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Summary and Conclusions  
 

There is no sign that the drug war in Mexico is abating. On the contrary, it has only become more 

intricate and ferocious. While I finished my original thesis in the summer of 2018, the preceding 

year 2017 was the most violent year up till that time, with and estimated 29.000 drug related deaths. 

In 2018 and 2019 the numbers rose to over 30.000. Analyzing the drug violence is challenging. It 

is a complicated, multilayered phenomenon in a constant state of transformation. Research is 

difficult since many actors are secretive, paranoid, and dangerous. Still, court and journalistic 

records, testimonies, and confessions provide a wealth of material for any researcher. No single, 

uni-disciplinary approach nor theoretical model can do justice to the complexity of the drug 

violence matrix. Therefore, I have opted for a multi-disciplinary approach. I have taken a middle 

position in the structure/agency and nature/nurture debates. The most realistic position is to 

acknowledge that there are certain parameters that determine human behavior, but that within these 

boundaries, a wide variety of choices are possible that can be determined by the social 

environment.  

 I have made cross-cultural and historical comparisons by looking at Mexican sicarios, 

Western jihadists, West African child soldiers, Vietnam veterans, and World War I combatants. 

Looking beyond tribal particularities is imperative to understand what drives perpetrators of 

violence and I found many similar patterns across a wide range of different historical and cultural 

contexts. I have tried to shy away from obscure postmodernist French philosophers, as is trendy in 

some circles of the social sciences and I reject epistemic relativism. Although I acknowledge the 

impossibility of objective truths, I take a mild positivist approach, implying that certain 

observations are more congruent with reality than are others. 

 Finally, I have chosen three angles to approach the drug violence. First, I look from a 

historic and political perspective as to how the structure and dynamics of warfare have evolved 

over the last centuries. Secondly, I take an economic perspective and look at whether neoliberalism 

can be blamed for rising inequality and crime. I also argue that the DTOs are supreme examples 

of predatory capitalist corporations that flourish in a globalized world. In the last chapter, I take 

on the role of a cultural anthropologist and look at the individual motivations of the perpetrators 

and if we can call the extreme violence senseless and irrational.  



 There are people that would not call the Mexican drug violence a war, but considering the 

level of violence (250.000 deaths in fifteen years), the heavy weapons and military style ambushes 

and attacks, the conflict definitively qualifies as a war. Martin van Creveld argues that war has 

undergone a transformation. Classic wars were state centered conflicts between relatively equal 

nation states fought out by uniformed armed forces on a well-defined battlefield, in respect of 

certain rules, and with clearly defined goals. Irregular conflicts, what Mary Kaldor and Herfried 

Münkler call new wars, have become the norm after the end of the Cold War. Greed had replaced 

ideology, war and crime merged and for warlords and civilian combatants the conflict became an 

end itself since it offers opportunities for self-enrichment. Cyber technology and the internet 

introduced new dimensions and layers and gave rise to hybrid warfare.  

 From an economic point of view, neoliberal economic thought has become the leading 

economic dogma since the late 1970s. With globalization as a catalyst, international trade and 

economic output increased dramatically. However, while worldwide income may have risen 

(mainly due to the economic growth of China and India), inequality is growing. Authors such as 

Stiglitz, Piketty, and Gilman point out that neoliberalism caused this increasing global inequality, 

favoring a class of plutocrats making huge benefits in the financial and high-tech sectors. An entire 

new class of people is excluded from the production process. Williams calls this a class of 

disposable people. The causal link between inequality and poverty on the one hand and higher 

crimes rate is disputed by many scholars, but at least a correlation is well established. Thanks to 

fast internet communication, large groups are now confronted with the wealth of an upper class, 

creating a means-ends disjunction, or what Rapley calls an expectations gap. Alternative modes of 

redistribution, which is actually a euphemism for crime, is seen by actors and scholars alike as a 

self-help strategy.  

