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Abstract
The existence or otherwise of a culture gap between military elites 
and civilian elites (that is, convergence or divergence in values and 
perceptions between these elites regarding military administration) 
can hinder defence policy. This research examines the perceptions 
about the Armed Forces held by three groups of Spanish elites 
(political, business and military), based on 46 in-depth structured 
interviews and 93 survey respondents, to verify the existence of 
such a gap. The analysis addresses two dimensions: a) shared 
values between the military, society and political decision-makers; 
b) social perceptions. The main findings of this study are: a) some 
social stereotypes are also reproduced among the elites. b) the 
military elites exhibit a greater convergence with the economic elites 
than with the political elites.
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Resumen
La existencia, o no, de una brecha cultural entre elites militares y 
elites civiles, es decir, la convergencia o divergencia en valores 
y percepciones entre dichas elites respecto a la administración 
militar, puede dificultar el desarrollo de la política de defensa. Esta 
investigación examina las percepciones de tres grupos de elites 
españolas (políticas, empresariales y militares) sobre las Fuerzas 
Armadas, a partir de 46 entrevistas estructuradas en profundidad 
y 93 encuestados, para comprobar la existencia de dicha brecha. 
El análisis aborda dos dimensiones: a) valores compartidos entre 
institución castrense, sociedad y decisores políticos; b) percepciones 
sociales. Los principales resultados de este trabajo son: a) algunos 
de los tópicos sociales se reproducen también entre las elites; b) las 
elites militares muestran una mayor convergencia con las económicas 
que con las políticas.
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IntroductIon1

Interactions between political and military 
elites have a strong impact on shaping the 
social perceptions of military and defence 
issues (Kertzer and Zeitzoff, 2017: 544-545; 
Golby, Feaver and Dropp, 2018), as well 
as on how security and defence policies 
are articulated (Chaqués-Bonafont, Palau 
and Baumgartner, 2015; Mathieu, 2015). 
The state of civil-military relations (hereafter 
CMR) is therefore a key aspect of defence 
policy.

CMR have been understood for decades 
as a space of confrontation between the two 
elites over whether political leaders would 
take control of defence policy and the Armed 
Forces (hereafter, AFs). However, numer-
ous studies have shown that CMR transcend 
this dichotomy, as they constitute a system 
in which three actors interact: the politicians, 
the military and society (Fitch, 1998; Barany, 
2012; Pion-Berlin and Martínez, 2017). Rela-
tions between the latter two have led them 
to share some views on policy and the polit-
ical system (Janowitz, 1960). Therefore, hav-
ing AFs that are distanced from their social 
fabric in terms of their extraction, ideas, val-

1 The authors would like to thank the two anonymous 
reviewers for their valuable comments, which have im-
proved the article. They are also grateful to Xavier 
Fernández i Marin for their technical support in text 
analysis. They also wish to thank the participants in 
the respective working groups of the First Civil-Mil-
itary Sociology Congress (I Congreso Cívico-Militar 
de Sociología) and the 16th Congress of the Spanish 
Association of Political and Administration Sciences 
(XVI Congreso de la Asociación Española de Ciencia 
Política y de la Administración) for their comments, as 
well as the entire “Repensando el papel de las Fuer-
zas Armadas ante los nuevos desafíos a la seguridad 
(REPENFAS21)” project research team, as the different 
results obtained were the fruit of the reflections of all 
the team members’.

Funding: This article has been funded by the Spanish 
State Research Agency (Agencia Estatal de Investi-
gación Española) under “Repensando el papel de las 
Fuerzas Armadas ante los nuevos desafíos a la se-
guridad (REPENFAS21)”, PID2019-108036GB-I00/
AEI/10.1339/501100011033.

ues, etc., would be a bad symptom for the 
CMR. Moskos and Wood (1988) called these 
bonds “an external integration of the armed 
forces”, implicitly referring to social legiti-
macy.

The need to converge with society does 
not mean that the AFs lose their internal in-
tegration; that is, the traits and bonds that 
facilitate group cohesion, their ethos. In 
fact, the military has traditionally handled 
codes and values that are different from 
those of society. In post-modern societies, 
however, the trend has been the opposite: 
the blurring of the boundaries between ci-
vilian and military, with increased permea-
bility between the two and the weakening 
of martial values that are alien to social val-
ues (Allen and Moskos, 1997). 

Nevertheless, convergence is not only 
about an approximation in values between 
society and its AFs, namely, civilianization 
(Janowitz, 1960) as opposed to profession-
alism (Huntington, 1957). This dimension 
covers all those aspects that can bring the 
two worlds closer together or drive them 
apart. This interaction between civilians 
and the military has a structural (socio-po-
litical) aspect, an institutional aspect and 
an ideational aspect, the latter referring to 
the more subjective and cultural aspects 
of human action (Kuehn and Lorenz, 2011; 
Levy, 2012). The literature has therefore fo-
cused on whether or not a culture gap ex-
ists between civilian and military (Collins 
and Holsti, 1999; Feaver and Kohn, 2001; 
Nielsen, 2022; Feaver, 2003; Szayna et al., 
2007; Rahbek-Clemmensen et al., 2012). 

In post-Franco Spain, the crucial objec-
tive was to establish civilian supremacy in 
CMR (Serra, 2008), which was achieved in 
the late 1980s. Once this had been achieved, 
interest in examining how the AFs were con-
trolled waned (Bueno, 2019). However, this 
did not apply to the analysis of the mismatch 
between the military and society, which re-
vealed high levels of rejection and critical 
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stances towards the military and defence 
policy, with important territorial and ideolog-
ical cleavages. The prevailing negative and 
low-prestige image of the AFs was the main 
object of study (Díez-Nicolás, 1986, 1999, 
2006; Martínez and Díaz, 2007; Martínez, 
2008; Cicuéndez Santamaría, 2017; Martínez 
and Durán, 2017; Navajas, 2018; Calduch, 
2018; Martínez, 2020; Martínez and Padilla, 
2021). The series of surveys on the AFs and 
society conducted between 1997 and 2017 
by the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológi-
cas (CIS) contributed to this2. 

