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Autonomía militar y control civil sobre las fuerzas armadas 
sudamericanas en el siglo xxi

Resumen: este artículo tiene como objetivo analizar cómo el proceso de control civil sobre los milita-
res ha influido en la pérdida de autonomía de las Fuerzas Armadas sudamericanas. Durante el siglo 
XXI, la mayoría de los países de la región han enfrentado crisis económicas y políticas sin que las ins-
tituciones militares se presentaran como una solución. Un indicio de ello es el cambio en el espectro 
político en estos países, que ha pasado de derecha a izquierda (y viceversa) sin que ningún gobierno 
electo haya sido derrocado. Un golpe militar ya no es una opción en las crisis. La maduración de las 
instituciones públicas y de la sociedad civil, el fortalecimiento de la democracia, una reestructuración 
de las relaciones cívico-militares y la pérdida de autonomía de las fuerzas armadas son algunos de los 
factores que influyeron en esta situación. El estudio se fundamenta en referentes teóricos y elemen-
tos empíricos. La revisión de la literatura respalda las bases teóricas y el mapeo de la información a 
la estructura práctica. Aquí se propone un Índice de Autonomía de las Fuerzas Armadas basado en 
variables que indican el nivel de autonomía y control civil de las Fuerzas Armadas Sudamericanas. 
El trasfondo de este trabajo es la clásica cuestión del control civil sobre los militares; más allá de las 
normas y documentos oficiales, se observa una pequeña parte de la historia de la participación de 
las Fuerzas Armadas en los gobiernos de la región.

Palabras clave: relaciones cívico-militares; fuerzas Armadas; cultura militar; control civil sobre las 
fuerzas armadas; Sudamérica

Autonomia militar e controle civil sobre as forças armadas sul-
americanas no século xxi

resumo: este artigo tem como objetivo analisar como o processo de controle civil sobre os milita-
res influenciou a perda de autonomia das Forças Armadas sul-americanas. Durante o século XXI, a 
maioria dos países da região enfrentou crises econômicas e políticas sem que as instituições mili-
tares se apresentassem como uma solução. Um indicativo disso é a mudança no espectro político 
nesses países, passando da direita para a esquerda (e vice-versa) sem que nenhum governo eleito 
tenha sido derrubado. Um golpe militar já não é uma opção em momentos de crise. A maturação das 
instituições públicas e da sociedade civil, o fortalecimento da democracia, uma reestruturação das 
relações cívico-militares e a perda de autonomia das forças armadas são alguns dos fatores que in-
fluenciaram essa situação. O estudo se fundamenta em referências teóricas e elementos empíricos. 
A revisão da literatura sustenta as bases teóricas e o mapeamento das informações para a estrutura 
prática. Aqui é proposto um Índice de Autonomia das Forças Armadas com base em variáveis que 
indicam o nível de autonomia e controle civil das Forças Armadas Sul-Americanas. O pano de fundo 
deste trabalho é a clássica questão do controle civil sobre os militares; além das normas e documen-
tos oficiais, observamos uma pequena parte da história da participação das Forças Armadas nos 
governos da região. 

Palavras-chave: relações cívico-militares; Forças Armadas; cultura militar; controle civil das forças 
armadas; América do Sul.
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Introduction
During the 19th century, the Armed Forces (af) 
participated in the independence struggles in Sou-
th America. Governments passed to civilian elites, 
and new democracies were born on the Ameri-
can continent. However, the af has never wholly 
abandoned its power. In the 20th century, some 
military intervention took place in all countries in 
the region. Years or decades passed before power 
returned to civilian rulers. In the last years of the 
21st century, something has changed; since 2001, 
several countries have faced economic, political, 
or social crises without the military appearing as 
a solution. The prospect of a military coup is no 
longer an option; we believe that part of this is due 
to civil and armed relations’ maturity.

The position of the armed institutions is cru-
cial in this scenario because, even though they 
have military power (a monopoly on violence), 
they have not used it to their advantage, remaining 
subordinate to civilian authority. Thus, we ask: 
How did civilian control over the military process 
start the loss of autonomy of the South American 
Armed Forces? To answer this question, we pro-
posed an af Autonomy Index based on variables 
indicating the South American af’s level of in-
dependence / civil control. The study is based on 
theoretical references and empirical elements. The 
literature review supports the theoretical basis and 
information mapping to the practical structure. 
The background of this work is the classic question 
of civilian control over the military (Burk, 2002; 
Kenwick, 2020); looking beyond official regula-
tions and documents, a small part of the history 
of the Armed Forces’ participation in the region’s 
governments until 2017. 

The text has six sections. The first section 
analyzes the af’s history in forming South Ame-
rican nations with an internal focus. The second 
section observes the role of the af in the inters-
tate context, considering the perceptions of con-
flict in the region and focusing on “long peace” 
and “violent peace” to seek an understanding of 
the permanence of the external defense function. 
The third section discusses military regimes and 
their influence on military autonomy, analyzing 

the transition process. The fourth section focuses 
on civilian control over the military institutions, 
where we observe and compare the level of defense 
autonomy or degree of civilian control in the Sou-
th American Armed Forces. In the fifth section, we 
analyze the data collected in the previous sections, 
creating an overview of the region. Finally, the six-
th section brings the conclusions.

Armed forces in the formation 
of south american nations
States have always been linked to armed organi-
zations and have evolved in parallel. This vision is 
shared by some authors, such as Domingos Neto 
(2014), Jerry Dávila (2013), Carlos Fico (2008), and 
Héctor Saint-Pierre (2008). According to Domin-
gos Neto (2014, p. 206), every state establishes a 
historical connection with its armed organization. 
South America is no exception; however, it posses-
ses unique characteristics.

Since the origin of the flaming American na-
tions, during almost the entire 19th century and 
the beginning of the 20th, the armed forces have 
played a central role in the political configuration 
of Latin America. This recent role of the military 
was partly due to the warlike exercise of liberating 
the metropolises, but also because armies were 
one of the first structures of recent states to emerge 
with autonomy (Saint-Pierre, 2008, p. 15).

