
 

 

 

 

 

Narcotrafficking in Mexico: History, Neoliberalism, and Effects on Mexican Citizens 

 

 

 

An Honors Thesis (HONR 499) 

 

 

by 

 

 

Cassandra Peters 

 

 

Thesis Advisor 

 

Dr. Obed Frausto Gatica 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ball State University 
Muncie, Indiana 

 

 

 

 

December 2020 

 

 

 

Expected Date of Graduation 

 

May 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Abstract 

When one imagines the drug cartels in Mexico, typically the image arises of intelligent, powerful, 

and dangerous men with no regard for human life. However, who exactly are these narcos, and 

how do these cartels function? How do those who are corrupt and hold power play into this issue? 

Narcotrafficking in Mexico is an extremely complex issue. Between the state and cartels, there is 

significant overlap regarding who is corrupt and who works for who; the cartels always end up 

with the blame even when, in many cases, the death and destruction is a result of government 

actions. Over the years, neoliberalism has been pushed onto the Mexican government, which has 

allowed the cartels to facilitate capital and gain control of resource-rich areas to allow their 

“business” to thrive. Yet, the most important aspect is that innocent lives are affected every day 

due to narcotrafficking. From economic issues to gruesome murders, the cartels play an important 

role in the lives of Mexican citizens. I analyze narcotrafficking throughout Mexico and how it 

affects citizens in order to develop an in-depth understanding of this issue. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

 When deciding on a topic for my Honors thesis, I already knew what I wanted to research 

since the Spring semester of my first year here at Ball State. I have friends who I would consider 

family that live in Mexico, and through their personal stories, as well as other stories that I had 

come across, I was shocked at how complex the issue of narcotrafficking is in Mexico, and even 

more shocked to find out how many individuals it affects. Being from the United States, we have 

our own views of narcotrafficking, and many times those views are filled with stereotypes and 

assumptions, similar to my own views before researching this topic. From a humanitarian 

perspective it is unacceptable to just accept defeat when this issue impacts a significant amount of 

people. I believe that this thesis has broadened my educational experience within my major, 

Applied Cultural Anthropology, in the sense that I explored a political/societal issue that involved 

the understanding of the cultural perspective of Mexican citizens on the problem of 

narcotrafficking, understanding narcoculture, and applying my research in hopes of improving 

this issue through education. This project has also allowed me to explore topics that interest me. I 

have a passion for studying topics of Latin America, specifically Mexico, and I hope to obtain the 

opportunity to work there. A goal of mine is to obtain a job in which I can help those who are 

struggling and that do not necessarily have the opportunities or resources to improve their 

situations. I truly believe people should be interested in this thesis because narcotrafficking is an 

extremely important issue that not only effects Mexico and the United States, but also other 

countries across the world, and it takes innocent lives every single day. I hope to shed light on this 

dire issue and that it may help better the understanding of narcotrafficking in Mexico of those who 

read it. 



   

 

2 

 Throughout my research process, my views changed in the sense that before I had always 

perceived the United States as being largely at fault rather than Mexico. Which is still partially 

true. Although, now I view it more as 50/50, with Mexico and the United States being almost 

equally at fault. While writing this thesis, I have come to realize how truly corrupt the Mexican 

government can be. One resource that I utilized that truly opened my eyes to this, was the 

documentary titled, The Three Deaths of Marisela Escobedo. This documentary demonstrated how 

criminals who commit femicides and are narcotraffickers, as well as other criminals, can 

completely trump the justice system and remain free to commit more gruesome crimes for the rest 

of their existence. Through my research process, this expanded my interests to the Mexican 

government and justice systems apart from narcotrafficking, seeing that there needs to be 

significant improvements made. 

 Over the course of creating this thesis, I ran into several obstacles and I had to quickly 

adapt to overcome them. One of the main challenges that I faced was not knowing where to find 

the resources and/or information that I needed for certain sections. Within these sections, I knew 

what I wanted to discuss, however, I needed research to back up my statements. In order to 

overcome this, I utilized my thesis advisor, Dr. Obed Frausto, who is extremely familiar with 

Mexico and the topic of narcotrafficking, as well as acquaintances in Mexico to guide me in the 

right direction. For example, Dr. Obed Frausto would give me specific names of people and events 

to investigate. Another way I overcame this problem was to go back to previous resources that I 

had already used and search through other works of those authors, because a variety of them 

specialized in the topic of narcotrafficking and had other works on narcotrafficking as well. 

Another challenge that I faced was motivation. Writing a thesis is already a large task that can 

seem daunting, and during the COVID-19 pandemic, at times it felt even more difficult than I 
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could have imagined. However, I powered through and one of the methods I used in order to stay 

motivated and to keep making progress was keeping engrained in my mind the fact that once I had 

finished, I would have completed an entire Honors thesis, which is a significant accomplishment. 

I would have a thesis that I would be proud of; a piece of work that I had put so much time into. 

This is the main factor that kept me going throughout the entire process of completing this Honors 

thesis. 

In this project, I have broken down the crisis of narcotrafficking in order to develop an in-

depth understanding which may lead to more progress being made. I utilized a variety of resources, 

such as academic journals, articles, books, and documentaries. The documentaries especially gave 

me an outstanding perspective on how Mexican citizens are truly affected by being able to see 

what happens, which I feel that having these visuals can deeply affect us more than simply reading 

about a topic. I believe that knowing the history of any topic is extremely important, so first I 

expand on the history of the cartels of Mexico and how they arose. Then I discuss the effects that 

neoliberalism has had on Mexico and how it impacts narcotrafficking. There are also mentions of 

the relationship between Mexico and the U.S., which is important because many Americans tend 

to forget, because they are not directly affected, that their country is a part of the problem. 