In contrast, our research concern here 
emerged from the realisation that few studies 
have investigated the potential gap between 
the elites involved in the development and 
implementation of defence policy (Martínez 
and Díaz, 2005; Caforio, 2007). The aim of 
this paper is therefore to test whether there 
is a culture gap between the military and ci-
vilian elites in Spain, as hypothesised here. 

By elites we mean, broadly speaking, 
those who hold and exercise power (Scott, 
2008), referring specifically to defence pol-
icy: political and military elites. Nonethe-
less, we have also included the economic 
elites of the defence industry as interact-
ing actors in this system. The development 
of this policy is influenced by international, 
economic and social factors which are both 
circumstantial and structural, where the in-
terests of these three elites compete with 
each other: on the one hand, the, economic 
and political elites, which we have called the 
civilian elites; and on the other, the military 
elite, comprising the high commanders of 
the military and defence staffs.

This research draws on qualitative and 
quantitative data generated by a 2020-2024 
research project conducted by the Span-
ish Research Agency (Agencia Estatal de 
Investigación), entitled “Rethinking the Role 

2 Surveys nos. 2234, 2277, 2317, 2379, 2447, 2447, 
2592, 2680, 2825, 2912, 2998, 3110 and 3118. 

of the Armed Forces in the Face of New Se-
curity Challenges” (Repensando el papel de 
las Fuerzas Armadas ante los nuevos desafíos 
a la seguridad (REPENFAS21)). The article is 
structured, first of all, by delving into the the-
oretical framework of the culture gap. It then 
sets out the main characteristics of CMR in 
Spain in order to establish a contextual frame 
of reference and, subsequently, detail the re-
search methodology. The fourth section pre-
sents the results of the analysis based on the 
different variables proposed, and finally, the 
conclusions and future avenues of research.

theoretIcal framework 

The concept of CMR has been, and contin-
ues to be, widely debated in the literature. 
According to Nielsen and Sneider (2009: 
3), it encompasses different types of rela-
tionships: 

a) Between the military institution and so-
ciety at large. 

b) Between the military and the political-
administrative level of the state.  

c) Between military leaders and their or-
ganisations within the AFs themselves. 
Without ignoring the importance of the 
latter and its relevance when analysing 
organisational culture, the first two show 
the territories in which the culture gap 
may reside.

It is assumed that CMR will be more 
complicated the wider the gap between the 
two worlds (greater institutional autonomy, 
greater political influence, highly differenti-
ated social values, etc.). However, the con-
cept of gap does not have a unanimously 
accepted definition either, although com-
mon attributes such as cultural aspects can 
be identified: whether the values broadly 
upheld by civilians and the military differ 
or converge (Rahbek-Clemmensen et al., 
2012; Cohen and Cohen, 2022). 
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In this paper, the term culture is ad-
dressed from both a sociological and a po-
litical science approach. The sociological 
approach refers to a:

System of conceptions expressed in symbolic 
forms, by means of which people communicate, 
perpetuate and develop their knowledge about 
attitudes towards others and the world (Geertz, 
1997: 19). 

It therefore affects a complex web of 
experiences, values and expectations that 
may vary within the same cultural environ-
ment, manifested through different interpre-
tations of reality. The political science an-
gle relies in an idea of political culture which 
looks at attitudes and opinions on, and ori-
entations towards, political objects and in-
stitutions regarding defence, the configu-
ration of which may differ among different 
social groups (Bueno et al., 2023). 

This raises the question of how the or-
ganisational culture of the military admin-
istration and the political culture of the cit-
izens coexist, as it is not uncommon to 
hold a disdainful or stereotypical view of 
the other, motivated by mutual ignorance. 
Closing or bridging the gap requires that 
both parties understand, value and respect 
each other (Martínez, 2024). The values up-
held by elites are determined by the organ-
isational culture, the processes to socialise 
norms, and the existing trajectories within 
the organisation and group perceptions. 
Organisational culture thus shapes the in-
terpretation of contexts and, ultimately, the 
behaviour of the strategic core (Mintzberg, 
2012). 

The military is an institutionalised social 
group, subject to the state and its legal sys-
tem. This institution has internalised values 
such as sacrifice, unity and discipline, as 
with an strongly hierarchical chain of com-
mand (Huntington, 1957) in which orders 
are formally conveyed. Their actions are de-
termined by military rules, underpinned by 
values in which members have been social-

ised in military academies, doctrines and 
operational procedures. This generally takes 
place through training (Ruffa, 2017: 394). 

Differences or similarities in values be-
tween the two groups have been studied 
by relating politicians and military, and mil-
itary and civil society (Avant, 1988; Cohen, 
2000; Forster, 2012; Rahbek-Clemmensen 
et al., 2012). Avant (1988) analysed whether 
the military is representative of society, its 
values or its geographical diversity, and 
whether this prevents it from becoming a 
kind of social stratum. In this regard, she 
concluded that CMR would be healthier the 
more the AFs resemble the society from 
which it draws and which it serves. In his 
analysis of the degree of autonomy that 
the military has, and of the influence of ci-
vilian and military decision-makers in the 
policy-making process (especially in those 
related to the use of force), Cohen (2000) 
emphasised the relationship between val-
ues, military culture and social culture. 
Rahbek-Clemmensen et al. (2012) high-
lighted two gaps3: 

a) The cultural gap, referred to whether the 
attitudes and values of the civilian and 
military population differ.  

b) The demographic gap: whether or not 
the military represents the population in 
its partisan and socio-economic compo-
sition. 