 At the individual level, I examined the phenomenon of the American inner-city gangs and 

West African child soldiers. Again, there are similarities with the Mexican drug war. In the United 

States, there is a century old tradition of urban anthropology focusing on organized crime and 

gangs and the way they utilize violence. Extreme cruelty is common among West African child 

soldiers, as it is amongst Mexican sicarios. It is important not to see these perpetrators of violence 

as irrational actors. Following Williams, these actors have made rational calculations to survive in 

a hostile environment. Gang members are vying for respect and following the American dream. 

Many anthropologists have shied away from studying violence. They dismiss extreme violence as 



inhumane and irrational and somehow are apprehensive to study it in-depth. However, extreme 

violence serves very specific purposes and the challenge is to look for the sense in senseless 

violence.  

 

To better understand drug violence, it is importance to focus on the history of the Mexican drug 

economy and the genealogy of the DTOs. I distinguish three periods. The early period saw the 

transformation of the narco-trafficking sector from a small crop that gave farmers a supplementary 

income into an extremely profitable business. The second period was the post war boom when 

narco-trafficking became a multi-billion-dollar business, but it still was practiced in a rather 

nonviolent fashion. The final period was the explosion in violence that started during the political 

shake up in 2000 when, after nearly seventy years, the PRI was replaced by the PAN.  

In the same vein, there are three important story lines. The first is the relation between organized 

crime and the authorities. Organized crime became increasingly entrenched in society and the 

relationship between organized crime and the authorities changed from submission to 

collaboration to domination. The second tendency is the increasing complexity of the war as more 

vectors in the matrix of drug violence emerge as new players enter the stage. At this moment, there 

are at least seven different wars fought out at the same time. The last theme is the increasing 

escalation of violence, form selective instrumental use of violence bound by a certain honor code, 

to indiscriminate, gratuitous, extreme violence where symbolic meaning is the most important.  

 Drug trafficking started in the early 1920s in Sinaloa with small-scale opium production 

by Chinese laborers for their own consumption. The Sinaloans saw opportunities and took over. 

By the late 1930s, the industry had grown into a professional and profitable sector with Sinaloa as 

the center of production. Ciudad Juárez had become a bootleg center during the prohibition but 

now became a hub for drug trafficking center as well. The first high profile death was Sinaloa 

governor Loaiza, who was assassinated in 1944 for his anti-drug stance. High-level corruption 

became blatant with the new Sinaloa governor Macías Valenzuela and DFS director general Carlos 

Serrano, accused of corruption in 1947.  

 The post war period saw an increasing boom for the drug trafficking sector. In the 1960s 

marijuana and heroin became popular drugs in the USA. However, the biggest boom was the 

cocaine business. In the late 1980s, the USA closed the Caribbean routes and the Mexican DTOs 

started to transport, and later distribute, Colombian cocaine into the United States. In the mid-



1970s, one of the biggest anti-drug operations commenced (Operation Condor) and the United 

States became directly involved in the drug war. On many occasions, Mexican authorities used the 

fight against drugs as a pretext to repress opposition movements. Eradication efforts had no effects 

and actually increased corruption as the narco-trafficking sector professionalized and turned 

violent. The killing of police authorities became common and corruption reached new heights. Top 

traffickers such as Gallardo, Quintero, and Carrillo could work unhindered with badges from the 

DFS. The 1980s until 2000 were the heydays of the cartels. However, the Juárez and the Sinaloa 

Cartel, spin offs from Mexico’s original Mother of all DTOs, the Guadalajara Cartel, were not 

involved in a deadly violent competition and worked together with the authorities.  

