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Abstract

Since the late 19th Century, the military in Mexico has been an important instrument of
the executive branch of government to maintain political stability. In the 1880s,
President Porfirio Diaz created the basis of a system of civil-military relations based on
Presidential control (as opposed to civilian control). Since then, the Mexican armed
forces have developed a unique bond with the President, remaining accountable and

exclusively subordinated to this branch of power and no one else.

Despite the Mexican Revolution in the first quarter of the 20th Century and the
subsequent process of democratization after 1988, Diaz’s basic principle has not been
broken. In fact, the military’s separation from the political arena after the Mexican
Revolution inexorably strengthened its moral capital, gaining the population’s approval
to participate in areas that surpass its conventional duties. This has made the executive
branch become increasingly reliant on the armed forces to make certain policy
commitments seem trustworthy, especially in areas where civilian agencies have
consistently underperformed, such as the combat of organised crime and ordinary
policing. This is definitely a unique characteristic within Latin America, where
democratization has rarely been accompanied by an increasing role of the armed forces

on internal affairs.

By using deductive reasoning and historical narrative, the argument will propose that
the rules governing the system of civil-military relations in Mexico are counterintuitive
with the idea of democratic consolidation. It will also suggest that the current system of
civilian control has become even more vulnerable due to the capacity of the military to
resist and even reverse civilian initiatives to improve supervision over their expanding
roles. To test these hypotheses, the argument follows closely the military’s
counterinsurgency policy and its increasing participation in law enforcement

institutions.

I declare that this thesis consists of 95,888 words (excluding references).

Jesus A. Lopez-Gonzalez



I dedicate this thesis to the memory of my grandmother Leonarda del Angel and my dearest

father Jesus Lopez Dominguez.
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Introduction

Contemporary concepts of democratic control of the military by civilian authorities
focus on the capacity of the president and the representative powers of the State to
define, supervise and evaluate policy performance on internal security, external defence,
civic action or any other function that involves direct participation of the armed forces.
R. Kohn (1997) argues that in principle, democratic control over the military is absolute
and all encompassing: no decision falls under military control unless it has been
expressly or implicitly delegated to them by elected civilian leaders. ‘Missions assigned
to uniformed personnel are based on convenience, tradition, effectiveness or military
experience and expertise. Civilians make all the rules and they can change them at any
time’ (Kohn 1997:142).

Along the same line of argument, D. Pion-Berlin (1991) argues that democratic civilian
control requires unconditional support to [any democratically elected] civilian authority,
in which the armed forces submit to the will of political authorities. It also needs a
minimum constitutional consensus enabling civilian elites to build and maintain civilian
supremacy (Pion-Berlin 1991). S. Fitch (1998) goes a step further by specifying the
essential characteristics of democratic systems of civil-military relations. These include
strict military subordination to democratically elected elites, policy control or civilian
supervision of missions delegated to the armed forces and full accountability of the

military to the rule of law. (Fitch 1998).

Fitch (1998), Pion-Berlin (1991) and Kohn’s (1997) approaches are based on the
understanding that one of the permanent duties of new democratically elected civilian
elites consists of preventing the armed forces from gaining political territory. It is
possible to consider that Latin American historical experience regarding civil-military
relations emphasizes the normative and prescriptive content of their arguments. In any
case, this is not a recent concern in the civil-military relations literature. In fact, it has
been present for decades (Lésswell and Stanley 1997) if not centuries (Sun 2003). S.
Huntington summarised it by arguing that while other social forces can only pressure
the government, the military can literally replace government (Huntington 1968). P.
Feaver (1999) described it is a simple paradox': “The very institution created to protect

the polity is given sufficient power to become a threat to the polity” (Feaver 2003:4).

! For a more recent discussion of this paradox, see D. Acemoglu (2008)
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Therefore, any deviation from Kohn’s absolute and all encompassing parameters can

hinder the quality of civilian control, and therefore, of democracy altogether.

By applying this definition to contemporary civil-military relations in Mexico, it is
possible to build a case around the firm control presidents have exercised over the
armed forces in the last 80 years. The absence of coups, military participation in
external missions and the willingness of the officer corps to stay away from the political
arena confirm the existence of a high level of institutionalisation of military roles in the
political system and the firm subordination to the president’s authority. If we expand
the scope of the analysis to include other countries in Latin America, Mexico is clearly
an oddity. The vertical and undisputed presidential control over the armed forces was
far from being common on the continent, where military hierarchies turned, more than
once, into key political actors®. In that sense, the influence of Mexico’s military on the
political system was not defined by the threat of a coup or their capacity to impose
tutelage over policy issues®. Mexican soldiers have even abstained from making public
their discontent with a particular policy trend*. On the contrary, their policy
interventions have been historically performed on behalf of the ruling elite and
subjected to the Executive’s leadership. Therefore, rather than politicisation of the
armed forces, Mexico’s pattern of civil-military relations is closer to militarization of

politics (Camp 2003).

For comparative studies, this set of unique features defining civil-military relations has
meant that mainstream theoretical discussions on the subject have generally ignored the
case of Mexico™ M. Desch argues that studying the civil-military relationship is, by
itself, a complex endeavour®. I would add that being an exception, the Mexican case is

unappealing for theoreticians. Mexico’s characteristics of civil-military relations did not

%“During the last 50 years, every country except Mexico and Costa Rica has had al least one significant
eriod of military rule; most have had multiple military governments and military coups.” (Finch 1998:1)
For a complete discussion on military tutelage see A. Stepan (1988)

4 According to Pifieyro (May 24, 2005), the military typically conveys privately its position (positive or

negative) on a given issue to the president and his cabinet.

5 Philip (1985:78) argues that a significant distinction between South American military officers and

Mexican officers is that the former owe their loyalties to their own institutions, whereas Mexicans

willingly have committed to civilian politicians and leaders.

® M. Desch argues that analysts generally disagree about how to define and measure civil-military

relations as the dependent variable. It is not easy to identify whether conflicts regarding civil-military

relations respond to intra-civilian struggles for power, intra-military fights or civil-military coalitional
wars. Furthermore, there are no clear criteria to define whether civil-military relations are good or bad

across countries. (Desch 1999:3)
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fit O’Donnell’s bureaucratic-authoritarian approach (O'Donnell 1973) or Stepan’s new
military professionalism and military tutelage model (Stepan 1973; Stepan 1988).
Moreover, it does not coincide either with the historical political armies explanation of
Kees and Dirk (Kees and Dirk 2003) or other theoretical explanation that build on the

military as a visible political actor.

Even when the so-called third wave of democratisation brought tighter forms of civilian
control over the military in Latin America (Huntington 1995)", contemporary literature
on this topic still lacks discussion of the Mexican case. Most academic studies on this
field have taken an inductive approach and rarely specify a suitable theoretical
framework to start with. Additionally, research on the armed forces in Mexico has
historically attracted the attention of a limited number of scholars. Lack of interest was
often associated with the apparent dislike of the Mexican military towards the academic
inquiry, and their tendency to isolate themselves (Ronfeldt 1984). On this issue,
Roderic Ai Camp affirms that the Mexican Military “has [consistently] erected
obstacles to outside examination” (Camp 1992:12). No doubt, before the approval of
The Freedom of Government Information Law in 2003, getting first-hand material from
the armed forces was a very difficult endeavour. Professor George Grayson® of William
and Mary College told this author that studying the armed forces often required intricate
connections with the political elite, given the fact that gaining the trust of military
officers was not an easy task (Washington DC, September 15, 2005).

However, this trend seems to be changing. Along with the creation of the Federal
Institute of Information Access (IFAI) in January 2003, the military opened up their
corporate information in an unprecedented way. Data on military statistics, budget
allocations, education system, personnel, weapons, geographical distribution,
recruitment, human rights, doctrine and military missions can be consulted on their
website or requested directly through the System of Information Requests (SISI)’. By

doing so, the armed forces unlocked a wide avenue for new research on civil-military

7 S. Huntington argues that, in general, new democracies have achieved important progress in bringing
the armed forces under more stable or democratic forms of civilian subordination (Huntington 1995)

8 He was the first scholar who disentangled the internal structure of the Mexican armed forces in a
document prepared for the Center of Strategic and International Studies (CSIS). (Grayson, 1999)

° For a detailed explanation of the SIS, see the presentation of its founder and director, Mr. Alonso
Lujambio, at the Woodrow Wilson Center on June 29, 2007. Lujambio, Alonso. “Mexico's Constitutional
Reform on Transparency & Access to Information

http://www.wilsoncenter.org/index.cfin?fuseaction=events.event summary&event id=241802.
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relations in Mexico that may well fill the gaps left by previous scholarship'®. The issues
I look at in this research are partly built on these new sources of information. It also
takes a creative combination of competing approaches in the study of political
institutions to address some of the loose ends of the system of civil-military relations in

Mexico.

I particularly look at the increasing number of public security responsibilities that the
last four presidents of Mexico have delegated to the armed forces since 1989 and the
consequences that such policy trend has generated for both: the system of civil military
relations and the process of democratic consolidation. On this issue, leading scholars on
the study of the Mexican armed forces, have proposed that a growing military agenda
does not mean a significant transformation in the long standing balance of power
favouring civilians within the system of civil-military relations (Camp 2005; Benitez
2000 and Pifieyro 1999). I am challenging their viewpoint on the subject in this thesis.
I would also like to provide evidence suggesting that the armed forces have not only
effectively resisted, but also reversed civilian initiatives, the president’s included, to
improve supervision over their expanding roles in the polity; digging into their past
record of violations of human rights or punishing those officers that have been found
guilty for similar charges by specialized government agencies. The underlying question
here is why the executive power in Mexico opted to delegate a wide variety of missions
of public security to the armed forces, even at the expense of delaying or obstructing

democratic consolidation?

I. The historical context

Military participation in areas that exceed the realm of national defence'' was a constant
occurrence in the history of Mexico during the largest part of the 20th Century. Except
for a minor role played by the Mexican armed forces in the Second World War, military
missions have been predominantly centred on internal security and social policy roles.
This differs from what has occurred in the South American region, where often active
members of the armed forces occupied the first row of politics. In contrast, Mexico’s
military officers have kept a low political profile, subordinated at all times to the

president’s authority.

10 gee Medellin, Alejandro “Revelan los secretos del Ejército mexicano™ El Universal. October 16, 2003
'! National Defense is understood as the protection of the territorial integrity, the nation and its political
institutions against potential or real external aggressions.
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The origin of strict military subordination to civilian authority can be traced back as far
as El porfiriato’? (1876-1911). Formal control by the president over the armed forces
was recognised by Article 24 of the Constitution enacted in 1857" and the Internal Law
of Military procedures —Ordenanza Militar— that, at least in principle, should have
governed internal military procedures, including military promotions (Lépez -Portillo y
Rojas 1921). However, neither legal provisions nor incipient efforts to professionalize
the military carried out during the 1880s was successful in completely governing the
behaviour of the institution and its membership (Kelley 1975). President Diaz’s
unorthodox approach to civilian control was mainly based on informal measures that
often included the continuous availability of political and business opportunities to
high-ranked military personnel. As a matter of fact, the military remained subordinated
to Diaz’s authority not because it was respectful of the presidential institution, nor to an
issue of obedience to the Constitution or the law. Instead, civilian control over the
military greatly depended on Diaz’s personal abilities to keep the rifle and the sword
away from the political arena. In the long run, Diaz’s massive political meddling
weakened discipline and almost destroyed the promotion of unity and the creation of the

so-called espirit de corps.

The shortcomings of this form of civilian supremacy became evident when the army
failed to address a rural uprising commanded by Francisco I Madero in 1910 and 1911.
Discipline and organization broke down altogether; tactics and strategy were not always
the optimal choice to mount a proper counterrevolutionary campaign. Furthermore, the
bad relationship and poor coordination between military officers and local political
authorities hindered the capacity of the regime to put together a cohesive strategy to
defeat the insurgents (Vanderwood 1976; Portilla 1995). The outcome of the struggle
did not take long to become manifest. After six months of battle, the federal army was

finally defeated by Madero’s Ejército Libertador.

12 1 acknowledge that the term “el porfiriato” has been used to define a period in Mexican history that
includes political, social, economic and cultural aspects. However, the use of the term in this thesis refers
mainly to the way President Diaz shaped the system of civil-military relations during his protracted term
in office.

13 Online database of The Constitution Society, which is a private non-profit organization devoted to
resecarch and public education on the principles of constitutional republican government.
www.constitution.org/cons/mex1857.txt
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In seems Diaz’s regime could not hide the irony of his own approach to civil-military
relations.  Politicised militaries may generate some protection against coups but
eventually made them more vulnerable to revolution (Philip 1985). Under such
conditions, the military may be loyal and subordinated to civilian authority but unable
to perform its unique professional role'®. In the end, President Diaz’s approach to civil-
military relations became counterproductive and amazingly costly for the military and
the political regime as both disappeared altogether after the brief presidency of
Victoriano Huerta in 1914.

The task of rebuilding civilian supremacy took almost 30 years. During that period,
informal procedures to separate the military from the political scenario, although
intended at some point by President Carranza between 1917 and 1920, were discarded
in order to maintain the military’s allegiance to the political regime. From 1920 until
1946, each of the four elected presidents that succeed Alvaro Obregodn in the presidency
— being all army generals and veterans of the revolution — actively pursued a policy
that aimed at transforming the armed forces into a cohesive body, subjected to a single

political command as a primary requisite for political stability.

No doubt, many of the rules governing the system of civil-military relations changed
after the revolution. However, it seems that the essence of the older days remained
somehow untouched. The end of el porfiriato in 1911 did not imply a transition to
democracy, but the institutionalization of a different variant of authoritarian power. This
meant that the nature of missions Presidents delegated to the armed forces was not
entirely different from those performed during Don Porfirio’s rule. President Lazaro
Cardenas (1934-1940) had the army involved in tasks such as building schools and
basic infrastructure. It also granted the armed forces a key role during the
nationalization of the oil industry in 1938. Both policy roles imprinted a nationalistic

and progressist twist to the missions delegated to the armed forces in the political

14 Under not particularly different conditions, a similar story was repeated 40 years later in Cuba and
Nicaragua in 1976. After 40 year of rule of the Somoza dynasty, the Nicaraguan National Guard felt too
much under the control of the dictator and became unable to confront the challenge that posed the
Sandinista Front of National Liberation in 1978. Diaz’s and Somoza’s military establishments were not
strikingly different. Both were closer to a politicised organization that combined weak military leadership
at the top with a number of professional officers at the middle of the structure who usually remained at
the margins of real command.
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system. The good name and moral capital'® the military enjoys today, was built during
Cardenas’ sexenio. Still, not all missions delegated to the armed forces were of social
assistance nature. President Miguel Aleman, the first civilian to reach the executive
power in 1946, used the armed forces to disrupt by force a number of union movements
that did not share his orientation on economic policies. Years later, President Adolfo
Ldpez Mateos used a similar policy during the strikes of the railways union and other
organizations that wanted to desert the control of corporativist branches of the ruling
party. Gustavo Diaz Ordaz took the application of national security principles to the
extreme by sending the military to crush the student movement in 1968 and incipient
guerrillas in Chihauhua and Guerrero in the late 1960s. Such policies were maintained
during the sexenios of Luis Echeverria and José Lopez Portillo, whose policies of
internal security annihilated the urban and rural guerrilla in Mexico, in what is known as
the dirty war. In 2006, the Special Prosecutor of Social and Political MoVements of the
Past, Mr. Carrillo Prieto, concluded that the Mexican Army participated in at least 12
massacres, 120 extrajudicial executions, 800 forced disappearances and more than 2,000
acts of torture along with an unquantifiable number of violations of human rights
between 1965 and 1982. The special prosecutor found the armed forces and the federal
government responsible of crimes against humanity, terrorism and
genocide.(FEMOSPP 2006: IX and X)

Therefore, it seems that the idea behind the process of institutionalization was not so
much to make the military politically neutral as some experts on Mexican civil-military
relations argued (Lieuwen 1968; Lozoya 1970; Boils 1975), but to make it a powerful
state agent, highly respectful of its popular origin; proud of its revolutionary past and
closely aligned to the objectives and commands of the executive power. In other words,
the type of civilian control imposed by the post revolutionary regime over the military,
kept several characteristics of its predecessor in a way that clearly favoured the
interests, often of partisan nature, of the incumbent president. In time, this relationship
became self-reinforcing as the executive power had the use of an efficient policy

instrument that, given the hierarchical and organizational characteristics of the military,

15 On moral capital, I agree to the conceptualization made by J Kane (2001) as to define moral prestige —
whether of an individual, an organization or a cause- in useful service. In terms of civil military relations,
the moral capital of the armed forces represents a ‘resource for political agents and institutions, one that
in combination with other familiar political resources enables political processes, supports political
contestants and create political opportunities’. (Kane 2001:1)
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was always eager to follow orders without hesitation'®. In response, presidents
committed to respect and promote the corporate interest of the armed forces by
approving generous military budgets, modernisation programmes and excluding the
judiciary and legislative branches of power from substantial supervision over the army
and navy. Therefore, the system of control that has prevailed in the country over the
armed forces is closer to a form of presidential control, rather than civilian in strict

terms.

In essence, as long as missions delegated to the armed forces were allowed to be
autonomously performed and did not blatantly overlap with those performed by civilian
agencies, civil-military relations were kept calm and steady for the ruling elite Once
more, as occurred during el porfiriato, problems with the system of civil-military
relations only became obvious when the military was unable to address the maderista
revolution. Likewise, problems with the current system only became visible when
President Carlos Salinas asked the armed forces to participate in tasks of public security
and anti-drug trafficking operations which, up to 1989, had been historically performed
by civilian agencies. In practice, this meant bringing the military into the drug war to
replace inefficient and corrupt police bodies as well as to respond to international
pressures, particularly from the United States government, to increase the capacity of

the Mexican state to disrupt the supply of illicit drugs to the American market'”.

In the light of the current structure of public security in Mexico, it seems that President
Salinas’ new policy approach to counteract the power of the drug cartels opened a
window of opportunity that the military quickly seized, not just to augment their
intervention to counter drug trafficking, but eventually to intervene in every corner of
federal and state police agencies. In fact, since 1989, the military has gradually
acquired many of the functions that once belonged to the Attorney-General’s Office. It

'8 In a recent interview, former president Luis Echeverria explained this relationship in relation to the
events of 1968 and the student movement. “Now and then the great determinations to the Army come
from the President, who is the chief commander of the Army”. On the question of did you, as Interior
Minister, have communication with the Secretary of Defence during the clash between the students and
the army ‘on October 2, 1968?, Echeverria answered: “no, the secretary of defence never deals with the
Interior Minister or the undersecretary, he deals directly with the president”(Cardenas Estandia 2008:77).
17 For U.S. pressures on Mexico for the issue of drug trafficking see: (Craig 1980; Van Wert 1986;
Arriaga 1988; Castafieda 1988; Cornelius 1988; Barajas de la Vega 1990; Toro 1990; Alizal 1991;
Zagaris and MacDonald 1992; Gonzalez 1996; Lemus 1996; Marquez Pererira 1996; Gaytin Guzmén
1997; Bewley-Taylor 1998; Vélez Quero 1999; Vélez Quero 1999b; Wiarda 2000; Mendoza Chan 2001;
Ramos Garcia 2003)
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also gained the faculty to lead the refofm of federal police bodies; and in a matter of
years the military became powerful enough to dominate the intelligence apparatus of the
state (Freeman and Chillier 2005). The military has gained power and autonomy vis-a-
vis civilian law enforcement bodies. This remains unchecked by the judiciary and
legislative power. Furthermore, its capacity to act autonomously has also grown as “on
leave” or retired military personnel have come to dominate federal, state and even local
police bodies. Additionally, the armed forces have increased their capability to act
independently as numerous retired or on-leave officers lead federal, state and local
institutions of public security. In fact, and irrespective of political affiliation,
presidents, governors and city mayors have increasingly opted to involve the armed
forces in order to contain criminality and maintain public order. An approach that
clearly became noticeable in 1989 (Turbiville 1997). Since then, the armed forces have
become the second largest employer of Mexico’s centralized public administration with
nearly 300,000 positions (130,000 more than in 1989 and 200,000 more than 1980).
Finally, the presidential defeat of the PRI after 71 years in office did not lead to a shift
in the ongoing policy of militarization. In fact, it was during the administration of
Vicente Fox when the Attorney-General’s Office appéared, for the first time in history,

as a mere extension of the Defence Ministry.