Regarding the cultural gap, they pointed 
to mutual perceptions, normative sociali-
sation processes and organisational trajec-
tories as analytical variables; regarding the 
demographic, they referred to geographi-
cal origins, ethnicity, political affiliation and 
family or socio-economic background. 

In turn, Forster (2012) identified two 
gaps: the expectation-commitment gap and 
the respect-value gap. The first referred to 

3 Their study included two more gaps that will not be 
used here: public policy preferences and institutional 
context.
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the mismatch between the demands of the 
missions assigned to the AFs and the re-
sources that governments are willing to pro-
vide to carry them out. The second gap ex-
plained that citizens respect, but do not 
value, the sacrifice of those who put them-
selves in harm’s way to serve their country. 
He therefore called for a (desirable) conver-
gence of values between both elites, based 
on the assumption of a (necessary) repre-
sentativeness in values, culture and plural-
ism of the AFs with respect to society. 

Thus, depending on how the political 
elite and the military elite perceive values, 
the effectiveness of CMR can be under-
mined and affect cooperation, coordination 
and collaboration between the two (Feaver 
and Kohn, 2000: 29). This relationship be-
tween the military expert and the minis-
ter has been described as a modern CMR 
problem (Huntington, 1957; Bland, 1999) 
and as one of the main factors in under-
standing the functioning of defence minis-
tries (Mukherjee and Pion-Berlin, 2022). This 
link between political leaders and their mil-
itary advisors can either be based on trust, 
or marked by mistrust between those who 
are uninformed and those who know. 

When Bland (1999) proposed the “ex-
pert problem”, he argued that the minister, 
through ordinary dealings with military high 
commands, should create an atmosphere 
of trust and respect for their views, as this 
would facilitate consensus building with ex-
perts. The minister must also demand loy-
alty and make it clear that it is the minister 
who makes the decisions and is accounta-
ble to the people. If the military is to serve 
and advise democratic governments, “they 
need to develop a broader mindset, one 
that is supportive of democratic rule, foreign 
policy, and civilian control” (Mukherjee and 
Pion-Berlin, 2022: 789). Consequently, mil-
itary and civilian values should converge to 
avoid creating a gap that could lead to irre-
solvable problems.

It can be inferred from the above that, 
in order to measure the quality or health of 
CMR, the literature generally points to the 
existence of a gap which can be called a 
cultural gap, to use the term used by Geertz 
(1997), which consists of two dimensions: 

a) One refers to shared values, of conver-
gence or divergence between the military, 
society and political decision-makers.  

b) The other is related to the existing per-
ceptions of the military. 

cIvIl-mIlItary relatIons  
In spaIn

In the case of Spain, the changes that have 
taken place over the last forty years have 
brought about some positive developments 
that have reduced the culture gap. However, 
it should be remembered that, in 1986, once 
democracy had been fully established and 
Spain had become a member of the Euro-
pean Union, the country still faced important 
challenges with regard to the military. One of 
them was to build positive CMR. It was not 
for nothing that the Spanish military was not 
socially well regarded: 47 % of young peo-
ple believed that AFs members were useless 
and 37 % that they were skilled4. The military 
had also garnered negative political percep-
tions, as society identified the army with Fran-
coism. During the 1980s and 1990s, the AFs 
were the least trusted institution (data from 
the European Value Systems Study Group 
collected by Villalaín Benito, 1992: 284), with 
39 % of Spaniards and 57 % of young peo-
ple perceiving them as being technically defi-
cient and unable to defend Spain from an at-
tack by another country. By contrast, 35 % of 
all Spanish people and 29 % of young people 
believed that they were able to defend Spain5. 

4 CIS survey no. 1518 (1986).

5 CIS Surveys nos. 1518 (1986), 1636 (1986) and 1762 
(1988).
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Furthermore, the significant presence of US 
bases and troops on Spanish soil did noth-
ing to reduce this trend. In 1989, membership 
of the military held a poor reputation among 
Spaniards, while 42 % of conscripts found 
the experience of compulsory military service 
unpleasant6. In 1990, political parties were 
the only institution rated lower than the AFs.7 
Nevertheless, Spanish society was not paci-
fist; rather, it possessed traits of an anti-mil-
itarism that was more visceral than rational 
(Martínez and Díaz, 2005). As society was far 
removed from the AFs, successive govern-
ments postulated the need to promote a polit-
ical defence culture (Martínez, 2007a).

Public opinion has gradually improved 
since the end of the 1990s, to the extent 
that in 2015 the Civil Guard (Guardia Civil), 
the National Police (Policía Nacional) and the 
Armed Forces were the three most highly 
valued institutions in the Spanish political 
system8. There were several factors involved 
in this change: the widespread discredit 
of politics, legal and institutional reforms, 
greater historical distance from the 1981 
coup d’état, the decline of the US military 
presence, the abolition of compulsory mili-
tary service, the decline of military inbreed-
ing, the absence of corruption scandals in 
the military administration and, above all, 
the positive social impact of the international 
missions carried out by the AFs (Martínez 
and Durán, 2017: 2). Redirecting the focus 
of the Spanish military from the domestic to 
the foreign context was thus the key turn-
ing point for this change in trend (Martínez, 
2007: 228)9. It can be stated that at the be-

6 CIS survey no. 1784 (1989).

7 CIS survey no. 1870 (1990).

8 CIS Survey no. 3080 (2015).

9 While the comparison between the elites and society 
is interesting, it is not the subject of this article. How-
ever, a good analysis of the evolution of Spaniards' per-
ceptions, working with the CIS series of surveys on na-
tional defence and the armed forces, can be found in 
Martínez (2020).

