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I still vividly remember the summer of 1994 when the 
emergence of the San Angel Group caused excitement 
and a glimmer of hope among certain sectors of society 

and public opinion.1 The vacuum left by the regime dating 
back to the Mexican Revolution, the uncertainty felt by a 
group of Mexican intelligentsia and politicians following 
the Zapatista National Liberation Army (ezln) uprising in 
Chiapas, the assassination of Luis Donaldo Colosio, the presi­
dential candidate for the Institutional Revolutionary Party 
(PRI), and the kidnapping of important businessmen made 
clear the need for political reform in late twentieth-century 
Mexico,2 a country where power had never changed hands 
peacefully through elections.3

For these reasons, it is worth remembering that between 
1988 and 1994 the opposition4 had been emphasizing the 
need to creating a “genuinely competitive” electoral system,5 
and the Carlos Salinas de Gortari administration (1988-1994) 
had also set about this same task. This priority overshadowed 
what the opposition would need to do should they actually 
win office, or how the transition would be agreed upon and 
long-term considerations like a constitutional reform of the 
armed forces, the intelligence services, public security, foreign 
policy, and, of course, national security.6 However, long-term 
strategies and a democratic and consensual national security 
program were almost entirely absent from political party agen­
das between 1988 and 2000.

Democracy and the Challenges 
Of Regime Change

We should first consider that democracy, once implement­
ed as a system of government, is neither permanent nor a pan­
acea. The democratic state is the result of a long interlude 
of historical formation in Europe (fifth-century bc Athens 
and Rome) and, in the modern era, in North America (United 
States and Canada) that gives citizens a way of life, a political 
culture, and certain channels for dissidence and represent­
ability through solid institutional systems. One of its most em­
blematic models, albeit controversial, is the representative 
system institutionalized by the founding fathers of the United 
States through the legitimacy bestowed by elections.7

Democratic states, such as ancient Greece and Rome, 
can still disappear or become “despotic governments.”8 We 
must therefore link democracy to the type of political re­
gime in question, as well as to its historical legacies. Author­
itarianism is engrained in Mexico’s political dna, from 
Porfirio Diaz’s dictatorship to the long-lasting regime born 
of the Mexican Revolution. In the United States, meanwhile, 
democracy has been expansionist or multilateral, depend­
ing on its leaders and the given historical and international 
juncture. Political regimes use such historical arrangements to 
create their national security visions or doctrines. Therefore, 
any change in a regime’s nature is one of the toughest chal­
lenges for any political system.

Transitions to democracy at the end of the twentieth cen­
tury in Europe (Spain and Portugal) and in South America 
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(Argentina, Chile, and Brazil) can provide important lessons 
for the reform process in Mexico. To neutralize any threat 
to democracy that may arise from the authoritarian past, the 
constitutional reform of the armed forces and intelligence 
services becomes one of the most delicate points.9 Indeed, 
constitutional reform and scrutiny of historical power struc­
tures lies at the root of any transition. As a result, the inter­
section between democratic transition and the inclusion of 
a new democratic national security doctrine in Mexico has 
been the Achilles heel for strengthening the rule of law, re­
spect for human rights, and the proper response to combat 
security threats.

United States: the Decisive External Factor

The watershed in the relations between Washington and the 
pri (a relationship that began in 1928) came with the Chia­
pas conflict and Luis Donaldo Colosio’s assassination in 1994. 
The U.S. government shifted its approach away from its tra­
ditional support for the pri toward promoting democratic 
transition in a move that benefitted the National Action Party 
(pan). The U.S. was strongly in favor of the key actors in Mex­
ico’s transition creating the instruments for political change, 
such as the Federal Electoral Institute (ife), which would 
give certainty and legitimacy to the elections. However, for 
some time the U.S. had already been cautiously helping Mex­
ico break free from authoritarianism and accompanying its 
democratization process.

Bill Clinton’s administration saw certainty in 1994 elec­
tion results as more important even than the very continuity 
of nafta,10 especially since the Democratic government’s se­
curity priorities lay in promoting democracy and the free mar­
ket, and because support for authoritarian governments was 
perceived as a kind of continuation of the Cold War. Neverthe­
less, the system’s endemic corruption and the 1997 link-up of 
Mexican army General José de Jesús Gutiérrez Rebollo with 
drug-trafficking were among the factors that led to Washing­

ton switching its support over to the Alliance for Change, a 
political coalition headed up by Vicente Fox Quesada.

Security and Democracy

The president’s national security advisor Adolfo Aguilar Zínser 
revealed in February 2001 that initiatives taken with regard 
to the sectors that helped shape the democratic transition 
since 1988 had not constituted a plan of government.11 He 
even pointed to projects in Fox’s administration and in the 
system itself that were contested for personal, military, and 
civilian reasons; each in their own way, these internal con­
flicts weakened the Mexican state and prevented constitution­
al reform, from the president down.