Puzzling as it sounds, the militarization of the system of public security shared the same
time and space as an apparently opposite process. While the political system transited
to more democratic conditions of electoral competition, meantime, policing duties,
traditionally led by civilian agencies, went under the control of the military. Mexico’s
recent developments on civil-military relations offer a challenging case to study. That is,
how democratically elected politicians can use pre-democratic arrangements of civilian
control over the military to address pressing policy issues, even at the expense of
postponing, delaying, if not ignoring, the construction and true renovation of law
enforcement institutions based on civilian leadership (Negroponte 1999), an

instrumental element for the consolidation of Mexico’s young democracy.

II. Research question, methodology and aims of the study

This thesis analyses the process by which the military has come to intervene in the

system of public security in Mexico. It also addresses the repercussions that such
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participation is likely to engender in the process of democratic consolidation. The
questions I attempt to answer are: 1) why did the armed forces begin to expand their
sphere of influence as the country’s political system abandoned the long-existing
hegemony of a single political party?; 2) in which ways did the reform process of
civilian-based police agencies change civil-military relations?; and 3) how does
militarisation of public security affect the prospects of democratic consolidation in

Mexico?

I hypothesise and later demonstrate that granting primacy to the armed forces in tasks of
public security heightened the long-standing authoritarian characteristics of the system
of civil-military relations, which have also triggered negative consequences in relation
to the overall process of democratic consolidation. First, while politicians may be
willing to make costly policy decisions inspired by short-term horizons, the military
responds to a different logic. If something has been clearly observed in the current
drive of militarization, it is that once functions have been delegated to the armed forces,
it is very difficult to return them to civilian agencies. This is particularly clear when we
observe the transformation the army has gone through in regard to its structure of
promotions, organization, educational system, deployment and training of troops to
address organised crime and public insecurity. Second, it seems clear that by delegating
direct policing functions to the armed forces, which have been historically an
autonomous and restricted state agent, the ruling elite opened a wide window of
opportunity for their participation in the entire system of public security. In fact, since
President Salinas’ initial decision to involve the army in the war against drug trafficking
in 1989, this institution has taken over a multitude of functions of the Attorney-
General’s Office, has led to the reform of federal police bodies, has become dominant in
the intelligence apparatus of the Mexican State, and obtained, since then, the ability to

displace civilian authorities from state and municipal police departments.

I will argue that the incentives created over time by tighter electoral competition have
reshaped the preferences of pragmatic politicians. They expect to profit from the high
moral capital of the armed forces, by sending soldiers to address pressing policy issues,
such as the expansion of public insecurity, the increasing focal points of insurgency, and
of course anti drug trafficking operations. As a result, military intervention in public

security is not only a portrayal or representation of the government’s true will in
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relation to national security issues, but also happens to be what the population hopes for
or expects. I will argue that the problem lays not so much on the intervention of the
military in the system of public security, but on the unaccountable and non-supervised

way in which such participation takes place'®

Methodology

I address these issues by looking at the historical and institutional roots of the system of
civil-military relations in Mexico. For that reason, I began this research by examining
the original agreement that gave birth to the strict (formal and informal) rules of civilian
control over the military, established during the protracted rule of Porfirio Diaz (1876-
1911). From that period, I examine the details of the way this original agreement kept
its basic characteristics throughout the 20th Century, passing by the Mexican
Revolution, the consolidation of the post-revolutionary regime, the cold war and the
period known as the dirty war (1968-1982). After 1989, I address the onset of
militarization of public security as framed during the administration of President Carlos
Salinas. I look at the transformations that such policy shifts produced in the overall
configuration of civil-military relations in the years that followed. The last two chapters
describe in detail the government’s approach to combating organised crime and
counterinsurgency, which represent the mayor driving forces fuelling the increasing role

of the military in the system of public security.

In simple terms, this thesis presents an analytic narrative'® to explain the reconstruction
of state power in Mexico after the Revolution and the way the executive branch shaped
its relationship with the armed forces to address specific internal policy objectives as
opposed to conventional missions of deterrence and national defence. In view of the
fact that civilian control over the armed forces in Mexico has consistently avoided the
participation of government agencies other than the presidential office, this thesis deals
mainly with two major institutions (actors): the executive power and the armed forces.
It identifies their goals and preferences, as well as the formal and informal rules that

influence their behaviour (Levi 2002:4).

'® See S. Arzt (2003)

19 M. Levi (2000) argues that an analytic narrative is an effort to clarify and make explicit the approach
adopted by numerous scholars trying to combine historical and comparative research with rational choice
models
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Thus, through a historical narrative, I identify the strategies of the executive power
towards the military to achieve specific policy objectives prior and after the process of
democratisation. I assume that while the system remained dominated by authoritarian
conditions of political participation, the president’s first choice was to maintain the
political status quo. Therefore, the military represented a valuable asset to deter or
eliminate the emergence of organized political opposition, whether this resistance aimed
towards the executive’s chosen policies or to the nature of the political system.
However, as the system started to democratize in the late 1980s, the executive’s
priorities changed in important ways. The need to keep political enemies under control
was no longer seen as a priority. Instead, the main concern was to win the allegiance of
the citizenry under the new rules and conditions of democratic electoral competition.
Democratisation did represent a critical juncture in Mexico’s recent history that shifted
a longstanding equilibrium favouring the executive power over the armed forces.
Furthermore, democratization did not diminish the role of the military in the political

system as has arguably occurred in other countries of Latin America.

I explain the resilience of the authoritarian characteristics of the system of civil-military
relationships in Mexico by looking at the long-cultivated moral capital of the military in
Mexican politics. This characteristic makes the intensive use of the armed forces to
address the shortcomings of civilian government agencies a widely accepted measure to
the public. Contrary to conventional wisdom or logical expectations (Hunter 1997;
Call 2002), democratization ended up increasing the importance of the military in
national politics. Within this new panorama, the ruling elite continuously portray the
extensive use of the military in police and national security agencies as the ultimate
proof of their commitment to the rule of law and the combat of organised crime. On the
military side of the equation, I address the way the armed forces adapted their
organisation to changing political conditions and preferences of the incumbent president

in order to protect its moral capital and promote its corporate interest.

Under this logic, a rational choice approach along to an historical institutionalist
perspective appears relevant to address the different dimension of this phenomenon.
Historical institutionalism (HI) views political development as a path-dependent
process: following one path channels further development down the same direction
(Ikenberry, Lake et al. 1988; Levi 1997; Pierson 2004), which often precludes other
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choices from taking place (Hunter 1997). As N. Pedriana (2005) argues, this does not
necessarily mean that once an initial path is chosen, future actions and outcomes
become predetermined or automatically “locked in” (Pedriana 2005:360). It rather
means that the probability of continuing movement along the same path increases with
each subsequent step in the chosen direction. Reversing course is thus not impossible,
but increasingly unlikely (Steinmo, Thelen et al. 1992; Thelen 1999). Likewise, a
rational choice approach offers a compelling understanding of the incentives that fairer
conditions for electoral competition had on elected politicians’ preferences concerning
the use of the armed forces in sensitive tasks of public security, such as counteracting

drug trafficking or containing insurgency.

The empirical evidence regarding the way this process evolved suggests the military’s
vertical and undisputed subordination to the executive power is path dependent and
crafted in time. In contrast, the horizontal expansion of military missions, meaning the
invasion of military agents into areas traditionally dominated by civilians, is
intrinsically linked to a changing political environment that affects objectives and
preference formation of ruling elites. Therefore, a creative combination that attempts to
harness the strengths of each approach seems adequate to disentangle the puzzle that

inspires this research.

As will be explained in detail in Chapter 1, I bind together rational choice and historical
institutionalism in a model that explains the inner workings of Mexico’s system of civil-
military relations. By a model, I understand a ‘schematic statement of a theoretical
argument, a hypothesized parsimonious abstraction of “reality” that depicts deductively
sound, systematic, regular relationships between specified aspects of reality and helps to
explain that relationship’ (Biithe 2002:482). The model I propose is divided into three
levels of a pyramid where a distinctive principal-agent relationship takes place. At the
top of civilian control, the relationship between the executive power and the military
remains strong and unequal, favouring the authority of the president. However, at lower
levels of the government structure, where the armed forces interact with other state
agencies, the relationship was reversed by the new set of responsibilities they have
acquired since 1989. At this point, civilian law enforcement agencies happen to be
subordinated to the armed forces, or at least supervised by them. In that sense,

empowering the armed forces in public security not only reinforces their role as the
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privileged and reliable agent of the president to combat criminality, but also converts
the military to become the principal vis-a-vis federal and state law enforcement
institutions. At the bottom of the pyramid, the relationship is virtually nonexistent or
irrelevant for the system of civil-military relations, as the legislative or the judicial
branches of power do not formally supervise the armed forces. It is at this level where a
major obstacle to the construction of a more democratic civil-military relationship

resides.

Aim of the Study

This thesis takes as starting point the historical and institutional foundations of
Mexico’s system of civil-military relations to explain the role of the armed forces in the
political system and its relation with the executive power. It delves on a specific form of
civilian control over the armed forces -in what I call exclusive subordination- to explain
the undisputed authority of the president and the way this characteristic enables the
horizontal expansion of military mission in the political system beyond their
conventional expertise. My research aims at investigating how this form of control not
only resisted the push that democratization made over several political institutions and
practices after 1989, but also reinforced the dependency of elected officials to portray
the participation of the military as a clear sign of commitment to address pressing policy

issues such as the combat to organised crime and the containment of subversion.

II1. Sources of information

The core of the historical narrative constructed in chapters 2 to 5 is built on a myriad of
information sources. Apart from the encompassing and detailed studies of Roderic Ai
Camp on Mexican civil-military relations, the literature dealing with this topic is
somewhat limited. Therefore, I looked at a number of secondary sources containing
historical accounts of this period: books and papers where I found bits and fragments of
the relationship between the armed forces and the executive power. On this issue, I
found useful bibliographic material generated by the armed forces themselves, such as
la Revista del Ejército and some internal booklets provided by retired officers and the
navy attaché in London. I also consulted the database of The New York Times, as their
envoys in Mexico were prolific on registering the tight relationship between the

Mexican president and the military, particularly during the 1940s, 50s and 60s. I visited
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the Hemeroteca Nacional, where I searched specific numbers of E/ Universal and El Sol

during the 1960s to elaborate on the jaramillista and the student movement of 1968.

Theses and specific collections

The second source of information were the theses of Mexican and American officers
who had studied Master’s degrees at universities and colleges linked to the US
Secretary of Defence. Their views were instrumental in understanding the way
American and Mexican officers conceptualise the military in terms of its doctrine and
character of their missions. I also consulted M.Sc., B.Sc., and unpublished doctoral
theses at the archives of the National Autonomous University of Mexico, the History
Department of the Autonomous University of Puebla and El Colegio de Michoacadn in
Morelia, which have been quite prolific in the generation of research on armed
movements in Mexico. I found very enlightening interviews of students who managed
to talk with high-ranked army officers on issues directly connected to the core argument
of this thesis. On contemporary bibliography, I ran searches periodically on Google
Scholar on militarisation, Mexican Armed Forces, drug trafficking, counterinsurgency
and other keywords that often provided interesting clues to updated studies, conference
papers and unpublished material. I also made an intensive use of press articles on the
issue of drug trafficking and militarisation of public security, which has become a
widely covered issue by the Mexican public opinion in the last ten years. On this
subject, I centred my attention on three newspapers that have efficient online search
engines: La Jornada, Reforma and El Universal. Occasionally, I also consulted Milenio
and La Cronica. Weekly magazines were also a source of valuable material, especially
Proceso, which has closely covered the activities of the armed forces since 1976. Their
articles and material were helpful to build the argument of Chapter 6 and 7 that deal

with the dirty war and more contemporary guerrilla movements.

Archives and official data

The opening of the archives of the DFS in 2001 represents an invaluable source of
original material on the politics of national security in Mexico. Even though its
consultation is restricted, as the archive remains under the guardianship of the Centre of

Research and National Security (CISEN), the material provided by its custodians on
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Rubén Jaramillo, Lucio Cabafias, Genaro Vazquez, the Action Revolutionary
Movement (MAR), the Communist League 23 of September; Arturo Gamiz and the
Revolutionary Action Group; Los Halcones and the White Brigade were instrumental to
document what I call the politics of national security during the presidencies of Adolfo
Lopez Mateos, Gustavo Diaz Ordaz, Luis Echeverria and José Lopez Portillo.
Likewise, during my visits to the Mexican Archives, 1 also requested the public
versions®® of intelligence dossiers of key political figures of the period under study.
That was the case of Alfonso Martinez Dominguez, Mayor of Mexico City during the
Corpus Thursday massacre dated June 11, 1971; General Hermenegildo Cuenca Diaz,
Secretary of National Defence 1970-1976; General Marcelino Garcia Barragan,
Secretary of Defence 1964-1970; General Miguel Angel Godinez Bravo, Chief of
Military Staff 1976-1982; Colonel Manuel Diaz Escobar, Chief of the group known as
“Los Halcones”; Javier Garcia Paniagua, Director of the Federal Directorate of Security
1976-1979. Half of those dossiers were prepared by personnel of the CISEN and the
Unit of Transparency of the National Archives by direct request of this author. Each
dossier contains between 500 and 1500 pages. I also explored the archives of the
Secretary of Defence (SEDENA), located in Gallery 2 of the National Archives
building. These documents are open to free consultation and contain intelligence
dossiers made by the armed forces concerning guerrilla operations in Guerrero as well
as the army’s counterinsurgency tactics. Contrary to my experience in the US National
Archives, the Mexican National Archive lacks an efficient catalogue. Therefore, the
researcher often receives boxes full of documents that may or may not be related to the
issues that are being researched, making the task of consulting the archive very time

consuming.

In a similar way, I checked online documents posted by the Mexico Project of the
National Security Archives®'. I conducted several visits to the National Archives of the
United States, kept at the University of Maryland during 2005 and 2006, especially in

what concerns classified communication, analysis and studies generated by US embassy

% A public version is a revised report of intelligence dossiers of individuals or movements as they were
elaborated by the Federal Directorate of Security or other intelligence agencies of the Mexican
Government. These reports do not contain personal information of those that were subjected to
surveillance, such as addresses, telephone numbers, lover’s names, etc. These documents are elaborated
by personnel of the National Archive on request of researchers though the IFAI

! hitp://www.gwu.edw/~nsarchiv/mexico/
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personnel and military attaches in Mexico that were later sent to the State Department
from 1905 to 1974.

The last two chapters are mainly based on information I requested from the armed
forces through the IFAI I made 49 requests of information to the Army, Navy and the
Attorney-General’s Office on a variety of issues. I must say that the military many
times tagged the requested information as restricted. However, it seems army personnel
in charge of responding to information requests were particularly open during the first
weeks of the implementation of this policy late in 2003. I thank such extra cooperation,
as the information provided on the distribution of army forces in the country, policy of
promotions and the list on on-leave or retired officers working in federal, state and
municipal agencies of public security were vital for the elaboration of tables and graphs
presented in chapter 7 and 8. Similarly, I consulted the statistical appendix of several
annual presidential addresses to the Nation, which contain information on budgets and

performance of federal agencies, the armed forces included.
Interviews

In general, chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 contain several interviews with military personnel,
active, on-leave and retired officers who were willing to share their views on the system
of civil-military relations and their experiences in their direct participation in operations
against drug trafficking, guerrilla movements and public security. In the last section of
the thesis, the reader will find a complete list of the interviews I conducted during the
course of this research. Still, it is important to say that given the nature of the topic, it
was often difficult to find officers willing to discuss their experiences on such issues.
Thanks to the intervention of the former leader of the senate, Mr. Enrique Jackson
Ramirez, and the federal deputy José Alberto Aguilar Ifiarritu, a number of retired and
on-leave officers agreed to talk to me. The people I chose to interview where those who
had had direct contact with the issues that I examine in depth in those chapters,
specifically the foundation of the Federal Directorate of Security and its role in the
political system; the relationship between the executive power and the armed forces; the
so-called guerra sucia (dirty war); the counterinsurgency policy and strategy of the
Mexican Government; military counter drug-trafficking operations and the active
participation of the military in the tasks of public security. That was the case of General
Ramén Mota Sanchez, chief of staff of the Secretary of Defence (1978-1980) and
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Chairman of the Senate’s Defence Commission during the LVI Legislature; General
Miguel Angel Godinez Bravo, chief of military staff of president José Lépez Portillo;
General Armando Palmerin Cordero, undersecretary of defence under the Presidency of
Vicente Fox; General Homero Gamboa, member of the security staff of President Luis
Echeverria, Vice-Admiral Rafael Galvez Ibarra, who was part of the team in charge of
the foundation of the Federal Preventive Police during the presidency of Ernesto
Zedillo. In all cases, I prepared a detailed script to guide the interviews, according to the
background information I had for each case. However, I frequently found the
interviewees unwilling to address my questions directly, so I opted to let them talk on

the issue freely, while asking them to be more specific on certain issues.

The thesis was also enriched by a number of interviews I made with high profile
politicians, such as José Luis Santiago Vasconcelos, deputy attorney general for the war
against organised crime during the presidency of Vicente Fox and Felipe Calderodn;
Fidel Herrera Beltrin, Governor of Veracruz; Emeterio Ldopez Marquez, former
Attorney General of Veracruz; and other public servants who commented on the nature
of civilian control of the military in Mexico and their experiences dealing with the
Secretary of Defence. I conducted several interviews with members of congress who
had participated in the Commission of National Defence. I also interviewed activists
and leaders of prestigious human rights organisations working in Mexico and
Washington DC. However, the most fascinating testimonies I got were in the prison of
Santa Martha Acatitla, where the deputy director of the Federal Directorate of Security
(DFS), Commandant Sergio Espino Verdin, faces a 90-year sentence for his alleged
participation in the assassination of Enrique Camarena Salazar in 1985. I also
interviewed inmates Samuel Raza and Francisco Tejeda Juarez, both former agents of
the DFS. Their insights into the role of the armed forces and the DFS in the dirty war
and the campaign against drug trafficking were essential for the construction of the
argument in Chapters 6 and 7.

IV. Outline of the thesis

The thesis is divided into eight chapters. Chapter 1 presents theoretical considerations in
traditional and more contemporary studies of civil-military relations in Latin America.
It addresses the shortcomings of the existing literature to deal with the Mexican

experience. In the last section of the chapter, I propose a constructive dialogue between
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historical institutionalism and rational choice to address this gap in the existing
literature. 1 argue that historical institutionalism is able to disentangle the resilient
nature of control the executive power enjoys military officers; while a rational choice
can be useful to reveal how the process of democratisation in Mexico heightened the

incentives of elected leaders to militarise the system of public security.

Chapter 2 is the first of five historical chapters. In this chapter, I analyze the way
civilian control over the military was originally imposed during e/ porfiriato (1876-
1911). I focus on the informal methods for maintaining the loyalty of the officer corps
and Diaz’s approach on military professionalism. This discussion is important as e/
porfiriato set a path-dependent trajectory on the nature of civil-military relations that
could not even be changed by the tremendous rupture with the past that signified the

Mexican Revolution.

In Chapter 3, I set out the basic picture of the Mexican Revolution, the destruction of
Diaz’s army and the resurgence of a system of civilian control over the armed forces
that institutionalized their exclusive subordination to the president as it occurred during
el porfiriato. 1t also looks at the characteristics of the regional security complex where
Mexico is located and the way this geopolitical position defined the internal role of the
military: imposing public order, addressing political and electoral conflicts and
promoting economic development. This is in contrast to more traditional conceptions of

national defence.