According to Saint-Pierre, the origins of the 
armed forces in South American states can be tra-
ced back to the struggles for independence. This 
historical role allowed them to be close to the deci-
sion-making circles of the founding states, having 
the autonomy to organize themselves according to 
their demands and rules. As a result, they evolved 
into state institutions with distinctive cultures, se-
tting them apart from other entities through their 
values, traditions, hierarchical system, and disci-
pline. It is important to note that each country ex-
hibited its own dynamics, where civil and military 
actors established their relationship with the for-
mation and control of the state. 

While essential, this detailed history of ci-
vil-military relations in each country differs from 
this text’s purpose. For those who want to go 
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deeper into the topic, we recommend reading some 
works: (i) for an overview, Jerry Dávila (2013), 
Carlos Fico et al. (2008), David Pion-Berlin (2008, 
2009, 2010, 2016); for Argentina, Gabriela Aguila 
(2008); for Brazil, Daniel Aarão Reis (2014), Héctor 
Luis Saint-Pierre (2008), Manoel Domingos Neto 
(2014), Juliano da Silva Cortinhas and Marina Gi-
sela Vitelli (2021) e Vitelli (2022); for Chile, Luis 
Hernán Errázuriz (2009); for Ecuador, Juan Paz y 
Miño (2006); for Uruguay, Enrique Serra Padrós 
(2005); for Bolivia, James Dunkerley (2003); for 
Paraguay, José Carlos Rodríguez (1991); for Vene-
zuela, Fernando Coronil Ímber (2016) and Debo-
rah Norden (2021); and, finally, for Peru, Cecilia 
Méndez (2006).

On the other hand, it is logical that, as prota-
gonists in the formation of the South American 
States, the af have reached a level of autonomy 
linked to their history that can be perceived from 
different points of view. Martín says that “the stru-
ggle for independence in the Spanish colonies was 
carried out by armies without any kind of civilian 
control. Thus, once independence was achieved, 
the generals became the new rulers” (2006, p. 152). 
It was the military elites who led the States in their 
first years of republican life, and the presence of 
civilian leaders was guaranteed from the second 
until the third presidential term (see Table Nº 01). 
Martín attributes the link of armies to the State to 
his Spanish heritage.

Table Nº 01. - Civilians and military commanding the South American nations in the independence process.

Country Independence* 
1st Governor

Names of the first presidents
Civil Militar

Argentina 1816 x Bernardino Rivadavia

Bolivia 1825 x Simón Bolívar; Antonio José de Sucre Alcalá

Brazil 1822/1889 x Don Pedro I (Emperor); Manuel Deodoro da Fonseca

Chile 1818 x Bernardo O’Higgins; Manuel Blanco Encalada

Colombia 1819 x Francisco de Paula Santander

Ecuador 1822 x Juan José Flores 

Paraguay 1811 x Fulgencio Yegros; José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia

Venezuela 1811  x José Antonio Páez

Uruguay 1828 x José Fructuoso Rivera

Peru 1821   x José de San Martín

Source: Elaborated by the authors
* It was decided to indicate the final years of the wars of independence and transition to the Republic.

Likewise, the construction of national identi-
ty in South America was closely intertwined with 
the participation of armies in the wars of indepen-
dence. This active involvement granted them the 
title of independent managers or founders of the 
Fatherland, according to Centeno:

The heroism of war is especially appropriate for the 
elaboration and consecration by States. (...) Wars, 
whether victorious or not, are also moments of na-
tional unity when the collective destiny of a nation, 

at least theoretically, nullifies individualist impe-
ratives. Celebrated in stone and paper, acts of war 
remind the people to whom their loyalty belongs. 
(2014, p. 376)

During the wars of independence against the 
colonial powers, the struggle involved not only 
economic elites and the general population but 
also prominently featured the leadership of mili-
tary figures. In South America, only Uruguay had 
no military person in charge of the independence 
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process. Brazil had an emperor who was also the 
military chief and a military man during the Pro-
clamation of the Republic.

One of the armies’ missions was to carry out pos-
session and presence throughout the national terri-
tory and at the borders, working with other actors 
for national development. Thus, barracks were crea-
ted in parallel with the installation of farmers (Stei-
man, 2002, p. 2), traders, telegraph lines, roads, and 
later airstrips. This participation in the planning, 
organization, and control of the territory made the 
af an active entity in the decision-making process 
in different parts of the region: “On the other hand, 
while waging the war of independence against the 
metropolises, armies were the main tool for building 
national decision-making units when facing armed 
groups from the centripetal movements within the 
national territory” (Saint-Pierre, 2008, p. 15).

Thus, the decision-making process considered 
the wishes of the military elites, which constitu-
ted an active part in the actions of the state and 
were armed labor, organized and deployed throu-
ghout the national territory to combat separatist 
movements and defend the territory, while at the 
same time that collaborating with local civilian 
powers. The af had a presence both in the capitals 
and areas far from the capitals, consolidating a role 
and an image with the populations and facilitating 
their autonomy and political power.

The consolidation of armies in South America 
is also due to the relations maintained between the 
countries’ af and the presence of foreign military 
missions, notably France and Germany, which co-
llaborated in the institutional consolidation of the 
armed organizations.

Armed Forces and Regional 
Conflicts
Once independence was achieved, the af’s role 
was to protect sovereignty and the national terri-
tory, sometimes conquering new territories. In 
the post-conflict phase of independence, the con-
tinent’s internal conflicts promoted the formation 
of South American borders. In this way, the boun-
daries of the former Spanish viceroyalties and the 
Brazilian colony took on their current form.

The great wars of the period were the War of the 
Pacific (1879-1883), the War of the Triple Alliance (or 
War of Paraguay) (1864-1870), and the Chaco War 
(1932-1935). However, other wars that have caused 
territorial gains and losses have occurred, which is 
essential for the involved countries. The three wars 
mentioned were long lasting, involved large contin-
gents, and had extensive theaters of operations. The 
absence of other wars of this magnitude, especia-
lly in comparison with European and world wars, 
generated a theory believed by certain researchers 
who affirm that South America was a relatively pea-
ceful continent, in a line of interpretation known as 
“long peace” (Sposito & Ludwig, 2021).