As an example, Mexico’s foreign minister at the time, Jorge 
G. Castañeda, referred to the absence of security on Mexico’s 
foreign policy agenda. “It was non-existent, not even in bilat­
eral relations….So there was practically no discussion of 
foreign policy, not to mention national security.”12 Books writ­
ten by the first leader of the democratic transition, Vicente 
Fox a los Pinos (Vicente Fox to the Presidential Residence Los 
Pinos) and Fox propone (Fox Proposes), clearly reveal this lack 
of policy in the president’s priorities. At this time, even the 
round-table talks presided over by the leading figure of state 
reform, Porfirio Muñoz Ledo, did not touch on the subjects 
of intelligence services and the armed forces. Mexico’s Minis­
try of the Interior (Segob) was firmly against any far-reaching 
reform of the Center for Research and National Security 
(cisen), as had been proposed by Mexico’s recently created 
Presidential Council for National Security.

9/11

At the time of the terrorist attacks on Washington, D.C. and 
New York, the Mexican state was extremely vulnerable. The 
risk/threat agendas had not been redefined in the national 
security apparatus, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (sre) 
considered that the existence of the new security council in 
fact posed a serious problem. The sre was vying with the 
Ministry of the Interior and the Congress to take the lead on 
foreign policy, governance, and national security in relation to 
the United States, issues that required the closest possible 
coordination and a joint approach by the Ministries of the 
Navy and National Defense to safeguard land, air, and sea 

The U.S. crisis deepened rifts in Mexico 
and intensified confrontations due to individual 

interests and legacies from the past. 
Ten years on, the Mexican government 

still lacks consensus, instruments, and strategies 
to combat security threats.
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borders, as well as the Mexican state’s natural and strategic 
resources. Instead the cabinet was divided.

These problems became exacerbated after the most 
significant attack on U.S. soil since Pearl Harbor in 1941 
triggered a whole series of structural changes in the U.S. gov­
ernment and Washington’s subsequent unilateral efforts to 
launch a global war on terrorism. However, the Fox adminis­
tration, of its own conviction and at the request of various fed­
eral agencies, decided to dismantle the only significant effort 
toward democratic security, which had sought to set priorities, 
order, and begin work, from within, on a diagnosis of matters of 
vital interest to the Mexican state, to modify doctrines, and to 
create the legal framework required by the transition.

Despite passing in 2005 a national security law, Mexico 
allowed security threats to go unchecked, without a diagnosis 
or the right information; as a result, the country is now facing 
a genuine national emergency since Felipe Calderón declared 
his war on drugs in December 2006.

Final Considerations

The actors in the 2000 democratic transition proved ill-equipped 
to handle political change. Also, the terrorist attacks on the 
U.S. took them by surprise and sent tremors through both 
the U.S. government and Vicente Fox’s incipient administra­
tion. George W. Bush responded by defying the international 
system represented by the un, as well as international peace 
and security. This increased the resentment and division among 
some of the actors who supported the transition in Mexico, 
because they had contrasting attitudes to Washington and em­
bodied positions that required a government position.

In short, the U.S. crisis deepened rifts in Mexico and inten­
sified confrontations due to individual interests and legacies 
from the past. Ten years on, the Mexican government still lacks 
consensus, instruments, and strategies to combat security 
threats.13 The momentum of the movement for democracy 
has largely been lost. Insecurity caused by organized crime 

Some Democratic Security Principles

Principles General Aims Key Criteria

Loyalty to the republic 
(without party bias)

Respect for law and 
exercise of rights

Democratic conviction

Vision of the future 

Protect
• Citizens
• Freedoms and rights
• Institutions
• Physical and cultural heritage

Defend
• Rule of law
• �Territorial integrity and 

borders

Guarantee
• National cohesion
• Democratic coexistence
• Social peace
• �Political balance and  

certainty

Monitor and prevent
• Economic risks
• Political risks
• Ecological and natural risks

Orientation
• Preventive
• Lawful
• Regulated

Ethical and technical 
consistency

Interaction
• Participatory
• Cooperative and coordinated
• Plural
• Interlinked
• Simultaneous

Effectiveness
• Relevant and permanent

Source: National Security Council Archives during the Vicente Fox administration, February 2002.
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has severely torn the social fabric and weakened the Mexi­
can state. However, the transition did enable proposals to be 
outlined for a democratic security that may chart a stronger 
course toward the future, and by the same token, may improve 
Mexico’s relationship with the U.S. post-9/11, as well as 
with the rest of the world, in the context of which the Mex­
ican state would be able to define a response in the nation­
al interest.
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Introduction

The question of the security of nations and their citizens in 
the face of terrorism is at the top of the international security 
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agenda. The way countries, led by the United States follow­
ing the September 11 attacks, have engaged in this struggle has 
had a negative impact on the defense and protection of hu­
man rights around the world.

Terrorist acts harm human rights on two levels. In the 
first place, because of the immediate victims themselves, 
whose right to life, safety, and freedom are affected. In the 
second place, they foster a struggle against terrorism, leading 
to a dynamic that impacts on the human rights of an in­
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