Chapter 4 discusses mainly the sexenio of Lazaro Cardenas. The first section of this
chapter deals with Calles’ political downfall that, given the dominant role he had played
since the assassination of Obregoén in 1928, resulted in the ultimate test of loyalty of the
armed forces to the executive power. The second part focuses on the political uses of
the armed forces to support specific and sometimes controversial reforms and policy
paths chosen by President Cardenas between 1938 and 1939. 1 also look at the
presidential term of Manuel Avila Camacho and the positive effect that the war scenario
in Europe brought to the armed forces in terms of technological modernization and
military professionalism. The last section explains how, after 1946, the military found
itself trapped in a political system where their external defence role was secondary
while its internal missions were closely identified with the preservation of the regime,
which, to some extent, was the outcome of its own struggle.
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Chapter 5 introduces a further dimension of the system of civil-military relations. It
analyses the increasing partisan use of the military during the presidency of Miguel
Aleman, particularly against the independent union movement. It this chapter, I also
address the role of the Federal Directorate of Security as the first informal mechanism
devised by civilians to assist the armed forces to combat those considered as enemies, as
well as to supervise their missions. In the second section, I look at the extreme partisan
use of the military during the incipient guerrilla movements in Morelos and Chihuahua,
as well as the long-term impact that the repression of the student movement in 1968
generated in the political system. Finally, I analyse the nature of military missions after
1960 by evaluating the capacity of the armed forces to adjust to the changing

preferences of the executive power, while safeguarding their corporate interests.

Chapter 6 analyzes the excessive use of force presidents Luis Echeverria and José
Lopez Portillo directed against the student, rural and guerrilla movements in the 1970s,
in what was supposed to be a partial conferral of internal political affairs to the military,
intelligence agencies and police bodies. I also address the way the military changed its
structure and way of acting to avoid damaging their public image as a result of the
president’s intention to control political dissent. To illustrate this process, 1 will
examine the role of the armed forces during three major internal security events that
took place in the 1970s under the presidency of Luis Echeverria and José Lopez
Portillo: the massacre of June 10%, 1971, known as Corpus Thursday; the
counterinsurgency policy employed by the armed forces in Guerrero to crush the armed
groups of Genaro Vazquez and Lucio Cabaiias; and the participation of the armed forces
in the campaign against the urban guerrillas, specially their role in the persecution of the

Communist League September 23.

In Chapter 7, I draw attention to the current counterinsurgency role of the armed forces
and the ways the conflict in Chiapas changed the traditional approach of the military to
counteract guerrillas in the country. I will concentrate on the way the army in Mexico
modified its internal structure of promotions, deployment and training of troops as a
way to improve the containment of insurgency, particularly in tﬁe southeast region.
Second, I will look at the informal mechanisms the army has at its disposal to defuse
any institutional attempt to review its past record of abuses and violations to human

rights that could represent a direct damage to their corporate interest. On this issue, I
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suggest that democratisation in Mexico strengthened the political leverage of the armed
forces at different levels of the structure of political power. This situation is consistent
with the type of exclusive subordination of the armed forces, and poses serious
questions regarding the ability of Mexico’s democracy to consolidate in the upcoming
years. In the final section, I appraise the challenge that represents the recent terrorist
attacks of the EPR to the abilities and real capacities of the Mexican state to contain this

sort of guerrilla.

In chapter 8, I look at the enhanced role of the military in the system of public security.
The first part takes on the historical background of the participation of the military in
counteracting drug trafficking. In this section, I deal with the longstanding pressure the
United States have exerted on the Mexican government to improve its capacity to
combat the power of the drug cartels. In the second section, I weigh up the possible
motivations President Salinas considered prior to his decision to delegate the load of the
strategy to counteract the illicit traffic of drugs to the armed forces. I particularly delve
into the transformation this new role generated in the organisation of the armed forces,
especially regarding its yearly budget allocations, geographical distribution of personnel
and internal structure of promotions. In the final part, I explore the presidency of
Vicente Fox and how the great expectations of change that prevailed during his
campaign in terms of democratising the system of civilian control over the military
ended up enhancing militarisation even more, and therefore, weakening the current

process of democratic consolidation.
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Chapter 1. Civil-Military Relations in Mexico: A Theoretical Framework

“The civil-military challenge is to reconcile a military strong enough
to do anything the civilians ask them to with a military subordinate
enough to do only what civilians authorize them to do.” Peter D.
Feaver (1996:1).

Introduction

In this chapter, I discuss traditional and more contemporary approaches to civil-military
relations. I aim to identify which theoretical tools are relevant to explain the role of
Mexico’s armed forces in the political system; their longstanding relationship of
subordination to the executive power and the way democratic consolidation has been
affected by its expanding role in the system of public security. For that reason, I find it
best to divide this chapter into three sections. First, I explore traditional theoretical
approaches of civil-military relations and civilian supremacy as well as their usefulness
to address the Mexican case. In the second section, I address historical institutionalism
and rational choice approaches on contemporary civil-military relations. In the third
and final part of the chapter, I present a theoretical framework that combines the
strengths of the historical institutional analysis with a model based on a simple
principal-agent relationship. I will argue that this synthesis is useful to address the

characteristics of civilian control over the military in Mexico.

Historical institutionalism and rational choice are the most relevant explanations for
civil-military relations in Latin America after the last wave of democratisation, and they
complement each other while offering a convincing explanation to the question that
inspires this thesis. I argue that an analytic narrative can effectively address the
theoretical inconsistencies of traditional approaches on civil-military control when
applied to the Mexican case. It is useful to uncover not only the complex historical
patterns of direct and indirect military influence in politics, but also the incentives
presidents have considered at the time of delegating to the military missions that

differed from those of national defence.
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1.1. The traditional view on civil-military relations.

Either to support or to attack his arguments on civil-military control, Huntington’s
seminal study, The Soldier and the State, is perhaps one of the most cited books in
contemporary literature on civil-military relations (Feaver 1999). In fact, through
Huntington’s approaches and those of scholars who oppose his perception on civil-
military control, it is possible to address the normative, structural and cultural focuses
that characterise the literature on this field in the second half of the 20th Century.
Bearing this in mind, I will discuss three main characteristics of Huntington’s
prescriptive study on objective control and military professionalism to address the
relevance of traditional civil-military relations literature for Mexico’s case. When
speaking of traditional, I make extensive allusion to studies and theoretical explanations
that addressed civil-military relations in Latin America prior to the democratizing wave
of the 1980s and early 1990s.

1.1.1 The importance of objective control

S. Huntington argued that the best way to achieve the subordination of the armed forces
was by turning the military establishment politically neutral through encouraging “an
independent military sphere.” The objective is to make difficult for political groups to
involve the armed forces in their own struggles for power (Huntington 1957). This
could be achieved by recognising the autonomous field of military professionalisation.

He named this strategy objective military control.

Huntington explained that modern warfare requires highly specialised military skills,
which are practically impossible to acquire when the armed forces have a close
involvement in political matters. In that sense, a wise decision would be to promote the
conditions for military professionalisation in the art of national defence that reflect their
special status as experts in the management of violence. It was expected that this policy
could compel the armed forces to abandon other missions that are not compatible with
the protection of the state against its enemies. Huntington hoped that by promoting
professionalisation of the armed forces, political intervention could be erased from the

military’s routines and most important, from the “military mind.”

The antithesis of professionalisation of the armed forces would be subjective control, by

which the ruling elite turns them into an instrument for the achievement of political
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objectives. However, subjective control is dangerous because it opens the door of
politics to military participation and stops the armed forces from developing their own
independent commitment to political non-interference. It also hinders the possibilities of
achieving an efficient military apparatus capable of defending the nation against
external or internal enemies in what Huntington calls “military security” (Huntington
1957).

In general, Huntington’s approach to civilian control did not escape criticism on a
variety of issues. In fact, through Huntington’s observations, the literature on civil-
military relations became remarkably prolific in the 1960s and 1970s. To begin with, S.
Finer claimed that speaking favourably of military professionalism as a way to promote
apolitical military establishments could not be empirically proven right. The German
and Japanese cases after the 1930s are notorious. S. Finer (1967) argued that the whole
weakness of Huntington’s thesis was that everything was made to rest upon a very
special definition of professionalism, and by pure deduction from this, of a so-called
‘military mind.” Finer insisted that Huntington’s arguments were essentialist: ‘If
soldiers are observed to act in ways consistent with these concepts of professionalism
and the military mind, so much the worse of the soldiers: they are not completely
professional, not purely military’ (Finer 1962:22). In contrast, Finer concludes that if
the armed forces are not to intervene in the political arena, they must believe in an

explicit principle: the principle of civilian supremacy.

On similar grounds, S. Fitch (1998) argues that, historically, military professionalisation
in Latin America has resulted in more institutionalised military intervention in politics
and higher levels of military autonomy. Fitch’s conceptualisation of military
professionalisation does not differ significantly from Huntington’s in terms of technical
development, training system, corporate identity, responsibility and others. However,
Fitch points out, I think correctly, that the negative correlation between
professionalisation and political intervention is basically an empirical question open to

investigation (Fitch 1998:3).

As indicated by Fitch, there are important similarities between the Mexican case and
Huntington’s concept of subjective civilian control (Serrano 1995). Different to other
experiences in Latin America, the armed forces’ role in the political system was

established within the governmental apparatus as an unconditional ally of the executive
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power. After 1934, the military in Mexico was neither a political competitor nor an
autonomous political actor. This characteristic has clear historical and institutional
reasons. The first antecedent of civilian supremacy was established by Porfirio Diaz
during his protracted rule of 34 years in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries. As it
will be observed in Chapter 2 and 3, President Diaz’s informal model of military control
was later institutionalised by Presidents Venustiano Carranza, Alvaro Obregoén and
Plutarco Elias Calles, also known as the architects of the post-revolutionary regime.
This generation of leaders made of the preservation of political stability one of the

pillars of military duties.

In this line, D. Rueschemeyer et.al. (1992), argue that Mexico experienced a late
consolidation of the state power (Rueschemeyer, Huber et al. 1992). This had occurred
by the late 1920s, when the military elite that emerged victorious from the
Revolutionary War agreed on the institutional framework of the new and modern
Mexican State. R. Camp (1992) rightly points out that it was during this period that the
leadership of the militias that triumphed in the Mexican Revolution understood that
political stability could not be achieved if charismatic caudillos were allowed to
participate in politics from their military positions. To address this problem, the post-
revolutionary elite agreed to transform the armed forces into a loyal and professional
agency, subjected to a single political command as a primary requisite for future

political stability.

This political agreement had formal and informal institutional underpinnings: first by
institutionalising the role of the armed forces in the Constitution and The Organic Law
of the Armed Forces, and second, by having the new generations of officers internalise,
and socialise in, the values of patriotism and loyalty to the political institutions created
by the Revolution, including strict obedience to the commands of the executive power
(Ackroyd 1991; Wager 1994). It seems clear, as M. Serrano (1995) argues, that the
political climate prevailing in the years that followed the end of the armed struggle was
suitable for bringing the armed forces into a strict form of civilian control (Serrano
1995). In time, the principle of civilian supremacy, as Finer (1962) defined it, became a

constant in the political landscape.

On the face of it, military missions in the political system acquired two specific

dimensions. On the one hand, the military devoted their human and material resources
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to perform social policy' tasks in what may be called the developmentalist (Fitch 1998)
and civilianist nature of military missions” (Moskos, Williams et al. 2000).  On the
other hand, the armed forces assumed the partisan role of keeping in check real or
potential enemies of the political regime they had helped to create. This responsibility
was shared by federal and local police bodies as well as specialised intelligence
agencies with operative capacity under the supervision of the President and the Interior
Ministry (Aguayo 2001). Under these two referents, Mexico’s military developed its
own approach to military professionalism, especially designed to improve their
performance in social and internal security missions. Their social policy role was closer
to “objective control”, while the utilization of the armed forces to repress political

opponents fits better the subjective kind of role as described by Huntington.

Public perceptions of military missions reflect this dual nature as well. The armed
forces constructed a rock-solid reputation as the “patriotic nation-builders” (Wager
1994:3) and one of the most efficient instruments of the state to promote development.
As shown in Table 1.2, in spite of their partisan role and increasing public security
responsibilities, the military remains as the best-rated government institution of the
country’. Although scarce records of public opiﬁion polls exist, focusing on military
reputation during the 1960s and 1970s, there are no elements to suggest this could have
been radically different among the general public to what is now, not even in states
where the army carried out harsh counterinsurgency campaigns as a result of the

suspected presence of guerrilla movements (GCE 2008).

! Military accounts focusing on the armed forces’ political culture of the 1940s and 1950s show that these
tasks became the preferred mission of the army’s leadership as they enhanced their reputation and the
institution’s social capital. (Wager, 1994)

2 Mexico’s military roles in the political system were closer to General Juan Perén’s ideal concept of
“integral professionalism,” which stressed the participation of the armed forces in a wide range of
missions in support of the government program of national development.

3 J. Kane (2001) argues that moral capital exists only through people’s moral judgments and appraisals
and is thus dependent on the perceptions available to them (Kane 2001:2). It is precisely this high
reputation or moral capital of the armed forces what makes top policy makers (president, governors and
city majors) more willing to delegate a variety of missions in the military as a way to portray their
commitment to address pressing policy issues, such as crime and public insecurity.
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Table 1.1

Legitimacy of the state in Mexico: confidence of citizens in institutions

Percentage of Respondents Giving Positive Evaluation

Institution 1988 1998 2000 2008
Family 84 92 92 92
Church 62 77 75 77
Schools/university 60 64

Army/Navy 32 45 49 53
Business 22 52 41 45
Television 37 36 38

Unions 14 24 25
Newspaper/Media 25 29 24 50
Police 12 33 23 25
Law/Courts 32 31 22 28
Congress 16 28 21 23
Political Parties 29 20 20

Sources: The idea for this table was originally taken from Camp (2003:55) and later
complemented with information from GCE (2008). Altogether, the sources are: Este Pais,
August 1991, 4; Laurence Parisot, “attitudes About the Media”: A Five Country Comparison,”
Marta Lagos, “Actitudes economicas y democracia en Latinoamérica ” Este Pais) .January
1997: Table 16; “Democracy Through Latin American Lenses,” Grant, Hewlett Foundation,
Principal Investigator, Roderic Ai Camp, June 1998 and GCE (2008).

Although Huntington’s reference to subjective and objective control helps to identify
the character of the system of civil-military relations, it does not provide enough
elements to address specific characteristics that emerge from the empirical research.
For instance, formal and informal rules governing the relationship between civilians and
soldiers, as they were created after the Mexican Revolution, may comply with the
prescriptive notion of objective civil-military control. Mexico’s military has been long
subordinated to the executive power. Moreover, the undisputed subordination of the
military’s hierarchy to Vicente Fox, the first elected president of a political party
different to the PRI after 70 years in office, confirmed that military’s loyalty was not
chained to the post-revolutionary political elite, but to presidential authority. Still, as
will be detailed throughout the course of this research, the missions that either
authoritarian or democratically elected civilian elites have delegated to the armed
forces, particularly after 1989, suggest that their aims and means remain inherently
authoritarian. Furthermore, the dangerous consequences that Huntington identifies as
potentially evolving from subjective control did not apply entirely to Mexico’s
experience. This is, in spite of the partisan character of military missions, often
disguised as guarding the internal order; the armed forces did not turn into a visible

political player.
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To Huntington’s credit, it seems true that the excessive participation of the military in
internal affairs or areas that did not belong to their natural expertise hindered their
capacity to achieve “military security,” as he rightly predicted. In other words, the
incapacity to face an external or internal enemy, as it most likely occurred during the
Zapatista uprising in 1994. In this category also enter the attacks to core Pemex’s
infrastructure in June and September 2007 by the Popular Revolutionary Army (EPR),
and certainly their inability to prevent the terrorist act presumably perpetrated by
organised crime gangs during the Independence Day celebrations in the city of Morelia
in 2008, uncovered the shortcomings of the Mexican armed forces to deal with a more

organised and better funded form of insurgency and terrorist groups.

1.1.2 The structuralist critique

A second source of criticism of Huntington’s approach came from structuralist authors.
For the case of civil-military relations in Argentina during the mid 1960s, G. O’Donnell
(1976) added that acute conditions of political conflict (mass praetorianism) triggered
by high modernization pushed the armed forces to intervene in the political arena. They
aimed at re-establishing public order and securing favourable socio-economic
conditions to economic development. Under conditions of great political instability and
economic stalemate, the armed forces assumed that the main threats to national security
transpired from the “socio-economic battlefront.” Therefore, it opened a new set of
possibilities for professionalisation that were not related to a traditional vision of

external defence but of training in faulty policy areas.

G. O’Donnell (1976) argued that this position created a credo that underscored
economic development as a prerequisite for low levels of social conflict. “So, national
security will not be attained and the armed forces will not have accomplished one of
their fundamental goals. From this, it naturally follows that development is the very
essence of national security” (O'Donnell 1976:209). In time, the newly acquired
knowledge or the “new military professionalism” reinforced the belief among military
officials that they had a superior capacity to confront social and economic problems. In
that sense, civilian control grew weaker as the problems caused by high modernization
reshaped the nature of military professionalisation, which in turn, generated the most
intense and comprehensive type of military intervention on politics. From this,

O’Donnell concludes: “because of their professionalism, not in spite of it,
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professionalized armed forces manifest a high probability of taking upon themselves the
responsibility of overcoming recurring civil-military crises by the way of the installation

of a new political regime.” (O’Donnell 1976:227)

S. Huntington himself recognised years after releasing The Soldier and the State, as A.
Stepan and others pointed out (Stepan 1973; Pion-Berlin 2001) that the origins of
military coups could not be entirely explained within the military organisation, but in
the structure of society (Huntington 1968), and above all, by seeing the causes of
politicisation of the armed forces in the disputes for power among social groups, and the
impossibility of the ruling elite to satisfy increasing social demands through formal
institutions. Huntington’s reformulation made his analysis closer to the structuralist
approach (Pion-Berlin 2001). On similar grounds, W. Hunter (1997a) argued that
strong civilian control is difficult to sustain, especially in countries where the armed
forces have sought to expand their internal role in times of domestic political and

economic crisis.

For the Mexican case, this discussion may lead us to consider that it could have been the
absence of acute social tensions presumably generated by modernization policies in
countries like Argentina that prevented Mexico’s military from politicisation. After all,
the so-called golden years of the authoritarian domination of the PRI (1940-1968) were
characterised by high levels of economic growth and relative improvement of living
standards (Loaeza and Segovia 1987). Therefore, it can be argued the political
institutionalisation of the authoritarian regime was flexible enough to meet the
increasing political demands of a society that was certainly becoming more complex,

but not necessarily involved in political issues.

For decades, the recipe of high political institutionalisation and selective partisan
participation of the military in the resolution of political conflicts provided a sufficiently
plausible explanation for Mexico’s political analysis. However, as the authoritarian
regime started to experience a process of deinstitutionalisation of its structures of
political control, apparently as a result of democratisation, the balance of power shifted
towards more military participation to placate rising expressions of social discontent
(Meyer 1996). Mexico’s experience on civil-military relations did not contradict
theoretical expectations that military intervention rises when the institutionalisation of

the military surpasses that of political parties and other civilian institutions. (Lowenthal
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and Fitch 1986). However, it does not seem to support the thesis that this intervention

necessarily generates the politicisation of the military.

The structuralist literature does not seem to explain why Mexico’s armed forces avoided
politicisation when economic stalemate and political tensions reached dangerous levels
in the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s. As for other countries on the continent,
Mexico’s democratic transition, coupled with the need to reform the conditions of
electoral contestation, liberalised, privatised and marketised an economy highly
dominated by the state (Huntington 1995). However, the president’s control over the
armed forces proved resilient even in the midst of acute economic restructuring and
political crisis. In my view, the socially painful and probably “politically irrational”
policies of Mexico’s economic reform (Santin Quiroz 2001) along with the
deinstitutionalisation of the authoritarian regime in the 1990s, made military
participation more likely to occur within the scope of the president’s policy choices.
Nevertheless, such increasing participation did not change the strict nature of
subordination to the Executive power. On the contrary, as it will be explained in detail
in Chapter 7 and 8§, this extreme form of civilian supremacy, in what I call the principle
of exclusive subordination of the armed forces to the president, has been fiercely

defended by the military itself.