 In 2000, nearly seventy years of dominance by the PRI ended when Fox became the first 

PAN president. The plaza system, elaborate arrangements between traffickers and authorities, was 

shaken up and Fox declared an all-out war on the DTOs. New players started to enter the market, 

notably the Zetas, who soon became the most ferocious of all cartels, breaking all the rules with 

their indiscriminate use of violence. Instead of cooperating with the authorities, DTOs started to 

challenge authorities and in some regions managed to completely infiltrate and subordinate them, 

and became the de facto authorities. The battle of Nuevo Laredo between Los Zetas and the Sinaloa 

Cartel (2005) became the first open confrontation between competing cartels. This became a new 

model in which one DTO invaded the territory of another in order to violently conquer the market 

share. When Calderón took office in 2006, he called for an all-out war on the DTOs and deployed 

the army and federal police, since the municipal police were corrupted by local cartels. Calderón 

opted for the kingpin strategy, eliminating top capos, but this caused a fragmentation into smaller, 

more flexible and more violent groups. 50,000 army personnel and later the federal police could 

not quell the violence that erupted in Juárez and Culiacán, where competing cartels were involved 

in a deadly struggle for dominance. Peña Nieto’s tenure saw more violence, with a death toll 2018 

of 33.300. Newly elected AMLO promised a different, softer approach tackling the social roots of 

the violence, but in 2019, his first year, the death toll rose to an unprecedented 34.600.  

  

The new war concept is hardly mentioned in literature covering Latin American conflicts. Some 

authors such as Kruijt, Koonings, Arias, and Goldstein introduce similar concepts like new 

violence and violent pluralism. The monopoly on violence is the most essential asset of the state. 

Its loss is seen as typical of a failed state, such as Somalia, Angola, the Democratic Republic of 



Congo, Afghanistan, and Sierra Leone, Critics charge that the concept of a failed state has no 

explanatory value, and is exaggerated in the case of Mexico, since many institutions function rather 

well. Instead, most authors prefer concepts as ‘weak state’ or ‘security failure.’ Still, some regions 

of Mexico have effectively been taken over by organized crime, are effective criminal enclaves, 

and could be called failed states. These criminal enclaves effectively have created new, alternative 

modes of economy, governance, and redistribution, in some cases even providing social services 

where the state has withdrawn.  

 The matrix of the drug violence is intricate with many vectors that interact with each other. 

In fact, there is not one drug war, but at least seven levels of conflicts fought out at the same time. 

First, authorities against DTOs, second DTOs amongst themselves, third, internal succession 

struggles, fourth, a proxy war between municipal police and federal agencies that are linked with 

different DTOs, fifth, civilians against authorities, sixth, unorganized crime against civilians, and 

finally, unofficial death squads against petty criminals—what is known in Latin America as 

limpieza social, or social cleansing. The actors in the drug violence are members of DTOs, 

politicians, judicial authorities, civilians, and petty criminals, but in many cases their roles tend to 

overlap and they take on different positions at the same time or transform over time. Vigilantes in 

Michoacán fighting organized crime and corrupt police transformed into organized criminals and 

corrupt officials themselves. After going through several stages, from predatory (state in power) 

to parasitic (criminal have infiltrated state structures) to symbiotic (mutual cooperation and blurred 

distinctions), corruption has become endemic in all parts of Mexico. In some cases, organized 

crime is more powerful than the political authorities; in other cases, organized crime is exploited 

by authorities as a cash cow in what Lupsha calls the elite exploitative model.  In most cases, 

however, organized crime and authorities have completely merged and blended, and the official 

government discourse of Los Buenos contra los Malos, The Good Ones versus the Bad Ones, is a 

pure myth. 