Government and military corruption are also important topics that I addressed because between 

the government, the military and the narcos, there is significant overlap between who works for 

who, as many politicians and individuals who hold power tend to work with the cartels. The main 

focus in this thesis is to be able to understand how innocent citizens are affected every day due to 

narcotrafficking and the violence that it creates within Mexico.  
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Introduction 

Under what circumstances is one human life able to consist of more worth than another? 

We find ourselves having to constantly ask this question each and every day. There is a current 

crisis that brings rise to this question—the narcotrafficking in Mexico. Narcotrafficking has existed 

for decades now, however, the situation has appeared to have only gotten worse, and along the 

way has cost too many people their lives. This thesis consists of an analysis of the drug trafficking 

crisis that exists in Mexico. Innocent lives are taken every day and so many families are ruined, 

yet this issue is often overlooked, deemed too complicated to fix, or is even romanticized, and 

narcotrafficking continues to thrive and damage the individuals in its path. There are two main 

research questions posed within this thesis, along with sub-questions to allow for a profound 

understanding of this crisis: 1) What is the relationship between Mexico and the U.S. within the 

context of narcotrafficking and neoliberalism and 2) How are Mexican citizens affected by 

narcotrafficking? The goal of this thesis is to provide an in-depth understanding of how 

narcotrafficking functions in Mexico, along with a significant focus on the lives of Mexican 

citizens that are affected by this issue. This thesis will close with a proposal of possible solutions, 

not to fix the issue, but the primary steps to take toward lessening the damage that narcotrafficking 

creates.  

 

History 

From the 1930s to the 1970s, while drug cartels were unheard of, there was the presentation 

of the illegal drug market, which came about due to prohibition in the United States. When Chinese 

immigrants began to arrive in North America, they brought the substance opium from Asia, which 

the United States prohibited. However, with Chinese immigrants settling in Sinaloa, Mexico, this 
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state, along with several other Mexican states such as Chihuahua, Sonora, and Durango, began 

growing and distributing opium poppies, allowing Mexican citizens and Chinese immigrants to 

make great profit. This led to the creation of the drug market and organized crime. An agreement 

was supposedly made between Mexico and the United States that would give way to the nascent 

drug organizations, due to the high demand for opium within the military during World War II.1 

Mexico had the rich land necessary for growing substantial amounts of marijuana and opium 

poppies and seeing that it borders the United States—the most loyal consumer of its drugs— a 

system of illegal drug trafficking was created. From this stemmed the rise of the drug cartels. 

During the 1940s, with multiple prohibited substances in the United States such as marijuana, 

opium, and heroin, the demand for these substances increased, and the illegal drug market 

continued to grow. Although, after World War II had ended, the demand for opium decreased. But 

this decrease resulted in an increase in the demand for Mexican marijuana, allowing the illegal 

drug market to continue to thrive. During this time, Pedro Aviles, otherwise known as “El Leon 

de la Sierra” or “Don Pedro,” was considered the first narco boss in Mexico, organizing “The 

Golden Triangle.”2 This triangle was a zone in the Sinaloa mountain region where the land was 

ideal for growing crops, with its three points being: Culiacán, Durango, and Chihuahua. The 

Mexican government became aware of this and: 

launched the gran campaña against drug cultivation in 1948. There were sporadic raids on 

marijuana and poppy fields, but it was not until the United States supplied Mexico with 

surplus Korean War aircraft and military equipment in 1961 that this campaign began to 

show some results.3 

Don Pedro’s business lasted up until the late 1970s, when he was ambushed and killed on 

September 15, 1978. After becoming increasingly more involved in these operations, the U.S. and 
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Mexican government were able to reduce the demand for Mexican marijuana. This left Mexico 

struggling in the drug trade, while providing new opportunities for Colombia within the market. 

In the mid 1970s, Colombia became a part of the illegal drug trade, producing and selling 

marijuana, but not yet cocaine. However, as the demand for Mexican marijuana rapidly began to 

decrease, Colombia became the epicenter of the drug trade, and “by 1979 Colombia supplied 75 

percent of the marijuana coming into the United States, while Mexico went from supplying 70 

percent of the U.S. marijuana consumption in 1975 to less than 30 percent 5 years later.”4 After 

several years, marijuana was becoming less popular, and cocaine became the desired social drug 

on the market. This was perfect for the Colombians, being that cocaine is made from leaves of 

coca, which is a plant native to South America and it was already being grown in Colombia, Peru, 

and Bolivia. The first Colombian cartel, founded in 1977, was known as the Cali Cartel and it 

dominated the drug trade up until the 1990s. Soon after the Cali Cartel was created, other cartels 

began to rise such as the Medellín Cartel, led by the infamous Pablo Escobar, and these cartels and 

their drug lords were known as “the kings of cocaine.” While Colombia was dominating the drug 

trade with their high-demand cocaine, Mexican drug traffickers continued to focus on their 

marijuana production, trying to recover from the U.S. and Mexican governments’ efforts to stop 

them.  

Luckily for Mexican drug traffickers, in the 1980s, Florida became a major source of 

transport for cocaine, which caused the Colombian cartels to collaborate with Mexican drug 

traffickers in order to more efficiently transport their cocaine. Around this time is when Miguel 

Ángel Félix Gallardo, also known as “El Padrino,” had recently founded the Guadalajara Cartel. 