1.1.3 External/Internal determinants of civil-military control

A third and last form of criticism to Huntington’s approach, with implications for this
thesis, is centred on the normative characteristics of objective control. These arguments
are partly summarised in M. Desch’s (1999) work. He argues that civilian control over
the armed forces cannot be achieved solely by centring on the organisational

characteristics or their normative bias*. Such a categorisation does not explain the

* Normative institutionalists argue that norms and values within organizations are useful to explain the
behaviour of members of a particular organisation. Political actors tend to reflect more closely the values
of the institutions with which they are associated, as stated by (Peters, 1999:25-37). For normative
institutionalism, preferences are formed within the institutional environment rather than determined from
external sources. Institutions mould their own participants, and supply systems of meaning for their
members in political, economic or social spheres. On decision-making, normative institutionalists argue
that institutions have a repertoire of solutions that are ready to be applied to a set of potential problems.
(March, 1989). In that sense, Huntington’s objective civilian control would specify clear grounds of
action for the armed forces and would define their values and missions through professionalisation and
socialisation with the civilian elite and the citizenry. Therefore, the military would not participate in the
political arena because their commitment to professionalisation would prevent it. Huntington’s model of
objective control subtracts political intervention from military’s “garbage can” as a route of action to
address a specific problem. The value of Huntington’s study is that it set a starting point to discuss
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impact that the broader political system generates in the armed forces’ role. For M.
Desch, it is important to ask what functions the armed forces are called to perform.
Building on Stepan (1973, 1988), M. Desch argues that the military, as an organisation,
responds to the nature of domestic and international threats. In other words, the nature
of the missions defines the character of the relationship between civilians and soldiers
and the military’s role in the political system’. Therefore, countries that face a
challenging agenda of security based on external threats tend to have better control over
the armed forces, while those that cope with the internal enemy generally experience
problems to keep the military away from politics. A military apparatus with an external
role is better suited for objective civilian control, as constant professionalisation would
be the basis of achieving “military security.” In turn, a military centred on internal
missions would be condemned to play an active political role against the internal
enemies of the state, making civilian control problematic. When the external or internal
environment is ambiguous, militaries will recur to their doctrines, which specify

whether to with or diverge from civilian leaders (Desch 1999:17-19).

M. Desch’s characterisation of military control combined structural and international
determinants of civilian control within a “bounded rationality” vision of the military as
a complex organisation. In my view, the importance Desch granted to doctrine for
military decision-making did not escape the normative bias for which he had originally
criticised Huntington’s first characterization of objective control. Still, Desch’s
emphasis on doctrine is a reminder of the importance of political culture in the
definition of civil-military relations (Mares 1998; Mares 2000). Political culture,
understood as “people’s predominant beliefs, attitudes, values, ideals, sentiments and
evaluations of their country, and the role of the self in the system” (Diamond 1993:7),
creates a series of incentives and routines that neither the armed forces nor civilian
ruling elites can easily disregard. The cultural notion of civil-military relations helps to

define the “all encompassing” space for each particular case of civilian control. In the

different approaches of civilian control in consolidated democracies, countries undergoing democratic
transition, and dictatorships.

3 Alfred Stepan (1973) challenged the virtues of objective control or the professionalisation of the armed
forces on normative grounds. He argued that the nature of the threat facing the nation would determine
the scope of the military’s professionalisation program. By studying Brazilian and Peruvian military
regimes, A. Stepan found that professionalisation could also foster weak civilian control if the new skills
acquired by the armed forces overlap with those of the civilian leadership. His idea was not entirely
original. Finer (1962) had already argued that a motive for intervention could also transpire from
professionalism. This is especially when military leaders feel that they alone are competent enough to
establish security as they see it, both economically and socially. (Stepan, 1973)
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end, as D. Mares argues, political culture may not be able to determine entirely the
character of the relationship between soldiers and civilians. However, it says a lot when

some attitudes represent a clear threat to civilian supremacy (Mares 1998).

Still, the impact of the external/internal dimension on the nature of civilian control in
Mexico may not pass the test of empirical enquiry either, particularly after 1946.
Apparently, the external security priorities of a country that shared 2,000 miles of
border with one of the super military powers of the Cold War could be assumed to lead
to the transformation of its external defence priorities and the nature of military
professionalism. However, in the light of the size of military expenditures, personnel as
well as missions delegated to the armed forces during those years, it is clear that such a
transformation did not take place. Mexico did not assume an active role in the
American anticommunist crusade on the continent. In fact, Mexico’s foreign policy
entered in conflict on more than one occasion with the US position in Latin America
(Pastor and Castafieda 1988). The good relationship of the Mexican government with
Castro’s communist regime eliminated the possibility of significant sponsorship of a
Cuban-Soviet guerrilla movement in Mexico. Again, unlike other countries on the
continent, particularly in Central America, Mexican rules just conveniently channelled
the continental paranoia of the communist threat to justify fierce combat against
marginal and badly organised domestic insurgencies. According to J. Rochlin (1997),
Mexico’s ruling elite opted to selectively unleash the armed forces upon its own
citizens, who grew increasingly restless due to electoral fraud, pronounced economic

inequality, and social injustice in Mexico’s post war period (Rochlin 1997).

The evidence from those years bears out his observations. Between 1946 and 1980, the
military acted on least 32 occasions (table 1.2) to contain political movements that, in
the understanding of the executive and the intelligence services of the state, threatened
the political stability of the country. These included suppressing industrial and labour
disturbances, rural political conflicts, electoral fraud allegations, disagreements between
the presideﬁt and state governors, incipient guerrilla movements, student revolts, and
any political event that could not be effectively channelled through the regime’s

political institutions.
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of poverty and underdevelopment®. In any case, I suggest that the political role of the
armed forces not only kept civil movements and organisations under inspection, but also
conveyed a powerful message to political actors, including governors and city mayors,
that the president had the means to enforce his will lead over them, even at the expense
of the reputation, social capital and corporate interests of the armed forces. Therefore,
Mexico’s experience with militarization challenges Desch’s (1999) external/internal
dimension for the definition of civilian control. It seems inadequate for explaining why
the participation of the armed forces in tasks of internal security during the 1950s,
1960s and 1970s did not compromise the authority of ruling civilian elites or involve

the armed forces in the political arena.

In sum, it seems that the level of institutionalisation of the military in the political
system, their partisan role and the socialisation of strict norms of civilian control made
explanations based on structural factors, external or internal security threats and
normative explanations of military professionalisation unsuitable to address the
characteristics of civilian control in Mexico. These approaches are unable to address
the impact that the historical alliance between the ruling elite and the military’s

hierarchy created over the roles of the armed forces in the political system.

Mexico’s case regarding civil-military relations challenges modemisation theory
expectations that capitalist development eventually transforms pre-democratic patterns
of political behaviour (Almond and Coleman 1960; Almond and Powell 1966; Pye
1966; Huntington 1968; Verba, Nie et al. 1971). Within a landscape of social unrest,
the Mexican case suggests that civilian control of the military within an authoritarian
system can be deliberately sustained and even strengthened. This is especially so when
military involvement is expected to yield some advantages for ruling elites,
democratically elected or not, to address pressing policy issues (Acemoglu 2002). That
is the case for the war against drug trafficking, counterinsurgency, and the mounting
levels of violence associated with organised criminality that Mexico has experienced
since the early 1990s (Elizondo 2003). Moreover, the study of Mexico’s military did

not support the thesis that social and political unrest, triggered by faulty economic

¢ In 1985, Colonel Jorge Carillo Olea observed that “Mexico does not have external enemies... Mexico’s
problems are inside its borders, recognizing that the source of many of these originate from outside the
country and have great deal to do with social justice... where is the government not capable of
guaranteeing average standard measures and norms of justice and democracy? This is the problem of
National Security.” (Quoted in Rochlin 1997:157)
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performance, necessarily results in independent intervention of the armed forces in the

political scene.

Theories focusing on the prescriptive notion of objective control or Huntington’s
Occidentalised perception of military professionalisation also experienced problems in
adjusting the Mexican case to its predictions (Huntington 1957). In fact, the kind of
professionalisation adopted by the armed forces since the Revolution has been
consistently used by the president to justify greater military participation in areas not
strictly related to national defence. Furthermore, the extensive use of the Mexican
armed forces to control political conflicts is inconsistent with explanations that assume
that a military apparatus with partisan missions will be inclined to articulate alliances
with social sectors as a way of winning political leverage. If something has been clear
in Mexico’s historical accounts is that the military’s hierarchy only pays attention to the
commands of the executive power. Along this line, differences between civilian control
over the military and other countries in Latin America during the 1970s and 1980s were
more than just a matter of degree, but structured in the constitution, role beliefs,
doctrine and political culture that made the struggles for political power an inhospitable
ground for military officers.

1.1.4 Domestic understandings of civil-military relations

In my view, not even the specialised literature on this topic has escaped the
complexities of this relationship. Understandings of the military’s role in politics have
ranged from those that see minimal military intervention outside national defence to
those that perceive a military apparatus deeply involved in the political arena. For
instance, early studies focusing on Mexico’s civil-military relations developed in the
1960s and 1970s affirmed that the “political role of the army has all but disappeared”
(Lieuwen 1968; Lozoya 1970; Boils 1975). In contrast, R. Benitez-Manaut (2003)
argues that the military in Mexico is not an autonomous actor; its political influence is
marginal as it depends entirely on the commands of the executive power. The extreme
view is that of A. Gupta (2003), who claims that the military in Mexico has been “the
great champion of democracy and harbinger of peace. It keeps close and healthy
relationships with the political regime. It is well integrated with the Executive without

risking its autonomy or independence.”(Gupta 2003:xv1).
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A second branch of the literature did observe some specific political roles of the armed
forces. Authors such as Pyiieiro (1985), Camp (1992 and 2005) and Ronfeldt (1984)
constructed empirically sound accounts that show how the armed forces never
completely abandoned the political arena’. Their considerations identified the
significance of the army’s political roles, even though these were often performed under
the supervision of civilian ruling elites and strong political institutions (Ronfeldt
1984:294). For this part of the literature, the loyalty of the armed forces to the
executive power and their missions on internal order or social policy did amount to
"subtle” or “indirect” political interference. Their approaches made clear that a military
apparatus could be politically influential, even when it does not threat civilian stability
in power. The bottom line is that coincidence of interests between the armed forces and
the Executive blurred clear-cut manifestations of an autonomous military influence in
politics. In other words, although the military followed the commands of civilian ruling

elites, they thereby also be defended their own corporate interests.

Although, it is easier to agree with studies that address the military’s firm subordination
to civilian elites with caution, important lessons can be learned from the strong
historical background of the extreme visions. Both analyses coincide in asserting the
importance of the historical roots of Mexico’s civilian control over the military to
explain the long-term stability and security Mexican presidents have enjoyed ever since
the end of the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920). (Lozoya 1970; Ronfeldt 1984;
Lowenthal and Fitch 1986; Varas and Joint Committee on Latin American Studies
1989; Camp 1992). My research builds on the same historical and institutional referents
to explain the particularities of stable civil-military relations in Mexico. I shall return to

this connection in the final part of the chapter.
1.2 Contemporary approaches to civil-military relations

1.2.1 Historical Institutionalism: “modes of transition”

The downfall of military regimes changed civil-military relations studies in Latin
America in the 1980s. Based on a historical institutionalist framework, modes of

transition literature started to gain ground in the field. For these approaches, the past or

" Either by appointing “on-leave” military personnel to key positions within civilian ministries or
providing intelligence information to the ruling elite on potential political conflicts that could have
required military intervention.
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“from where one is coming from” is important in explaining the degree of military
subordination to successor civilian authorities after the democratic transition process
(Agiiero 2000:69).

Modes of transition literature argues that civil-military relations in Latin America are
path dependent, crafted through years of evolution and deeply influenced by the way
political power was handed to civilians after the authoritarian period (Trinkunas 2001).
Democratic transition processes are important because they are turning points or critical
junctures that open opportunities for change that civilians may use to their own
advantage. In the light of these views, modes of transition scholars have built sharp
analytic and empirically tested studies. They explain why Brazilian or Chilean armed
forces were able to leave power in better condition than those who suffered acute
economic shocks or were defeated in war by an internal or external enemy, for instance:
Argentina in 1982, El Salvador in 1992, Panama in 1989 or Haiti in 1994. In that sense,
the nature of the transition explains the degree of autonomy and prerogatives the armed

forces may be able to keep under the new democratic arrangement.

Therefore, military juntas or dictators that faced transition in the midst of scandal,
organisational disarray or deep social grievances generally found far more complicated
to maintain their privileges in the upcoming political regime. Under such
circumstances, prospects for future democratisation are more likely to occur.
Conversely, military hierarchies that controlled the timing of the transition process
found it easier to retain some prerogatives and secure autonomy (Hagopian 1990; Karl
1991). It seems that favourable conditions for the armed forces in post-authoritarian
agreements generally allow them to retain political decision-making leverage despite
civilian supervision (Call 2002). On the same issue, A. Stepan (1988) explains that
persistence of military prerogatives such as their participation in intelligence agencies or
high military presence in the cabinet creates conditions of military tutelage rather than
civilian control. Tutelary powers insure military leverage over key policy issues in the
new political agreement that imply limited room of manoeuvre for incoming ruling

elites.

Charles T. Call (2002) takes the argument of modes of transition to the extreme, in what
he describes as “war transition.” His argument departs from the logic that a military in

shambles as a result of defeat in war has minimum capabilities in imposing an agenda of
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transition on incoming civilian rulers. Defeat in war or transition-by-collapse portrays
the worst scenario a military dictator or “junta militar” can face. It opens wide windows
of opportunity for civilians to institutionalise control over the armed forces and
demilitarise the internal security system. His approach is consistent with traditional
historical institutionalists’ views that tend to see change as a sporadic event that often
requires strong disruption to take full shape. For this scholarship, change occurs in
times of crisis, rather than being continuous and incremental (Ikenberry, Lake et al.
1988; Cortell and Peterson 2002). Therefore, cases like Argentina 1983 and Chile
1990 are paradigmatic for this approach as they reflect opposite sets of opportunities
that each military elite enjoyed during the transition period. It explains why the military
in Argentina virtually disappeared from the political arena while Pinochet’s army kept
some clout in Chilean politics (Galleguillos 1998).

Call’s study is relevant to this discussion because it focuses on the functions the military
is able to retain on internal security after the transition to democracy. It also represents a
good benchmark for comparing the Mexican case to other countries on the continent

and to assess the usefulness of this literature,
The Charles Call Model

By including variables such as: 1) the role that the constitution grants the military
regarding tasks of internal security; 2) the number of senior police officers with formal
military education; 3) military participation in intelligence agencies 4) main preventive
police forces; 5) legislative oversight over main police forces, 6) legal jurisdiction over
police personnel and 7) formal police doctrine, Charles Call constructed an index of
security that measures the level of militarisation of the internal security system before
and after the democratic transition in 18 Latin American countries (Call 2002:8).

Wisely enough, Call did not include the Mexican case in the matrix.

The results of his analysis give reasonable support to his initial expectations and
generally, with those predicted by the “modes of transition” literature. That is, countries
that experienced “war transitions” such as Argentina 1982, El Salvador 1992, Haiti
1994 and Panama 1989, scored the highest in terms of overall changes regarding civil-
military relations: 10, 14, 12 and 13 points respectively. The other side of the coin is
illustrated in Brazil 1985, Chile 1990 and Colombia 1958, as no relevant changes were

51



c

F
05
0)
01
S
)
1
)
S
9

&
F

N
/

8

4 )

3 9

4) =

5<1

0*0

*

! 161 1

1 02";. 111y

X: 20

3

7)11);* 6 3 ! / 4 /

+ =0 A 6 4 / . *

111181115+11+ 11118111+:81+* A
333* o [*4 = 4!
4 . 11118111+591+*

4 )



state to enforce the law or what Linz and Stepan (1996) call Rechtsstaat® where there is
stalemate or even regression. What is more interesting in this exercise is the high
degree of change that Mexico experienced in terms of the militarisation of public
security. Contrary to Call’s study cases, democratisation in Mexico did not transpire
from a sudden change in the political landscape. Still, the relationship between civilians
and soldiers changed importantly, even to a higher degree than those countries that
experienced a “war transition.” How is this manifest shift explained? It appears that
by overemphasising path dependence and critical junctures to explain post democratic
civil-military relations, the modes of transition literature rate too low the capacity of
autonomous state elites to gradually and incrementally shape civil-military relations in a

way that fits their short-term political interests.

On this issue, W. Hunter (1997; 2001) convincingly constructed a rational choice based
explanation that shows how competition for votes in post-authoritarian Brazil created
powerful incentives for ruling elites to bring military hierarchies under more democratic
forms of control. Hunter argues that the wave of democratisation in Latin America
created incentives for ruling elites to contest the military’s control over key policy
issues of the country. High military budget allocations hinder the capacity of goal
seeking politicians to allocate resources in policy areas that portray strong electoral
appeal. In other words, by reducing military expenditures, goal-seeking politicians may
obtain extra resources to allocate in patronage and pork barrel politics. ~W. Hunter
continues with the argument that the armed forces rarely enhance a politician’s electoral
fortunes. “This is especially true in contemporary Latin America, where the military

have little currency to trade in the electoral area” (Hunter 2001:44).

As far as the Mexican experience is concerned, I agree with Hunter’s argument in
relation to the incentives for change that democratisation generates in the system of
civil-military relations. However, it appears that Hunter’s argument fails to consider
that voters could also welcome participation of the military in areas that exceed national
defence. Again, the political culture element cannot be taken out of the equation.
Hunter’s “Latin American” generalization does not appear to give justice to the

Mexican case on civil-military relations and civilian control. The bottom line is that

¥This word implies that the government and the state apparatus are subject to the law, that areas of
discretionary power are defined and increasingly limited, and that citizens can turn to courts to defend
themselves against the state and its officials.
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democratisation by itself does not determine the preferences of politicians or voters
towards minimising military participation on issues that may surpass the realm of
national defence. It seems that the institutionalisation of a fixed balance of power
favouring civilians and a positive image of the military in the eyes of the population
may also determine the likelihood of military intervention in other policy areas. In any
case, Hunter’s analysis challenged in some ways the historical institutionalist accounts
that expected little or no change in civil-military relations in Brazil after the democratic
transition (Stepan 1988; O'Donnell 1994).

The Mexican case is different, because democratisation did not evolve from a military
based regime. This characteristic excluded the military from the overall process of
democratisation. In that sense, democratic forces in Mexico were not combating the
armed forces but the authoritarian conditions of electoral competition. Under these
conditions, the military in Mexico passed unnoticed from mainstream pressures for
democratisation. In fact, during the mid 1990s, military action to counteract public
insecurity gained ground not only at federal level but also between state and local
governments, irrespective of their party allegianceg(Turbiville 1997; Arzt 2001).
Turbiville (1997) asserts that by 1996, almost every state in the country had at least
some type of military intervention in public security. My own research indicates that by
2003, half of the 32 chiefs of state police in the country were on-leave or retired military
officers. This condition alone shows how opposition parties were eager to combat the
long electoral hegemony of the ruling party and, at the same time, support the
participation of the military in public security. It appears that in the minds of elected
officials and civil society in general, military participation in public security and

democratisation are not mutually exclusive.