 DTOs are well-organized, hyper capitalist organizations with an executive board, a middle 

management and the lower echelons, the foot soldiers. Some are employed full-time while others 

work on retainer or as freelancers. It is imperative to realize that all these actors have different 

motivations as to why they joined or became associated with a DTO. Contrary to popular belief, 

violence is not random and gratuitous, but selective and instrumental. The threat of violence is in 

many cases sufficient and even more productive, although the threat needs to be made credible by 



occasional violent acts. DTOs evade all-out confrontations with the government forces and opt for 

insurgency style action. Criminal insurgency is a term often used, where the difference with a 

political insurgency is that the aim of the DTOs are not overthrowing the government, but only 

creating a space and niche where they can operate without government interference. Methods used 

by DTOs are often ultraviolent and cruel, including mutilations, body messaging, beheadings, and 

execution videos, similar to these made by ISIS. Some would call the violence irrational since it 

is beyond the merely instrumental. However, the symbolic and communicative aspects of carefully 

orchestrated hyperviolence amount to a well calculated campaign of narco-propaganda. It is aimed 

at different audiences (the general public, authorities, and competition) and has different goals 

such as intimidation, submission. Narco-propaganda also functions as a recruitment tool, making 

the narco-lifestyle not only accepted as a normal way of live, but glamorizing it.  

 The drug war has evolved into hybrid warfare. This incorporates multiple strategies, 

swarming and network structures, combined use of sophisticated and primitive weapons, 

fragmentation of violence, a cyber-dimension, propaganda by social media, and public display of 

excessive, spectacular violence. Actors can have multiple motivations, some ideological, some 

financial, some psycho-social, and some destructively nihilistic. The foot soldiers are often 

recruited from the excluded class. Crime and insurgency and terrorism merge, giving rise to 

pockets of alternative control, parallel states, and no-go zones. Unpredictable dynamics and a 

multidimensional ever-changing matrix of violence are also essential characteristics.  

 The war that radical Islam, with as main protagonist ISIS, has declared against the West is 

a perfect example of hybrid warfare. The Mexican drug war, although lacking ideological and 

religious dimensions, has similar characteristics. We can expect hybrid warfare as the way of the 

future, where crime, terrorism, and war seamlessly merge.  

 The liberalization of the Mexican economy started in the 1960s with the establishment of 

free trade zones and maquiladoras in the northern border areas and that culminated in the NAFTA 

accords in 1994. The 1992 abolishment of the communal owned land system, ejido, created a class 

of impoverished, former landowning peasants. Neoliberalization created a beneficial environment 

for narco-trafficking. Increased international cross border trade provided opportunities for 

smuggling contraband. Former peasants’ farmland was purchased by a criminal class for 

cultivating illicit crops. The dismantling of the welfare state and the economic crisis of 2008, which 

dramatically reduced employment in the maquiladoras, created an underclass who saw the narco-



economy as an alternative subsistence and safety cushion. Inequality, poverty, and real or 

perceived deprivation are incentives to enter the illegal economy. Most authors agree that the 

relationship between poverty and crime is complex and that a straight causal relationship cannot 

be established. However, poverty creates a fertile breeding ground for an illegal, parallel economy. 

People associated with the DTOs have different motivations. Middle and upper management do 

not come from an impoverished underclass. The lower echelons, the sicarios or the foot soldiers 

in the drug war, are mostly recruited from a class of disposable people.  

DTOs are businesses that follow the same logic as legitimate corporations. Since they 

operate outside the law, they have more freedom to maneuver but at the same time cannot appeal 

to the law in case of disputes, in which case they opt for the threat of or actual violence. Since 

violence in most cases is a conspicuous event that may alert authorities, non-violent conflict 

resolution is preferred. DTOs face normal business issues such as human resources, public 

relations, networking, franchising, diversification, branding, and corporate social responsibility. 

Personnel voluntarily join the organization or are scouted by headhunters. Sometimes, DTOs 

openly advertise for people. Propaganda allows for public relations and the building of a brand 

name. The publication of extreme violence creates a reputation of invincibility and ferociousness. 

DTOs make public statements through banners and graffiti and try to influence and manipulate the 

media. Providing social services, infrastructure, and presents to the local population allows DTOs 

to maintain an image of corporate social responsibility. Public support is essential for DTOs. 

Corrupting and bribing local officials allows DTOs to network extensively. In some cases, there 

is intermarriage between members of different crime groups to foster family ties.  