ginning of the third decade of the 21st cen-
tury (Martínez, 2020, 2022; Martínez and 
Padilla, 2021; Bueno et al., 2023): 

a) Being a member of the AFs is a pro-
fession held in low esteem; however, 
non-traditional recruitment channels have 
now become socially internalised and so-
ciety accepts the distinct military ethos.

b) The current model of AFs exhibits a small 
and well-prepared force, which is con-
sidered to be expensive. In fact, while 
society sees the AFs as being increas-
ingly better trained and equipped and 
perceives the volume of personnel to be 
adequate, the public does not wish to in-
crease the economic resources allocated 
to the military.

c) Society approves of the new AFs mis-
sions (international operations, interven-
tion in catastrophes and disasters, etc.). 
Nevertheless, although the public be-
lieves the military are suitably prepared 
to defend Spain, a good part of civil so-
ciety has difficulties in accepting the 
most traditional functions of national de-
fence, namely, territorial defence and 
deterrence. 

d) The Spanish military suffers from cog-
nitive dissonance: they believe they en-
joy neither the trust nor the respect of 
their fellow citizens; in contrast, society 
generally holds the AFs in high regard, 
and perceives them as a factor of inter-
national prestige and as being removed 
from any claims to political leadership in 
the country.

e) Society does not want to abolish the 
AFs, but wants greater European (multi-
lateral) integration of defence policy. 

methodologIcal framework 

To test the hypothesis posed in this paper 
on whether there is a culture gap between 
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civilian and military elites, qualitative and 
quantitative data obtained in REPENFAS21 
research project was used. We began by 
compiling a list of the main items on de-
fence and the Armed Forces in institutional 
documentation and selecting questions on 
these issues that have been asked in dif-
ferent studies, preferably by the CIS (see 
Annex 1 for a complete list of documents 
and questionnaires)10. 

Based on this systematic review, four 
thematic blocks (external action, social 
views of the Armed Forces, the Armed 
Forces themselves and the institutional 
structures of national security) were iden-
tified. These included the (approximately) 
fifty questions that were used to operation-
alise the items that made up the question-
naire (Annex 2) for the in-depth structured 
interviews with the elites11. The interviews 
were conducted between May and Novem-
ber 2021. Three groups of elites were inter-
viewed: 

a) 14 of the 17 selected executives from 
leading Spanish companies in the main 
sectors of the defence industry (Annex 
6.1).

b) 20 admirals and generals from the Ge-
neral Staffs of the three armies and De-
fence; as well as senior military com-
manders from the Ministry of Defence 
(Annex 6.2).

c) 12 of the 20 parliamentary spokesper-
sons of the 14th parliamentary term in 
the Defence Committees of the Spanish 
Congress and Senate (Annex 6.3). 

10 All Annexes can be consulted at: https://www.drop-
box.com/scl/fo/r844nm7mw9ocn4kio3mlr/h?rlkey=8gl-
e3kpv4anyqd5q8kv3ulo9k&dl=0 

11 When potential interviewees were contacted, the pro-
ject and the collaboration required were explained to them 
(Annex 3). At the time of the interview, they were given an 
information sheet and a short text was read to them to ob-
tain their informed consent (Annexes 4 and 5.1, 5.2, 5.3).

All interviews were conducted face-to-
face. The more than 60 hours of recordings 
were transcribed by a company called Am-
berscript into 728 pages. The coding and 
analysis of all transcripts was carried out 
by two members of the research team to 
avoid bias and divergences in interpretation. 
Interview transcripts were analysed using 
R-based text analysis techniques (R Core 
Team, 2023), with the libraries quanteda 
(Benoit et al., 2018) and topicmodels (Grün 
and Hornik, 2011). Latent Dirichlet allocation 
was used for topic modelling.

In order to guarantee the anonymity of 
the respondents and be able to directly re-
fer to extracts of their answers, the refer-
ences “Politician/Executive/Military mem-
ber” and the number assigned in the coding 
were indicated12.

To quantitatively strengthen the qualita-
tive evidence extracted from the interviews, 
the Qualtrics software was used to apply an 
online closed, self-administered question-
naire between December 2021 and Janu-
ary 2022. The respondents were (Annex 7) 
all the colonels who were taking the training 
course to become generals in January 2022 
(n=70)13 and the other parliamentarians of 
the aforementioned parliamentary commis-
sions (29 senators and 55 congresspeople). 
Responses were obtained from 100 % of the 
participants from the military and 27 % from 
the members of the parliament, primarily 
from the popular party and socialist groups. 
After the entire interview and survey process 
was completed, war broke out in Ukraine. 
We thus had the opportunity to launch a nat-
ural experiment, namely, to ask the 46 inter-
viewees only those questions that we con-

12 In all cases, the generic masculine (in the Spanish 
version of the interviews) was used for references re-
gardless of gender, also to reinforce anonymity. Of the 
46 interviewees, only 3 were women.

13 The percentage breakdown was: 43  % from the 
Army, 17  % from the Navy, 24  % from the Air and 
Space Forces, and 16  % from the Common Corps of 
the Armed Forces.

https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fo/r844nm7mw9ocn4kio3mlr/h?rlkey=8gle3kpv4anyqd5q8kv3ulo9k&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fo/r844nm7mw9ocn4kio3mlr/h?rlkey=8gle3kpv4anyqd5q8kv3ulo9k&dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fo/r844nm7mw9ocn4kio3mlr/h?rlkey=8gle3kpv4anyqd5q8kv3ulo9k&dl=0
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sidered likely to have different answers due 
to the impact of the conflict (Annex 8)14. 

