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In summer 2009, ALLIES (Alliance Linking Leaders in Education and the Services) sent a team of stu-
dents Chile to Chile for a month to research civil-military relations. ALLIES is a student group that began 
at the Institute for Global Leadership at Tufts University and now has chpaters at the US Service Acade-
mies. For the past three years, ALLIES has engaged students in the annual Joint Research Project, sending 
a mix of civilian and military students to conduct research internationally. This year’s diverse team was 
comprised of students from the US Military Academy at West Point, the US Naval Academy at Annapo-
lis, and Tufts, including a former scout sniper and current First Captain at West Point, an aspiring Spe-
cial Operations midshipman, and a Veteran's Affairs intern for the late Senator Edward M. Kennedy.  

-

Introduction

Reconciliation is an important term in the Chilean political lexicon. It means many 
things: Reconciliation between General Pinochet's former regime and the civilians who 
have governed since 1990, reconciliation between the socialists elected in 1970 and the 
conservative officers who ousted them in 1973, and reconciliation between the rich and 
poor who remain separated by Latin America's third-highest wealth gap.1 Chile’s efforts 
at reconciliation are important not only for their effects on Chileans, but also for their 
implications for other states with troubled relationships between civilians and the mili-
tary. For every country that has recently felt or still feels the influence of the military in 
politics—Honduras, Thailand, Myanmar, Libya, Madagascar and countless others—
Chile holds important lessons for future reformers.

The ALLIES trip made observations in several areas, two of which are presented in this ar-
ticle. Midshipman Ryan M. Yohe shares lessons on improvements in Chile’s civil-military 
relations at the highest levels. Midshipman David Galluch presents his recommendations 
below on Chile’s “Copper Law,” one of the mechanisms by which it funds the military.

 
Historical Background

Chile, this line of territory between the Andes and the Pacific Ocean, has moved between 
democracy, dictatorship, socialism and laissez-faire capitalism. Today, it has a free-market 
economy, Socialist president, and democratic government. This synthesis of ideas was 
only reached after a long and painful period, shaped by the transitions into and out of 
dictatorships, most notably the dictatorship of Gen. Augusto Pinochet from 1973-1990. 

In 1970, Chileans elected Salvador Allende to the presidency by a very narrow margin. An 
avowed Marxist, his Popular Unity coalition included Socialists, Communists, Radicals, 
and dissident Christian Democrats. His election and his drastic changes in Chile’s economic 
policies – ranging from agrarian reform to the nationalization of banks – raised concern 
both within Chile and externally. On September 11, 1973, the four branches of the Chilean 
military, aided by training and finances from the U.S. government, came together to 

form a junta and overthrew Allende in a coup d’etat. Allende died in the coup, and Gen-
eral Augusto Pinochet, who Allende had named as Commander in Chief of all of Chile’s 
armed forces less than a month earlier, assumed power.

General Pinochet then began a period he called an "internal war" against leftists. He 
formed a secret police, the DINA, which became the main tool of abduction and disap-
pearance.  Thousands of people disappeared from their homes, mostly between 1973 and 
1977.2 In 1978, the regime passed an amnesty law pardoning all potential crimes commit-
ted in service to the government.

After silencing the opposition with violence and taming Chile's economic troubles, the 
Pinochet regime sought to establish its legitimacy with a new constitution. The consti-
tution scheduled referendums on the president every eight years; the voters would vote 
"Yes" or "No" to General Pinochet, the only candidate on the ballot.

In 1988, Pinochet lost the referendum despite intimidation and media control. Faced 
with the choice of a coup against his own government or a negotiated end to the regime, 
Pinochet agreed to cede presidential power, although he would remain head of the 
armed forces until 1998, when he would become a senator-for-life. After two years of ne-
gotiation, Chile held open elections in 1990, choosing Patricio Aylwin from the center-
left Concertación coalition.  

For the first time since 1973, Chile democratically elected a president and Congress, but 
the military still held enormous power. Pinochet appointed nine senators-for-life to safe-
guard his policies and structured elections so that two opposing candidates would both 
represent a district unless one of them won in a landslide. These conditions favored Pi-
nochet's ideological allies, severely blunting Chileans' expression of their preferences.

Another check on democratic expression was the military's readiness to stage another coup. 
The armed forces demonstrated their continuing political involvement with the "Boinazo" 
incident. On May 28, 1993, paratroopers surrounded the Chilean Army headquarters near 
La Moneda palace, the scene of the 1973 coup.3 The Aylwin government resolved the situa-
tion peacefully, but the display highlighted the civilian government's weak authority.