Given that the military was not considered an enemy to democratisation, politicians, and
particularly the president, had incentives to involve the armed forces in areas where
policy performance was particularly defective, as is the case of law enforcement. In that

sense, the protracted period of transition facilitated the military to participate in these

® In spite of party allegiance, elected officials appointed retired or on-leave army generals to lead state
and local police agencies, as occurred when the first elected mayor of Mexico City and one of the most
critical voices of the PRI rule in Mexico, Cuauhtémoc Cérdenas, appointed General Salgado Cordero as
his-Secretary of Public Security in 1997.
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functions by serving the interests of goal-driven politicians. Empirical evidence points

out that both characteristics occurred during the 1990s.

Furthermore, “modes of transition” approaches generally neglect the impact that broad
socio-economic and international conditions exert over political actors. The U.S
president, the congress and different U.S. agencies have consistently placed continuous
pressure on their Mexican counterparts to improve their ability to disrupt drug
trafficking and combat organised crime. Such pressure has diminished every time the
armed forces have come to perform public security tasks, particularly in the border

region (Bertram 1996; Dunn 1996; Andreas 2000; Andreas 2000a; Shelley 2001).

From this discussion, it seems clear that a comprehensive theoretical analysis of the
Mexican case should rely on the strengths of either rational choice or historical
institutionalism.  In the following section, I present a theoretical framework that
incorporates traditional and more contemporary literature on civil-military relations to

disentangle the unique characteristics of civil-military control in Mexico.

1.3. The theoretical framework
1.3.1 “Exclusive subordination” and the politics of military missions

The framework I propose to address the Mexican case of civil-military relations is based
on a notion of the distribution of power between the president and the armed forces.
The main characteristic of the model is what I call the dual nature of civilian control
over the military in Mexico. At the first level, this is civilian control; the relationship
between the president and the armed forces remains strong and unequal, favouring the
authority of the executive power. However, at lower levels of the public administration,
where the armed forces interact with other state agencies, the relationship changes
importantly, basically as a result of the new set of responsibilities the executive delegate
to them. At this point, civilian law enforcement agencies happen to be subordinated to
the armed forces, or at least supervised by them. This feature takes place by appointing
military personnel to head civilian police corporations or creating new police bodies
based on military human resources, as it is the case of the Federal Police or President
Felipe Calderdn’s Security Task Force. In that sense, empowering the armed forces in

public security not only reinforced their role as the privileged and reliable agent of the
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president to combat criminality, but also converted the military into the principal vis-a-

vis federal and state law enforcement institutions'°.

As it occurs at the top of the power relation, The Legislative and Judicial levels of
government continue to have little effect on the military. The military remains
accountable to Congress only in terms of the exercise of yearly budget allocations
through the Federal Supreme Audit Bureau. Furthermore, the Legislative powér has the
ability to approve or modify yearly military budget allocations proposed by the
executive and approve the promotions of military personnel to ranks above Colonel.
However, escalating military endowments and total approval of military promotions in
the last 10 years suggests that legislative power has not intended to limit the action of

the armed forces in any sensitive way.

Figure 1.2
Dual Civilian Control Model

First Level

| Civilian Dominant |

Second Level

Federal and
state Police
Bodies

/ Legislative and Judicial Power

Military
Dominant

Military
Autonomous

Source: Own elaboration
First level (The Exclusive Subordination)

A historical institutionalist approach can explain how the early institutional arrangement
governing civil-military relations created firm dependent tendencies that ensured

military subordination to the executive’s authority. It seems that modes of transition

1° The main justification for this policy shift is found in the National Development Plan (1988-1994)
where President Salinas agreed to the participation of the armed forces to assist federal police bodies on
counter-narcotics operations. Allegedly, this was because personnel in the Attorney-General’s Office had
consistently abused their public function by protecting organised criminals (Arzt 2001).
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literature and historical institutionalism in general are right, as civil-military relations in

Mexico have remained stable for the last 80 years.

Attitudes, beliefs, doctrine and formal institutional rigidity of civilian control over the
military in Mexico may well support historical institutionalist expectations. Still, this
kind of path-dependent subordination does not guarantee democratic civil-military
relationships, because it excludes the supervision and accountability of legislative and
judicial bodies of military missions. In other words, democratic civil-military relations

require a dynamic relationship between the second and third levels of the model.

I call this unique form of civil-military control “exclusive subordination.” In the light
of the Mexican experience, it seems this form of military control can only prevail when
rules governing civil-military relations define the full authority of the president over the
armed forces. This authority is not just a de jure condition but also a de facto
recognition of the military hierarchy in regard to the leadership of the president (Huber,
Rueschemeyer et al. 1997). Presidents who enjoy exclusive subordination over the
military may be willing to grant extra autonomy to the armed forces, if needed, to act
against drug trafficking, terrorism or guerrilla movements, in part, because the civilian
ruling elite, particularly the president, does not feel threatened by an expanding military
agenda. The characteristics of the Mexican case appear to belong to this category. Peru
during the Presidency of Alberto Fujimori may also come close it. Other than these two
cases, “exclusive subordination” is not a common feature in Latin America, because
mutual trust between the armed forces and the civilian elite is difficult to find in

countries that have experienced a military rule.

In that sense, I identify three basic features of the principle of “exclusive subordination”
that characterise the first level of the Dual Civilian Control Model and can be useful to

place Mexico into a comparative analysis:

1. Mutual trust based on a long-standing and tacit pact of no aggression between
the military and the executive power.

2. Clear constitutional rules that define the president as the supreme chief of the
armed forces and make the armed forces accountable only to the executive

power.
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3. The presence of an executive power with a high level of autonomy to deal with
issues of national security vis-a-vis civil society organisations and the legislative

power.

A historical institutionalists perspective is relevant to explain why the first characteristic
of the proposed model is difficult to attain where the armed forces have confronted the
process of democratic transition from a disadvantageous position or experienced a “war
transition” (Call 2002). Argentina in 1982, El Salvador in 1992, Panama in 1989 or
Haiti in 1994 belong to this category. Empirical evidence indicates that civilian rulers
in these countries were more interested in limiting the scope of action of the military in
public security rather than empowering them. In Argentina and Uruguay, the military
apparatus even had problems to preserve its corporate integrity in the years that

followed the transition period.

The principle of “Exclusive subordination” cannot exist if the military keeps a high
level of autonomy from the executive power. The case of Ecuador is in this category.
In this country, even when the Constitution grants the president full authority over the
armed forces, informal rules of the game matter too, making the military an important
referent of power as it often holds dominance on issues of internal and national security
(Fitch 1998). It is clear that under such conditions, the Executive has no incentives to
empower an institution that already enjoys a high degree of autonomy. Finally, the role
that Congress plays in Colombia in terms of military supervision cancels the basis of the
“exclusive” subordination type. Meanwhile, the failed coup against President Hugo
Chavez in 2002 raised sertous doubts about the Military’s core loyalty to the executive

power in Venezuela.

In sum, the presence of these three characteristics together is not easily found in Latin
American countries. This makes the Mexican case very atypical in the region. This odd
combination explains in part why civil-military relationships in Mexico challenge
common sense on the role the armed forces should play in a process of democratic

transition.
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Second Level (The Politics of Military Missions)

In contrast, the horizontal expansion of military responsibilities at the second level of
the dual civilian control model depends on characteristics of the political environment.
For this part of the analysis, a rational choice approach is relevant to address how goal-
seeking politicians shape civil-military relations according to their rational calculations

and the limits the institutional structure sets on each actor’s behaviour.

Rational choice theory centres on actors, single or collective, as the unit of analysis. It
assumes that individuals have a well-defined set of preferences that represent the
relative desirability of outcomes generated by actions (Chai 2001). Preferences of
individuals are basic, consistent and capable of being roughly ordered. In that sense,
given actors’ preferences and alternative strategies from which to choose'!, they will

select whatever gives them the best chance to reach their goals (Geddes 1995).

The cornerstone of the rational choice approach is to identify which goals drive actors’
actions. These are also known as first order preferences or actor’s “maximand.” The
task of identifying the “maximand” is an exercise of observing the actor’s choices,
because it is assumed that rational actors reveal their preferences through actions. If the
analyst misperceives actors’ goals, then their behaviour will differ from that predicted
and the analysis may end up losing focus completely (Geddes 1995). However,
preferences and interests do not always match. Rational actors do not always do what
they want, but what is possible (Dowding and King 1995). Under these circumstances,
institutions, formal or informal, define the collection of possibilities or routes of action
that actors can take. By doing so, institutions or more formally, “the humanly devised
constraints that shape human interaction* (North 1990) represent both the rules of the

game and shape actors’ preferences by defining allowed routes for action.

Applied to civil-military relations in post democratic transition environments, this

implies that political officeholders may have some clear set of preferences on military

' Rational players are expected to prefer more material goods than less. Politicians would like to see
their careers progress rather than end and ruling parties would prefer to remain in office rather than losing
it. However, not all the options are available, because institutions or the rules of the game define which
paths can be taken to achieve specific objectives. For that reason, institutions are important, because by
determining what is possible and what is not, they also shape individual preferences. Thus, institutions
do not determine an actor’s preferences, but they do affect individual and collective choices. Hence,
political behaviour is structured by institutional rules and does not flow directly from preferences.
(Immergut 1997)
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roles. These preferences are not predetermined, but dependent on the characteristics of
the environment and experience. The main interest or “maximand” for new civilian
democratic elites may be centred on preventing the armed forces from regaining
political power or exerting political influence beyond reasonable levels. Hunter (1997)
explains this in terms of fear. That is, when elected politicians fear that the armed
forces can endanger political stability, they may be less inclined to delegate functions to

them that could strengthen their political leverage.

However, this priority may be radically different for polities where ruling elites do not
fear a military takeover. In such cases, the maximand may consist of maintaining
acceptable levels of popularity that enable them to maintain a high party differential'
(Downs 1957). It seems the institutional environment that includes “exclusive
subordination” inhibits W. Hunter’s “fear factor.” In that sense, exclusive
subordination may create the conditions in which the Executive choices favour the
enlargement of military intervention in areas that transcend national defence. On this
issue, D. Mares argues that military participation in antidrug trafficking operations in
Mexico does not threaten civilian control, but is rather one of the benefits of civilian
control (Mares 2003:67).

As changes occur at the second level of the Dual Civil-Military control model, they
affect the relationship between police agencies and the armed forces and not necessarily
the relation between the Executive and the Military. A principal-agent framework is
useful to picture how this relationship works. All principal-agent relationships are based
on a formal and informal contract obligating the agent to act on behalf of, and in
response to, the principal (Kramer 1999). They are also characterised by informational
asymmetries that the principal is often dimly able to understand. In the Mexican case,
the military appears as the expert in the management of violence while the contract
binding the executive and the armed forces is defined by the nature of the exclusive
subordination’?. Furthermore, “most principal-agent approaches assume that civilian
principals are goal oriented, and then measure cost in terms of whether the activity
diverts from re-election efforts” (Feaver 1996; Kramer 1999; Feaver 2003). Under

these conditions, the Executive power may be interested on taking advantage of the

12 The benefits that the voter expects to receive from voting in one direction rather than the other.
" For a detailed explanation of this game and its application to Mexico’s civil-military relations, see
Appendix 1.
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vertical, professional and hierarchical characteristics of the military as an organisation
(March and Weissinger-Baylon 1986). Therefore, it can delegate to them the
implementation of policies that have historically carried high transaction costs'* in
Mexico, as is the case when combating organised forms of criminal activities. By doing
so, they may also expect to gain electoral allegiances, just as general rational choice
theory may predict'>. The proposition behind this process is simple: “the greater the

cost of not delegating, the more civilians will delegate” (See Appendix 1).

1.4. Conclusion

For the Mexican case, the original institutional agreement governing civil-military
relations explains the characteristics of Mexico’s firm civil control over the military.
However, changing political preferences of the executive power have mattered too, as it
was the incumbent president who decided the scope and range of military missions.
Therefore, while the firm subordination of the armed forces to the president is based on
formal and informal institutions, the definition of military missions responds to a
different logic. It is attached to the nature of a political agenda and the Executive’s

preferences.

It seems that the principle of “exclusive subordination” and “the politics of civil-
military relations” represent the two interacting realms that define contemporary civil-
military relations in Mexico. For analytical purposes, this initial differentiation is useful
to understand the impact of formal institutions over the formation of preferences and
choices of ruling elites concerning the scope of military missions. All things
considered, Mexico’s record on civil-military relations shows that exclusive
subordination remained constant, while the horizontal expansion of military

responsibilities came and went.

It appears evident that the politics of civil-military relations made little impact on the
preferences of incumbent politicians while the regime was dominated by authoritarian
politics. However, they became paramount as the regime began the transit to

democracy. In other words, under authoritarian conditions of electoral competition,

" Transactions cost are understood as “anything that impedes the specification, monitoring, or
enforcement of an economic transaction.”

' David Mares argues that the national hysteria over the drug “threat” is a strong incentive for politicians
and law enforcement agencies to use the military as a signal to voters that they are “tough” on drugs. See
(Mares, 2003)
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civilian elites were not particularly concerned on the impact that military missions could
generate on voting behaviour, because there were no real competitors to the
incumbent’s hegemony. @ However, under democratic conditions of electoral
competition, missions delegated to the armed forces became an important referent
shaping the public image of office holders. This is particularly clear when incumbents
are able to present military participation as an indication of commitment to combat

pressing policy issues, as seems the case of public insecurity and police reform.

In sum, the dual model of civil-military control incorporates the “modes of transition”
explanation that formal and informal institutions determined the strong path dependent
subordination of the armed forces to the executive power. By using rational choice, it
allows the model to explain the expansion of military missions into the system of public

security.
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Chapter 2. Articulating Civilian Supremacy: Civil-Military Relations
during El Porfiriato and Madero’s Revolution (1876-1911)

“All excuses for revolt should be avoided: bread or the club, this
should be the rule; for the greatest act of justice which a prince
should perform is to sustain himself.” '

Paolo Sarpi
Introduction

From a civil-military relations perspective, President Porfirio Diaz’s military defeat in
1911 presents a puzzle. How did a set of scattered and disorganised guerrillas defeat a
formidable army with at least three decades of continuous institutional development?
Madero’s Ejército Liberator surrendered Mexico’s internationally respected military
forces after less than six months of battle. In the end, as F. Katz (1986) has noted, the
porfirian army was one of the few in Latin America ever to be overwhelmed in
conventional and guerrilla warfare by revolutionary troops, alongside those of Bolivia
in 1952, Cuba 1959 and Nicaragua in 1978.

Many studies have detailed the downfall of Porfirio Diaz’s rule from economic,
political, social and even international perspectives. (Calvert 1969, Brading 1980; Katz
1981; Knight 1986; Hart 1987; Meyer 1991; Aguilar Camin and Meyer 1993; Garner
2001) However, descriptions of the military side of the story are scarce and at some
points contradictory. For instance, F. Katz (1981) argues that Diaz’s army was weak,
even backward. According to Katz, President Diaz opted to keep a relatively weak,
non-professional and under-funded army as a way to ward off the political hopes of
ambitious generals. Following Katz’ reasoning, Diaz was far more concerned with
potential disloyalty among the officer corps than with a civilian-led armed uprising. His
fears were evidently well founded. According to E. Lieuwen (1968), Mexico suffered
the curse of predatory militarism', given that “more than one thousand armed uprisings
plagued this unfortunate republic in its first century of nationhood” (Echenique 1894;
Lieuwen 1968; Ballard-Perry 1978:341).

! Lieuwen’s findings agree with Colonel R. Echenique’s research that tracked all military events that
occurred in Mexico since its independence in 1821 until 1876 (Echenique, 1894).
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In contrast, J. Kelley (1975) argues that Diaz invested notable effort in building a
modern professional army, especially in the areas of education and training for new
officers (Kelley 1975). Kelley’s claims coincide with one of the first comprehensive
studies on Mexico’s military. E. Lieuwen (1968) argued that President Diaz
professionalized the armed forces by improving their capabilities, providing better
training and weaponry and building its esprit de corps (Lieuwen, 1968:3). In other
words, Diaz employed the familiar strategy of distracting the army from politics by
keeping it busy with military duties®>. Alan Knight agrees with F. Katz about the
relatively small size of the army under e/ porfiriato and with the low military budgets
after 1888. However, it is not clear whether this policy resulted from creating a more
efficient armed force that did not need a large membership to fulfil its missions, or if it
was part of a pragmatic policy aimed at relieving pressure upon public finances by
reducing military budgets. A more recent study made by Santiago Portilla on Diaz’s
downfall reveals the patent incapacity of the Federal Army to contain Madero’s
insurrection (Portilla 1995). However, his conclusions are not particularly different
from those of Vanderwood (1976)°.

This chapter aims at clarifying the character, functions and missions performed by the
armed forces during this important period of Mexico’s history. It also attempts to
identify path dependent characteristics that emerged in e/ porfiriato and still define
civilian supremacy in contemporary civil-military relations in Mexico. Under this logic,
the narrative that unfolds in the four sections of this chapter departs from characterising
Diaz as a pragmatic politician who enjoyed full control of state structures. Thus, the
first section chronicles the origins of Porfirio Diaz and the path he followed to
consolidate his power. The second part concentrates on the political role of the military
and the participation of the generalship in the configuration of political power, including
Diaz’s informal methods for maintaining loyalty of the officer corps. In the third
section, I present Diaz’s approach to military professionalism, its progress and structural
weaknesses. Finally, I evaluate the ways in which politics and Diaz’s military
professionalism influenced the performance of his loyal but inefficient military force

during the six months of Madero’s Revolution.

2 According to R. Rodriguez, a historian of the period, Diaz declared that he intended to make a
professional organization of the armed forces, whose level of expertise and administrative capabilities
could be comparable to the best armies of the world. (Rodriguez, 1904)

* Even though Paul Vanderwood wrote extensively on this period of Mexico’s history, S. Portilla (1995)
did not cite any of his works.
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2.1 Civil-military relations in el porfiriato: the historical context

The end of the short-lived empire of Maximiliano and the triumph of President Juarez’s
militias over the French army in 1867 set in motion a long process of the restructuring
of the country’s armed forces. During the two years that followed the evacuation of the
French Army, also known as La Republica Restaurada, President Benito Juarez
disbanded the large military apparatus, because its payroll imposed serious financial
burdens upon a country on the verge of bankruptcy*. According to J. Creelman (1911),
Juarez dismissed more than two thirds of the army, without making the slightest effort
to provide employment or pensions for the multitude of officers and men suddenly
thrown upon their own resources (Creelman 1911). If lack of public resources was in
itself enough reason to restructure the armed forces, Juarez also intended to weaken the
political ambitions of regional military commanders with enough standing among their
troops to destabilise the young regime. In the light of history, it seems that Judrez’s
policy had mixed results. Between 1867 and 1872, various military units were
disbanded and most high-ranking military officials looked for other professional
horizons (Cosio Villegas 1971; Ballard-Perry 1978:34). Some returned to civilian life
and became businesspersons or big landowners, hacendados. Others, not being career
soldiers, sought political positions and later joined Juirez’s administration. Finally, as
Juarez had feared, a coterie of generals did conspire against his rule and eventually
managed to seize political power. Porfirio Diaz, their leader, became the president of the
country in 1876 and remained at the top of the political organisation of Mexico for the

next 34 years.

Porfirio Diaz was a regional caudillo who commanded Juarez’s liberation forces in the
east and gained early recognition for his military skills’. Captured twice by the French
Army, Diaz escaped to lead the resistance in the east and south. His victories against
the French in Miahuatlan and La Carbonera were considered by some commentators of
the time as outstanding military feats (Garcia Naranjo 1930). Nevertheless, history

shows that Diaz’s main passion was not soldiering, but politics. Charisma, high

4 In his book, La Sucesién Presidencial, Madero (1907) described Juirez’s problem. He argued that
Juérez’s most important problem consisted of disbanding a military force beyond the necessities of a
country in peacetime and experiencing a serious lack of economic resources. (Madero 1907:88)

P. Gamner argues that Diaz was not only praised for being the only Mexican commander to rout the
French army, but he was also lauded for his administrative and personal qualities: financial probity,
military discipline, moral rectitude and the absence of either public or private scandal. (Garner 2001:49)
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political ambitions and a clear understanding of Mexico’s political reality were rare in
Mexican politicians of the late 1800s, but Diaz definitely had these qualities. His record
in office indicates that he was never bothered to assume a public political stance on
issues that could fix his place along the political spectrum. The words “liberal” or
“conservative” did not neatly defined his ideology, even when he fought for Juarez’s
liberal cause in the 1860s (Knight 1986). According to Garner (2001), Diaz was
simultaneously able to be conservative and liberal, pro-foreign and nationalist, Masonic
and Catholic (Garner 2001).

