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Civil-military relations in Mexico prior to 2000 have
piqued the interest of analysts largely for two reason
First, and the most theoretically grounded, was 
identifying the path Mexico used to withdraw the 
military from politics. Second, and seemingly 
contradictory, has been the constant concern among
analysts and leaders regarding the armed forces’ 
loyalty to civilian authorities and the likelihood that 
they might intervene in the political system.  
 
The Mexican armed forces has not altered its level
loyalty by any degree since Fox became president, th
further cementing the depth of its loyalty to Mexic
political institutions. The president’s authority over t
armed forces is extensive. Nevertheless, since Vicen
Fox was inaugurated as president in December 20
the crucial issue has been how electoral democra
altered patterns in the civil military relationship. 
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How has the military responded to the beginnings of 
democratic consolidation in the twenty-first century? 
Are they dragging their institutional feet, or will they too 
transform their institutional culture to conform to the 
changing structural relationships and rules of behavior 
characteristic of democratic systems? Finally, are the 
characteristics of the armed forces in the preceding 
decade persisting after 2000, or has the presence of a 
new party in the executive branch, and a plurality in the 
legislative branch, affected their behavior? 
 
Through the 1990s, one point on which most Mexican 
political analysts agreed was that the military's future 
political role was more likely to increase than decrease. 
Analysts have equated an expansion of the military’s 
role with greater political influence, and they have also 
equated this greater political influence with a decline in 
respect for civil authority. Clearly, these are not 
mutually exclusive. Focusing on changing tasks does 

for Strategic and International Studies 
Phone: (202) 775-3180 • Fax: (202) 466-4739 • www.csis.org 

 

1



reveal valuable insights into the armed forces and the 
civil-military relationship, but ultimately the crucial 
question is not the tasks themselves, nor who performs 
them, but who decides on what those tasks are, and 
who is assigned to them.  
 
The democratic transformation is crucial to both civilian 
and military institutions. The high level of confidence 
that the citizenry expresses in the armed forces, in 
contrast to the low level of confidence it expresses in 
political institutions, does not mean that the typical 
Mexican wants the military to intervene. The degree to 
which the armed forces continue their pattern of isolation 
from civilian actors in a democratic setting will impact 
strongly on the civil-military relationship in this decade. 
In prior essays, I have emphasized the secrecy with which 
the Mexican military cloaks itself. The military has never 
encouraged a free flow of ideas or a natural exchange 
socially between the officer corps and the civilian 
leadership. 
 
The military’s loyalty to civilian leadership remains 
unchanged, but in 2004, General Gerardo Vega García, 
the secretary of national defense, began taking a more 
outspoken posture toward government policies and, 
more importantly, toward what he saw as the civilian 
leadership’s significant failure to address pressing 
Mexican economic and social issues. His first step in the 
arena of public policy referred only to a minor issue: an 
implied criticism that the judicial system was not handing 
down sufficient penalties against drug traffickers detained 
by the Mexican army. General Vega García issued a much 
stronger criticism of civil government in an Army Day 
address before President Fox and other leading political 
figures. He argued it was urgent for all political groups to 
negotiate policy differences for the betterment of the 
nation, otherwise the country’s future would be in 
danger. He also noted that the armed forces would fully 
support such conciliatory methods. 
 
The national defense secretary’s posture appears to reflect 
the pattern that as the legislative branch takes a more 
proactive interest in military affairs as it has since the 
2000 transition, the armed forces have taken a more open 
interest in government decisionmaking. Gen. Vega 
García’s recent public statements may suggest the 
beginning of such a newly defined relationship. Within 
the armed forces General Vega García has produced 
numerous reactions, but among younger officers, he is 
credited with making it acceptable to speak more openly 
about national defense issues. 
 

The nature of Mexican military leadership will slowly 
evolve as the officer corps discovers someone who can 
negotiate effectively with civilian leadership. What has 
happened in Mexico since the transition to democracy is 
that the civilian leadership, in the person of President 
Fox, not the officer corps, has exercised greater 
influence in the selection of the national defense 
secretary. If Vega García is successful in his tenure, 
from the officer corps’ and civilian leadership’s point of 
view, then both groups are more likely to coincide in 
their choice in 2006.  
 
