, the 1917
Constitution was drafted as a revolutionary charter that aimed to address these deep-rooted issues.
It was drafted by an assembly that included prominent figures like Venustiano Carranza, and it
reflected the aspirations of peasants, workers, and marginalized groups seeking social justice.

Major Changes Enacted by the Mexican Constitution of
1917

The 1917 Constitution introduced numerous reforms across various sectors, fundamentally
transforming the Mexican legal and social landscape. Its provisions can be broadly categorized into
land reforms, labor rights, education policies, and governance structures.

1. Land Reforms and Property Rights

One of the most revolutionary aspects of the 1917 Constitution was its emphasis on land
redistribution and agrarian reform. The constitution sought to break up large haciendas and
promote land equity, recognizing the rights of peasants and indigenous communities.

Key Provisions:

- Article 27: Established the right of the nation to regulate and redistribe land and natural resources.
It declared that lands and waters traditionally occupied by indigenous communities and peasants
(ejidos) could not be privately owned if they served the public interest.

- Abolition of Latifundios: The constitution aimed to dismantle large estates (latifundios) and
promote small-scale farming.

- Creation of Ejidos: It authorized the redistribution of land into communal ejidos, which could be



managed collectively by local communities.
- Confiscation Rights: Allowed the government to expropriate land for redistribution purposes,
especially in cases of large landholdings accumulated through unjust means.

Pros:

- Addressed historic land inequalities.
- Empowered peasants and indigenous communities.
- Promoted rural development and self-sufficiency.

Cons:

- Implementation faced resistance from landowners.
- Some reforms were slow and uneven, leading to ongoing land disputes.
- Expropriations sometimes resulted in social conflicts.

2. Labor Rights and Social Justice

The 1917 Constitution marked a significant shift toward recognizing and protecting workers’ rights,
reflecting the revolutionary demand for social justice.

Key Provisions:

- Article 123: Enshrined comprehensive labor rights, including:
- The right to organize and form unions.

- The right to strike.

- Fair wages and reasonable working hours.

- Restrictions on child labor.

- Workplace safety regulations.

- The right to social security and healthcare.

Features and Impact:

- Established the basis for labor laws in Mexico, fostering the growth of labor movements.
- Enabled collective bargaining and improved worker conditions.

- Promoted social welfare policies.

Pros:

- Improved working conditions and labor standards.

- Helped to reduce exploitation of workers.

- Strengthened the labor movement and labor rights.

Cons:

- Enforcement of labor rights remained inconsistent.
- Industrial and labor disputes persisted.



- Some employers resisted compliance, leading to strikes and conflicts.

3. Education Reforms

A notable feature of the 1917 Constitution was its emphasis on secular, free, and compulsory
education, reflecting revolutionary ideals of enlightenment and national unity.

Key Provisions:

- Article 3: Declared education to be secular, free, and compulsory.

- State Control of Education: The state was given the authority to oversee and regulate education,
reducing the influence of the Catholic Church.

- Promotion of Scientific and Moral Education: Emphasized the development of a national identity
based on science, culture, and civic values.

Features and Impact:

- Led to the secularization of Mexican education.

- Reduced the Church’s influence over schools.

- Fostered a sense of national identity rooted in modernity and progress.
Pros:

- Improved access to education for broader segments of society.

- Promoted scientific and rational thinking.

- Strengthened state control over educational content.

Cons:

- Resistance from religious groups, leading to conflicts.

- Implementation challenges in rural areas.
- Political interference at various levels.

4. Governance and Political Structure

The 1917 Constitution aimed to establish a more democratic and accountable political system,
although it also contained provisions that reinforced the power of the executive.

Key Provisions:
- Presidential Power: Strengthened the role of the President, including powers related to

appointment and veto.
- Congressional Authority: Established a bicameral Congress, comprising the Chamber of Deputies



and the Senate.
- Limitations on Re-election: Prohibited immediate re-election of presidents to prevent dictatorship.
- Judicial Independence: Aimed to establish an independent judiciary.

Features and Impact:

- Created a framework for democratic governance, though in practice, presidential power often
remained dominant.

- Instituted mechanisms for political stability and accountability.

- Provided checks and balances, although these were sometimes undermined.

Pros:

- Promoted democratic ideals.
- Prevented authoritarian re-election practices.
- Established clear governance structures.

Cons:

- Concentration of power in the presidency persisted.
- Political instability continued in subsequent decades.
- Some provisions were circumvented during authoritarian periods.

Long-Term Effects and Legacy of the 1917 Constitution

The Mexican Constitution of 1917 has had a profound and lasting influence on Mexico’s political,
social, and economic life. Its revolutionary ideals laid a foundation for social justice and state
intervention in the economy, which persisted throughout the 20th century.

Major Legacies:

- Land and Social Reforms: Land redistribution efforts continued, though with mixed success,
shaping rural development policies.

- Labor Legislation: The rights enshrined in Article 123 became the basis for labor law reforms and
workers’ protections.

- Secular Education: The push for secular and public education influenced Mexico’s national identity
and educational policies.

- Legal Framework: The constitution remains a living document, amended over time to adapt to new
challenges.

Criticisms and Challenges:

- Implementation gaps and resistance from vested interests slowed reforms.

- Political and economic elites sometimes undermined revolutionary provisions.

- Periods of authoritarianism, notably during the PRI's dominance, saw the dilution of some
democratic features.



Conclusion

The Mexican Constitution of 1917 was a groundbreaking document that enshrined the revolutionary
ideals of social justice, land reform, and national sovereignty. Its comprehensive reforms across
land, labor, education, and governance transformed Mexico from a semi-colonial, oligarchic society
into a more equitable and modern state. Despite challenges in enforcement and political upheavals
over the subsequent decades, its principles continue to influence Mexican law and society today. The
1917 Constitution remains a symbol of Mexico’s revolutionary spirit and a testament to its ongoing
quest for social justice and national development.
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