Arguments based on this interpretation question 
the necessity of maintaining Armed Forces (af) in 
South American countries due to the limited occu-
rrence of interstate conflicts and the belief that the 
implicit cost of war outweighs the potential benefits 
for any country involved (Kacowicz 1998, Centeno 
2014, Martin 2006, Krujit and Koonings 2002).

However, knowing that interstate clashes 
have their particularities in the region, a second 
approach to the region’s conflicts, called “violent 
peace”, is justified in interstate conflicts and ten-
sions, where the use of force and/or demonstra-
tion of it is recurrent. David Mares maintains this 
position by stating that “the statement that Latin 
America is the most peaceful region in the world is 
empirically incorrect” (2001).

Going deeper into regional history is good for 
highlighting a series of conflicts between Sou-
th American countries and foreign nations. They 
were not long wars, nor did they have a high eco-
nomy or cost of living, but they mobilized nations 
and motivated nationalist feelings; at the center of 
events were politicians and soldiers.

The countries of South America are states with 
common roots that have experienced the same 
influences over time that suffer from similar pro-
blems (political, social, and economic) that may 
have influenced them to adopt a different view of 
how to perceive and respond to conflicts. Thus, 
because they do not have the necessary resources 
that a total war implies, they developed the Armed 
Forces according to their needs (Franchi et al., 
2017, p. 19).
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Previous studies established that conflicts in 
South America are in place and that States, as ex-
pressed in their constitutions, assign external se-
curity as a priority to be carried out by their af. 
These moments of interstate tension would grant 
more power and greater autonomy to the af since 
the nation’s interests or territory were threatened. 
Until 1995, with the end of the Cenepa War be-
tween Peru and Ecuador, several tensions and ba-
ttles had taken place in South America.

In the 21st century, interstate conflicts remain 
latent. However, there is growing concern about 
emerging threats, such as organized crime, drug 
trafficking, and terrorism, which have the poten-
tial to generate reasons for tensions and even esca-
late into interstate conflicts. (Franchi & Jiménez, 
2021, p. 19).

A concrete example can be seen in the case of 
Angostura in 2008, involving Ecuador and Co-
lombia. During a military operation targeting the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (farc) 
leaders, the Colombian Armed Forces violated 
Ecuador’s airspace with aircraft. They conducted 
a bombing raid on a farc camp located within 
Ecuadorian territory. The episode led to the rup-
ture of diplomatic relations between the two coun-
tries (Marcella, 2008; Montúfar, 2008). 

Mares states, “Transnational criminal orga-
nizations are almost indestructible, as they adapt 
quickly to changing conditions, form coalitions, 
and actually corrupt regions where state authority 
is absent” (2006, p. 143). The capacity of the Na-
tional Police to effectively combat international 
criminal organizations is often limited, necessi-
tating military support, particularly in border re-
gions. Emerging threats to the security of states 
domestically are present in almost all countries. 
South America is aware of its existence, as shown 
in the new scenarios considered by bodies such as 
the United Nations and the Organization of Ame-
rican States.

The transition from military 
regimes to Democratic regimes
In the 1950s, several South American countries 
had military governments that lasted until the late 

1970s and mid-1980s: “As recently as 1987, almost 
half of the region lived under military or mili-
tary-backed rule” (Croissant, 2004, p. 357). The 
presidents were active military personnel in the 
Armed Forces and had not come to power throu-
gh popular elections but through coups d’état. The 
end of the Cold War brought about a significant 
shift in the international context, encouraging de-
mocratic processes and the loss of military control 
over executive power. As Rial states about the de-
mocratization processes in Latin America, coun-
tries “were led to regain or create a certain degree 
of control by the legitimately constituted political 
authority over matters of defense and military ins-
titutions” (2008, p. 71).

However, even though most South American 
countries were going through a period in which 
their af returned to barracks after several years of 
military rule, it should be noted that in the early 
1980s, there were nascent state organizations that 
had not yet consolidated. Conversely, the af was 
an organized and structured institution capable 
of supporting and maintaining a presence throu-
ghout the entire national territory. According to 
D’Araújo’s comment after the return of the af to 
the barracks, “[…] in several countries, the use of 
the af has not been ruled out as a factor of national 
development or as a balance in the political game” 
(2010, p. 58). The logic would be to take advantage 
of the installed and operational capacity offered by 
the af without losing sight of the process of unt-
ying the af to the decision-making process of the 
new political elites.

The Armed Forces, as a product of the expe-
riences developed during the period of military go-
vernments and the early stages of transition, have 
evolved into a moderate institution firmly com-
mitted to upholding the constitutional mandate. 
Over time, Ministries of Defense were created, 
headed mainly by civilians, allowing governments 
to control the af ratifying the importance of civil 
power over the af.

In 1995, the first conference of defense mi-
nisters, which took place in Williamsburg (usa) 
(cmda, 2019), emphasized as a cardinal principle 
that “our armed forces should be subordinated to 
an authority with democratic control and within 
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the limits of national constitutions, and that they 
should respect human rights” (Rial, 2008, p. 72). 
Since then, thirteen conferences have been held 
until 2018, in which the principles established 
in Williamsburg were promoted and experien-
ces from the different ministries’ agendas were 
exchanged.

However, their role remained significant after 
the Armed Forces (af) returned to the barracks. 
They continued to deploy their contingents for va-
rious internal activities beyond territorial defense, 
which led to new roles for these actors. Additio-
nally, countries have been grappling with public 
security problems, as highlighted by Pion-Berlin: 
(…) In recent years, the growing problems of public 
security and development have led governments to 
increasingly turn to the military to fight drug tra-
fficking, control delinquency, or assist with social 
programs (Pion-Berlin, 2008, p. 50).

Except for Argentina and Uruguay, it could be 
said that the transition from military to civilian 
governments in South America did not affect the 
organizational structures of the af, as it was a pro-
cess agreed upon between the political and mili-
tary elites of that time, avoiding the weakening of 
the armed institution’s image.