Félix Gallardo was previously a Mexican Federal Judicial Police officer for the state of Sinaloa, 

and one of his duties during his time in this position was to serve as a personal bodyguard for 
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governor Sánchez Celis. However, Félix Gallardo was one of the many state officials that 

conformed to the corruption and began working for the drug traffickers. He came to have a 

connection to Don Pedro before his death, assisting him in forming links between Don Pedro and 

the Sinaloa political class. Upon learning about the death of Don Pedro, his group of drug 

traffickers in a meeting decided that Miguel Ángel Félix Gallardo, due to his intelligence and 

important connections, would take over Don Pedro’s position and become boss. Alongside Félix 

Gallardo were other big names such as Rafael Caro Quintero, Ernesto Fonseca Carrillo (Don 

Neto), and Amado Carrillo. In Anabel Hernandez’s Los Señores del Narco she states, “Far below 

them, just like little sowers, traffickers of stimulant drugs and gunmen, were Héctor Palma Salazar, 

Joaquín Guzmån Loera (El Chapo), the Arellano Félix brothers, and the Beltrán Leyva brothers.”5 

With this team in 1980, Félix Gallardo began to construct an empire known as the Guadalajara 

Cartel, with drug traffickers in various parts of Mexico. However, when there exists an 

organization of power-hungry individuals, it is almost impossible to avoid conflicts. The 

Guadalajara Cartel, along with its Colombian contacts, had countless issues and betrayals that 

arose, eventually leading to the downfall of the empire. After the death of DEA agent Camarena, 

who was beaten to death in the house of Rafael Caro Quintero, Félix Gallardo and Caro Quintero 

were religiously sought out by the U.S. government with help from the Mexican police and 

military. In 1989, four years after the arrest of Caro Quintero, Félix Gallardo was found and put in 

prison. This may appear to be a positive outcome, yet after the downfall of Félix Gallardo is when 

all hell broke loose. Without a boss, there was no one to keep the peace, and a power struggle arose 

between the narcotraffickers of Mexico. This resulted in the formation of various cartels, that up 

until this day have been fighting for power and territory.   
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The fall of the Guadalajara cartel stemmed the rise of three major cartels in Mexico: the 

Sinaloa, Gulf, and Juarez cartels. The leaders of these three cartels were previously a part of the 

Guadalajara cartel, and they had simply broken off to control their own territories. As the drug 

market in Mexico became increasingly competitive, these cartels were doing anything they could 

to maximize profits and stay on top, and this included occasionally getting violent. In his article, 

Adam Waters explains the rise in violence: 

The dominance of the three big cartels began to be challenged in the 2000s by powerful 

emerging group: los Zetas. Having begun as a private army for the Gulf Cartel, the Zetas 

decided later on to enter the drug business for themselves. The change from enforcement 

to trafficking did not alter their methods, which continue to be based on the use of extreme 

violence. Above all, it was the Zetas who transformed the Mexican drug trade from simply 

buying and selling drugs for a profit to include kidnapping, torture, human trafficking, and 

gruesome murder.6 

Several other drug cartels formed in Mexico soon after, such as the Beltran-Leyva Organization, 

the Jalisco New Generation Cartel (CJNG), and La Familia Michoacán. There have been other 

individuals such as the Caballeros Templarios and Los Zetas that have branched off of existing 

cartels, trying to gain profit and power for themselves, that in recent years have failed. The rise of 

these various cartels throughout Mexico was when the true problem of narcotrafficking arose. In 

December of 2006, president Felipe Calderón declared the War on Drugs in Mexico due to the 

increase in violence, although not much progress has been made since then.7 These cartels continue 

to fight for territory and power, disregarding the lives of whoever gets in their way. Cartel violence 

has become a new norm for several states in Mexico. Shannon K. O’Neil, a Council on Foreign 

Relations expert, voices: 
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In 2019, the number of drug-related homicides in Mexico rose to 33,341, a 15 percent 

increase from the previous year— and a record high. Moreover, Mexican cartels killed at 

least 130 candidates and politicians in the lead-up to Mexico’s 2018 presidential elections.8 

While individuals are dying every day due to cartel violence in Mexico, the issue is not so simple. 

The Mexican drug cartels are widely feared; however, at times they can be seen trying to win over 

the loyalty and support of communities. There have been instances of the CJNG cartel giving out 

toys to children that have the name of the cartel printed on them, as if they were promoting their 

cartel and offering signs of peace. Narcotraffickers seem to wish to win over the hearts and minds 

of the people, yet still assert dominance and demonstrate what could happen if someone or 

something gets in their way or challenges them. They are constantly needing more members to 

help with their business, yet they cannot let anyone interfere. The issue of narcotrafficking in 

Mexico is an extremely complex one, and that is the reason that the Drug War has been thriving 

for decades, and it only gets worse with each year that passes. 

 

Relationship Between Mexico and U.S. within Narcotrafficking and Neoliberalism 

 This section will focus on the relationship between Mexico and the United States within 

the context of narcotrafficking and neoliberalism. It is common to forget or dismiss the significant 

influence that the United States has had on Mexico and the Drug War over the years. The main 

research question for this section that will be answered is: In what ways does the United States 

government affect narcotrafficking in Mexico? This question will be accompanied by three sub-

questions: 1) How is the United States contributing to the push of neoliberalism onto Mexico, 2) 

How has narcotrafficking grown in the context of neoliberalism and 3) In what other ways does 

the United States contribute to the growth of narcotrafficking? Answering these questions is a 
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crucial aspect in the understanding of how the cartels continue to function and thrive in Mexico 

today.   

 Up until the 1970s, Liberalism was a thriving ideology that believed the government 

needed to control the market, at least to a degree, and prioritize workers, employers, investors and 

the public and private sector. This provided a state with a “social safety net” and tended to be 

beneficial for oppressed groups of people in a state. However, “in the postcolonial era of the 1970s, 

the United States, with Europe in tow, moved from a manufacturing economy to a financial one. 