Factionalism within the military potentially opens the 
door for civilian alliances and consequently, 
involvement in internal military affairs, which in turn 
can have significant consequences for civil-military 
relations and military subordination to civilian 
leadership. Under Fox’s leadership, some significant 
structural changes have been set in motion mid-way 
through his administration, which increasingly 
distinguish the navy from the army. The navy has 
completely revised its internal governance and structure. 
The army has not yet revised its organic law, although it 
has abrogated a number of outdated statutes. In 2003, it 
created a Promotions Committee, similar in 
composition to the navy’s. More importantly, beginning 
in June 2003, as part of the federal government’s 
transparency laws, it began for the first time (as did the 
navy) to answer direct questions about the military, 
including previously unavailable statistics about 
numerous aspects of army/air force life. 
 
The fact that the navy has taken the lead on this and 
other radical internal structural changes, as well as a 
drastic reduction in the top ranks of the officer corps, 
is likely to make it more attractive to civilian politicians 
in both the executive and the legislative branches. 
Neither branch of government has shown any 
favoritism as yet toward the navy in reaction to these 
changes, but the army runs the risk of damaging its own 
image among political elites if these differences become 
well known–not yet the case in Mexico or abroad. 
 
At this moment it is more likely that internal differences 
will produce more ramifications on civil-military 
relations than on inter-service rivalries. The leak of a 
significant internal army document in 1995 brought the 
serious level of dissension within the military out into 
the open. The most dramatic evidence of these internal 
divisions, other than the leaking of the document itself, 
emerged during the succession process to appoint a new 
secretary of national defense under President Fox in 
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2000.  
 
Some structural changes did occur after the publication 
of the 1995 document during the administration of 
Ernesto Zedillo, before Fox took office, all of which 
responded to strong criticisms in the Mexican Army/Air 
Force Development Program. The changes included 
restructuring the 2nd, 3rd, and 7th military regions, as well 
as the 30th, 31st, 36th, and 38th military zones. The 
Secretariat of National Defense implemented a plan to 
decentralize training and place it in the hands of 
regional commanders, who in turn could respond to 
local conditions and situations. This criticism implied 
that the document’s authors believed decisionmaking in 
the army to be over centralized. 
 
The army also organized mobile special forces units in 
each region, the most revolutionary change in structure 
in the armed forces prior to 2000. The purpose of this 
change was to provide each region with mobile units, a 
goal completed by 1996. The army also created two 
schools for special forces training; the officer and 
instructor school was established formally after Fox 
became president.  
 
In addition to these internal changes, the armed forces 
also must cope with externally focused issues. In order 
for the military to become more integrated with its 
civilian contemporaries, it will have to alter how it is 
perceived by society and by its own officers. Fox said 
publicly that he wanted to “humanize” the armed 
forces, thus, recognizing the existence of a gap in public 
perception. 
 
Democratic political influences are affecting the military 
and its relationship with society. As the armed forces 
have taken on nontraditional missions in Mexico, the 
boundaries between the military and society have 
become more obscure. Citizens and the officer corps 
both have to wrestle with the acceptability of these 
missions, which are often related to internally focused 
national security tasks. 
 
Vicente Fox has highlighted three issues that will 
influence his administration’s policy toward the civil-
military relationship: the military’s human rights record, 
which significantly influenced his choice of the national 
defense secretary; the role of the military in combating 
drug trafficking, which he initially wanted to terminate 
before taking over the presidency; and the use of the 
military in international peacekeeping, a dramatic shift 
in the armed forces’ mission and in Mexico’s foreign 

policy posture. 
 
In redefining and reformulating civil-military relations 
within the democratic setting, political institutions need 
to be perceived as effective and trustworthy in order for 
civil-military relations to evolve with democratic 
features. The strength and legitimacy of Mexico’s 
democratic institutions remain untested. Thus, the 
condition of the civil institutions themselves, rather 
than prominent features of the civil-military 
relationship, can be considered a more important point 
of vulnerability in Mexico’s democratization process. 
This sentiment is reflected in a 2004 Latinobarómetro 
poll in which 55 percent of Latin Americans indicated 
that they “wouldn't mind a non-democratic government 
if it solved economic problems."  
 