Uncompromised by political principles or ideology, Diaz was a pragmatic politician
who centralised power at the expense of institutional development and respect for law
(Thomas and Ocasio-Meléndez 1984). His rule was ‘committed to a maximum
programme of economic growth and self-employment according to the scientific laws of
Auguste Comte’ (Calvert 1969a:52). Nevertheless, the path he took to reach the
presidential office was not free of obstacles. By 1872, General Diaz had tried and failed
to defeat President Judrez in the Presidential election of 1867 and 1971. In the face of
failure, Diaz rebelled, claiming electoral fraud and constitutional violations. In 1871,
Diaz launched the Plan de la Noria and received substantive military support from loyal
generals who had already tried to destabilise Juirez’s administration. Nevertheless, La
Noria uprising showed serious problems with coordination and it soon lost its initial
vigour (Lopez -Portillo y Rojas 1921). A few months later, loyal forces of the President
defeated it. Juarez died soon after, and his successor, Sebastian Lerdo, offered Diaz and

his loyal generals amnesty, which he accepted in 1872.

Still, military or electoral setbacks did not change the intensity of Diaz’s political
activism. By knitting alliances with high ranking military officers, local political chiefs
and emerging social movements, Diaz kept building political support. By the time
President Lerdo was about to finish his term in office in 1876, Diaz launched the
Tuxtepec Rebellion, allegedly, to thwart Lerdo’s aspiration to seek re-election (Rowe
1912). Unlike previous uprisings, the Tuxtepec Rebellion succeeded and the history of
successful military uprising would not be repeated until 1911, when Madero’s

insurgence ended 34 years of uninterrupted peace.

Given the record of a country that had faced foreign invasions and civil war since

independence, Diaz’s creation of political stability was no small achievement. The Pax
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Porfiriana, as this period is known, set the environment for the creation of the basic
rules, formal and informal, of the system of civil-military relations. Right from the
start, the military became the guarantor of Diaz’s rule and through it, he managed to
establish the monopoly of organised force, and centralised the power of the state

(Rueschemeyer, Huber et al. 1992).

2.1.1 Military missions

In the absence of civil or international conflicts, the military evolved into an internal
security force, the equivalent of a federal police. Their responsibilities included
suppression of small rebellions, pacification and eradication of bandit gangs operating
along roads joining the large haciendas with villages and cities. As in most
dictatorships, army officers throughout el porfiriato also had direct responsibilities for
combating the political enemies of the regime; missions that often required intelligence
gathering. According to W. Dirk Raat (1976), the task of eliminating radicalism and
restraining revolutionary nationalism involved an elaborate national and international
espionage network and police structure®. Illegal means to achieve these objectives
included kidnappings, summary executions and continuous violations of civil liberties.
An example of how this system worked is an unfortunate incident that is chronicled in
most of the literature of this period. According to Rafael de Zayas Enriquez —a judge,
journalist and close observer of el porfiriato— local police forces apprehended a group
of conspirators on the verge of an alleged military uprising in Veracruz scheduled to
explode in late 1879 (Zayas Enriquez 1908). When the Governor of Veracruz, Luis
Mier y Teran, informed Diaz about the events and requested directions on what to do
with the prisoners, Diaz, so it is said, responded: “Matalos en Caliente” (kill them in
the act) and Governor Teran followed the order at once (Taracena, 1983:165). The
incident caused a great scandal in the country and reverberated abroad. However, the
way President Diaz managed this event in the press conveyed the idea that insurgent
leaders were to be treated harshly and no trial or investigation would save them from

execution.

Other than this, Mier y Teran was typical of collaborators that Diaz treasured during his

time in office. Deep devotion and servilism shown by governors and political chiefs to

§ «J.S. and Mexican consular officers coordinated much of the field work, hiring private detectives and
working in close cooperation with state governors, military commanders and federal authorities on both
sides of the border. (Dirk Raat, 1976)
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Diaz is commonly remarked in most historical literature of the time’. Still, not all of
Diaz’s collaborators were as docile and obedient as the Govemor of Veracruz.
According to official records compiled by Daniel Cosio-Villegas, relations between
Diaz and his loyal generals were not as smooth during his first term (1876-1880) as they
would become in subsequent years. Generals often demanded prompt payment of
soldiers’ salaries and extra resources to control the regime’s enemies. For instance, in
one of his regular communications with Diaz, General Pedro Hinojosa, military chief in
Chihuahua, informed him that stubborn guerrilleros were always ready to start a new
civil war. Therefore, a constant influx of resources was essential for keeping soldiers’
morale high and rebels under control. General Trevifio and General Canales in
Coahuila and Nuevo Leoén often complained bitterly because of delayed and insufficient
payments to their troops. Others, like General Antonio Rodriguez, would even complain
to Diaz because they were unhappy to see how soldiers had no alcohol or cigarettes.
Even when public funds were far from abundant, financial rewards to Diaz’s senior
army officers was never neglected. In return, the president demanded, “to be always
ready to crush any rebellious movement in the act” (Cosio Villegas, Calderén et al.
1955).

2.1.2 Military budgets and personnel

Military budgets were a major constraint upon public finances during Diaz’s first term
in office (Roeder 1973:57). However, these pressures soon faded. According to
information retrieved from the National Material Capabilities Data 1816-1985 (March
and Weissinger-Baylon 1986), during the administration of Manuel Gonzalez (1880-
1884), the army’s budget was no longer the highest in the public administration, since it
was less than that of the Ministry of Economic Development (Fomento). After 1884,
the robust economic growth that Mexico experienced virtually eliminated any constraint
on public expenditure. Foreign investment alone grew thirty-fold during el porfiriato.
E. Lieuwen (1968) argues that Diaz’s system was self-reinforcing. The military
provided the order necessary for economic development and economic development

provided the revenues that kept the military loyal (Lieuwen 1968:3). Considering the

7 Zayas Enriquez also wrote that Terédn’s devotion to Diaz was such that “if Don Porfirio had asked him to
throw himself into fire, he would have done so happily.”
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was highly visible in several states. For instance, in Yucatan, Governor Olegario
Molina recruited 700 agents to monitor political activities in the capital, in a period
where Merida had nearly 50,000 inhabitants. In Puebla, Governor Mucio Martinez
often used police officers disguised in civilian clothes to spy on political adversaries. In
1907 Enrique Creel, governor of Chihuahua, created a secret police force to keep a close
eye on alleged political enemies (Knight 1986). Later, as Mexican Ambassador to the
United States and Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Creel continued coordinating all
espionage activities at the national level (Dirk Raat 1976). Ironically, the State of
Chihuahua, Creel’s centre of influence, became the main point of activity of Madero’s
rebellion. Neither federal authorities nor Creel’s secret police or system of intelligence
could prevent, or even foresee, the size of the upcoming social turmoil. Moreover, at
the time of Madero’s rebellion, Enrique Creel was serving as interior minister. There
was the impression among the governing class that he lacked the muscle and

intelligence required to confront the insurgency (Gamboa and Pacheco 1977:177)

2.2 Civil-military relations: the political side

Powerful as President Diaz was, plain authoritarianism was not his preferred approach
to governing (Molina Enriquez 1985:186). One of the most prolific commentators of e/
porfiriato, Daniel Cosio Villegas, recognised that Diaz changed as time passed. “The
uncultured and ambitious subversive of the Restored Republic became a talented
politician and statesman”'®. Cosio Villegas agreed with Francisco Madero: “he was
superior to all of his contemporaries” (Madero 1909). Indeed, Madero’s
characterization of Diaz could not be more accurate. Diaz was superior to all of his
contemporaries, but he was also indebted to some of them. The army generals and
regional political leaders who had led him to office expected rewards for their services.
This group, also known as the tuxtepecanos, comprised of veterans of the War of
Reform, the French Intervention and the battles that preceded Diaz’s conquest of power
(Castafieda-Batres, 1989:29; Camp 1995). As for Diaz himself, most of his trusted

allies were generals forged in battle, with little if any formal military education.

Right from the beginning, the military wing of the tuxtepecanos was involved in

keeping the armed forces under control while Diaz consolidated his political position.

1 Quoted in Benjamin (1984:348)
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During his brief tenure at the War Ministry, General Reyes created the Second Reserve,
a civilian volunteer militia that accounted for 30,000 recruits. His admiration for the
German army strengthened the relationship between the two countries. Reyes’ new
ideas and projects in the armed forces deeply contrasted with the lack of initiative and
submission of his immediate predecessors, General Manuel Gonzélez and Genéral
Hinojosa. However, Diaz’s civilian collaborators, los cientificos, soon noticed the sharp
contrast and advised the aging dictator to disband the Second Reserve as it was
beginning to resemble Reyes’ own military machinery. Distrustful as Diaz always was,
he forced Reyes to resign and sent him back to the governorship of Nuevo Ledn (Dirk
Raat 1977:89). The Second Reserve was dissolved by a presidential decree in 1906.
Despite the seriousness of the incident, loyalty to the president among the military
leadership was not fragmented and General Reyes left Diaz’s cabinet in an honourable
way. Nevertheless, his fate was the exception, not the rule. Between 1880 and 1900,
Diaz expelled 500 officers and discharged 25 out of his 100 generals for
insubordination. No trials or hearings were needed, only the President’s judgment. And
in extraordinary cases, insubordinate officers confronted sedition charges and faced the
firing squad (Beals 1932;Vanderwood 1983:126).

Along with the policy of purging the military from “subversives,” President Diaz
reorganised the armed forces into 11 military zones in 1885, each with two or three
subordinate jefaturas, with about 600 men each. Chiefs of military zones enjoyed high
status in the government (Grayson 1999). However, Diaz frequently transferred zone
commanders, so they and their civilian counterparts would find it difficult to conspire
against him (Lieuwen 1968; Garner 2001). In fact, Diaz would not just transfer the
head of the military zone, but all the chain of command up to the rank of regiment chief-
officer (Cosio Villegas, Calderén et. al. 1955). This policy fragmented military
regionalism and prevented the creation of standing allegiances between battalions and
officers. Furthermore, zone commanders were positions reserved to division generals or

“divisionarios” who often enjoyed the full trust of the president.

This type of informal control over the armed forces was prevalent throughout e/
porfirato and constituted the first antecedent of an effective, if not entirely orthodox,
method of civilian control over the military. In the absence of a defined doctrine or
education system that could teach recruits discipline and loyalty to the state, Diaz

resorted to non-institutional means of securing the allegiance of officers.
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Based on the results achieved during his government, it seems clear that Diaz secured
the allegiance of the generalship by inflating the economic and political price that
seditious generals would have to pay in the event of a failed military uprising. As
virtually every historical account of this period affirms, the military was in no sense an
autonomous political actor. It took its orders from Diaz and obediently carried them out
(Knight 1986).

2.2.1 Civil-military relations and the public administration

The early years of General Diaz in office were characterised by the appointment of a
large number of military officers in public administration positions. By 1880, army
officers occupied around 78 percent of upper echelon government positions (Lieuwen,
1968). Ten years later, in 1891, 18 out of 27 governors in the country were still army
officers. Below the gubernatorial level, real social control rested in the hands of
political chiefs, whose nomination derived from the direct suggestion of state governors,
but ratified by the central government. Their formal responsibilities consisted of
handling political and administrative affairs on behalf of the centre. By the mid 1890s,
47 out of 300 political chiefs in the country were army officers (Lozoya 1970).
However, as President Diaz consolidated his position of power, military personnel
disappeared from the political and administrative arena. After the elections of 1884,
Diaz began to entrust important cabinet positions to professional civil servants who had
gained their experience under the administrations of Juirez, Sebastian Lerdo and even
Maximiliano. That was the case of former Lerdista, Ignacio Mariscal, who was Diaz’s
Secretary of Foreign Relations. Matias Romero, a well-known Juirez adviser, was
named Mexico’s ambassador to the United States and Manuel Dublan, the new Minister

of Finance, had once been a member of Maximiliano’s cabinet.

By appointing civilian professionals to key cabinet posts, Diaz harnessed government
action to the most powerful social groups, which eventually favoured specific domestic
and foreign economic interests. Most importantly, the civilianisation of his rule
conveyed to the population, regional political leaderships and the military itself that the
political realm was within the purview of civilians, not of military men (Camp
1992:16). According to R. Camp (1995:126), 54 percent of first-time officeholders in
1884 had had a military career. However, this share felt to 9 percent in 1909. This

policy of demilitarizing the public administration can be neatly appreciated in Graph
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2.3 Civil- military relations: the professional side

Improvement in military education was a major policy during el porfiriato. In fact, the
contrast between earlier efforts to professionalize the army to Diaz’s achievements
while in office is striking. Even when the first military school was funded one year after
independence in 1822, the number of graduated officers was extremely low. According
to military records, the first class to graduate from the military academy had 16
students. By 1833, the turnout was even lower: 12. Ten years after the war with the
United States, in 1858, the academy reached a record high of 22. Wars and coups were
the main obstacle. Cadets often interrupted their studies as they were called to suppress
uprisings or fight a foreign aggressor. That was the case in 1828, 1829, 1840, 1841,
1844, 1846, 1847, 1858, and 1863. Furthermore, the Military Academy closed its doors
during the War of Reform (1858-1860) and the French Intervention (1862-1867). It is
no wonder that prior to Diaz, most military officers owed their commissions and

promotions to circumstances other than martial training.

The Pax Porfiriana changed this pattern. No war, internal uprising, or revolution
interfered with the training of officers. Under such conditions, the Military College
generated, on a regular basis, graduates who entered active duty right after leaving
school. By 1887, 53 technical and 134 line officers graduated from the Military
College. In 1888, during the President’s annual address to the nation, Diaz stated that
the Military College had graduated enough officers to fill every vacancy in the army.
In fact, by the turn of the century, half of the army officers, approximately 4,500,
acquired their qualifications in the Military College (Jerram 1899). According to J.
Kelley (1975) and E. Lieween (1968), Diaz hoped to instil military professionalism in

the rising generations of officers as a way to divert them from the political arena'”.

* To head military education, the Dictator appointed General Sostenes Rocha. General Rocha was a
respected professional military man. He had been educated in the Military Academy during the turbulent
1850s and owed his reputation to his heroic defence of President Judrez’s rule in 1871 against Diaz’s
failed revolt of La Noria. Rocha’s’ nomination to become president of the Military Academy reflects two
central elements of Diaz’s governing style. Even though Rocha had been a declared enemy of Diaz, the
dictator was willing to grant him an important role in the reconstruction of the federal army. Rocha’s
appointment showed that Diaz was not one to hold a political grudge, but was willing to use the talent at
hand. Second, Rocha’s return from exile reflects the lack of military professional expertise in Diaz ’s
inner circle. After all, “El Director del Colegio Militar” was not a position that could be trusted to any of
Diaz’ loyal but self-made generals. During this period, Rocha set up the Military School of Medicine;
ordered the settlement of a permanent army garrison in the territory of Baja California; imposed the first
military code of the country (Ordenanza Militar) and put to work the first weapons factory in Mexico
City. After Rocha’s resignation in 1886, General Juan Villegas occupied his position. As in the case of
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Still, pure military education was one of the weaknesses of the military college
(Valadés, 1977:64-66). L. Peréz (1979) argues that theoretical studies pursued at
Chapultepec (Military College) had little relevance to Mexico’s needs. Preparation
focused on external defence, despite the country’s long history of domestic unrest. A
second problem was the system of promotion. Most upper-echelon positions in the
army were only available to those who enjoyed Diaz’s trust, so senior offices usually
got their rank because of favouritism'®. In fact, Diaz’s manipulation of assignments,
appointments and promotions helped to create an officer corps that was more sensitive
to political expediency than to military efficiency (Peréz 1979). For those who had the
goodwill of the president, life was sorted out. Generals were often honoured guests at
Presidental parties and would be seated next to Diaz in public parades and national
celebrations. Most high-ranking military officers were also hacendados or large
landowners. Government protection to run their business was never denied. Diaz often
stated that “all men of arms [making exclusive allusion to military officers] have the

right to the paternal protection of the state” (Beals 1932).

While this system worked fine for the old generation of officers, it became problematic
afterwards for the new graduates of the Military College as it made it very difficult for
them to secure a promotion without the direct recommendation of Diaz. According to
Vanderwood (1976), few graduates of the Military College reached the rank of general
during el porfiriato. In fact, one year before the onset of Madero’s revolution, Diaz’s
military command was still monopolised by his old military cronies (most of them aged
70 or over). The overrepresentation of Diaz’s generation in the upper end of the
military’s command structure clearly indicated his intention to keep young and
professional soldiers away from positions of responsibility. If politically efficient, this
way of controlling the military created a serious problem. Since hierarchy and discipline
were not entirely defined by rank, zone Commanders often circumvented the orders of
military chiefs by consulting Diaz or the War Ministry directly. This attitude and

disregard of authority and hierarchy proved harmless while the military did not face a

Rocha, Villegas was also a renowned general who had fought Diaz during the Tuxtepec Rebellion.
Villegas stayed in charge of the Military College until 1900 when Joaquin Beltran replaced him.

16 For instance, Article 361 of the Army’s “Ordenanza” (Internal Law) specified that no military officer
could be promoted while retired, on leave of absence or employed by a government office other than the
Ministry of War. However, most Division Generals reached such rank while working outside the
military. According to D. Fernindez, Pablo Escandon was a respectable civilian who reached the rank of
lieutenant without even ever knowing a military officer. (Fernandez, 1919)
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situation of war. However, it became deadly when Diaz’s army faced a real enemy in
1910-1911.

Another problem facing the military at the onset of the century was recruitment.
Ordinary troops were enrolled by force and received little or no military training;
“Vagabonds and beggars were rounded up from the city streets... jails were often
emptied to provide troops. Such conscripts felt no pride, but only fear and hatred for the
officers. They were garbed shabbily, fed inadequately, trained poorly and treated badly”
(Lieuwen 1968:5). Not surprisingly, they were notoriously unreliable. J. Guerrero, a
sociologist of the time, described the troops of Diaz as a contingent of criminals that
were periodically delivered from state prisons (Guerrero 1901). For L. Rowe (1912),
the system of recruitment was such as to make the army a kind of penal colony rather
than a real national fighting force. If convicts were forced to enlist, it is not difficult to
imagine what ordinary citizens thought about the military life. In fact, forced service in
the army was one of the most feared punishments (Knight 1986). On the eve of the
Revolution, William E. Carson wrote: “the regulars are quite untrustworthy and have
little or no patriotism. The explanation is simple. Most of them are men who as penalty
for some crime have been sentenced to service in the army, thus forcing them into
service, ill drilled and with little or no knowledge of the use of fire-arms, so that is

scarcely expected that they will make good soldiers” (Carson 1909:219).

Endemic corruption among high-ranking officers completes the picture of President
Diaz’s army. It was no secret that officers who received per diem allowances for their
men would inflate their numbers by 40 percent in order to pocket the extra money. This
situation made it difficult to assess the actual size of Diaz’s army. Some commentators
estimated the size of the army at nearly 40,000 members. Estimations that are more
accurate cite about 9,000 officers and 18,000 troops (Beals 1930; Creelman 1912,
Lieuwen 1968). L. Peréz (1979) affirms that the size of the military fluctuated between
14,000 and 20,000 officers and soldiers. The American ambassador, Henry Lane
Wilson, reported that the military seemed to be much less effective than the published
records indicated; this was due to the existence of skeleton regiments and padded
rolls'”. Yet, according to Diaz’s own calculation, he had no more than 14,000 troops.