Neoliberalism became the dominant market ideology.”9 Neoliberalism expresses the belief that the 

modern government has become too large and too interventionist within the economy and society, 

and it preaches the idea of free market. Under neoliberalism, competitiveness and flexibility should 

drive society, not the government, and the interests of investors and employers and prioritized as 

a universal interest, which follows the “Trickle-Down Theory.” Now, in regard to narcotrafficking, 

the United States influenced the Mexican government to follow their same ideology of 

Neoliberalism, especially when it came to declaring war against the cartels. Oswaldo Zavala, 

author of The Cartels Do Not Exist, explains: 

At first the Mexican government didn’t want to [accept the idea that they were at war with 

the cartels]. But in the ‘80s, the US began to push the Mexican government toward 

neoliberalism, toward the logic of war. Neoliberal societies need a constant state of war to open 

up markets, to facilitate the circulation of capital, and here the government needed a strong 

military to depopulate and secure resource-rich areas.10 

Another factor that influenced the Mexican government in switching to a Neoliberalist market was 

NAFTA, and Laurell explains, “There is a growing awareness in Mexico that these events are the 

result of three decades of neoliberalism, including the North American Free Trade Agreement 
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(NAFTA) between Mexico, the United States, and Canada.”11 There have been dire effects that 

have resulted from the implementation of Neoliberalism into the Mexican state. Laurell continues 

to explain, “This process has polarized society between a miniscule group of extremely rich 

persons and an increasingly impoverished vast majority. The hardest hit are young people who 

cannot get a job or a chance for education.”12 Typically, less privileged and oppressed groups are 

considerably affected as well. This especially applies to Mexico, being that they have a large 

indigenous population that has a history of being discriminated against, mistreated, and oppressed. 

Ultimately, Neoliberalism was pushed onto the Mexican state, and this has significantly affected 

not only the citizens, but also the cartels. Researchers Peter Watt and Roberto Zepeda bring up an 

important point, “Neoliberalism pushed the Mexican economy further towards integration with 

that of the United States and reoriented the ISI model towards one based upon exports.”13 Not only 

does the Mexican government play a significant role in narcotrafficking, but the U.S. government 

does as well. It is not uncommon for resource-rich areas to be narco territory, and a connection 

can be seen between the cartels and governments’ capitalistic efforts. As mentioned before, Zavala 

states that the Mexican government originally did not want to accept that they were at war with 

the cartels in their own country. In his book, Zavala introduces a theory that the cartels do not truly 

exist, and that they are one with the government, which has a history of being corrupt. This would 

benefit not only the Mexican government and the cartels, but also the United States, allowing them 

all to profit. This all occurs due to a greed for money and power, and it leads to skewed societal 

views that result in extreme corruption and inequality.  

 It is known that the Mexican state has a history of being corrupt and working with the 

cartels. This relationship between the state and the cartels only became stronger with the 

implementation of neoliberalism. As Watt and Zepeda state: 
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In the 1980s, this mutually convenient relationship intensified as conditions became even 

more favorable for accumulating greater profits and power with the onset of neoliberal 

reforms. The three main sectors to make massive gains from free market economic reform 

were the domestic political and business elites, international investors and organized 

crime.14 

Among the wealthy class that benefits from these reforms, the narcotraffickers are among them. 

With more neoliberal policies, comes more privatization and less government regulation and 

interference. The cartels are able to own their private property, exploit cheap labor, and be as 

wealthy as they please. As a result, this allows the cartels to thrive and conduct their “business” 

with little to no issues. One strategy for these cartels to obtain cheap labor was to pass through 

communities and appeal to the lower working class and those living in poverty. Watt and Zepeda 

state, “In 1960, Mexico had been almost self-sufficient in food, but one effect of switching to the 

production of cheap food for export was that small-time farmers no longer had a domestic 

market.”15 This switch to a free-market economy that allows cheap labor and production has had 

a significantly negative effect on citizens which today leaves 41.9% of Mexico’s population living 

in poverty.16 This was an advantage for the cartels, because “neoliberalism had the effect of putting 

even more small agriculturalists out of business while the burgeoning market for marijuana and 

poppies provided practically their only viable alternative to bankruptcy and flight from the land.”17 

These small farmers, who were devastatingly affected, were left poor and struggling to get by, 

which made them and others living in similar situations a prime target for the cartels. When passing 

through, narcotraffickers would be in the streets announcing the open labor positions in which 

these individuals could have the opportunity to earn up to 5000 pesos per day. To the individuals 

who were economically struggling, this sounded amazing, however they did not always know what 
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they were getting themselves into. Narcotraffickers will even go to the extent to threaten 

individuals into joining them, using the well-known phrase, “tú decides, plata o plomo,” which 

translates to, “you decide, money or lead [bullet].” In other words, cartels threaten to kill or ruin 

the lives of individuals if they do not work for them. Laurell explains, “the ideology of 

individualism, power, and consumerism has a damaging influence that tends to destroy social 

values such as solidarity, humanism and respect for human life.18 This is the ideology that 

neoliberalism tends to promote within a state. With that being stated, violence is a common 

component to neoliberal societies and can be observed among the cartels of Mexico, and “just as 

powerful states intervene by force in the Third World, using violence to guard and maintain their 

economic advantage, so the narcotraffickers acted in Mexico to protect their assets.19 Not only do 

we see the cartels threatening citizens for labor, they threaten each other. In order to obtain or 

maintain territory, increase profits, wipe out competition, and gain power, there has been ongoing 

cartel violence for years now that also put citizens and middle parties at risk. For example, “the 

border between Mexico and the United States is one of the most violent in the world,” and apart 

from femicides, narco-related violence is what controls that border.20 The border between Mexico 

and the United States is extremely important for the cartels because the United States is one of the 

largest consumers of their drugs. The neoliberal system has been destroying the Mexican society 

and promoting narco-related violence, allowing for these cartels to continue to thrive and expand. 