The notable trend in this century has been the 
gradual loss of autonomy by the Armed Forces 
(af). This shift can be attributed to the processes 
initiated during the re-democratization period, 
including the establishment of defense ministries. 
These developments have contributed to a new sce-
nario characterized by a restructured framework 
of civil-military relations.

Civilian control over the South 
American Armed Forces and the 
loss of autonomy
After three decades of military governments, ci-
vilian control over the defense sector was gradua-
lly organized. “Latin America has achieved an 
effective subordination of the military to civilian 
power. (...), but it does not mean that the Armed 
Forces have definitely withdrawn to the barracks” 
(Pion-Berlin, 2008, p. 50). However, the perception 

is that they will hardly return to occupy the lea-
dership of the States in an authoritarian way due 
to the political costs of such actions:

At the beginning of the 21st century, civil-mi-
litary relations in Latin America were more stable, 
and the Armed Forces are more politically fragile 
than at any other time in history. In most coun-
tries in the region, armies have lost size, resources, 
influence and importance. (...)

In the past, crises of this type would have been 
resolved through military intervention and the 
establishment of an authoritarian regime, but not 
anymore. Although some presidents were removed 
from office before completing their term, those 
responsible were not Generals, but legislators, pro-
testers, or the force of events. (Pion-Berlin, 2008, 
p. 50-51)

Currently, the legislation regulates the af’s 
missions and competencies, and the training and 
development institutes for officers and troops em-
phasize studies to improve civil-military relations 
and the rule of law (Beliakova, 2021). For South 
America, it is clear that “today’s military is lear-
ning to live under the rules of democratic systems” 
(Pion-Berlin, 2008, p. 51). For Pion-Berlin, the af 
demonstrated political maturity and kept themsel-
ves out of political decisions, allowing them to be 
taken in compliance with constitutions and other 
rules. This may also have occurred due to a loss 
of military autonomy in the face of processes of 
re-democratization and systems of subordination 
of the military to civilian power.

Integration between South American countries 
has increased (Marini, 2019). Peace agreements 
and border recognition, cooperation agreements, 
both bilateral and multilateral, and the creation 
of economic blocs such as the Southern Common 
Market (mercosur), the Andean Community of 
Nations (can), and the Union of South American 
Nations (unasur) are some examples (Martínez & 
Lyra, 2018). These initiatives contribute to regio-
nal stability in civil and military terms (Marcella, 
2008). The South American Defense Council (cds), 
the Center for Strategic Defense Studies (ceed), 
and the South American Defense School (esude) 
aimed to build a regional defense identity and 
consolidate peace as a fundamental basis for the 
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development and strengthening of defense coope-
ration (Briceño; Hoffmann, 2015; Mijares, 2018). 
The last years’ face-to-face elections have trans-
formed the region’s political situation, generating 
a misalignment with the political proposals that 
created unasur, which caused its collapse (Rodri-
gues & Santos, 2020; Moussallem, 2021).

In this context, to systematize and compare the 
level of military autonomy and the subordination 
to state structures (civilian control), six variables 
were researched in ten South American countries, 
seeking to formulate an “autonomy index,” which 
later guided the analysis of the collected data. The 

Autonomy Index aims to determine whether the 
af has been affected by civil control over the Ar-
med Forces, or, on the contrary, how autonomous 
these institutions still are.

The variables are: (1) the country has a Minis-
try of Defense (md); (2) the Minister of Defense is 
civilian or military; (3) there is a Military Justice 
System; (4) there are White Papers; (5) Armed For-
ces, and participation in Public Security activities; 
and (6) participation in subsidiary activities. Table 
No. 02 shows the proposal codex, where we can see 
how each variable is interpreted, and some addi-
tional references support it.

Table No 02. – The Variable Codex

Variable Interpretation/ References Score

(1) The country 
has a Ministry of 
Defense (md)

Show the country has a state structure necessary to the subordination of 
the military to the civilian power, at the same time, create a distance from 
the executive power. (Pion-Berlin, 2008; 2009) (Pion-Berlin; Martínez, 2017) 
(Amorim; Accorsi, 2020).

Have +1

(2) The Minister of 
Defense is a civilian 
or military

A civil minister will be more in line with political (civil) demands than with 
military demands. It is an important part of civilian control the minister gets 
involved properly in defense matters. A military minister, without a political 
background, will be more attentive to the daily demands of the Armed Forces 
and may not collaborate with involving civilians in decisions about planning 
national defense policies. (Lima; Silva; Rudzit, 2020) (Amorim; Accorsi, 2020).

Civilian Ministry +1
Civilian/Military 0
Military -1

(3) There is a 
Military Justice 
System*

The fact that there is no military justice system and all crimes committed by the 
military are tried in civil courts shows total civilian control over the military. The 
existence of military justice guarantees a degree of autonomy for the military. 
The autonomy varies according to each country and the scope of its military 
justice (Pion-Berlin, 2010) (Pion-Berlin; Martínez, 2017).

Have -1

Don’t have +1

(4) White Papers

White papers have a characteristic of transparency in showing the structure, 
means, and planning of a country’s AF. This is good for foreign policy with 
neighbors and goes in the opposite direction to the teachings of pure military 
strategy (since Sun Tzu) that would induce to hide their strengths and potential 
from potential enemies while seeking to know the strengths of their opponents 
(Amorim; Accorsi, 2020).

Have +1

Don’t Have -1

(5) Armed Forces 
and participation 
in Public Security 
activities

It shows the participation of the Armed Forces in actions aimed at public safety, 
which increases the population’s sense of security in general, despite some of 
these populations being in conflict spaces – Black Spots – and therefore divided. 
(Mendonça; Franchi, 2021) (Heinecken, 2014) (Dammer, 2021) (Noriega, Velarde, 
2020) (Pion-Berlin; Martínez, 2017 (Succi,J.; Saint-Pierre, H., 2020).