 Different DTOs follow different business models. The Zetas are a network of cells that 

expand through franchising. Their business portfolio is wide, ranging from narco-trafficking to 

extortion to petrol theft, human trafficking, and kidnapping. Controlling territory and a ferocious 

reputation are essential for their operation. The Sinaloa Cartel is more hierarchically organized 

along family ties. Their core business is narco-trafficking and the control of corridors and transit 

points, not territory, is essential. DTOs are flexible, embrace innovation and explore new markets 

and products. They take risks that legitimate corporations, hampered by boards and stakeholders, 

cannot take. Most DTOs have evolved into relatively independent networks of cells and 

freelancers, making the organizations rather resistant to law enforcement efforts.  



 Globalization has created unprecedented opportunities for international organized crime, 

exploiting loopholes while avoiding regulations. Drugs trafficking has grown tremendously over 

the last decades and cooperation between different crime syndicates and sectors is increasing. 

Meanwhile, law enforcement is still regulated and restricted by national jurisdictions. A class of 

people excluded by neoliberal globalization finds the illegal markets as an alternative means of 

subsistence and a way to climb up the social ladder. The five biggest sectors are drug trafficking, 

people smuggling, arms trade, money laundering, and intellectual property theft. Transnational 

international crime is not a separate, parallel universe, but only exist thanks to cooperation with 

the legitimate world and formal economy. While the fear that transnational organized crime is 

taking over the legitimate world is exaggerated, the erosion of moral standards and social fabric 

do constitute a serious security threat to the international system.  

 Motivations as to why people join armed groups are cross-culturally similar and can be 

grouped in clusters. Often, individual have multiple motivations. Some of the most common 

clusters are War, Poverty, Education/Employment, Family/Friends, Political/Ideological, 

Adolescence, Culture, and Tradition. The omnipresence of war, sometimes coupled with forced 

recruitment, is often overlooked, but is one of the most common reasons people join armed groups. 

Poverty and social-economic exclusion are reasons, but are not overriding factors. Psycho-social 

factors such as peer pressure, need for respect and sense of belonging are often more important. 

Lust for adventure, resentment against the establishment, urge to prove oneself, quest for glamour, 

boredom, escapism, and a suicidal, nihilistic attitude are other factors.  

 Most scholars agree that humans have a potential for selfish, aggressive, and violent 

behavior as well as altruistic, non-violent, empathic behavior. The inhibition against killing is 

nearly universal. This inhibition, however, can be easily side tracked with mechanisms that are 

cross culturally similar and are used in training techniques by armed groups worldwide. Creating 

distance (moral, cultural, and spatial), positive as well as negative sanctioning, and altering one’s 

state of mind are the most common tactics. Dehumanization is one of the most effective distance 

creating mechanisms to facilitate killing. Shifting responsibility to a higher authority and the group 

is also common. Forced killing is common amongst rebel groups to overcome the initial inhibition. 

Altering the state of mind can be done with the help of drugs or with religious ecstasy. Many 

people find war attractive since it offers an escape from a daily routine and creates strong emotions 

and feelings not encountered in daily life. The sense of belonging and love for comrades are also 



often mentioned by veterans explaining their fondness of war. This may be shocking for some 

people, but killing fellow humans is for some individuals a very empowering and even pleasurable 

experience.  

 Case studies from sicarios show the multitude of reasons people become hitmen. Many 

enter the profession accidentally, sliding down a slippery slope from petty crime to offenses that 

are more serious. In many cases, the first homicide is accidental. This first kill helps to overcome 

the inhibition against killing which in many cases becomes a routine. Sicarios frequently mention 

self-defense and the adagio “kill or be killed.” Compared with other countries, Mexico does not 

have an exceptionally violent history. The vague concept of culture of violence cannot explain the 

violence in Mexico. However, narcocultura has become widespread in Mexican mainstream 

culture and reflects shifting attitudes towards drug violence.  