  Apart from the implementation of neoliberalism, the United States has contributed to the 

growth of narcotrafficking within the Mexican state in several other ways. It can be easily forgotten 

how much the United States is involved in the issue of narcotrafficking in Mexico and which roles 

it plays; especially the fact that it is not necessarily positively impacting the Drug War, contrary 

to popular belief. Just as it can be seen throughout the Mexican government, corruption is 
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constantly seen in the United States government. Academic Julian Mercille discusses DEA and 

FBI involvement in the growth of Mexican drug cartels, stating: 

Moreover, it has recently been reported that the DEA and FBI might even have paid 

informants among the leaders of the Mexican cartels, who are the key narcotics traffickers 

and directly responsible for tens of thousands of deaths. The US is also not immune to drug 

trafficking itself—there are currently hundreds of ongoing investigations into corruption 

among US border agents who accept bribes or favours to let drugs across the border.21 

Just as the Mexican police and military are constantly seen accepting bribes and assisting the 

cartels, the United States’ DEA and FBI agents have reportedly been observed acting in a similar 

manner. The DEA (Drug Enforcement Administration) was specifically created to condemn and 

cease narcotraffickers, yet ironically, they are one of the organizations that fall into corruption and 

work alongside them. Mercille goes on to explain another principal aspect in which the United 

States aids the growth of Mexican cartels, revealing: 

Furthermore, it has been estimated that 87 per cent of firearms used by cartels originate in 

the US but Washington, in deference to the gun lobby, refuses to take concrete action to 

stop this ‘iron river’ of weapons fuelling the violence to the south, and even ‘lacks a 

comprehensive strategy to combat arms trafficking to Mexico’. Worse, a scandal has 

recently emerged in which US agents have followed a policy of ‘letting guns walk’, 

reportedly approved by the Justice Department.22 

The United States, the world’s largest supplier of weaponry, is sending firearms south which are 

ending up in the hands of these narcotraffickers. Eventually, these arms are used to not only injure 

and kill other narcotraffickers, but also innocent citizens. The United States government is not 

taking any action to attempt to prevent this issue. Instead the Justice Department turned a blind 
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eye and allowed a scandal to go on for several years. This scandal consisted of the Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, the agency that is supposed to be regulating and 

preventing these types of acts, allowing licensed firearms dealers to sell and provide weapons to 

the Mexican drug cartels. Operation “Fast and Furious” lies within this scandal. The intentions of 

this operation were to knowingly sell these firearms with chips inside of them to narcotraffickers 

and later track them down in order to discover more about these cartels and their networks. As 

stated in La Jornada, one of Mexico’s top daily newspapers, “It can be pointed out that the life 

expectancy of the country [Mexico] has fallen by two percent due to the massive flow of firearms 

and that sixty-seven percent of homicides in Mexico were committed with a firearm.”23 This 

attempt was extremely unethical because even if they were obtaining useful information, they were 

allowing these cartels to utilize firearms provided by them to kill countless Mexican citizens, 

which in turn, allowed the cartels to continue to thrive because they were obtaining the firearms 

that they wanted while remaining untouched by the government due to the complexity of their 

network. Another aspect in which the United States fuels the drug market is through its drug 

addicted population. The United States has been dealing with the Opioid Crisis and other drug 

issues for years now. The United States is one of the biggest consumers of the Mexican cartels’ 

products. Drug addiction is an extremely prevalent issue throughout the United States, and “from 

1999 to 2018, over 750,000 people died from a drug overdose.”24 Drug-overdose is one of the 

leading causes of injury-related deaths in the United States, but there seems to be a lack of 

preventative and recovery programs in order to improve this crisis. The high demand for drugs in 

the United States is what fuels the Mexican drug market. This is an important factor to consider 

within the Drug War: 
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Whereas mainstream authors call for overseas drug control operations, interdiction and 

enforcement to tackle the narcotics problem, research has consistently found that such 

methods are ineffective, while the most effective methods to reduce drug consumption are 

treatment of addicts and prevention.25 

It can be extremely easy to put all of the blame onto Mexico and claim that they do not have enough 

regulations or are not putting enough effort into fighting these drug cartels, however the United 

States is just as much at fault. That is why it is necessary for the United States and Mexico to be 

working together through this issue, with both sides taking equal action. The U.S. government 

should be putting more effort into creating sustainable, effective programs in order to prevent these 

drug addictions, as well as help the millions of Americans that are struggling through drug 

addiction. This will not only benefit the United States, but also Mexico and its battle with the drug 

cartels.  

 

Citizens Affected by Narcotrafficking 

 This section focuses on the ways in which narcotrafficking affects citizens and 

communities throughout Mexico. When analyzing the situation of narcotrafficking in Mexico, 

there are constant reports of violent and gruesome acts every day. The goal of this section is to 

give a voice to those who are affected by bringing light to various accounts of struggle, deception, 

loss and injustice due to the implications that narcotrafficking has had on the lives of the Mexican 

people. The main research question for this section is: How are the citizens of Mexico being 

affected by narcotrafficking? Following this question, there are three sub-research questions: 1) 

What is the level of narco-related violence throughout Mexico, 2) How are individuals being 

influenced and drawn into working for the cartels and 3) What is narcoculture and how does it 
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affect Mexican citizens, as well as international views and opinions of Mexico and 

Narcotrafficking as a whole? Finally, at the end of this section, there will be a collection of real 

stories of individuals and communities discussed in hopes of demonstrating the tragic reality that 

countless innocent people have to experience throughout their lives.  

 Violence exists in all states; it is inevitable. However, the levels and types of violence vary. 

In Mexico, while there are distinct levels of typical criminal violence, femicide and narco-related 

violence can be seen at alarming rates. While a significant amount of this violence is solely 

between cartels fighting for territory and power, along with the violence induced by the military, 

it does not only affect those involved with the cartels. There are countless people suffering due to 

the negative impacts of the violence that stems from narcotrafficking. When analyzing the violence 

in Mexico, the Council on Foreign Relations explains, “The country has seen over three hundred 

thousand homicides since anti-drug campaigns began in 2006. In 2018, homicides, many linked to 

drug cartels, hit a new high of thirty-six thousand. This trend continued in 2019, with about ninety 

murders daily.”26 These are alarming numbers to witness, yet these are only the homicides that are 

reported. There are an unknown number of homicides and disappearances that are unreported 

which also come as a result of narcotrafficking and the violence that it promotes within the state 

of Mexico, and it is likely that the numbers are significantly higher.  
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Figure 1. Rocio Cara Labrador, Homicide Rate in Mexico, October 22, 2019, graph, Council on 

Foreign Relations. 