Do -1

Don’t do +1

(6) Participation in 
subsidiary activities

It shows the participation of the Armed Forces in subsidiary activities that 
generate a positive image of the Forces (In general, these are actions that 
directly collaborate with the civilian population, such as: actions in natural 
disasters, provision of medical care for needy populations, humanitarian 
operations) (Moncayo, 2014).

Do -1

Don’t do +1

Notes: * The central point is not to analyze the degree of military justice or the range of participation in public security activity, but its 
simple existence or not. A comparison between the systems of laws that the South American military is in is a topic for another article.
Source: Elaborated by the authors.
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As can be seen in Table Nº 02, the variables 
were taken from the relevant bibliography. The 
scoring system defines the value of (1) when the 
variables reflect civilian control or one less (-1) 
when the variables reflect af’s autonomy. Thus, six 
(6) would indicate total civilian control over the 
af. At the same time, minus six (-6) corresponds 
to total af’s autonomy when the military class 
has the power to make decisions over the civilian 
government, or they are the executive and make 
their own rules.

To collect data on the variables, electronic pa-
ges and bibliographies on the creation of (i) Minis-
tries of Defense and the (ii) civil or military status 
of ministers were used; (iii) the White Papers and 
other documents that guide defense policies; the 
existence or not of (iv) a Military Justice System 
and the laws and constitutions of these countries 
connected with justice processes; (v) participation 
in public security activities; and (vi) participation 
in subsidiary activities. The results are shown in 
Table Nº 03.

Table Nº 03. – Data for the Autonomy / Civilian Control Index

N° Country
Ministry 

of Defense 
(creation)

Minister of Defense
Military 
Justice 
System

White 
Book

The Army participates in 
activities

Public 
Security Subsidiaries

1 Argentina 1954 Civil No Yes Yes Yes

2 Brazil 1999 Civil/Military* Yes Yes Yes Yes

3 Chile 1932 Civil Yes Yes Yes Yes

4 Bolivia 1826 Civil/ Military** Yes Yes Yes Yes

5 Uruguay 1933 Civil Yes No Yes Yes

6 Paraguay 1943 Civil/Military** Yes No Yes Yes

7 Peru 1987 Civil/Military** Yes Yes Yes Yes

8 Ecuador 1935 Civil/Military** No Yes Yes Yes

9 Colombia 1965 Civil/Military*** Yes Yes Yes Yes

10 Venezuela 1946 Military Yes No Yes Yes

* Brazil had only civilian ministers until General Silva and Luna arrived at the post.
** Civil / Military is indicated when countries had two or more military ministers in the 21st century.
*** Colombia had only one military minister, General Freddy Padilla De León (May 23, 2008, until August 2009); all the others were 
civilians.
Source: elaborated by the authors, based on each country’s Ministry of Defense websites.

The results of Table Nº 03 and the bibliography 
helped construct Table Nº 04, which presents data 
from the ten countries in South America. It is ob-
served that all countries participate in subsidiary 
activities and public security, reflecting a greater 
autonomy of the af due to the dependence of some 
States on their participation in domestic non-war 
actions (Assad, 2018; Jiménez; Franchi, 2020). Con-
trarily, the presence of the Ministry of Defense is 

considered a crucial element in the overall process 
of strengthening democracy (Pacheco, 2010, p. 27). 
As an institution responsible for managing defen-
se policies in all countries and being governed by 
civilian ministers, the existence of such ministries 
reflects the impact of the ongoing process to reduce 
the autonomy of the Armed Forces. It places them 
under civilian rules and restrictions. However, it 
is worth noting that some authors argue that the 



48

Revista de Relaciones Internacionales, Estrategia y Seguridad ■ Vol. 18(1) 

R. X. Jiménez Villarreal ■ T. Franchi

complete consolidation of Ministries of Defense 
has not yet been achieved.:

This historical deficit, which gave excessive 
power to the military in a democracy, is evident, 
for example, in the perennial fragility of the Mi-
nistries of Defense. These institutions are unable 
to complete their function: conducting defense, 
outlining threats, missions, and objectives (CELS, 
2008, p. 80).

However, we believe that the presence of the-
se ministries is part of  civilian control over the 
defense sector process and that a second step was 
taken when the direction of these ministries star-
ted being held by civilians.

In the context of military justice, it is obser-
ved that nearly all nations have a military justice 
system, except for Argentina and Ecuador, where 
civilian entities try members of the Armed Forces. 
In other South American countries, a distinct mi-
litary justice system exists. However, determining 
the exact extent of responsibility and the types of 
crimes tried within each system proved challen-
ging. For instance, in Brazil, crimes against life are 
typically judged by civilian courts. However, if the 
military element is involved in executing an exe-
cutive order, they are subject to the jurisdiction of 
military justice (Ribeiro, 2019).

As previously mentioned, the index analysis 
indicates that Argentina demonstrates the highest 
civilian control over the Armed Forces, scoring 
two (2) on the index. This is primarily attributed 
to the presence of the Ministry of Defense, headed 
by a civilian Minister, and the White Paper, which 
promotes transparency by making defense poli-
cies publicly accessible. Additionally, the military 
justice system has been eliminated in Argentina. 
However, it is essential to note that the Argentine 
AF retains a degree of autonomy in its participa-
tion in public security and subsidiary activities. 

Ecuador follows closely behind, with a score of one 
(1) on the index, indicating a relatively high level of 
civilian control over the af.

At the opposite end of the spectrum, Vene-
zuela stands out as the country with the highest 
level of autonomy in the region, receiving a score 
of minus four (-4) on the index. While Venezuela 
does have a Ministry of Defense, reflecting some 
semblance of civilian control over the Armed 
Forces, it is worth noting that the Minister of De-
fense is a military officer. Additionally, Venezuela 
lacks a White Paper that would provide transpa-
rency in defense policies. The country maintains 
a military justice system and actively participates 
in internal security and subsidiary activities. It 
is essential to highlight the observation made by 
Alda (2008, p. 14) that Venezuela exhibits a pro-
cess of societal militarization and politicization 
of the Armed Forces. 