 Extreme violence, often called pure evil or senseless violence, is a phenomenon that baffles 

observers. A multi-disciplinary approach is necessary, and findings of evolutionary and social 

psychology, psychopharmacology, sociology, history, ethology as well as cultural anthropology, 

philosophy, and history need to be taken into consideration in the analysis. Psycho-pharmaceutical 

dimensions are involved when stress and pleasure hormones are released before, during, and after 

acts of cruelty. This venue of investigation is hardly mentioned by social scientists and needs to 

be explored more. The category of ‘Pure Evil’ is a myth that dehumanizes the perpetrator and 

places them in a realm outside human nature. It is imperative to look for the sense in senseless 

violence. There are four causes for extreme violence: Instrumental, materialistic greed; ideological 

religious convictions; personal emotions such as hurt self-esteem; and sadism. The category of 

pure sadism is actually rather rare. Sadism is actually not a prime mover but emerges after an act 

of cruelty and the fact of doing it unpunished is found to be pleasant. Ideological and religious 

convictions are more common and function to shift personal responsibility to overriding utopian 

ideals that need to be reached and for which sacrifices are needed. Strong personal emotions such 

as hurt self-esteem and need for respect can develop their own dynamics. Many combatants 

describe killing a fellow human in ambivalent terms: a sense of shame by breaking a universal 

rule, but at the same time as a very empowering experience. In explaining cruelties of Sierra 

Leonean rebels, emotions such as shame and disgust play an important role. Many authors describe 

dehumanization causing disgust as a recurrent phenomenon, facilitating cruelties in Second World 

War Nazi death camps, as well in the civil wars in West Africa, as well as the contemporary drug 



violence in Mexico. However, as disturbing as it may sound, most authors referred to agree that 

killing and committing cruelties are part of the repertoire of human behavior and that transforming 

someone into a killer is not too complicated a task.  

 While drug trafficking and its related violence is common in many countries, in Mexico, 

the criminal sector grew exponentially and violence escalated on a scale not elsewhere. To start 

with, the three factors mentioned by Sampson and Wikström (2012) and Passas (2000)—motives, 

opportunities, and weak control—are all met. A neoliberal system results in a large pool of 

excluded, potential recruits. Narco-trafficking offers financial opportunities and temptations not 

present in other economic sectors. Impunity, corruption, and an ineffective judicial system result 

in weak control. Geographically, Mexico has a 2000-mile, soft, porous border with the USA, a 

country that has an enormous demand for drugs. Mexico also has remote, inaccessible, hot, 

mountainous areas that are ideal for the cultivation and production of drugs, as well as many ports 

for import and export. Mexicans have an independent spirit, giving rise to a class of entrepreneurs 

that see business opportunities in narcotics. A century old tradition of patrimonialism and a weak 

central state have produced endemic corruption with mutually beneficial relations between 

authorities and the criminals. The changing of the guard from PRI to PAN also shook up the 

security landscape. The law enforcement strategy has not only been ineffective but actually 

counterproductive by breaking up DTOs into smaller groups that are more violent. Glorification 

of narco-culture made drug trafficking an attractive alternative for the ever-growing class of 

unemployed people. All these factors created the perfect storm.  

 It is nearly impossible to make a comprehensive theoretical model of the drug violence that 

does justice to the complexity on the ground since there are so many vectors in the matrix of 

violence that transform themselves and influence each other constantly. In that way, it is like 

Wizard’s Chess1 on steroids. There are no rules and all players constantly switch roles and act as 

they please with total liberty and impunity. The drug war zone is a liquid reality2 that defies 

definition and is impossible to grasp in its full complexity. With an elusive and continuously 

changing matrix of ultraviolence, fueled and accelerated by drugs and mindboggling profits, the 

conflict in Mexico is actually a hybrid war taken to the next level. The urge to find a static 

theoretical model is motivated by a desire to control the uncontrollable. That is rather impossible. 