These responses were used to con-
duct an exploratory descriptive analysis that 
might possibly show the existence of a cul-
ture gap, which would provide a wide range 
of nuances and point to vectors towards 
which a subsequent explanatory study 
could be directed by relying on the quali-
tative evidence obtained. It is worth noting 
that the low response rate from the parlia-
mentarians surveyed and also from the ex-
periment conducted with interviewees sug-
gested that these data should not be taken 
into account. However, given the extreme 
difficulty in interviewing or surveying these 
elites on these issues, and assuming the 
scientific weakness of these specific contri-
butions, it was decided not to discard them.

The thematic block of questions that 
the interviews and surveys asked about 
social views on the AFs led to six varia-
bles being selected to analyse the poten-
tial culture gap between the elites, across 
two dimensions. One variable, preferred 
values for a child and for a member of the 
Armed Forces, completed the first dimen-
sion, while the other five variables: namely, 

a) Training.

b) Social cohesion.

c) Pluralism.

d) Social image.

e) Prestige, made up the social perception 
dimension.

Regarding the first variable, it was essen-
tial to assess the convergence in values be-
tween society and its military administration 
in order to understand the processes involved 
in civil-military relations. The questions fo-

14 They were invited to respond in writing (Annex 9). 
Responses were received from 50  % of the military 
members, from 14 % of the executives and from 17 % 
of the politicians contacted.

cused on the essentials in military training and 
in their son/daughter’s education as an indi-
rect way of asking about the social desirabil-
ity of certain values. This showed whether the 
members of the Armed Forces wanted differ-
entiated values for themselves and their chil-
dren, whether the same was true for the other 
two groups of elites, and whether the elites 
held similar or dissimilar views.

The professional training variable repro-
duced (with no changes) the question from 
the CIS questionnaires asking whether 
training enables AFs members to carry out 
their work effectively. Social cohesion re-
fers to whether young people providing 
a service (whether social or in the Armed 
Forces) could be a vehicle for socialisation, 
for transmitting collective values that pro-
mote a culture of commitment and unity 
that generates national integration.

The question of whether or not armies 
should reproduce a country’s linguistic, po-
litical and religious diversity (in short, its plu-
rality) lies in the idea of convergence or di-
vergence. Spain’s social plurality focuses 
on linguistic, religious and political diver-
sity. It sought to ascertain whether the AFs 
reflect this plurality, both descriptively and 
normatively; that is, whether they already do 
and, if they do not, whether they should. 

The social image variable was not op-
erationalised by asking respondents about 
their own perception, but about the im-
age they believed that society, the elites 
and the media have of the AFs. Moreover, 
given Spanish society’s difficulty in accept-
ing strictly defence missions, the impact on 
the military’s image of two recent actions 
not linked to classic national defence mis-
sions but to catastrophes and calamities 
was also investigated. These were their in-
terventions in the severe winter storms of 
2021 and during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Finally, delving deeper into the social vi-
sion of the armed forces, we examined 
whether the military profession is consid-
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ered a prestigious profession; and if the 
answer was in the negative, what were the 
reasons for the lack of prestige. 

results

The results obtained confirmed the hypoth-
esis of the existence of a culture gap be-
tween elites. However, the analysis by di-
mensions that we proposed showed that 
this gap was almost non-existent in the di-
mension of values and became more visible 
in the aspects that were related to the di-
mension of social perception. 

Values

The elites interviewed diverged in the val-
ues they wanted a member of the military 
to have and those they wanted for their chil-
dren. Therefore the divergence between so-
ciety and its military administration prevailed. 
However, contrary to what this first state-
ment suggests, there was a general conver-
gence on values, as military, political and 
economic elites substantially agreed on the 
values they wanted their children to have and 
the values they wanted for a member of the 

military to uphold. Thus, while they agreed 
that the values should be different, at the 
same time they concurred on what these 
values should be. This is something that we 
have already observed to be generally the 
case for the future Spanish civilian and mili-
tary elites (Martínez, 2007: 145-148).

In general, they all identified the follow-
ing values as being socially desirable for 
their children: service to others, sacrifice 
and commitment. Nevertheless, there were 
some peculiarities in the preference for sec-
ond and third order values. Loyalty and 
comradeship were deemed to be important 
as values for the military; politicians reiter-
ated respect and called for democratic val-
ues; while executives pointed to a sense of 
authority as being important (Table 1).

There was also substantial agreement 
among the three elites on what values the mil-
itary should develop in their training and in 
carrying out their duties (Table 2). For politi-
cians, respect was the most frequently cited 
value, which may be indicative of some sus-
picion of military insubordination to civilian 
authority. For the military, loyalty was essen-
tial, while executives pointed to discipline. The 
three elites identified discipline and loyalty as 
values to be expected of military personnel, 
consistent with their training and ethos.

TABLE 1. Core values for a child, according to the elites interviewed (%)

Values* Politicians Military members Businesspeople

Service/commitment/sacrifice 58** 60 57
Integrity/honesty/exemplariness 25 25 7
Respect 42 10 21
Loyalty 8 35 21
Discipline/organisational skills 17 25 43
Comradeship 8 25 7
Being a democrat 33 -- --

* The list was not pre-established by the questionnaire. 

** The data provided represent the percentage of respondents in each group who identified this value.

Note: The value with the highest endorsement by that elite is shown in red; values that exceeded ≥25 % of mentions by that 
elite are shown in green.

Source: Developed by the authors.
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At the same time, more closely linked 
to their institution, the military placed great 
importance on the idea of service, sacrifice 
and comradeship. The respondents from 
the business elites emphasised a sense 
of duty, professionalism and patriotism. 
None of the three social groups emphasised 
“epic” values, although the idea of sacrifice 
could fit into this category. This would bring 
us closer to the argument of a “post-heroic” 
society (Luttwak, 1995). 