The level of electoral competition and representation in 
the Chamber of Deputies since 1997, and the alteration 
in power in the executive branch in 2000, placed a new 
emphasis on bargaining and brokering skills. It became 
readily apparent during the first three years of the Fox 
administration that neither his cabinet nor congress 
displayed these skills, resulting in voter cynicism with 
the democratic process. The increasingly important role 
of the legislative branch in policymaking is altering the 
traditional civil-military pattern entrenched in the 
executive branch. Congress is responsible for 
overseeing what goes on in all government agencies, 
including the armed forces. Given its increasing desire 
to perform oversight functions, the secretaries of navy 
and national defense have had to respond to congress 
differently from their predecessors.  
 
The implementation of their oversight functions has 
been modest to date. Just before Fox won the election, 
a political party, for the first time, publicly criticized the 
Mexican army. The Partido Revolucionario 
Democrático’s (PRD) criticisms suggest some civilian 
politicians’ views of the armed forces: 

• There are abuses in the presidential military 
staff, including illegal activities; 

• Key presidential budget staff on the armed 
forces should be controlled by the controller 
general; 

• Presidential military aides should be replaced by 
civilian aides; 

• Personnel files used in the promotion process 
are superficial; 

• Persons to be promoted are friends protected 
by various interests creating “enormous 
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injustice and deep demoralization within army 
ranks”; 

• The Heroico Colegio Militar and other schools 
are not adequate to train officers, and it, along 
with the Military Aviation School and other 
military academies, should be reorganized to 
graduate college-level students; 

• The future Secretariat of National Defense 
should combine all branches of the armed 
services; and 

• The army/air force should revise the promotion 
regulations so that assignments and personnel 
correspond. 

 
The structural change in the Mexican political system 
with the greatest potential for altering civil-military 
relations is congress’s newly assertive role. In 
September 2000, representatives of the newly elected 
congress stated they would end the privilege of these 
two armed forces secretaries in avoiding direct 
appearances before congress. General Vega himself 
characterized his budget discussions with congress as 
more detailed and open and his contact with both 
senators and deputies as more frequent. 
 
The Mexican Senate also asserted its oversight role 
more aggressively after 2000. In December 2000, two 
weeks after Fox’s inauguration, the Senate’s National 
Defense Committee held a working meeting to discuss 
the promotion process, and to review all of the 
proposed promotion requests. Further, they waited until 
the first ordinary session of the Senate in 2001 to ratify 
all military promotions from November 2000, rather 
than giving them pro forma approval in December, as in 
the past. 
 
 
Perhaps the single most important alteration in civil-
military relations in the last two decades, and one that 
has continued to evolve under President Fox, has been 
the changing role of the armed forces in the 
decisionmaking process, specifically in policy arenas 
related to national security. What is most significant 
about the evolution of national security policy for 
civil-military relations is its redefinition, and the 
military’s expanded role in performing some of those 
redefined missions. 
 
When Fox campaigned for the presidency, he insisted 
that he would eliminate the armed forces’ antidrug 
mission. After taking office he realized the magnitude of 

the problem and decided not only to maintain but to 
expand their national security posture on drug 
trafficking. The Secretariat of National Defense staff, 
sections two and seven in charge of army intelligence 
and military operations respectively, has taken over 
responsibility for investigating drug cartels’ leadership 
structures and apprehending their leaders. Structurally, 
Fox introduced two notable institutional changes in 
Mexico. First, he created a new cabinet-level agency of 
Public Security and Justice Services. His administration 
also expanded the Federal Preventative Police in 2001–
2002. 
 
The second and most influential change to significantly 
affect the military’s performance of these crime-related 
missions is the increased level of collaboration between 
the attorney general’s office and the Secretariat of 
National Defense, brought about by Fox’s surprise 
appointment of a career military officer as his attorney 
general. In 2003, 202 members of the armed forces 
were assigned to the attorney general. This collaboration 
has altered the pattern of civil-military relations 
generally, establishing a positive relationship in what has 
been a traditionally antagonistic partnership in previous 
administrations.  
 
The other national security issue confronting recent 
administrations has been the rise of guerrilla 
movements since 1994. Fox, however, has not 
considered the Zapatistas to be a national security 
threat. The army’s view, expressed by General Vega 
García, reflects a similar posture to that of the president 
in that the strategy favored by the armed forces is 
dialogue, not arms, because as he has noted in his own 
national security writings, eradicating poverty is the first 
step in eliminating insurgencies. 
 