                                                
1 Wizard’s Chess is a game played by the fictional characters in J.K. Rowling’s popular Harry Potter books. 
2 Drug war zone is a term coined by Howard Campbell, 2010, liquid reality is a term coined by Zygmunt Bauman,  



Still, we do not have to retreat into explanatory defeatism. The theoretical explorations provide 

some clues of the functioning and dynamics of this illicit and fluid parallel universe that coexists 

with legal society. Especially the concept of a hybrid network structure of the conflict and the 

corporate character of the DTOs provide helpful frameworks to understand the drug war zone.  

 Although analysis is the primary aim of this, confronted with a problem of such dramatic 

dimensions and magnitude, one cannot and should not refrain from making some policy 

recommendations. It is important to acknowledge that the war on drugs has failed. This is not only 

my conclusion, but also the opinion voiced in 2011 by the Global Commission on Drug Policy, a 

panel of twenty-two world leaders and intellectuals, amongst them some former Latin American 

presidents. Crime cannot be wipe out completely, but this does not imply we have to sit back and 

let organized crime run the show. Authorities can and should at least work hard to curtail the 

problem. The drug violence is multi-layered hybrid warfare. The response should be multi-layered 

and hybrid as well. In Mexico, an army trained in conventional warfare is deployed against 

organized crime groups waging hybrid warfare. A comparable phenomenon is happening in the 

West, where some people in the political and military class think an opponent using hybrid tactics 

such as ISIS can be defeated by long distance bombing and artillery. Interestingly, without 

mentioning hybrid warfare, Bauman compares this military approach with “shaving with an axe” 

and writes “modern weapons, conceived and developed in an era of territorial invasion and 

conquest, are singularly unsuited to locating, striking and destroying extraterritorial, endemically 

elusive and eminently mobile targets, tiny squads or just single persons travelling light” (2007, 

20).  

In these hybrid conflicts, victory needs to be redefined. In the case of the drug war, a 

comprehensive approach that combines repressive as well as preventive tactics should above all 

be pragmatic and focused on harm and violence reduction. Issues of US consumption, Mexican 

corruption, money laundering, arms trade, and financial inequality should be addressed as part of 

the equation. Most important is a realistic approach. Crime has always been a part of society and 

cannot be eradicated. Narco-trafficking is an extremely profitable business. People from all walks 

of life and professional experience can easily find entry level positions and employment. Mind-

altering agents have been used since the emergence of cultures and it is an illusion to think that 

governments can stop consumption. As stress levels and frustration build up due to an increasing 

competition in a globalized neoliberal world, rising expectations are in many cases not met. Drug 



use and other forms of escapism are growing. A pragmatic approach accepts that total eradication 

of drug consumption, production, and trafficking is unrealistic. Rather, it should clearly define 

which effects are most damaging and how these effects can be reduced to more acceptable levels. 

 Traffickers, consumers, bankers, and corrupt politicians all form a self-perpetuating system 

that is hard to break. Some parts of the chain, however, can be weakened. Stricter gun control on 

the border would deny organized crime the enormous firepower it currently has. Tighter financial 

regulation to prevent money laundering would make illicit activities less attractive. Consumers 

have a responsibility, too. Using mind-altering substances is as old as humanity. But the 

consumption of certain substances causes unacceptable harm for third parties. In the past, there 

have been consumer boycotts of products that support and lend legitimacy to repressive regimes. 

Such a campaign has never started around cocaine, a product that not only finances terror and 

murder in large parts of Latin America, but through coca plantations also causes deforestation and 

displacement of indigenous tribes. Legalization is a complicated issue. When Mexican cartels saw 

their income from marijuana dropping due to legalization in certain states in the United States and 

Canada, they switched to crystal meth. Legalization is also not a good idea for addictive and 

destructive drugs such as crack and crystal meth.  