Since then, Chile's armed forces have grown significantly more professional in the face 
of political changes and investigations. In 1998, British authorities arrested General Pi-
nochet in London. The British eventually released Pinochet, citing health concerns, but 
the arrest set a precedent for the Chilean justice system. Judge Juan Guzmán received an 
assignment to investigate mass murder under the regime, and his initial discoveries led 
to a string of prosecutions that put Pinochet on the defense until his death in 2006.  De-
spite the lack of a conviction on any of the counts, these prosecutions provided legal 
precedent for the arrests of hundreds of officers involved in disappearances and torture.⁴ 
In stark contrast with the 1993 Boinazo, today's Chilean military has officially repudiat-
ed Pinochet's doctrine.
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Chile's military has regained much of its professional and 
apolitical tradition. Constitutional reforms in 2005 restored 
the president's authority over promotion and retirement in 
the military,⁵ and civilians are slowly reasserting themselves 
in the Ministry of Defense. Though many Chileans still sym-
pathize with Pinochet's economic policies, his legacy is fad-
ing from relevance. Chile is now approaching the institu-
tional civil-military model of a stable, wealthy democracy. 

Civilian Control of the Military

The military exists as an entity distinct from civilian soci-
ety because it has a unique role that is both absolutely nec-
essary and extremely dangerous. In most developed states, 
the military is one of very few institutions authorized to 
use violence on behalf of the government. Police forces and 
internal security are often tasked with the justifiable use of 
violence against criminals within the country’s borders, 
while the military deals with foreign threats. The military’s 
ability to use violence may be necessary for the defense of 
the state, but it carries risks as historically seen with Chile’s 
history of rule under a military regime. How can a civilian 
leader give orders to the state’s most heavily armed, highly 
trained forces? In Chile, the military reversed the normal 
chain of command in 1973, and since then, the essential 
question has been raised: “How can we prevent this from 
happening again?” Chile has made impressive progress on 
this front. Today its public is more confident than ever in 

the abilities of its military and their sense of honor and loy-
alty with respect to their country. Chile’s success thus serves 
as a lesson to emerging democracies, and the few areas in 
which it still seeks improvement provide greater insight 
into the future of civil-military relations.

While in Chile, many of the participants in our study con-
sistently recognized knowledge and experience as a cru-
cial area of improvement in civilian control of the military. 
Dr. Claudio Fuentes, director of the Institute for Social 
Science Research at Diego Portales University, described 
effective civilian control of the military as being depen-
dant on legal, informal and technical institutions. Since 
2005, Chile's civilians have had full legal control of the 
military, but according to Dr. Fuentes, the informal and 
technical institutions require additional attention on be-
half of the civilian leaders.⁶ The military can exert infor-
mal influence through ties to politicians, as well as 
through their established credibility among political 
leaders. Furthermore, military experts largely retain tech-
nical expertise and influence due to their civilian counter-
parts general lack of expertise. Chile suffers from a civil-
military human resource gap — it needs many qualified 
civilians to manage its powerful military but has very few 
civilians with defense policy experience. According to 
Professor Fuentes, the Ministry once had less than ten ad-
visers who had been lifelong civilians.⁷ Today, the num-
bers have increased, but the need for qualified civilians 
has not changed. 

One of Chile's few civilians to become an expert in defense 
from outside the regime, Professor Felipe Illanes, advo-
cates for more education and training in the Ministry such 
as that provided at the National Academy of Strategic and 
Political Studies (ANEPE). According to Professor Illanes, 
the ability to "speak the same language" with his military 
counterparts allowed him to create a better working rela-
tionship with them. Furthermore, it enabled him to es-
tablish a bond of trust with the military that vastly im-
proved the perceived inoperability of civil-military 
relations. While acknowledging that his civilian col-
leagues were competent and concerned people, even the 
perception of inexperience damaged trust and allowed 
the military to assert control over the agenda. 

The creation of a better working relationship between the 
civilian leaders and military commanders is found with 
the increase in education with respect to the civilian popula-
tion. Furthermore, it has been aided by the inclusion of 
greater transparency on behalf of the military such as the 
adoption of the White Book, the touchstone of defense poli-
cy. According to General Juan Emilio Cheyre, former Com-
mander-in-Chief of the Chilean Army and director of the 
Center for International Studies at the Pontifical Catholic 
University in Santiago, the transparency requirements insti-
tuted since 2002 have helped to reestablish the Chilean mili-
tary as a highly trusted institution. The White Book has cre-
ated an environment of transparency and confidence toward 
the military by allowing easier access to yearly expenditures 
and operations by publishing the common goals and values 
of the civilian leadership and military personnel. 