On the other hand, the colonels and 
other parliamentarians had a similar ap-
proach to the values expected of a military 
member and, in fact, discipline and loyalty 
were emphasised by both groups (Figure 
1). The same could be said for responsibil-
ity, patriotism and comradeship (again there 
was agreement between interviewees and 
survey respondents). Team spirit and hon-
esty also featured prominently. This figure 
shows that the military and political elites 
also agreed on which values were less im-
portant to them: creativity, open-minded-
ness and a spirit of equality. In fact, only 
two values were rated differently: initiative 
and generosity.

FIGURE 1.  Core values to be upheld by military mem-
bers, according to the surveyed elites (%)

Note 1: The list of values was a closed list that resulted 

from the questionnaire.

Note 2: Thin lines represent 95 % confidence intervals.

Source: Developed by the authors.

TABLE 2. Core values to be upheld by military members, according to the elites interviewed (%)

Values* Politicians Military members Businesspeople

Respect 42** 15 21
Discipline 33 30 43
Loyalty 25 45 29
Sacrifice 33 40 21
Service 8 30 36
Value/Courage 8 30 21
Comradeship 30 21
Professionalism 10 29
Patriotism 20 29
Sense of duty/responsibility 5 29

* The list was not pre-established by the questionnaire. 

** The data provided represent the percentage of respondents in each group who identified this value.

Note: The value with the highest endorsement by that elite is shown in red; values that exceeded ≥25 % of mentions by that 
elite are shown in green.

Source: Developed by the authors.
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In short, the results of the values di-
mension showed a weak gap, with shared 
visions of an ideal of citizenship. Despite 
agreement on the main points, there were 
slight nuances on the values expected of 
army professionals. While military members 
and businesspeople stressed values that 
were important for organisational perfor-
mance, political representatives pointed to 
values that would highlight the strength of 
Huntington’s theory of CMR (sacrifice, dis-
cipline, etc.). 

Professional training

There was unanimity among the elites in-
terviewed and surveyed that they consid-
ered the Spanish military to be remarkably 
well-qualified professionals. An assessment 
that contrasts with the meagre prestige as-
sociated with the military profession, with 
the fact that its social image has not im-
proved as much as has been believed by 
taking on more socially significant tasks 
(pandemics, fires, snowfalls, volcanic erup-
tions) and with the notable social ignorance 
of what this profession entails. Conse-
quently, there does not appear to have been 
a gap between civilian and military elites on 
this issue.

The only divergence from the general 
sentiment was found among the spokes-
persons of the parliamentary groups of the 
peripheral nationalist parties, albeit for dif-
ferent reasons. The first divergence arises 
from a democratic mistrust: “provided that 
the minimum democratic standards for an 
army in a democratic country are in place 
in this institution” (Politician 3). The sec-
ond refers to the type of missions they carry 
out, mainly humanitarian or emergency mis-
sions: “although quite a few do not fit their 
professional expertise the AFs have still 
been used in these situations” (Politician 5). 

They also pointed to “a lack of techni-
cal and material resources that undermine 

training” (Businessperson 3), and the lack 
of training due to the impossibility of be-
ing deployed in real scenarios and, conse-
quently, of testing their training in the field: 

[...] the problem is the decrease in resources avai-
lable. This means that we have a problem in ad-
vanced training, coaching and preparation. The 
problem will come if we have to go into combat 
(Military Officer 8);

“there may be poorer performance as 
a result of the loss of capabilities that can 
influence training and preparedness” (Mil-
itary Officer 17). Finally, a very uneven 
preparation within the army was noted, 
with the result that “only a small part of 
the military is really prepared for combat” 
(Businessperson 11). 

Social cohesion

The military and economic elites perceived 
a greater need to promote social cohesion 
measures; that is, to bring society closer 
to and be more aware of the work of the 
Armed Forces. However, the majority of re-
spondents stated that establishing political 
measures in this direction (re-establishing 
military service, as was the case in Ger-
many, or implementing civilian service mod-
els, as was done in France) is unfeasible 
due to the political and institutional context, 
and to social rejection: 

I don’t think we will see that here [in Spain], it 
would be unfeasible, above all due to the lack 
of national identification and common values of 
some groups (Military Officer 8). 

However, several military members held 
the view that the AFs should not be respon-
sible for these kinds of actions: 

I welcome the objective of contributing to grea-
ter cohesion, even the opportunity to involve the 
whole of society in producing something concrete, 
specific and standardised within society itself. But 
I don’t think is that this is a responsibility of the 
army (Military Officer 15).
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This need was not so strongly de-
manded by political elites; they even con-
sidered it counterproductive. This was not 
unexpected, given that the analysis of the 
other thematic blocks in our interviews and 
surveys revealed that, in general, they lack 
key knowledge of national security and de-
fence issues, and have a low interest in, and 
a not particularly favourable opinion of, the 
Armed Forces.

Pluralism

The military elites in the study believed 
that the AFs already reflect the pluralism 
of Spanish society, although they confined 
this to religious pluralism. They thought pri-
marily of members who profess the Islamic 
religion, or of those who are either agnos-
tic or atheist. Regarding AFs members who 
are Muslims, this was significant because it 
is the case in the military sites of the cities 
of Ceuta and Melilla. As far as AFs mem-

bers who are either agnostic or atheist, this 
referred to the strong Catholic roots of the 
armies in Spain, where some ritual cere-
monies are still conducted within a Chris-
tian liturgy, something that is difficult to rec-
oncile with the non-confessional status of 
Spain under the Constitution. 

Political pluralism was more problematic, 
not so much in its ideological dimension, 
as in its identity-territorial cleavage. Several 
generals and some businesspeople (who 
were former members of the military) pointed 
out that feelings of belonging to peripheral 
nationalisms were not only under-repre-
sented, but also inconvenient for the AFs: 
“not all political sensitivities are present in 
the AFs, as it is more aligned with people 
who believe in Spain as a unit” (Military 18). 
However, the military elite as a whole consid-
ers that any differences that may exist within 
the military are not a problem per se in terms 
of carrying out their tasks, as long as such 
diversity did not lead to a breakdown of the 
organisational culture within the institution. 