These discrepant figures suggest that not even the regime knew the real size of its force

17 Quoted in L. Pérez (1979). Letter, Henry Lane Wilson to Philander C. Knox (8 Feb 1911) 812.00/796
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generation of politicians was imminent (Creelman 1911). Therefore, he said he would
grant his political adversaries the guarantee of fair elections. As expected, those whose
intervention in politics had been denied by the regime took the dictator’s words very
seriously. Francisco I. Madero and his anti-reeleccionista party emerged as the most

important challenger.

Nevertheless, a few weeks before the election, Diaz broke his promise and imprisoned
Madero. Weeks later, as it had occurred seven times in the past, Diaz won the
presidential race. Madero escaped from prison and requested asylum in the United
States. Shortly thereafter, he launched the Plan of San Luis. His programme called
Diaz’s rule illegitimate and asserted that Mexico needed to end the rule of generals in
order to enter the era of civilian rule and democratic politics. He encouraged all sectors
of society, even officials of the federal army, to rally to his movement, and reminded
military officers that their duty was to protect and be loyal to the institutions of the
republic, rather than support tyranny. To the improvised militias that joined his cause,
Madero promised to grant military ranks to participants and integrate them into thé
National Army (Duncan and Goodsell 1970).

Madero’s movement profited from a prevailing environment of social anger, and rapidly
found support among the bourgeoisie and middle class groups that resented Diaz’s
exclusionary policies. A similar situation occurred with thousands of landless peasants
who laboured on the great haciendas of Morelos, Oaxaca and Guerrero. Francisco I.
Madero scheduled his attack to start on November 20, 1910 at 6 pm. Given the
openness of Madero’s plan, the surveillance operations that were put into effect that day
by Diaz's troops, police bodies and the rurales, came as no surprise. In fact, in
Tlaxcala, Jalisco and Chihuahua, especially in Guadalajara and the City of Chihuahua,
local police bodies carried out preventive arrests of alleged insurgents and confiscated
arms and ammunition. - Apart from a few proletarian protests in distant areas and some
minor guerrilla activity in Chihuahua and Puebla, nothing serious happened that day or
the week after. In fact, the War Ministry reported that no disorder was recorded in

Jalisco, Coahuila or Sinaloa.

The disorganised nature of Madero’s movement and Diaz’s quick military response
suggested in the first two weeks a victory of the federal forces. The US Ambassador,
Henry Lane Wilson, sent a message to the State Department saying, “Revolutionary
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movement has degenerated into bandit warfare, but the government seems in complete
control.”(Vanderwood 1976:562). Conventional military doctrines of internal defence,
also known as Low Intensity Conflict'®, indicate that ruling elites confronting
insurgency movements must be aware that any military operation can generate serious
political repercussions (Charters and Tugwell 1989). In other words, guerrilla warfare
seldom leads to the obliteration of the enemy. Guerrillas fight a mobile war. Their
tactics are hit-and-run and hardly engage the enemy in pitched battles. Therefore, the
public-relations dimension of the confrontation is crucial to win the hearts and minds of
the general populace. This objective is often achieved through steadily discrediting the
rebel’s political aims in the press. Therefore, military supremacy is essential to
convince the people at large that sufficient force exists to protect their interest, since
crushing the enemy in the short term is hardly a feasible possibility (P. Vanderwood
1976:552). The historical account of Diaz’s response to Madero’s rebellion shows that
neither public relations nor the combat dimensions of the conflict were efficiently
addressed by the regime (Portilla 1995:362).

To begin with, President Diaz found the scattered distribution of military troops in the
country, an essential element of his strategy of internal security, to be very problematic.
By the time the uprising started to gain momentum (late December, 1910), the regime
was forced to move entire battalions to reinforce besieged positions. D. Charters and
Tugwell (1989) argue that counterinsurgency tactics require at least a 6 to 1 superiority
in manpower in order to succeed. However, Diaz’s total military presence in Chihuahua
barely reached 1,500 when Madero’s military force accounted for at least 3,000" by the
beginning of December 1910. In agreement with the 6-to-1 principle, Diaz would have
needed 18,000 men in the state of Chihuahua alone to defeat Madero’s forces
(Vanderwood 1976: 560). That was two thirds of the total size of his military force. In
fact, by the time Diaz capitulated in May 1911, the rebel force consisted of nearly
40,000 armed men. According to Portilla (1995:398), the total force of Diaz (military,

rurales, police bodies and some national guards under the jurisdiction of state

'8 “L ow intensity conflict is a limited politico-military struggle to achieve political, social, economic, or
psychological objectives. It is often protracted and ranges from diplomatic, economic, and psychological
pressures through terrorism and insurgency. Low-intensity conflict is generally confined to a geographic
area and it is often characterised by constraints on the weaponry, tactics, and level of violence.”
(Command, 1986)

' There seems to be no agreement on the size of Madero’s troops in Chihuahua by December 1910.
Figures range from 8,000 (EI Heraldo de México December 10, 1910) to 3,000 (El Pais January 6, 1911).
See Vanderwood (1976:559). In order to apply the 6 to 1 principle of counter guerrilla tactics, I took into
consideration the lowest figure available.
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governors) accounted to 30,000. It was, by all means, insufficient to confront the

momentum that Madero’s revolution had already gained.

Recruiting was also a problem for the federal army. While new volunteers increased the
numerical advantage of the insurgents, the army was experiencing serious difficulty to
remain cohesive and solid. For instance, the Governor of Zacatecas informed the War
Ministry that he was unable to provide troops because he needed local police forces to
guard communities. He also announced that recruitment was impossible, “because
people sympathise with the rebels”. Similar incidents were reported in other parts of the

country, where even jefes politicos’ loyalties rapidly shifted (Portilla 1995).

If recruitment and size of the federal army were a handicap, lack of unity and discipline
at the top of the military structure completed the picture. In less than three months,
Diaz appointed three Governors of Chihuahua, hoping to contain the unrest. However,
he failed each time and made the relationship between the Zone Military Commander
and civilian authorities even more fractious. A further field where the military failed to
perform was on intelligence gathering and analysis. Due to the clandestine nature of the
enemy, effective military actions relied on steady inflows of information on the
insurgents’ whereabouts, social bases of support and short-term objectives. As
mentioned earlier, different bodies and government agencies were in charge of
intelligence gathering. However, it seems that the lack of information about the
strength of the guerrilla forces represented an inescapable handicap for Diaz ’s military.
Katz (1985) suggests that governors, political chiefs and army commanders often
manufactured intelligence reports in order to tell the dictator what he wanted to hear.
Intelligence, like many other technical functions of the regime, had been politicised, and
had therefore become worthless for decision-making. According to F. Bulnes (1927),
Diaz’s decision to capitulate was apparently triggered by intelligence information that
claimed that Zapata’s militia in the south was powerful enough to sweep the rest of the
federal forces out of Mexico City. However, Francisco Bulnes argued that Diaz greatly

overestimated Zapata’s military strength.

Finally, the regime was also defeated in the field of public relations. The series of
victories of the revolutionary forces against the federal army changed rapidly the views
of the population concerning the presumed invulnerability of the federal forces. The

heavy movement of troops fed the impression, particularity among inhabitants of
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Mexico City, that Diaz’s military did not have the muscle to face the uprising. Under
these circumstances, the early victories of Diaz’s military force against the alzados were
quickly overshadowed by peasant guerrilla activity in Morelos, Hidalgo, Guerrero and
Oaxaca. In large cities, such as Guadalajara and Mexico City, organised workers and
urban middle classes saw in the revolution an opportunity to play a greater political role
and soon joined Madero’s movement. This hodgepodge united by a common
opposition to the regime strengthened Madero’s Ejército Libertador. On May 10, the
border City of Juarez felt under the control of rebels. This victory ensured the steady
supply of arms to Madero’s army from the United States and in less than a week, the US
President, William Taft, had already recognised the authority of Maderistas over the
border point. Taft’s recognition of Madero’s insurgency force came as no surprise,
since it was clear the United States had tolerated the supply of military equipment to
Madero’s forces throughout the confrontation with Diaz’s regime (Hart 1987; Portilla
1995). Days later, the aging dictator acknowledged his defeat, resigned, and left the

country.

In sum, Madero’s Revolution lasted less than six months, and was relatively bloodless.
However, when Diaz capitulated, the federal army had not yet been defeated (Lozoya
1970). In fact, many of its battalions, particularly in the central region of the country,
had hardly suffered fatalities as most battles were fought in the northern part of the
country. Aware of the structural weaknesses of the federal army, it is likely that Diaz
knew that it was only a matter of time for Madero’s forces to succeed. A protracted war
against the insurgents would’ve meant, inexorably, the destruction of his industial and
infrastructure legacy: railways, highways, ports, etc. Furthermore, the political side of
the war had already been lost. That is, Diaz’s credibility to maintain peace and stability
in the country had already vanished away. In the end, President Diaz signed the Ciudad
Juarez Agreement and Francisco de la Barra became interim president. In dctober
1911, Madero won the presidential election and became the first democratically elected

president of the new century.

2.5 Conclusions

The disastrous performance of the federal army during Madero’s Revolution shows that
political rather than military considerations determined the way in which the armed

forces evolved during the protracted rule of Porfirio Diaz. Compared to other countries
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in Latin America, where military establishments achieved a superior ability to defend
the state from external aggression, Mexico’s military focused on combating the
regime’s domestic enemies. In other words, Mexico’s military did not evolve to
achieve what S. Huntington calls military security, but was intended to guarantee the

safety of the ruling elite.

Important changes in civil-military relations took place during el porfiriato. The most
important was the imposition of civilian supremacy over the armed forces. The
deference shown by the military elite to Diaz’s authority, even during the last hours of
his presidency, was a clear sign of subordination (Rowe 1912). In fact, there is no
record of massive desertion of army officers or soldiers that later adhered to the
insurgent side, even though there were documented attempts of people close to Madero
to gain the allegiance of Diaz’s military chiefs (Franco y Gonzalez Salas 1979) 24-39.
Despite its effectiveness, Porfirio Diaz’s control over the armed forces was flawed and
built upon shaky foundations. Patronage, bribery and handsome rewards or business
opportunities to loyal officers remained the means of keeping the military away from
politics. Even when Diaz’s administration witnessed some advances in military
professionalism, his military was not prepared to counteract guerrilla movements. The
army lacked of internal discipline, its leadership had grown old while the rising
generations of professional officers were prevented from performing management

positions.

Finally, Diaz failed to forge an institutional bond between the officer corps and the
state. Indeed, the armed forces were loyal to the President, but as his successor would
tragically discover two years after assuming the presidency, the federal army was loyal
to Porfirio Diaz, not to the office of the president. Two years after Madero’s victory,
General Victoriano Huerta waged a successful coup, assassinated Francisco Madero and
placed the armed forces at the centre of the political landscape. After this tragic event,
the task of reinstating civilian supremacy over the armed forces would take nearly 30
years to be fully achieved. Not surprisingly, it was re-established in a way that

resembled many of the key characteristics imposed during el porfiriato.
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Chapter 3. El Porfiriato Revisited: the Consolidation of Civilian
Supremacy in Post-revolutionary Mexico, 1911-1934

Introduction

Since the end of the Mexican Revolution, the executive has had an exclusive and almost
undisputed authority over the military. This chapter presents a narrative of the
reconstruction of state power in Mexico after el porfiriato and the way the post
revolutionary elite redefined civil-military relations in the 1920s and ‘30s. Finally, it

examines the consequences of this institutional arrangement on the armed forces.

The time frame covered in this chapter opens an interesting case for the analysis of how
each of the five elected presidents after Madero’s downfall in 1913 contributed to
institutionalising a vertical and undisputed form of control over the armed forces. I will
argue that the role of political interests and the policy preferences of the ruling elite
after 1920 are key elements to understanding the logic behind the reform of civil-
military relations. It seems clear that the post-revolutionary elite learned the lesson of
relying too much on informal means of control to keep the sword and rifle away from
the political arena. Still, they did not hesitate to continue using the military in an utterly

partisan fashion.

In the second section of this chapter, I will briefly argue that Mexico’s regional security
complex (Buzan 1991) precluded the formation of a clear defensive orientation in
Mexico’s military. This part is relevant to explain why the Mexican armed forces
behaved differently from most of their South American counterparts that by the end of
the 1910s were regarding each other with a high level of suspicion. In other words,
Mexico was unlikely to be at war with Guatemala and unable to challenge the United
States military power. According to the U.S. State Department archives on Mexico’s

military relations during this period, it is seems this notion was very clear in the mindset
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of the post-revolutionary elite. For instance, while serving as Secretary of Defence in
1931, Plutarco Elias Calles declared: “the Mexican Army is primarily a police force, as
the army would be virtually useless against that of the United States [...] moral reasons
only, and not the condition of Mexico’s military resources and armament, could prevent
the United States from conquering Mexico.”"!

I will argue that this relatively secure geopolitical position ruled out the emergence of a
conventional conception of national defence in the construction of the post-
revolutionary doctrine of national security. In turn, this characteristic allowed the
creation of a more profound internal dimension where the armed forces have been
extensively employed to impose public order, address political and electoral conflicts

and promote economic development?.

3.1 Madero’s brief presidential term, 1911-1913

Diaz’s military defeat in 1911 did not signify an immediate political demise of the
regime, its institutions, political culture or dominant social groups. Even when Diaz
negotiated his departure from office from a position of weakness, the outcome of the
peace process did not entirely reflect such a condition. From the outset, the political
abilities of the dictator and his associates sharply contrasted with the excessive goodwill
— some historians may also call naiveté — of his successor (Bulnes 1972). To begin
with, Madero agreed to follow the constitutional procedure specifying that the minister
of foreign affairs should become interim president in case of death or resignation of the
acting president (Aguilar Camin and Meyer 1993). Therefore, Francisco Ledn de la
Barra, Diaz’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, assumed the executive power, which he held
for five months after Diaz’s resignation. Presumably, Madero left the transition in De la
Barra’s hands to meld the political and economic interests of the upper classes and

traditional social groups with those of the incoming political regime.

However, for more acute political observers of the time, Madero’s first concessions
were far too generous (Cumberland 1972:3-22). Defeated in the battlefield, but

triumphant at the table of negotiations, the rational response of the porfirian elite aimed

! Rueben Clark, American Ambassador to The State Department. October 24, 1931. General Records of
the Department of State, RG 812.20/91 NARA

2 G.R Wilson., American Consul to State Department. November 15, 1938. Military Forces in The
Piedras Negras Consular District. General Records of the Department of State, RG 812.20/181 NARA

86



at delaying, if not preventing altogether, the diverse social agenda that had triggered the
Revolution in the first place. Judging from the tragic death of Madero in 1913 the
remnants of Diaz’s crew succeeded in this task for a while. First, and with the political
backing of Madero, President De la Barra ordered the dissolution of EI Ejército
Libertador, cognizant of the power of the defeated, but still standing Federal Army.
Among a long series of political miscalculations, Madero’s decision to disband his
military muscle was the most damaging. Only a small fraction of the rebel forces was
integrated into active service under a new military force that was known as “Los
Cuerpos Rurales de la Federacion” (Lieuwen 1968). Other than this minor role, few of
the informal militias and their leadership get positions in the public service, not to say in
the military as agreed in El Plan de San Luis —the Revolution’s manifesto. Not
surprisingly, division and growing disenchantment with the revolution’s leader started
to gain ground, particularly among the improvised but politically popular generals who
were reasonably expecting rewards for participating in the winning side of the armed

struggle’.

If the political arena was not running according to Madero’s expectations, civil-military
relations did not offer a different scenario. Undisturbed by the arguments of his former
colleagues in arms, Madero appeared considerably more concerned with securing the
loyalty of the Federal Army. On this issue, Madero appealed to the promotion of the
military’s corporate interest as a way of recreating a more democratic relationship with
the officer corps. In fact, during his first year in office, officers’ salaries were raised
and promotions were granted to those officers who had been neglected in Diaz’s times
for lacking proper political connections. Furthermore, the newly promoted generalship
was given unprecedented room of manoeuvre that aimed at improving its performance
and professional character. No doubt, this strategy proved efficient in the short term. It
allowed the new administration to open a space where the armed forces could evolve

without the extreme political meddling that had characterised the Diaz years.

Eventually — although temporarily — the Mexican armed forces started to look and act
more like a war machine than a political interest group. In fact, this attitude proved to

be instrumental in the survival of Madero’s presidency, particularly when political

3 For instance, General Pascual Orozco in Sonora and Navarro in Chihuahua aired their discontent in the
press by criticising the counter-revolutionary character of the interim president’s policies. But, their
grievances found no echo and Madero lost no time demanding total respect for the executive’s decisions.
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tensions in the countryside got out of control as a result of De la Barra and Madero’s
decision to suspend the long awaited restitution of communal lands (Katz 1979: 34-37).
To make it worse, President De la Barra sent the Federal Army to combat Zapata’s
militia as a way of stopping ongoing illegal occupation of land in the states of Morelos
and Guerrero. It is not difficult to conclude why the policies of the interim president
soon started to demolish the fragile unity of the revolutionary movement. By the time
Madero won the presidential election on November 5, 1911, the loyalty of El Ejército
Libertador to the executive power was irremediably broken. This was, in part, the
result of Madero’s stubborn determination to introduce democratic practices without
changing the Porfirian structures of power, the armed forces included (Knight
1986:448-466).

Madero’s erratic and contradictory policy soon took its toll. Some of his former
powerful allies, Zapata and Orozco, rebelled within twenty days after he had assumed
the presidency. At the same time, there were no clear signs that the President had
successfully attracted the allegiance of the Federal Army either. It soon became clear
that the decision to leave the leadership of the Revolution outside of the new political
agreement interfered with the peace and stability that Mexican society demanded. On
the contrary, such exclusion left charismatic leaders with great ascendancy among their
armed men with an appealing objective to resume hostilities: “To fight for the

unfulfilled goals of the Revolution.”

The consequences of Madero’s choice to terminate his alliance with Zapata and Orozco
and the measures he adopted to maintain control over the federal army portrays the
paradox inherent in most approaches to civil-military relations. That is, how to keep a
military force strong enough to guarantee the defence of the state against its internal and
external enemies and, at the same time, sufficiently loyal to the civilian leadership to
remain secluded from the struggles for political power. Eventually, the Federal Army,
under the expedient command of General Victoriano Huerta, reduced both uprisings to a
level that could not represent a threat to political stability. It seems that Madero’s
strategy of reducing political meddling in strict military affairs and the promotion of the
army’s corporate interest boosted the regime’s capacity to defend itself against

guerrillas. Unfortunately, for the president’s cause, this strategy was not entirety
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successful in brining under control a praetorian army that was still tightly controlled by

a handful of Porfirian generals.

Less than a month after Pascual Orozco’s defeat, a faction of the military elite
commanded by the leader of the counter-revolution, General Victoriano Huerta, carried
out a coup that put an end to Madero’s impractical politics. Soon after, he was
assassinated in a well-researched passage of Mexico’s history known as “La Decena
Trdgica” (Ross 1970). With Madero’s assassination, the last trace of the Revolution as
it was planned in 1910 died too. It was also the end of the first real effort —perhaps the
only one so far — to bring the armed forces under a more democratic fashion of control.
It is not difficult to suggest that the generalship that betrayed Madero soon concluded
they were not only fighting the war Diaz refused to continue in May 1911, but also
sustaining a president with no support other than the military itself. Despite Madero’s
complacent treatment toward the military elite, his authority was superimposed. No
new formal or informal mechanisms were created to ensure their loyalty. Furthermore,
the inability of the president to set minimum conditions of stability— apart from
eroding legitimacy — made upper classes and managers of foreign capital highly
skeptical about his capacity to bring peace to the country. It was clear that, when these
groups were confronted with the choice of supporting Madero or a military regime, they

opted for the rule of the generals.