 A few lessons can be learned from Mexico, especially with regards to the situation in 

Europe where many politicians think our democracy, prosperity, and civility will prevent a Latin-

Americanization of Europe. First, the social democracies of Europe are home to an ever-growing 

class of excluded people. They are from the lower social strata of Western society, people with a 

foreign background and illegal migrants. Some of these excluded people opt for a decent strategy, 

while others choose an aggressive, nihilistic, destructive resentment. Others choose a strategy of 

self-isolation and segregation, withdrawing to tribal, religious, and ethnic identities. Many others 

find modes of subsistence and respect in criminal alternatives. At the same time, the continuous 

exposure to economic inequality and contrast with the luxury of a small elite, causes stress in many 

people. This strain is amplified by a sense of entitlement created by a globalist, inclusive 

progressive ideology claiming the world and its riches belong to everybody. Neoliberal ideology 

divides the world into losers and winners and exacerbates this stress as well.  

 These tensions severely challenge the social fabric and form a perfect breeding ground for 

crime, terrorism and urban warfare, that eventually will merge. Like in Mexico, in certain urban 

areas of the Western world, no-go zones are emerging, enclaves of impunity where law 



enforcement has no authority. On the left side of the political spectrum, many find such scenarios 

problematic and brand them as alarmist visions of conservatives that are obsessed with the decline 

of the West. But even progressive sociologists arrive at similar stark conclusions. Zygmunt 

Bauman mentions “negative globalization” and talks about “dangerous classes, redundant, unfit 

for reintegration” and the “terrifying experience of a heteronomous, hapless and vulnerable 

population confronted with, and possibly overwhelmed by forces it neither controls nor fully 

understands” (2007, 20).  

 In the West, many people fail to recognize the slow erosion of our institutions by organized 

crime. People live in relatively uncorrupted and secure countries, in safe neighborhoods, in a rather 

isolated bubble, and tend to think Western democratic societies are immune to the destructive 

forces at work in other parts of the world. But the establishment of a parallel drugs economy, the 

infiltration of organized crime, diffusion of violence, and corruption and impunity is increasing. 

In the Netherlands and Belgium, there are signs that the situation is deteriorating with a significant 

increase in brazen executions with automatic rifles. In other cases, public prosecutors, mayors, and 

journalists are openly threatened by organized crime to the extent that some of them have to go 

into hiding. Dutch researchers Pieter Tops and Jan Tromp (2017) showed how organized crime 

has infiltrated respectable layers of government, customs, and law enforcement on many levels in 

the Netherlands. Executions by AK-toting criminals have become common with dozens of deaths. 

The so-called Mocro Maffia has taken over cocaine smuggling in the Netherlands as well as 

Belgium. Both countries have the important cocaine transit ports of Antwerp and Rotterdam. In 

February 2018, a Dutch police report referred to the Netherlands as a narco-state where impunity 

and corruption is rife and a parallel drugs economy is flourishing.  

 Impunity has become a serious problem. Police forces in Sweden and Germany complain 

they have to devote so much time to terrorism threats that eighty percent of criminal cases cannot 

be investigated. Kurdish mafia clans have infiltrated the police academies. It is a cliché that 

prevention is better than the cure and I can only conclude that, the moment, authorities have to be 

very alert to these developments: Europe is not immune. As Mexico shows, once an apparatus is 

contaminated, it becomes progressively more difficult to clean it up, until the pollution becomes 

irreversible and corruption becomes endemic.  

 



Mexico provide a nightmarish scenario of a future. The last thing we should do in the West is to 

have a complacent attitude.  
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Front Cover Image: Ciudad Juárez, April 2011. Late afternoon April 26th, Javier Herrera García, a 25-year-old traffic cop was 
killed while carrying out a speed control with a radar gun. Forensic detectives found 10 caliber 223 bullet casings on the scene.  
  
Back Cover Image: Culiacán, June 2009. A body was found in the early morning in a deserted alley in the industrial zone. The 
victim’s hands and mouth were tied with duct tape, a common practice in narco-related killings. 
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