To illustrate the efforts that the Chilean government made 
to create an environment of transparency, retired Capitan 
de Navío Ricardo Benavente described his role in drafting 
the first White Book in 1997; though the commission was 
ostensibly equally balanced, he said only three members 
were "chemically pure" - that they had never served in the 
military.⁸ He described the process as consensus-driven, 
with civilians and military personnel trying to accommo-
date conflicting viewpoints. This dynamic of compromise, 
while helpful in bridging the civil-military gap, included 
very assertive military negotiations against what they per-
ceived as "unrealistic" civilian approaches.⁹ While not 

demonstrating any real institutional power, the White 
Book process shows the military's enduring informal and 
technical influence in the absence of strong civilian educa-
tion and leadership experience. 

Even with total legal control of the military, civilians need 
to appear competent and assertive to set the national de-
fense agenda. If competence and assertiveness are the vir-
tues of a civilian defense bureaucrat, then professionalism 
is the primary virtue of a responsible officer corps. As one 
of the few sectors of society entrusted with legitimate vio-
lence, it is crucial for an officer corps to understand when 
and where it is authorized to use that violence, and to 
what extent the officer may speak on matters of state poli-
cy. A lack of this professionalism can render subjective le-
gal constraints on the military powerless, because the 
military may choose to override laws with force. After a 
transition to democracy, a military is likely to lack the pro-
fessional ethos necessary for true civilian control due to 
their long allegiance to the military.  

The White Book recommended increased professionalism 
as late as 1997 and 2002,1⁰ demonstrating the long lag be-
tween changing government and changing attitudes. One 
officer working to professionalize the new generation, 
Capitan de Bandada Oscar Hevia, a teacher at the Chilean 
Air Force Academy, was charged with "guiding the moral 
development of cadets." He put the task of professional-
ism in moral terms: the difference between using strength 
against the people and using strength according to the 
will of the people, as expressed by the president.11 In 1993, 
senior officers responded to human rights investigations 
and democratic reform by staging the "Boinazo" show of 
force. Contrasted with the period of 1998 to 2006, when 
the military did not interfere in Pinochet's prosecution 
for torture and murder, the military has made great strides 
in accepting the rule of law by civilians.12 By breaking 
bonds with the past and giving up old tactics of political 
influence, the Chilean military has demonstrated this ide-
al high degree of professionalism.  

Since 1990, the Chilean military has drastically improved its 
professionalism, from recognizing civilian leaders as the le-
gitimate authorities to defining themselves as apolitical de-

How can a civilian leader give orders to the state’s most heavily armed, 
highly trained forces? In Chile, the military reversed the normal 
chain of command in 1973, and since then, the essential question has 
been raised: “How can we prevent this from happening again?” 



DISCOURSE DISCOURSE 111

8 of 12

110

7 of 12

fenders.13 As the military becomes more professional, Chilean policy can begin to trust the 
military with more autonomy and centralized power in return for greater effectiveness and 
security. This tradeoff would come from instituting a structure similar to that of the US Joint 
Chiefs of Staff. In a study published in the journal Armed Forces and Society, political scientist 
David Pion-Berlin argues that Latin American democracies should hesitate to centralize 
military authority in a joint command structure, and should keep an advisory staff parallel 
to the military commanders instead. He observes that when control of the military is based 
on the state's ability to react to incentives and demands rather than to command absolute 
loyalty, a divided military structure forces branches of the military to compete for funding or 
better terms with the central government.1⁴ We observed that in the past 100 years, Chile has 
had no foreign wars and two military coups1⁵, suggesting that a strong, unprofessional mil-
itary is a greater danger to political stability in this particular country than is the possibility 
of foreign aggression. As the military becomes more professional, the state can trust it with 
greater cross-service coordination, but an unprofessional and highly unified military would 
be more likely to influence national policy than effectively prosecute or deter war.

After its difficult transition, Chile's example outlines the areas of greatest importance in 
securing effective civilian control of the military. First, putting the civilians on an even 
playing field with the military in terms of being able to understand the military jargon 
and demonstrating the ability to assert the government's agenda will be a crucial change 
following the years of civilian exclusion from defense policy. Second, no military can be 
truly controlled until it voluntarily agrees to limit its actions and accept the guidance of 
civilian laws and leaders. These recommendations aim to enact such changes with re-
spect to the military and civilians at the highest levels, while simultaneously structuring 
institutions with the capability of overcoming shortcomings. Chile has effectively tran-
sitioned from a military dictatorship to a democratic state based on legitimate civilian 
leadership. Many states in the region and around the world would do well to learn from 
its recent history.