Looking at a specific example, the state of Michoacán is known to be a state with higher rates of 

violence due to its longer existing narco-presence. Two academics, Roberto Zepeda Martínez and 

Jonathan Daniel Rosen state, “In the state of Michoacán just in 2013 there were more than 1000 

people murdered, around 400 kidnapped; 300 are missing; more than 3000 families were displaced 

and 1200 were stripped of their land.”27 States such as Michoacán that experience an 

overwhelming narco-presence usually have little to no support from state and police officials. Even 

with the minimal police support that these communities receive, they usually cannot trust in these 

authority figures. Because of this, there has been the emergence of vigilante groups who help 

protect their communities and fight off the cartels. A well-known vigilante group from Michoacán, 

Los Autodefensas, formed a coalition in order to bring their communities together and fight back 

towards the Knights Templar Cartel which had been extorting, kidnapping, murdering and raping 

community members. However, even these vigilante groups that are formed to make a positive 

change and protect their communities are often overcome by corruption. As Los Autodefensas 

continued to collect more members and expand, it was difficult to centralize the power and 
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maintain order. Eventually, many members of this vigilante group resorted to selling drugs 

themselves in order to be able to purchase arms and other resources that they were lacking. This 

resulted in the formation of a new cartel from previous members of Los Autodefensas who became 

caught up in the drug trade and they are believed to work alongside the Jalisco New Generation 

Cartel. As Martínez and Rosen quote Chomsky, they state: 

Aunque México está lejos de ser considerado un Estado fallido, algunas regiones de un 

número reducido de estados, presentan algunas características propias de los estados 

fallidos, como por ejemplo “la incapacidad de los Estados para proteger a sus ciudadanos 

de la violencia e incluso de la destrucción” y el hecho de tener “un déficit democrático que 

carece de instituciones democráticas formales de substancia real” (Chomsky, 2007: 1-2).28 

For normal, everyday citizens in Mexico, it is understandable as to why it is difficult for them to 

have hope in their society due to this cycle of corruption that has seemed to have plagued it. 

 An important factor that fuels the cycle of corruption and the selling of illegal drugs is 

narcoculture. The term narcoculture was first coined when narcotrafficking was on the rise and it 

is a specific subculture that captures the essence of what it is to be a narco. Oswaldo Zavala 

believes that the image of the narco was created by the military, explaining, “Los militares 

protagonizaron un performance de sus actividades contra el trafico de drogas personificando la 

figura del traficante que el sistema político mexicano ha construido con fines específicos: un 

hombre vestido de vaquero escuchando narcocorridos.”29 Then, Zavala goes on to illustrate the 

description of a typical narco: 

Allí se encuentra un maniquí vestido igual que ese mismo “narco” que improvisaron los 

militares: un ranchero ostentando vulgarmente la repentina riqueza que le genera el trafico de 
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drogas y que el inevitablemente incorpora a su imagen personal con camisas Verace, botas de 

piel de cocodrilo y ese infaltable sombrerero sin el cual no seria reconocible.30 

The rough, glamorous lifestyle that narcoculture promotes is idolized by countless individuals. 

The types of people that are typically drawn to narcoculture are those who crave money and power, 

individuals who want a partner that is a narco who can provide them a luxurious lifestyle and 

adolescents who yearn for an exciting, dangerous lifestyle. Narcoculture is so influential because 

it can be found almost everywhere. From art to music, and even in telenovelas, a popular genre of 

television in Latin America, narcoculture can be seen. This culture is extremely accessible to the 

masses and it influences a wide variety of age and social groups. Narcoculture does not only 

influence Mexico and other countries throughout Latin America, but it even influences the world’s 

view of these countries. For example, although the United States neighbors Mexico, the average 

American perspective of Mexico typically does not entail Mexico’s reality. Countless Americans 

view Mexico as an extremely violent, cartel-ridden country that nobody should travel to. Donald 

Trump claimed Mexican immigrants are rapists, drug traffickers and criminals, which he clearly 

related these assumptions to the narcoculture that is so prevalent today. However, while Mexico 

does experience violence throughout the country, so does almost every other country. Mexico is a 

beautiful country with rich culture and unique citizens. Only after travelling to Mexico do most 

people realize that it is not as dangerous or horrifying as others have made it out to be.  

 Imagine waking up to the news that a loved one was murdered unexpectedly because they 

were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time, or because they did not have enough money to 

pay a cartel who approached their business demanding money, or simply because some people 

turn out to be complete strangers instead of someone you can trust. Narcotrafficking in Mexico 

has severe impacts on innocent civilians. Now that the level of narco-related violence is known, it 
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is important to understand exactly how the Mexican citizens are affected by this violence. Narco-

related violence can be extremely gruesome and unexpected, and it can affect almost anyone at 

any time.  

An unexpected tragedy overtook the lives of working citizens in the state of Michoacán 

from the documentary Cartel Land. A family member shares their story: 

 Victor Rivera Córtez, Alicia Torres Marín, her son Evaristo, the daughter of my brother, 

Diana Lizabeth Jaimes Rivera, she was eighteen years old, her husband Abelino, her son 

Jorge Luis. Jorgito. María de Jesús, six years old. Felipe Casares Marín, the uncle of Alicia, 

sixty years old. The three-month-old baby Cruz, Cruz Rivera Loya. There are fifteen in 

total. Thirteen bodies from the same family and two that came to work on the lime farm. 