 
The increasing emphasis on national security missions 
has not only altered the role of the military in the 
decisionmaking process, but since the 1970s, it has also 
highlighted a controversial issue involving the armed 
forces: human rights violations. The armed forces’ 
human rights record is significant for civil-military 
relations within the larger setting because it impinges on 
military subordination to civilian leadership. Human 
rights abuses are not confined to the issue of military 
violations, but equally important, in the context of civil-
military affairs and civilian supremacy within a 
democratic setting, is the accountability of officers and 
troops to legal punishment. Human rights are central to 
the issue of military autonomy from civilian oversight 
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and control, and the military has enforced its complete 
autonomy from civilian interference on this matter until 
quite recently. Even after Fox took office, soldiers who 
committed abuses in the line of duty were legally 
accountable to military authorities, but neither they nor 
the military court system were accountable to civilians. 
This arrangement resulted in human rights violations 
going unpunished. 
 
The military’s relation to the administration of justice 
will be a dominant theme in the coming decade in civil-
military relations. This is partly the case because of 
ongoing efforts to reduce levels of military immunity 
and to extend jurisdiction of civilian courts into military 
affairs. The increased presence of the Mexican armed 
forces in anti-drug trafficking missions and anticrime 
tasks generally, has contributed to the increased number 
of violations. The army’s abuse of civilians is part of a 
larger problem endemic to the criminal justice system in 
Mexico. Torture and forced confessions are a common 
practice in Mexico. These practices contribute to and 
are a product of societal attitudes toward alleged 
criminals. In a 1993 survey, citizens were asked the 
following: If a group of soldiers decided to kill a drug 
trafficker they had just arrested, do you believe those 
soldiers should be punished for this crime? Thirteen 
percent answered definitely yes, 29 percent answered 
yes, 19 percent answered that it depends, but 25 percent 
answered no. 
 
The notable attention given nationally and 
internationally to human rights abuses inside and 
outside the military has produced some changes within 
the armed forces. The army began giving human rights 
serious attention beginning in 1999, when for the first 
time they devoted significant space to that issue in their 
official journal. Indeed, the entire July 1999 issue was 
devoted to a legal and human rights conference 
sponsored by the army. A significant and continuous 
change in emphasis on human rights can be detected in 
the publication since January 2001. According to 
statistics made available by the Secretariat of National 
Defense, thousands of officers and enlisted men have 
attended courses and conferences on human rights. The 
trial of influential, high-ranking officers for their role in 
the torture and disappearance of citizens during the 
1970s dirty war highlights this shift. Vega García told 
the author he considers their internal efforts on human 
rights training to be one of the most significant changes 
during his administration. 
 
The other policymaking sphere in which military 

involvement is likely to have an impact on civil-military 
relations is foreign affairs. The military’s role in bilateral 
relations with the United States has been minimal, if 
not absent. Three issues directly involving the military 
have a potential for altering the military’s voice in the 
general decisionmaking process. The pursuit of the drug 
enforcement mission, which the United States strongly 
encourages, involves some cooperation between the 
armed forces and U.S. federal agencies. The second 
issue is border security, which is also linked to drug 
trafficking and illegal immigration. These concerns have 
been highlighted since the September 11, 2001, terrorist 
attacks. In comparison with previous administrations, 
Vega García characterized his ministry’s contacts with 
the United States as “more frequent and at a higher 
level”. 
 
The most interesting shift in the armed forces’ posture 
linked to foreign policy is the military’s role in 
humanitarian or international missions. In 1996, under 
President Zedillo, Mexico began sending troops abroad 
for humanitarian missions, although doing so violates 
the Mexican constitution. It did so 10 times between 
1996 and January 2001. In undertaking those missions, 
the army pursued a new level of international 
cooperation. The Mexican navy has participated in these 
missions, and, unlike the army, also has involved itself 
in international war games exercises.  
 
In conclusion, we can make the following observations: 
 
• Civilian and military actors are not fully in 

agreement on democratic norms of behavior 
(namely accountability to the civil sector). This is 
most clearly illustrated in the armed forces’ relations 
with the media and outsiders generally.   