The Copper Law and Its Implications for Democracy

The primary focus of Chile’s democratic leaders from 1990 to the present has been the 
mitigation of military-regime-era legislation and procedure, which stem from the rem-
nants of institutional structures and practices in an effort to construct robust and effec-
tive democratic institutions.   

To become a true democracy, a nation must do more than just hold elections. They are 
the first step, events that serve as “institutional technologies by which people hold gov-
ernments to account.”1⁶ To have an effect, elections must be supported by “a range of 
institutional checks and balances, processes that restrain incentives for governments to 
behave in undemocratic fashions.”1⁷ Such checks and balances maintained through gov-
ernment ministries and legislation ensure that the rules by which a nation is run will not 
change, even if those governing do.

Chile’s contemporary political and economic stability is de-
rived from the strength of its institutional checks and bal-
ances. Since the elimination of military rule, elected civilians 
have strengthened democratic control over governmental in-
stitutions like the Ministry of Defense, as well as eliminated 
much of the armed forces’ influence in Congress. A system of 
effective safeguards against autocratic control has been devel-
oped, placing control in civilian hands, and thus insulating 
Chilean democracy from a possible return to military rule.

Despite such developments, however, divisive issues re-
main. One such matter of particular importance is Chile’s 
current legislation regarding military acquisitions. 
Dubbed the “Copper Law,” it stipulates that approximate-
ly ten percent of Chile’s annual copper export profits be 
allocated to the military for the purchase of new weapons 
systems.1⁸ Since Chile has the world’s largest copper re-
serves and bases much of the export economy on this re-
source, such a link has been very lucrative for the military. 
While the law has been in existence since well before the 
military coup in 1973, many in Chile claim that it grants 
the military a disproportionate amount of autonomy from 
the civilian government. The debate over the Copper Law 
highlights a conflict between a strong military, strong ci-
vilian oversight, and equitable distribution of resources.

Equipping a modern military is an expensive and seem-
ingly perpetual venture. Purchasing weapon systems is 
labor-intensive. Military acquisition policy must focus on 
maintaining current levels of operational capacity, as well 
as developing a long-term vision of the “force of the fu-
ture.” Without explicit specifications detailing the desired 
size and composition of a nation’s military, the purchase 
of weapons can resemble an extravagant shopping spree 
rather than an organized and essential defense process.

Effective procurement methodology and policy requires two 
things: educated leaders to coordinate systems purchases and 
adequate funding from a reliable source. Without these es-
sential factors, military acquisitions tend to become frivolous 
expenditures or unaffordable fantasies of the highest extrav-
agance. The greater degree to which a nation can provide 
competent defense leaders with ample acquisition funding 
tends to augment the quality of that country’s armed forces.
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Monetary capital utilized for weapons procurement 
composes a small portion of a nation’s military budget. 
Like all institutions subsidized by a national or central 
government, the military receives a limited amount of 
funding that forces it to adjust its finances accordingly. 
Governments must always face the “guns versus butter” 
economic dilemma. A nation has but a limited amount 
of capital to subsidize its various institutions and pro-
grams. The allocation of funds to the military is a hotly 
debated topic around the world. An incumbent govern-
ment has many constituents to serve and to please. By 
choosing to finance new weapons acquisitions, govern-
ments choose to leave other programs unfunded. Rec-
onciling defense spending with expenditures on other 
initiatives is an often divisive and complicated process.

Currently, the Chilean armed forces have two main 
sources of funding: the national budget and the Copper 
Law. Operational costs—including salaries, pensions, 
rations, etc—are financed through the national budget. 
Weapons purchases, as previously mentioned, are fund-
ed through the ten percent of copper export profits au-
tomatically allocated to the military each fiscal year.1⁹ 
The automatic allocation of copper profits without ci-
vilian oversight is the controversial aspect of the law. 
Despite bitter political contention over this piece of the 
legislation, one must acknowledge the positives and 
negatives of the law itself.

First, the automatic funding the military receives elimi-
nates the need to lobby congress for money. This keeps 
the armed forces out of the political loop, focused on de-
fense. In addition, with the knowledge of some sort of 
continual and dependable financing, the military can de-
velop acquisition projects over long periods. Uninhibited 
by congressional mandates and guidelines (as they per-
tain to system specifications), the armed forces are able to 
construct a detailed plan for the “force of the future.” 