All of the victims were lime pickers who worked and lived in the fields. Later we learned 

that their employer was forced to pay money to the Knights Templar Cartel. But he couldn’t 

pay it. So, they took revenge by killing his workers. They were innocent teenagers, 

children, and babies. They grabbed them by their tiny feet and smashed them against the 

rocks. Then they tossed them in the well… this is the situation in Michoacán. All we want 

is justice.31  

This specific story demonstrates how any normal citizen can get caught in the middle of the 

violence that occurs as a result of narcotrafficking. These lime pickers who were not involved in 

any way with the cartels were murdered because their employer, which even he did not work with 

the cartels, was forced to pay them money, but was not able to do so. As a result, this specific 

cartel murdered the employees and their family members. This story is important to be able to 

understand that the Mexican cartels do not only affect those who choose to become involved in 

the drug trade, but it also affects anyone and everyone, even if they have no relations to the cartels. 
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Also, from the documentary Cartel Land, a woman shares her horrifying experience with the 

Knights Templar cartel, stating:  

When I close my eyes, I dream of what they did to them. The Templars took my husband 

because he was an Autodefensa. They asked us for ransom. We gave them money, but they 

didn’t release him. A week later they kidnapped me. I cried when I saw my husband, and 

he cried too because he thought they were going to kill me along with him. The Templars 

are always drugged, drunk. First, they burned my husband with a blowtorch while he was 

alive. After that they came in with four more people. And they killed them one by one. 

They cut off their heads, their hands, their legs, everything into pieces. They were laughing 

like crazy people. It made them happy. The pits were already dug and after they threw them 

in they also threw me in there. They played with me and did whatever they wanted. When 

they released me, the one called “El Chaneque” said they weren’t going to kill me because 

what I had witnessed was my punishment and that it would make me crazy, and I would 

suffer all of my life and that I would become crazy.32 

This account told by this woman reveals what can happen to individuals and their loved ones if 

they try to fight back against the cartels. It also illustrates the grim acts that these cartel members 

commit when perpetrating these crimes. The husband was simply an Autodefensa attempting to 

defend his community against cartel violence and was not actually directly involved with the 

cartels, however, he still received an extremely unpleasant fate. Cartels and its members will go to 

great lengths in order to defend their power within communities throughout Mexico. Due to this, 

countless citizens decide to let the cartels carry out their “work” and they attempt to coexist with 

them in order to avoid any risk. This last story, the story of Marisela Escobedo Ortiz, is an 

unforgettable one. The documentary titled The Three Deaths of Marisela Escobedo walks through 
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the death of Marisela’s youngest daughter, Rubí Marisol Fraye Escobedo, who was murdered by 

her own husband. Rubí met a young man, Sergio Rafael Barraza, in her mother’s woodshop and 

furniture store where her mother had employed him. As they began their relationship, Rubí’s entire 

family was against it because of their age difference and the fact that Sergio was struggling 

economically. However, they did not want to push Rubí away, so they decided to accept it. 

Eventually, Rubí and Sergio got married and had a child together. Over time, Rubí was visibly 

unhappy and Sergio was extremely controlling over her, barely letting her leave the house. The 

couple was living in an apartment that Marisela had lent them, and one day, one of Rubí’s brothers 

went to visit them, but the apartment was empty. Upon hearing this, Marisela went looking for her 

daughter at Sergio’s mother’s house. When she arrived, she noticed that only Sergio was there 

with the baby. Marisela knew that Rubí would never leave her baby and began to question Sergio 

about her whereabouts. Sergio simply told her that she had run off with another man, to which 

Marisela did not accept, knowing that her daughter would never do that. Sergio would not give 

them any more information, so Marisela left and returned to the house the next day. To her surprise, 

Sergio was gone, and this is when they knew something was wrong. Rubí’s family began searching 

for her in brothels, strip clubs, and other dangerous places because human trafficking was not 

uncommon. Although they had high hopes of finding Rubí, they were not able to locate her. It took 

Marisela approximately one and a half months to be able to file a police report because the police 

officers kept insisting that Rubí had just left, as disappearances of women were common. With the 

police report filed, friends and family of Marisela began passing out fliers with a large reward to 

anyone that would give them any sort of information about Rubí’s death. Eventually they received 

a call from a young man who agreed to meet them and share some important information. The 

young man explained to them that Sergio did in fact murder Rubí and that a group of friends had 
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helped Sergio dump her burnt body in a landfill. This young man had decided to come forward 

because someone had murdered his sister and his mother convinced him to speak up and do the 

right thing. Now that Marisela knew what had happened to her daughter, she needed to find proof. 

They were able to convince the young man to testify against Sergio and they brought it to court. 

After they had found Sergio and he had been arrested and taken into custody, he revealed where 

he had buried the remains of Rubí and the family was able to recover the few pieces of her bones 

that remained. They had also been informed that three days before Rubí’s death, she had already 

left Sergio in hopes to escape the toxic relationship. This angered Sergio and that is why, three 

days later, he murdered her. In Sergio’s trial, there were witnesses and evidence, however, the 

justice system had failed Rubí, Marisela, and the rest of the family and community because 

although Sergio confessed to committing the crime, the court decided to acquit Sergio due to 

previous reforms that ruled confessions invaluable in court because Mexico has a history of 

confessions being obtained through torture, which they were trying to resolve. After this ruling, 

Marisela was crushed, but she did not give up, and the next day she began marching and demanding 

justice. Marisela was set on obtaining justice for her daughter, even if that meant she had to do it 

herself. With perseverance, Marisela found Sergio, who was staying with his new girlfriend who 

was around the same age as Rubí and pregnant, a potentially new victim of his. However, when 