Following Venezuela, Paraguay ranks with 
a score of minus three (-3) on the index. It does 
not have a White Paper; it has a military justice 
system and participates in the country’s internal 
security and subsidiary activities. Then, Uruguay 
with a score of minus two (-2). Although most of 
the variables reflect the autonomy of its af, it has a 
Ministry of Defense with a civilian minister. In the 
case of Brazil, Bolivia, Peru, and Colombia, they 
all have a score of minus one (-1). These countries 
have had civilian and military authorities conduc-
ting the Ministry of Defense in recent years. Un-
der a central civilian government, this alternation 
of civilian and military ministers does not allow 
much control.

Chile stands out as a country with equal civi-
lian control and autonomy, as reflected by a zero 
index (0). The military justice system (more auto-
nomy) and other indicators determined the balan-
ce between civilian control and autonomy.

Table Nº 04. – Index of Autonomy / Civilian Control of the Armed Forceso

. Country
Period of 
Military 
Governments

Ministry of 
Defense

Minister 
of 
Defense

Military 
Justice 
System

hite 
Book

Participation 
in Public 
Security

Participation 
in subsidiary 
activities

Total

1 Argentina 1976-1983 1 1 1 1 -1 -1 2

2 Brazil 1964-1985 1 0 -1 1 -1 -1 -1
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3 Chile 1973-1990 1 1 -1 1 -1 -1 0

4 Bolivia 1964-1978 1 0 -1 1 -1 -1 -1

5 Uruguay 1972-1985 1 1 -1 -1 -1 -1 -2

6 Paraguay 1954-1989 1 0 -1 -1 -1 -1 -3

7 Peru 1968-1979 1 0 -1 1 -1 -1 -1

8 Ecuador 1972-1979 1 0 1 1 -1 -1 1

9 Colombia 1 0 -1 1 -1 -1 -1

10 Venezuela 1 -1 -1 -1 -1 -1 -4

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

From the analysis of Table Nº 04, we can con-
clude that there have been advances in civilian 
control over military institutions in South Ameri-
ca since the democratization process. Although the 
AF still carries out internal interventions, they are 
under the civilian aegis. Pion-Berlin comments: 
“The Latin American military engaged in nume-
rous functions, but they did so at the request, not 
against, of democratically elected officials” (2008, 
p. 53). In the words of Mathias, Guzzi, and Gian-
nini, “It is no longer the military that threatens de-
mocracy” (2008, p. 84). From the above, we can say 
that most South American countries are reaching 
a point of balance between the autonomy of the AF 
and the process of civilian defense control.

Discussion
af in South America has particularities that must 
be considered. The armies participated in the in-
dependence and construction of nation-states, and 
they intervened throughout the republican life in 
the decision-making processes, together with the 
political elites. Besides, the close relationship with 
power strengthened and maintained their auto-
nomy. The autonomy of the af can be attributed 
to specific weaknesses in the State’s institutional 
structures but also to the internal characteristics 
configuring them as permanent and national insti-
tutions. Its hierarchical structure and values crea-
ted a solid organization.

Military strength provides the structure (in 
conjunction with norms, institutions, and rela-
tionships) which helps to promote a minimum 
degree of order. Metaphorically, military power 

provides a degree of security in the order that oxy-
gen is for breathing: little perceived until it beco-
mes scarce (Nye, 2012, p. 77).

Considering the perspective of the Armed For-
ces and their perception of their role in society, it 
is crucial to recognize that they are influenced not 
only by constitutional mandates but also by socie-
tal perceptions and expectations (Mares, 2014, p. 
93). This premise is closely linked to the favorable 
acceptance of the military institution in South 
America, particularly regarding its effectiveness 
in crisis resolution, as evidenced by the Latin 
Barometer.

Mares (2014) and Alda (2008) emphasize the 
unlikelihood of military regimes. “In Latin Ame-
rica, military subordination to civil power is a fact, 
and, currently, the possibility of a military coup is 
unthinkable” (Alda, 2008, p. 1). However, Mares 
does not rule out the likelihood of moderate blows 
demanded by the people in the face of political 
crises.

(...) in Latin barometer surveys, a third of the 
respondents indicate that they will not support 
military governments. However, considering that 
a moderate coup is not planned to establish a mi-
litary government and can be expected to quickly 
hand over the government to new civilian leaders, 
the question is a misleading indication of the li-
kelihood of a coup (Mares, 2014, p. 98).

The States’ resources are limited; af has the 
infrastructure, organization, and logistical deve-
lopment at the national level, allowing immediate 
response to different crises. It is something that the 
government notices.
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Thus, in some cases, whether due to institutio-
nal deficiency, the urgency of the electoral agenda, 
the fatigue of democracy or even the lack of prepa-
ration of civilians to exercise political leadership in 
the areas of public security and defense, the gover-
nments of the region were, more continuously and 
in a greater variety of missions, using its Armed 

Forces as the only institution available, efficient, 
and reliable. (Saint-Pierre & Donadelli, 2016, p. 89).

Contrasting the information presented with 
the analysis of the evolution of the number of mi-
litary personnel from 1989 to 2017 (refer to Graph 
Nº 1), it becomes apparent that there has been no 
decline in the size of military personnel.

Graph Nº 01. – Average military personnel in South America
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Graph Nº 01 shows the average number of per-
sonnel in the ten countries of South America from 
1989 to 2017. The number of personnel has increa-
sed. In 1990, the average number of military per-
sonnel in the region was around 90 thousand per 
country; from 1990 to 2009, there was a growth of 
105%, mainly caused by the increases in Brazil and 
Colombia. Between 2009 and 2013, the increment 
was imperceptible. It was resumed in 2014, with a 
rise of 5.59%. In 2015, there was notable growth in 
the region, reaching an average number of 210,000 
men at the end of 2017.