However, the Copper Law does have its drawbacks. Pri-
marily, the military’s acquisition funding—the blood 
life that facilitates force modernization and mainte-
nance—is tied to the volatile natural resource export 
market. Highly susceptible to the vagaries of global 
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markets, the amount of money received by the military can vary greatly from year to 
year. According to the Chilean National Bank, copper profits fell from $37,582.8 million 
to $32,807.4 million between 2007 and 2008.2⁰ While profits have risen in recent months, 
July 2009 profits are nearly $704 million less than they were in July 2008.21 Such data 
indicates that while copper continues to yield considerable profits, it can be highly af-
fected by shifts in international trade markets. In addition, purchases by the military are 
conducted in relative secrecy. Final approval for every purchase must be given by the 
Minister of Defense, and subsequently, the President. Outside of those individuals, how-
ever, the amount of money spent on respective weapon systems is kept quiet.  

ALLIES’ final recommendation was similar to other recent proposals that have been pre-
sented to the Chilean government. The proposal includes the incorporation of the mili-
tary procurement budget into the general budget approved by congress. However, in-
stead of being passed on a year-to-year basis, the new legislation would provide 
acquisition funding for four to five fiscal years. The funding, fixed at a certain amount 
per annum, would replace the funds allocated to the military by copper profits. Such a 
proposal would allow the military to continue its long-term planning without the need to 
lobby congress each year for money, so congressional lobbying would only arise every four 
to five years. With the required congressional hearings and committee meetings rare, mil-
itary autonomy—as it pertains to weapons systems acquisitions—would be preserved.

The relative autonomy the military would retain would allow leaders of the armed forc-
es to conduct acquisition projects in their current form. At the same time, newly intro-
duced congressional oversight would require the military to report their spending pub-
licly to higher authorities. This reporting would prevent any potential spending 
unrelated to systems procurement, granting civilian leaders nominal authority over 
leaders in the military. The subordination of military officials to those of civilian institu-
tions is a hallmark of a developed democracy.

If a system similar to the aforementioned were adopted, the link between the procure-
ment budget and the natural resource export market would be eliminated. As a result, 

the risk of a funding shortfall due to shocks in global trade and finance sectors would be 
greatly mitigated. With a stable income for procurement, the military would know how 
much funding it would receive in years to come. In addition, requiring congressional 
passage of the budget every five years would satisfy those calling for greater legislative 
control over the military’s entire budget. With increased transparency, congress would 
have the right to investigate the aims and goals of the military, to approve or disapprove 
certain systems, and to dictate the aggregate funding the armed forces would receive 
over the course of the fiscal years of interest. At the same time, the military would remain 
relatively unhindered by lengthy legislative and lobbying processes, perpetuating apo-
litical and professional standards, thus ensuring the fundamental autonomy of the mar-
tial and political realms.

In early September, Chilean President Michelle Bachelet signed and submitted a bill to 
the Chilean Congress. The measure proposes eliminating the Copper Law as part of an 
aggressive initiative for transparency in defense matters. The bill calls for a strategic plan 
of twelve years with the option of modifications every four years; acquisition financing 
would be decided every four years as well. While the proposition aims to reduce the secrecy 
that surrounds the Copper Law, the passing of the acquisition budget on a quadrennial 
basis highlights a desire to ensure the separation between political and defense matters.

Talk of reform and the actual passage of legislation are very different. Political parties, 
special interest groups, and a host of other organizations all have reasons for advocating 
particular types of amendments. Bipartisan cooperation holds the key to effective re-
sults. If the methods by which the Chilean military receives acquisition funding are to 
change, dissimilar views and ideas must be reconciled. Common goals, such as the pres-
ervation of military autonomy from political influence, as well as the insulation of fund-
ing from external market shocks, must take precedence over the desires of political par-
ties and special interest groups. The development of a cogent system of funding will 
require bipartisan impetus, compromise, and legislation of the highest order.

Conclusion

Whenever we spoke to officials about Chile’s civil-military relations, we sensed it was a 
guarded subject. Several officials used the same answers over and over, until we became 
acutely aware of the “party line.” However, once we learned how to disarm people of 
their assumptions about us, we found that Chileans had complex and conflicting feel-
ings about their own military. Many had a deep trust in the military, telling us that the 
military would spend its budget better than elected politicians ever could. Others had a 
reluctance to control what they saw as an assertive and insular institution. Chile’s old 
divisions have certainly grown close enough for a peaceful society, but deep imprints 
remain. In the end, Chile’s military has had the biggest role in shaping the country’s re-
cent history. The Chilean government has come a long way since 1990. Today, it has fi-
nally gained the ability to shape the military instead of being shaped by it.
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The subordination of military officials to those of civilian 
institutions is a hallmark of a developed democracy.
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