• The civil-military relationship is dynamic, but the 
army still remains isolated from society and from 
civilian actors. 

• The army has emphasized its loyalty to civilian 
political institutions and to the president, which from 
1946 to 2000 meant loyalty to one political party and 
its presidents.  

• An informal limitation on military influence severely 
tested in the process of democratic transformation is 
the level of consensus civilian leaders maintain on the 
military’s role. The PRD became an assertive voice 
after 1997, favoring congressional oversight and 
greater access to information, but it has not sought to 
use military allies in any partisan manner. 

• The most important cultural pattern explaining 
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military subordination to civil authority in any society 
is the intensity with which the citizenry itself is 
committed to civilian supremacy. Public opinion 
survey data indicate a relatively strong societal 
consensus against military intervention.  

• Since the 1990s, and even more so under Fox, the 
army has been used in exactly that same context to 
identify and capture leading drug traffickers. The 
success of the army in effecting these arrests under 
Fox has become a hallmark of his anticrime 
measures and suggests in part why ordinary 
Mexicans give such high marks to military cabinet 
members. The broader significance of this is that 
citizens have now accepted that military mission as 
normal. 

• Presidential authority over the military is extensive, 
in terms of not only appointment powers but also 
the chief executive’s authority to order troop 
movements for either internal security purposes or 
external defense.  

• There is no question whatsoever that civilians 
control decisionmaking and that the relationship is 
asymmetrical in favor of civilian actors. However, 
the Fox administration still leaves two spheres of 
influence open to the military. First, civilian 
decision makers still do not determine the military’s 
internal budget allocations. The controller general 
has yet to intervene in the military’s budget. Second, 
politicians basically have not inserted themselves in 
the military’s promotion process since the 1950s.  

• Broadly speaking, Mexican’s underlying views 
toward military subordination to civil authority are 
equally important in sustaining the balance in the 
relationship. These views are fundamental because 
the officer corps ultimately is a product of the larger 
society. 

• The officer corps has instilled the ethic of 
subordination to civil authority through extensive 
socialization in military academies. 
Professionalization, defined as instilling a strong 
sense of subordination to authority generally and 
subordination to civil authority specifically, is 
critical to the civil-military relationship in Mexico. 
What is shifting in the socialization process, and in 
the institutional structure in the armed forces, is a 
focus on the extreme degree of hierarchy in and 
subordination to higher command.  

• There exists a division within the armed forces as to 
the degree to which the military should 
“democratize” internally. This is a fundamental 
issue for the current relationship because in the long 

run it would be unhealthy to maintain a state 
institution built on a fundamentally authoritarian 
culture, generating authoritarian leaders, in the 
midst of a democratic society. 

• The Mexican armed forces maintain a unique degree 
of autonomy from state control and intervention 
compared to all other institutions. This level of 
autonomy is particularly noteworthy on such issues 
as promotion, budget, and criminal accountability. 

• Internal military factionalism within the respective 
services is more widespread than meets the eye. 
Many of the issues, most of which are internal to 
the military, such as pay, retirement, promotion, 
professionalization, etc., have led to severe 
criticisms. The navy has responded to these internal 
conflicts in a comprehensive and decided fashion 
since 2000, but the army has taken much smaller 
steps to address these concerns. 

• There is no desire on the part of the military to 
involve itself in political matters or to ally itself with 
any political party in a partisan manner. The greatest 
danger today to destabilizing the relationship is to 
turn the unresolved internal conflicts within the 
army and air force into partisan, civilian political 
issues. 

• Only one fundamental issue is at stake here. Does 
an expanded role for the military alter civilian 
control over the military? While there may be a 
potential for that to occur, no evidence exists in the 
Mexican case to support that any such change is 
taking place. Indeed, quite the opposite. Civilian 
control is actually on the increase as evidenced by 
the changing patterns in congressional oversight. 

• The greatest test of the civil-military relationship 
today does not stem from the military’s behavior 
nor the changing patterns of legislative-executive 
relations, but rather from the ability of a democratic 
political model to function effectively and solve 
Mexican problems. If Mexico cannot overcome its 
underlying economic conditions, democracy itself, 
as it has elsewhere in the region, will come seriously 
under fire. Such a political situation, in the extreme, 
will create severe stress on the established features 
of civil-military relations. 
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