FIGURE 2. Reflection of social plurality in the AFs according to parliamentary groups

Source: Developed by the authors.
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On the other hand, it would be a problem to 
establish quotas in order to ensure that spe-
cific groups or minorities were sufficiently 
represented in number, position or job; the 
respondents believed that such differences, 
could break the unity of the institution. 

The military members’ claim that the AFs 
already reflects society clashes with the per-
ception of the political elite, where contradic-
tory views abounded. In fact, politicians hold 
a normative position on the need for this. 
This is not the case for the business com-
munity, who, in the spirit of pragmatism, per-
ceived that pluralism is not something to be 
demanded or promoted in military institu-
tions; these respondents did not believe that 
it is necessary for the military’s tasks.

If we add to the spokespersons the an-
swers of the rest of the parliamentarians 
surveyed, an analysis by parliamentary 
groups can be made. The representatives of 
the different nationalist groups, those of the 
Federated Left Bloc (Izquierda Confederada) 
and half of the socialist group were the 
most critical of the view that Spain’s diver-

sity is reflected in the AFs (Figure 2). The 
Popular Party (Partido Popular) almost en 
bloc and the other half of the Socialist par-
liamentary group did believe, however, that 
the AFs currently reflect social plurality.

On the question of whether the AFs 
should be representative of society (Figure 
3), the answer was overwhelmingly clear. All 
the parliamentary groups, with the exception 
of one third of the Partido Popular represent-
atives, believed that the AFs should make an 
effort to reflect the plurality of Spanish soci-
ety in all its facets (understood to mean in its 
recruitment and selection processes). In their 
view, the military would be better integrated 
if they reflected social plurality.

Image

The elites believe that operations such as 
“Filomena” and “Balmis” have further impro-
ved the social image of the Armed Forces 
in Spain; “kindness in dealing with disasters 
sells more than the use of force” (Military 13). 

FIGURE 3. According to parliamentary group: Should the AFs reflect social plurality?

Source: Developed by the authors.
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This has two peculiarities: on the one hand, in 
October 2020 the majority of society (53 %) 
stated that the military’s performance during 
the COVID-19 pandemic had not changed 
their opinion of the AFs, despite recognis-
ing their positive intervention during the pan-
demic; only 39 % of the population acknowl-
edged that the army’s performance had 
improved their opinion of the institution (So-
ciometrica, 2020). However, several inter-
viewees did not bypass the fact that these 
missions were a long way from the natural 
purpose of the Armed Forces; “[citizens] have 
seen a part that is not really the essential mis-
sion of the Armed Forces” (Military Officer 16). 
While it is true that actions such as “Balmis” 
and interventions during the “Filomena” storm 
helped to make the AFs more visible, while 
projecting a facet of solidarity and usefulness, 
they did not contribute to the promotion of a 
defence culture among society, since they did 
not show what defence involves. 

Operation “Balmis” and the Military Emergencies 
Unit (UME) help to improve the image of the AFs, 
but they improve it in a specific context, linked to 
civil protection. The role of the AFs is different. 
In Spain, there is no common nation, history or 
common values to protect, and this complicates 
the image of the AFs (Military 8). 

There is also a critical view among the bu-
siness community, as they argued that, des-
pite society holding a positive image of the Ar-
med Forces, there is still a rejection of greater 
investment and spending on defence in gene-
ral, and on this industry in particular: “people 
can see its usefulness, but it seems that they 
don’t want to talk about the defence industry, 
nor about exports” (Businessperson 14).

Thus, there is a widespread perception 
that the armed forces are well regarded in 
society, but their primary role is not under-
stood, nor is there a desire to increase mili-
tary spending. Some of the politicians inter-
viewed warned of the paradox: “it is likely 
that [citizens] have an old-fashioned and 
less modern image of the Armed Forces 
than what they actually are” (Politician 7); 

“Spanish society across the political spec-
trum has an unrealistic image of the Armed 
Forces, [...] lack of knowledge and [...]ex-
cluding, non-inclusive views” (Politician 11). 

When asked whether these operations 
had improved the opinion of the military 
among the elites themselves or in the me-
dia, the answer, while affirmative, was clearly 
less emphatic than it had when asked about 
the impact on society. Those who perceived 
some improvement pointed to the visibility 
and impact of the UME (a unit that performs 
non-defence tasks). The participating busi-
ness elites argued that the media were igno-
rant and did not inform citizens, and if they 
did report on the AFs, it was only anecdo-
tally. The political elites were said to be in-
fluenced by the media’s lack of knowledge, 
sensationalism and information deficit.

If we focus on the responses of the colo-
nels and parliamentarians surveyed, it can be 
seen that “Filomena” and “Balmis” were also 
considered to have had a very positive im-
pact on improving the image of the Armed 
Forces. However, there are also two impor-
tant nuances: the impact on improvement 
was tempered by almost twenty points when 
considering the elites, and by thirty when 
considering the military elites (Table 3). 

TABLE 3. Impact of “Filomena” and “Balmis” (%)

Group 
Respondents

They improved the image of the AFs 
held by

Society Media Elites
Military 90.5 74.6 61.9
Politicians 94.4 88.9 77.8

Source: Developed by the authors.