At this point, comparisons between Diaz and Madero are relevant to explain how each
president tackled the civil-military paradox described above. It also clarifies why
Madero’s attempt to reform civil-military relations did not work as he expected. Unlike
Diaz, Madero had no military experience and he hardly knew the workings of the
Federal Army as an organisation. Therefore, he had no unconditional allies within the
military, and his rule never reached the levels of popularity and political alliances that
Diaz once had (Beezley, Wolfskill et al. 1979:19). Regardless of the clear signs that the
army was plotting a coup and the warnings of his political advisors — the Madero
family included — the president maintained his blind faith in the institutional allegiance

of the armed forces.

Madero clearly failed to consider that Diaz’s informal method of controlling the armed
forces was not a capricious choice the dictator made to establish his authority over the

generalship. On the contrary, the empowerment of Diaz’s trustful agents (tuxtepecanos)
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was, above all, a pragmatic solution to keep under control a semi-professional armed
body with low institutional cohesion, low differentiation from civil society, and dubious
loyalty towards the state and its civilian leadership. As explained in the second chapter,
Diaz’s trusted agents allowed him to have the military doing whatever he wanted and
the way he wanted. This often allowed him to maintain reasonable levels of political
stability that could serve as an incentive to attract investment and sustain economic
growth. Therefore, it seems that Madero’s failure to control the armed forces after 1911
was not necessarily related to his unwillingness to transform a path-dependent
relationship he not only considered to be morally wrong but pernicious for proper
democratic development (Madero 1909). It was rather due to his inability to recognize
that the military he inherited and empowered within the new political conditions
responded to a specific style of leadership that he was either reluctant to provide for
ethical reasons or not even able of truly identify during the two years he remained in
office. In the end, Madero failed to change the nature of civil-military relations,
because the inertia from the Diaz era proved to be much stronger that the will or the

formal powers of the president.

Ultimately, Madero experienced exactly the opposite problems Diaz had at the end of
his reign in 1910. That is, his rule proved to be less vulnerable to a revolution, but
poorly equipped to prevent a military coup. His tragic fate also made clear that military
coups were an inevitable result in the absence of a strong and popular president, as it
had been the case throughout the largest part of the 19th Century. Twenty years after
Madero’s assassination, this pattern of political instability changed via a slow but
continuous development in the direction of a more firm, institutional and secure form of
civilian supremacy.  The following two sections of this chapter deal with this

transformation.

3.2 Huerta, Carranza, the United States and the internal dimension of
security

Tracking civilian control over the armed forces after Madero’s assassination until the
end of Plutarco Elias Calles’ Presidency in 1928 depicts a historical process of
discontinuities that incessantly moved backward and forward like a pendulum. The
arrival of General Victoriano Huerta to the presidency in 1913 marked the arrival of the

armed forces to political supremacy. Unlike Diaz, the new regime did not hide its
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militarism. Huerta’s was truly a military regime. It gave prominence to violent
solutions to social and political conflicts as opposed to conciliation and negotiation,
which was Diaz’s preferred method. One of his first actions as president was to replace
state governors with trusted members of the federal army. A similar situation occurred
with most the senior positions in the public administration. In fact, even civilian
members of his cabinet were made Brigade Generals. According to Sherman and
Greenleaf (1960), Huerta’s regime came close to converting Mexico into the most
militarist state in the world. His rule was fundamentally counter-revolutionary, as there
was the clear goal to eliminate all traces of Madero’s liberal experiment and to return (at
least strive for it explicitly) the country to the good old days of the porfiriato (Knight
1986a:62).

Not surprisingly, the country’s military apparatus also got significantly enlarged. Once
more, federal prisons were emptied and the ominous Leva returned as the only feasible
option to recruit soldiers®. On strictly military issues, Huerta intended to construct a
professional army of 250,000 soldiers in less than three years. In real terms, this meant

the creation of a military force almost 7 times bigger than Diaz’s had been in 1910.

Contrary to Huerta’s expectations and that of the political groups that supported his
presidency —including the US Ambassador, Henry Lane Wilson— his arrival to power
did not bring the expected peace and political stability. Quite the opposite, it led to the
bloodiest stage of the Mexican revolution. Madero’s assassination made him a martyr,
and soon his old allies embraced his image to regroup forces, this time under the
command of Venustiano Carranza, by that time the governor of Coahuila. As occurred
with Diaz, the most important challenge to the regime came from the north. However,
this characteristic was, perhaps, the only point of coincidence between Madero and the
new leader. Carranza’s approach to the Revolution was more pragmatic. He tried to
avoid Madero’s obvious mistakes such as neglecting the Revolution’s social agenda,
denying the political positions that would correspond to his followers or leaving the

Federal Army untouched after peace negotiations.

Carranza’s political pronunciamiento, known as “El Plan de Guadalupe,” was concise.

It did not call for a social revolution, but merely a statement of general goals for

* According to L. Meyer (1976), Huerta recruited between 800 and 1000 new soldiers during his first
month in office.
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toppling the Huerta dictatorship (Richmond 1979:51). The core of E! Plan de
Guadalupe was that Carranza would be appointed provisional president at the end of the
armed struggle and elections would be organised once the country was in a position of
peace and stability. In military terms, Carranza’s war machinery was not far from being
a second edition of Madero’s Ejército Libertador. However, it also had important
differences that are worth noting. To begin with, El Ejército Constitucionalista was
clearly divided into three geographical commands that initially responded to Carranza’s
leadership. General Alvaro Obregon headed the North-west force; Francisco Villa was
responsible for the Northern Division (Katz, 1979); and General Pablo Gonzélez
commanded the Northeast forces (Krauze 1997). Forces loyal to Emiliano Zapata
fought in the south®, but they did not respond directly to Carranza’s orders (Lozoya
1971).

If not professional, the generalship of “El Constitucionalista” had experience in the
practice of war. For instance, Obregén had participated in Madero’s revolution as a
middle-ranking officer, but he gained most of his reputation while fighting the
Orozquista rebellion during the second half of 1912. By the time the military campaign
against Huerta erupted, Obregén had become the natural leader of the resistance in
Sonora. Unlike Villa’s armed force, the Northwest army came into existence under the
initiative of the Governor of Sonora, José Maria Maytorena. The objective of this
regional army was to provide the State with a standing force capable of maintaining
control over the territorial claims of Mayo and Yaqui tribes in the region. The Sonoran
militia was hierarchically organised and disciplined. Its soldiers received their salaries
directly from the State’s treasury®. On this basis, it is not difficult to understand why
Carranza took Obregén’s militia as the backbone of the new military force of the
country, as it was the only group accustomed to receiving orders from civilian

authorities.

3 Zapata’s objectives were mainly focused on territorial claims of indigenous communities that had been
summarised in e/ Plan de Ayala. Collective gain, rather than individual interest, appeared to be the main
popular appeal of the Zapatistas. In contrast, Villa’s armed force, as with Serrano rebellions, accounted
for a more diverse composition of interests and objectives of its membership (Knight 1986). Agrarian
reform played an important role for most of them, as well as old grievances of communities that deeply
resented the imposition of political chiefs. Unlike Carrancistas and Zapatistas, Villa’s military force
lacked a political manifesto. This was also an indication of the more individualistic character of their
demands and political objectives

¢ By 1913, this military force had 15 generals, 155 officers, nearly 3,000 soldiers and more than 8,000
volunteers (Aguilar Camin, H. 1982). They were all commanded by General Obregén, but were
subordinated to the civilian command of Sonora’s state Governor, José Maria Maytorena.
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After sixteen months of relentless battle, Huerta’s illegitimate regime crumbled. The
initial support his rule got from the United States under the Presidency of William Taft
was revoked soon after President Woodrow Wilson assumed the Presidency on March
3, 1913. Almost all historical accounts of this period agreed that the new American
President saw with suspicion Huerta’s rule and highly condemned the assassination of
Madero (Wilson-Hackett 1926; Colegio de México. Centro de Estudios Histdricos.
1981; Katz 1981; Knight 1986a). In real terms, Wilson’s animosity towards Huerta
strangled the inflow of weapons and resources from the United States. This situation
deeply affected the ability of the regime to keep on fighting the armed subversion.
Furthermore, the occupation of Veracruz in 1914 by American warships also precluded
the importation of weaponry from Europe and placed not only Huerta but also Carranza
in a difficult political situation. It was clear that Huerta could have used and, in fact,
tried to use, the American invasion to raise some internal support by appealing to a deep
rooted anti-American feeling among Mexicans (Katz 1981). Contrary to his intentions,
President Wilson’s actions to harm Huerta’s rule were actually causing the opposite

effect.

The role of the United States played during this period is central to understanding both
the external dimension of the Mexican revolution during those years, and the evolution
of Mexico’s policy of national defence. Despite the deployment of U.S. warships in
Veracruz and the punitive expedition headed by General Pershing to hunt down Pancho
Villa in 1916 (Stout 1999; Marcovitz 2003), it seems the United States did not seriously
consider a war in Mexico as a way of protecting its economic or geopolitical interests in
the region. Additionally, Carranza seized the window of opportunity opened by the
Great War. Within the context of global war confrontation, which was later confirmed
by the famous “Zimmerman Telegram,” it became clear that the United States needed to
have an amicable relationship with its southern neighbour. Through his political envoys
in Washington, Carranza demanded both the withdrawal of American soldiers from
Mexican territory and the recognition of his rule by the American Government to his

rule.

On civil-military relations, Carranza’s use of diplomacy in the relationship with the
United States, made evident that Mexico’s policy of national defence was not in the

direction of developing a strong military force. In fact, the security measures of the
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assassination of Madero’. Villa’s proposition could not disguise the fact that he was
preparing to wage war against Carranza in search of becoming the supreme power in the
country. Soon after attempts failed to mediate between political contenders, the battle of
the winners, as A Knight (1986) named it, divided the Revolution into two visible
factions. General Obregén and General Pablo Gonzélez decided to play the cards of
Carranza and put their semi-professional military forces at his service. In turn, Villa bet

for his substantial army, which Zapata promptly joined (Gonzales 2002).

Despite having a greater military force, the stubbornness of General Villa could not
compete with the apparently superior military skills of General Alvaro Obregén.
Between May and November 1915, Villa was defeated in three consecutive battles and
his military force was reduced to a few squads. The same outcome befell forces loyal to
Zapata, as well as other armed groups that profited form the state of lawlessness that
reigned after the collapse of Huerta’s rule. The configuration of power that derived
from Villa’s and Zapata’s military defeat was decisive for the definition of the new
institutional equilibrium in the following years. Finally, Carranza’s rule was
considerably consolidated when the United States granted de-facto recognition of the

new government in October 1915.

Carranza’s victory over Villa and Zapata made clear that military force was the final
arbiter of politics, particularly in deciding who could serve as president. As a result, it
provided a minimum of consensus over the leadership of the country and the national
army. However, it could not do much to tame the political ambitions of a multitude of
army officers, whose political standing stemmed from their alleged military feats. In
that sense, the new national army was born politicised, as most regional military leaders
continued commanding their troops in a patriarchal fashion. This factor alone kept the

country under conditions of latent political instability.

3.3 Carranza’s rule and the Constitution of 1917

Despite the problems with control over the armed forces described above, pitched

battles between contenders gave way to an active debate of ideas in the renovated

7 Formally, ex-members of the Federal Army could only be admitted in the new military institution as
long as they were graduates form the Military College and were willing to work in the military academy
as instructors. Nevertheless, informally, an important percentage of ex-federal soldiers and officers were
integrated into the forces of Villa, Zapata and General Pablo Gonzalez (Knight, A. 1986a).
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Congress. The shape of social reform started to take real dimension when a victorious
President Carranza called the leadership of the Revolution to redefine the rules of the
political game in December 1916. The Constitutional Project that Carranza proposed to
the new Congress incorporated the broad social demands of the Revolution, such as
labour, agrarian reform and anticlerical provisions on public education (Richmond,
1979 48-55). The new Constitution gave the Revolutionary ideals a strong legal and
institutional referent. Reforms included Labour rights (Article 123), Agrarian Reform
(Article 27), Presidential Power (Article 80 to 93) and even control over the Church
(Article 130). Civilian supremacy over the armed forces was also clearly stated in
Articles 16 and 89, which favoured Carranza’s civilist project. Nevertheless, achieving
peace and stability in the country remained an elusive goal. Two main obstacles arose.
First, the remnants of Villa’s and Zapata’s armies were still operating in different
regions of the country, forcing Carranza to keep the armed forces involved in tasks of
internal security and public order. Secondly, Obregdn’s successful military campaign
against Francisco Villa made him a national figure that tacitly challenged the political

standing of Carranza.

Therefore, Carranza’s rule confronted the superior need of keeping a powerful military
machinery to fight internal enemies while also keeping in check the political ambitions
of regional military leaders. Strictly speaking, Carranza confronted a problem with
civil-military relations far more complicated than Madero had encountered after Diaz’s
resignation in May 1911. Regardless of all its flaws, the Federal Army was a highly
centralised body whose generals or “empowered military brokers” responded to a single
command. In contrast, the informal militias that composed the new national army after
1914 lacked a clear sense of broad political or military leadership. In practice, this
meant that Carranza’s authority over the military depended, once more, on finding
charismatic brokers or agents who could effectively keep the troops under control and
aligned to civilian leadership. Wisely enough, Carranza appointed General Alvaro
Obregon as Minister of War and soon delegated to him the task of reforming the
military (Hall 1981).

Obregoén’s record in the war ministry was not particularly impressive®.He effectively

played the role of a broker that Carranza so badly needed to maintain the armed forces

¥ Obregén’s first challenge was to reduce a military force of nearly 200,000 soldiers, five hundred
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under control. Despite this fact, Carranza did not offer Obregén any position in the
cabinet when the former got elected Constitutional President in June 1917 (Loyo
Camacho 2003). Obregon returned to civilian life in his home state of Sonora, and,
even when he aired his differences with Carranza’s policies to the press, he made no

attempt to overturn the regime.

In theory, Obregén’s decision to abandon, if temporarily, the political scene reduced the
level of political pressures over Carranza’s presidency. However, Carranza lost more
than he won with Obregdn’s departure. Beyond real progress on taming and fostering
professionalisation in the national army, Obregdén’s allegiance to Carranza represented
an important deterrent to other strong military figures who might have considered the
possibility of mounting a military coup. Obregén was the most important personality in
the military and any coup that ignored his political standing was most likely doomed to
failure. On the other hand, Obregén’s resignation forced Carranza to diversify the
number of agents or brokers to maintain order within the military. Under such
conditions, Carranza attempted to control the military elite by buying off loyalties of the
géneralship, not only with generous salaries, but also by ignoring the rapacious
behaviour of many military chiefs. It was not long before the population once more

began to become restive because of the behaviour of the new military force.

Furthermore, Carranza’s strategy to control the military did not strengthen discipline in
the new organisation. The way he tackled civilian control over the generalship was still
very informal in nature. In fact, it made the impression that buying off allegiances of
self-interested generals was the only way to control their political ambitions. In many
ways, Carranza’s regime was still poorly institutionalised and decisive political
influence was still a commodity of the generalship. The military and its leadership did
not behave as a military apparatus, but as an armed political party with the ability to
influence or veto policies, allocate political representatives in states and regions and
influence the selection of presidential candidates. The following election scheduled in

November 1920 confirmed this hypothesis. It was no secret that the most influential

generals and an immense number of high-ranking officers. This was essential, not only because it posed a
problem of control, but because of its heavy burden upon Mexico’s public finances. As War Minister,
Obregon offered early retirement packages to high-ranking officers who chose to return to civilian life.
He also launched an initial program of military education that aimed at improving the military skills of
hundreds of self-made officers and created special premises to repair war materials, established hospitals
and started to develop Mexico’s air force (Hall 1981). However, poor progress was achieved on military
expenditures, as almost 72% of the budget was still committed to cover the army’s payroll.
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general of the Revolution, Alvaro Obregon, appeared as the leading presidential
contender, while Carranza was clearly favouring a civilian candidate in Ignacio

Bonillas, Mexico’s ambassador to the United States.

From the start, the electoral competition looked unequal for Bonillas. Carranza’s bases
of social support were not particularly strong. His record on social reform was
unimpressive. Restitution of land in Morelos and Guerrero was modest. In fact, many
hacendados that lost their properties during the long years of anarchy that followed
Diaz’s departure from office had their lands returned by direct presidential intervention.
The incipient labour movement was not supportive either, as Carranza had, on a handful
of occasions, dispatched the armed forces to crush strikes’. Actually, Carranza’s
declarations to workers in 1914 went as far as to say that “Trade Unionism is atheistic
and an enemy of the Fatherland” (Paniagua 2001:20).  This counter-revolutionary
character of Carranza’s policies helps to explain why organised labour created the
Confederacion Obrera Mexicana (CROM) to favour Obregén’s political aspirations in
1919. If these signs were not clear enough to portray the low political capital of the
President, the poor response that Bonillas’ candidacy received from the military
demonstrated that he had no chance to win the election. To Carranza’s surprise, even
his trusted friend and head of the National Army, General Pablo Gonzélez, resigned his

position to run for the Presidency.

Carranza’s choice of Bonilllas tested the loyalty of the National Army towards the
executive power. It was a test the military would not pass. Apparently, Carranza saw in
Bonillas’s candidacy the possibility of consolidating civilian domination in the post-
revolutionary period. However, the leadership of the armed forces saw things
differently. For them, Ignacio Bonillas represented the informal extension of
Carranza’s rule. Benjamin Hill, one of Obregdn’s die-hard supporters and nephew,
declared that there was no chance for a civilian candidate to triumph in the presidential
race. For Hill and other military leaders, the country was still in “an era where force
rules, as it has been shown by the great amount of problems that civilian governors are
experiencing with military representatives” (Loyo Camacho 2003:58). In contrast,
Carranza argued that Mexico had suffered enough from the maladies of militarism,

which had also proved to create political and social unrest, Diaz and Huerta’s rule being

? For a comprehensive description of labour relations during Carranza’s rule see (Bortz 2000).
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the clearest examples'®. There is evidence that Carranza not only wanted a civilian to
succeed 'him in the presidency, but also intended to keep Obregén away from the
political scene (Bailey 1979:85). A high degree of mutual animosity between these two

figures of the Revolution once more was about to trigger violence in the country.

Clearly, Carranza was mistaken about the sources of political power of the time. The
hub of the political system had not transited yet to the presidential office, but remained
attached to the military and its generals. Carranza was the President, but the loyalty of
the armed forces did not belong to him. Under such conditions, the result was highly
predictable. 'When the military had to support one of the contenders, it massively

followed Obregon and opposed the President.

3.4 The Agua Prieta Revolution and Obregén’s Presidency

A bloodless uprising followed, as nearly ninety-five per cent of the armed forces
favoured Obregon in what is known as “La Revolucion de Agua Prieta”.” Only the
young cadets of the Military College remained loyal to the President, but it did not help
much. Soon after, Carranza experienced the same fate of Madero. He was hunted
down and assassinated by Obregén loyalists, apparently against Obregén’s wishes
(Corona del Rosal, 1995). Adolfo de la Huerta, by that time Governor of Sonora, was
appointed Interim President. A few months later, Alvaro Obregén overwhelmingly
won the electoral race of December 1920. The tragic fates of Madero and Carranza
highlighted in retrospect Diaz’s remarkable achievement in subordinating the military to
his authority for more than thirty years. It was then time for the new political leadership
of the country to learn from Diaz’s experience if the idea was not to repeat Madero’s

and Carranza’s mistakes and tragic end.

Considering civil-military relations in the ten years that followed, they did learn. Even
though there were at least five well-orchestrated military uprisings in the country that
seriously attempted to overturn the president after 1920 (Table 3.2), Obregén’s coup
was the last that managed to succeed. From that year, the army started a long and not
always easy transition toward becoming a more professional military force at the service

of the state, as opposed to a heterogeneous blend of militias that responded to the

1% Obregén contradicted Carranza by arguing that he had stopped being a soldier years ago and, in any
case, what he had done during the revolution was to fight the excesses of militarism in the country. “My
spirit is civilista” was a phrase Obregon continuously used in his speeches.
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