A phenomenon observed in countries under ci-
vilian authorities that head the Defense portfolio 
is that they are professionals with little experien-
ce and knowledge in Defense studies (Winand & 
Saint-Pierre, 2007; Carvalho, 2006). However, they 
are considered skilled in political conduct, as stated 
by Pion-Berlin, who says that “Heads of state and 
their civilian ministers often lack the necessary 
preparation and expertise to engage in meaningful 
debates or provide effective leadership in matters 
concerning defense readiness, force deployment, 

objectives, strategy, or doctrine.” (2008, p. 58). In 
this sense, balancing defense knowledge and poli-
tical skill is essential.

Based on the analysis conducted, it is evident 
that South American countries have balanced ci-
vilian control over defense matters and the neces-
sary autonomy that the af should maintain as an 
institution. 

When we consider the participation of the af 
in public security operations, in subsidiary activi-
ties, as well as when we observe the problems of 
governance in each of the countries, “the surpri-
sing thing is that, despite this, the subordination of 
the military power to civilians are not in danger, at 
least in the short term” (Pion-Berlin, 2008, p. 50). 
In the same vein, Alda analyzed that “Considering 
the af missions and the risks of militarization 
existing in carrying them out, it can be said that 
military autonomy is not considered a problem to 
be eradicated or as a problem in itself” (2008, p. 
14).

From these perspectives, it can be said that the 
autonomy of military organizations —which is 
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vital for them to function as hierarchical and disci-
plined institutions— contrary to posing a threat to 
the State supports it (Vitelli, 2018). It is important 
to acknowledge that certain violent actors possess 
more strength and capabilities in many countries 
than the regular police forces, who are typically 
responsible for dealing with such threats. As a 
result, the Armed Forces are often called upon to 
address these types of issues, whether in a more 
permanent or sporadic scenario. The decision to 
involve the Armed Forces in such situations de-
pends on the national legislation (Paim, 2022; Ji-
menez, Franchi, 2020).

However, some authors state that any af em-
ployment in activities other than external defen-
se constitutes a threat to democracy since this 
goes against the creation of spaces for af auto-
nomy (Alda, 2008; Alda, 2012; cels, 2008; López, 
2007; Pion-Berlin, 2008; Saint-Pierre, 2008; Jenne, 
Martínez, 2021). On the other hand, in the long 
existence of armies, they have learned to develop 
new capabilities, and today, they carry out nume-
rous additional activities, including external ones 
linked to international bodies.

In the international context, the use of af in 
Peacekeeping Operations (peace enforcement, 
peacekeeping, and peacebuilding operations) is 
part of the political game of National States in 
search of greater visibility on the international 
stage (Vaz, 2022). These missions contribute to 
training troops and improving their operational 
capacity (Pinheiro et al., 2016, p. 17). 

Except for Venezuela and the small countries 
of Guianas Plateau (French Guiana, Guiana, and 
Suriname), all other states in South America are 
contributors to un peacekeeping operations. Its 
troops operate in different types of operations, 
such as humanitarian operations (such as Acolhi-
da Operation in Roraima State, where the Brazi-
lian Armed Forces, with other state agencies and 
ngos, work in attention to Venezuelan migrants) 
(Rocha et al., 2022). 

Likewise, in peacebuilding operations, mili-
tary contingents from different countries play a 
crucial role in reconstructing the infrastructure of 
the affected countries, such as Brazil, Chile, and 
Ecuador, during the road reconstruction in Haiti. 

Indeed, in addition to peacebuilding operations, 
the af are involved in peace enforcement opera-
tions. Examples such as the Brazilian operations in 
the favelas of Alemão and Maré complex, as well as 
the Colombian Armed Forces’ efforts against farc 
dissidents, highlight the utilization of the Armed 
Forces in addressing security challenges in specific 
areas known as Black Spots (Mendonça, Franchi, 
2021).

It is important to note that “There is, in the re-
gion, a certain convergence in the perception that 
the military should not return to power and that 
there is no project, by the military institution in 
general, to directly occupy government functions” 
(D’Araujo, 2010, p.39). This equilibrium point re-
lies on two essential factors: a solid civil convic-
tion to exercise control over the Armed Forces 
and their subordination to civil power, as stated by 
Pion-Berlin:

The expansion of roles did not lead to greater 
military autonomy, neither in Brazil nor in Argen-
tina, where the presidents obtained the help of the 
military to put a stop to crime linked to drugs and 
to distribute food and health services [...]. In turn, 
Colombian President Álvaro Uribe maintains ci-
vilian control over the military considering their 
strong intervention in the fight against the guerri-
llas (Pion-Berlin, 2008, p. 56).

The institutional autonomy of the af is essen-
tial for them to survive, considering their par-
ticularities, like military culture and structure 
(Pion-Berlin,1992). Regarding the pertinence and 
the possibility of using the af in Public Security 
activities: 

[…] Whenever there is a legal norm that regula-
tes and limits their political use, allowing the con-
sensus of the State’s powers, under the command 
of the President, emphasizing that the monopoly 
of force is used in an ethical, coherent and respon-
sible manner for the benefit of State. The scarce 
resources available to countries make it necessary 
to optimize their employment, without undoing 
their raison d’être (Jiménez, 2015, p. 132).

 Finally, according to Travis (2018), the roles and 
functions of the Armed Forces encompass various 
aspects of national security. Establishing a closer 
relationship between civil society organizations 
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and the military becomes crucial to address this. 
This relationship should foster the study of Securi-
ty and Defense topics, enabling the development of 
civilian specialists in defense. This approach aims 
to address the acknowledged deficit in this area, 
as recognized by academics such as Pion-Berlin 
(2008), rial (2008), and cels (2008). Ultimately, 
this will enable the administration of the armed 
institution with a deeper understanding of its 
complexities and requirements.

Conclusions
A link with the existence and evolution of the af 
marks the development of the South American 
States. From the analysis, it was observed that the 
levels of military autonomy and the degree of su-
bordination to the norms of the democratic system 
of the Armed Forces in South American countries 
tend to balance. Generally, the af maintains a de-
gree of autonomy, and civilian control over the 
defense sector guarantees their subordination to 
civilian powers.