Prestige

Half of the politicians interviewed said that it 
is not a prestigious profession. The half that 
believed it is prestigious thought so condi-
tionally (“only in their environment”, “not in 
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the Basque Country”, “not troops and lower 
ranks”). Slightly less than half of the military 
members interviewed did not think so ei-
ther, and only a third of the executives held 
the same view. However, the latter believed 
that the professional prestige of the AFs has 
grown ostensibly in recent years. Some gen-
erals interviewed argued that this prestige 
was limited to their close family or profes-
sional environment, a belief that was shared 
by some of the politicians. 

Among those who made a negative as-
sessment of the AFs, the most common rea-
son was the past: 

[…] the armed forces have nothing to do with what 
they were before, when we did ‘the military ser-
vice’, although some people insist on making it 
seem that way” (Businessperson 1). 

But there were also many who attributed 
to peripheral nationalism or left-wing positions 
the fact that the AFs’ discredit was due to po-
litical identification by a certain social group or 
a specific ideology (Businessperson 7). 

This position was in line with the social 
data available through the studies commis-
sioned by the Ministry of Defence from So-
ciometrica (2019, 2020). In both waves, the 
opinion on this issue was not particularly 
prestigious, with a score of 5.5 out of 10 
in 2019 and 5.7 in 2020; scores which de-
creased when compared to those of military 
personnel from neighbouring countries (3.7 
in 2019 and 4 in 2020). People with a con-
servative ideology, older people, people with 
no education and people from the Canary 
Islands, Castilla La Mancha, Extremadura, 
Murcia, La Rioja and Cantabria had a sub-
stantially better opinion of military prestige.

An open-ended question on military 
strengths and weaknesses in the Socio-
metrics study (2020) provides some point-
ers as to the reasons that increase profes-
sional prestige and those that decrease it. 
Strengths included “humanitarian aid”, “pub-
lic service”, “cooperation”, “preparedness” 
and “Balmis”. On the other hand, weak-

nesses included descriptions of the mili-
tary as “anachronistic”, “fascist”, “arrogant”, 
“opaque”, “isolated” and “male chauvinistic”. 
It seems obvious that, as long as these prej-
udices remain as part of the society’s senti-
ments, it will be difficult for the AFs’ profes-
sional prestige to grow. All in all, the average 
prestige that Spanish society confers on the 
military was higher than that of the elites.

conclusIons

There is a need for research into CMR in 
Spain that examines the perceptions of the 
elites involved in defence policies, namely, 
decision-makers (politicians), practitioners 
(military) and stakeholders (military industry 
executives). Its relevance lies in whether or 
not there is a culture gap and if so, how it 
operates.

This research confirms the hypothesis 
that was initially formulated: there is a culture 
gap between the military and civilian elites in 
Spain, the civilian sector being understood 
as politicians and executives of the defence 
industry economic fabric. However, this gap 
is not homogeneous in all the variables an-
alysed, since there are significant conver-
gences in terms of the perception of the in-
stitution’s professional training, and a certain 
proximity regarding social image, professional 
prestige and the values that are considered 
pre-eminent in the military and in society. The 
main disagreement is over whether or not so-
cial cohesion measures are necessary and 
whether political, religious and social pluralism 
is present within the military.

Beyond the convergences, the differences 
emerge in the profound implications for the 
variables analysed: the participating military 
personnel and businesspeople think that the 
image of the AFs is highly conditioned to mis-
sions that are not, strictly speaking, part of 
national defence, but rather of civil protec-
tion. They believe that the military institution 
is only highly valued when engaged in disas-



Reis. Rev.Esp.Investig.Sociol. ISSN-L: 0210-5233. N.º 189, January - March 2025, pp. 5-22

20 A Cultural Gap? Perceptions of the Armed Forces Held by Spanish Political, Economic and Military Elites 

ter management, emergencies and as “armies 
for peace”. 

The gap is at its widest when referring 
to the need to promote cohesion meas-
ures between the AFs and society. An area 
where military and economic elites perceive 
a greater need for action than political elites. 
Conflict between elites can be observed in 
relation to whether the AFs could or should 
reflect pluralism. Firstly, because it is under-
stood differently by the various elites: the mil-
itary only circumscribe it to religious parame-
ters, while the civilian elites attribute it above 
all to political (identity and gender) aspects; 
and secondly, because the political elites be-
lieve it is essential for the military to be an ac-
curate reflection of Spain’s socio-political plu-
ralism, but the military elites do not. 

The research highlights how the current 
situation of the CMR in Spain shies away from 
both Janowitz’s model, where the AFs and 
society should share the same values, even if 
the political elites are more inclined to do so. 
It is also removed from Huntington’s model of 
the military as an isolated collective, with its 
own exclusive values. On the contrary, there 
is a convergence between civilians and the 
military in terms of the social desirability of 
certain values. This assessment is important, 
as it constitutes a compromise between the 
integration proposed by the first model and 
the separation of the second. 

The results in the Spanish case invite us 
to rethink the concept of culture gap, inso-
far as antagonism can be observed in its two 
dimensions. Regarding the first dimension, 
there are no shared values among the elites. 
This is probably explained by both the pro-
cess of military civilianization and effective 
civilian control of the AFs. The second di-
mension, perceptions, presented a significant 
distance between elites, but also dissimilar in-
tra-elite preferences. In this sense, the greater 
the political normativity implied by the prem-
ise in question, the greater the divergences. 

Once the components of the gap and their 
contents have been ascertained, future av-
enues of research should delve deeper into 
their causes. An interesting question arising 
from this research is where to place defence 
industry executives, as several of them are 
former military personnel. Their current pro-
fessional duties locate them within the civil-
ian sphere; however, their former employment 
might influence the shaping of their percep-
tions and interpretations, leading to perme-
ation between military and business elites. 
This would have an impact on the civil-military 
gap, as it could result in a reduction of the 
gap caused by the bias due to the military 
background of its members. This is also a 
major factor, as it directly affects the relations 
between the defence technological-industrial 
base and policy-makers.
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