Defense Ministries, most of which are under ci-
vilian control, is a strong point within the civilian 
control over the barracks. Military Justice systems 
and the presence of White Papers are the indica-
tors with the most significant variability; however, 
the scope and efficiency of Military Justice requi-
re specific research. White papers provide trans-
parency with society and neighboring countries, 
highlighting the increase in dialogue between ci-
vilians and the military (oea, 2003, p. 1).

The Ministries of Defense are predominantly 
led by civilian authorities, highlighting the su-
bordination and political nature of the position 
rather than emphasizing the specific knowledge 
necessary for the adequate performance of defense 
functions. However, politicians and civilian socie-
ty must be more interested in and become more 
involved in defense subjects. By doing so, they can 
actively participate in developing the nation’s pri-
mary defense policy.

As for the existence of specific state weaknes-
ses and the use of the af in non-war actions wi-
thin countries, such actions would have occurred 
on the demands of civil authorities, indirectly 

favoring the acceptance of the af as part of the so-
lution to state problems.

Finally, it is important to note that at the end of 
the 20th century, moving towards the end of the 
second decade of the 21st century, the Armed For-
ces in South American countries have generally re-
mained detached from the political oscillations of 
executive power, except for the Venezuela case. Li-
kewise, in the recent past, there have been no mili-
tary coups where armed forces gained control over 
their respective nations. This shows us the matu-
rity level of civil and military relations. Although 
it still must move in this direction, South America 
seems to have found a way to balance military au-
tonomy with civilian control of the Armed Forces.
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Brasileira de Política Internacional , 51(1), 70-86. ht-
tps://doi.org/10.1590/S0034-73292008000100004

Méndez, C. (2006). Las paradojas del autoritarismo: ejér-
cito, campesinado y etnicidad en el Perú, siglos XIX al 
XX. Iconos. Revista de Ciencias Sociales, (26), 17-34. 
https://doi.org/10.17141/iconos.26.2006.185

Mendonça, H. O. de, & Franchi, T. (2021). Guerras bra-
sílicas do século XXI: eclipse da soberania nos black 
spots das grandes metrópoles brasileiras. Revista da 
Escola de Guerra Naval, 27(2), 305-336. https://doi.
org/10.21544/2359-3075.v27n2.p.305-336

Mijares, V.M. (2018). Performance of the South Ame-
rican Defense Council under Autonomy Pressures. 
Latin American Policy. 9(2), 258-281. doi: https://doi.
org/10.1111/lamp.12146

Moncayo, G. A. E. (2014). Missões subsidiárias que devem 
cumprir as Forças Armadas da América do Sul em re-
lação às novas ameaças na região. Escola Superior de 
Guerra (monografia).

Moussallem, R. (2021). Conselho de Defesa Sul-Ameri-
cano: fracasso ou primeiro passo?. Coleção Meira 
Mattos: Revista Das Ciências Militares, 14(especial), 
168-189. https://doi.org/10.52781/cmm.e009 

Noriega, C. H., & Velarde, A. J. D. (2020). Nuevos roles 
de las fuerzas armadas en seguridad. Experiencias de 
México, Colombia y Perú. Revista Científica Gene-
ral José María Córdova, 18(30), 379-398. https://doi.
org/10.21830/19006586.548

Norden, D. (2021). Venezuela: Coup-Proofing From Pérez 
Jiménez to Maduro. In Oxford Research Encyclopedia 
of Politics. Oxford University Press.

Nye, J. (2012). O Futuro do Poder. São Paulo: Benvirá.

oea. (2003). Declaración sobre Seguridad en las Américas. 
oea, México.

Pacheco, G. (2010). Los Ministerios de Defensa en las 
Américas: el tiempo de la transformación. Em resdal, 
El análisis de los Ministerios (pp.15-28). resdal.

Padrós, E. S. (2005). Como el Uruguay no hay: terror de 
Estado e segurança nacional Uruguai (1968-1985): do 
pachecato à ditadura civil-militar.

Paim, R. A. (2022). Operações de Garantia da Lei e da Or-
dem na Amazônia Legal. Coleção Meira Mattos: revis-
ta das ciências militares, 16(56), 295-325. https://doi.
org/10.52781/cmm.a075

Paz, J. J., & Cepeda, M. (2006). Ecuador: Una democracia 
inestable. Historia Actual Online, (11), 89-99. https://
doi.org/10.36132/hao.v0i11.170

Pinheiro Da Cunha, R. S., Migon, E. X., & Vaz, C. A. (june 
de 2016). La nueva gobernanza global y la representati-
vidad regional en el Consejo de Seguridad de Naciones 
Unidas: el alcance de América Latina y Caribe. Estu-
dios en Seguridad y Defensa, 11(21), 13-26. https://doi.
org/10.25062/issn.1900-8325

Pinheiro, R. S. C, & Migon, E. X. F. G. (2019). As ciências 
militares e a configuração dos estudos de defesa como 
área do conhecimento científico. Coleção Meira Ma-
ttos: Revista Das Ciências Militares, 13(46), 9-28. ht-
tps://doi.org/10.22491/cmm.a001

Pion-Berlin, D. (2008). Militares y democracia en el nuevo 
siglo: Cuatro descubrimientos inesperados y una con-
clusión sorprendente. Nueva Sociedad(213), 50-63.

Pion-Berlin, D. (2009). Informal Civil-Military Relations 
in Latin America: Why Politicians and Soldiers Choo-
se Unofficial Venues. Armed Forces & Society, 36(3), 
526-544. https://www.jstor.org/stable/48608901

Pion-Berlin, D. (2010). Militares y democracia en el nuevo 
siglo: Cuatro descubrimientos inesperados y una con-
clusión sorprendente. Nueva Sociedad(213), 50-63.

Pion-Berlin, D. (1992). Military Autonomy and Emerging 
Democracies in South America. Comparative Politics, 
25(1), 83–102. JSTOR

Pion-Berlin, D. (2016). Military Missions in Democratic 
Latin America. Palgrave Macmillan.

Reis, D. A. (2014). Ditadura e democracia no Brasil. Rio de 
Janeiro: Jorge Zahar.
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