Marisela called the police to arrest him, they let him get away. At this point, Marisela understood 

that she could not count on authorities to help her in any way. After this, Marisela and her family 

found out that Sergio, who now went by “Commander Bambino” had joined Los Zetas cartel. At 

that point, they knew they had to step back and be careful. Upon returning home to Chihuahua 

there was a new governor being appointed, Cesar Duarte. Being that he was new, Marisela had 

hoped that he may listen to her and make an effort to obtain justice, however, he was similar to 
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others in power and did not want to deal with Rubí’s complicated case. Marisela decided to camp-

out and protest outside of the Government Palace until she was able to meet with Duarte. However, 

on December 16th after 8:00pm, Marisela was knitting some Christmas decorations, getting ready 

to pack up her things for the night, when a car passing by slowed down. Someone got out and 

began to pursue Marisela, she tried to escape but was killed with a single shot to her head. After 

Marisela’s death, citizens all over Mexico were hearing the story and were outraged. Although 

thousands of citizens were demanding justice for the two women, authorities did everything they 

could to quickly close the case, accepting a false confession by a man who was most likely put 

forward by Los Zetas. Sergio was never arrested, and Rubí and Marisela never obtained the justice 

that they deserved. While this case largely deals with the issue of femicide that has surged in 

Mexico over the past decade, narcotrafficking plays an important role. In fact, in many cases, 

femicides can be connected to drug cartels and their members that target women.33 When Marisela 

never gave up and always demanded justice, she was eventually murdered. Cases like this is what 

causes many Mexican citizens to lose hope in their justice system. This account demonstrates the 

power that cartel members hold not only amongst citizens, but also within their state and society. 

They are able to avoid criminal convictions and jail time, and they may never have to face justice. 

Instead they are able to remain free and continue committing crimes, that to this day, continue to 

affect innocent individuals. This specific story also unveils the corruption and injustice that 

plagues the Mexican justice system and government.  

 These stories can be difficult to hear and comprehend, yet these are only three of the 

innumerable stories of the Mexican citizens who are constantly affected by the cartels and the 

violence that they carry out. Listening to and comprehending stories such as these holds significant 
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importance because they allow for a better understanding of how dire this issue is throughout the 

state of Mexico.  

 

Conclusion 

 All of the information presented and discussed within this thesis allows for an in-depth 

understanding of the issue of narcotrafficking that has overcome Mexico, and that significantly 

and negatively affects the lives of the Mexican people. Instead of attempting to present solutions 

to this extremely complex issue, it is more effective to discuss what factors play important roles 

within narcotrafficking and the corruption that they instill into the Mexican society and 

government, and how to begin to improve that.  

A major factor that impacts narcotrafficking in Mexico is the military and the power that 

it holds within the Mexican state. In the state of Mexico, military officials can be seen throughout 

the streets every day. While their role is to protect the communities and assist in fighting against 

cartel violence, they are, in fact, a part of the problem. In many cases, the military can be seen 

working amongst the cartels, assisting them and allowing them to surpass the laws of the country. 

For example, Salvador Cienfuegos Zepeda is the former Secretary of National Defense under the 

presidency of former President Enrique Peña Nieto. Recently he was taken into custody by U.S. 

officials upon suspicions that he was working with the H-2 cartel. He went by the name “El 

Padrino” and he was caught laundering money and handling drugs. However, after being locked 

up for approximately one month, the U.S. dropped charges against him due to pressure from 

Mexican authorities and he is now under investigation and his case in the hands of the Mexican 

government. For this reason, there needs to be reforms of the military, much stricter regulations in 

order to prevent corruption. 
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Mexico’s politicians also play a similar role and they are just as corrupt as the narcos, and 

in many cases they work alongside them. Both politicians and narcos yearn for money and power, 

and for that reason they work together. Both the cartels and politicians utilize similar tactics in 

order to win the favor and adoration of communities, such as building schools, handing out gifts 

for children, promising to protect the communities from violence, and more. Politicians also build 

relationships with narcos in order to eliminate other political opponents, and many are involved or 

are the source of massacres and unexpected narco-related deaths. For example, Genaro García 

Luna, who was the former Secretary of Public Security, is considered one of the most corrupt 

politicians in Mexico. During the infamous El Chapo’s trial, García Luna was arrested in the 

United States upon being charged of accepting large quantities of money from the Sinaloa cartel. 

Mexico is asking the United States to extradite García Luna due to him not pleading guilty. 

Throughout these trials, there are typically individuals behind the scenes who hold power, and 

with the connections that García Luna held, it is no surprise that he was able to plead not guilty. 

When dealing with politicians, they are the ones who are in power and implementing reforms most 

likely would not be an effective solution. Instead, in order to remove these ideas and perspectives 

of power, money, and drugs that are deeply engrained into the Mexican society, effective education 

is necessary, as well as working towards making institutional progress in order to remove 

corruption from those who are supposed to be serving the citizens. 

The state of Mexico’s economy considerably impacts the success of narcotrafficking. With 

a significant amount of the country living in the lower-class or in poverty, many do not have any 

other option in order to make money to support themselves or their families, so they work for the 

cartels. As previously mentioned, neoliberalism has had severe impacts on Mexico’s economy, 

and similar to the United States, it really only serves the upper-class and allows them to thrive, 
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while the rest of the country struggles to get by and each day more individuals and families fall 

into poverty. Some of the effects of neoliberalism on Mexico can be seen through the poverty rates 

over the years, such as, “poverty went from 53.1 to 52.3 percent between 1992 and 2012, with a 

maximum of 69.0 percent in 1996 and a minimum of 42.9 percent in 2004.”34 These spikes in 

poverty with an overall miniscule decrease leaves countless people out of work and in poverty. As 

a result, many of these people end up working for the cartels in order to make a viable income. 

Knowing this, economic improvements are crucial in order to begin to create a positive change 

amongst the issue of narcotrafficking. However, at the base of it all, education is what strongly 

influences the ideologies and beliefs that become engrained into society.  

 While it can take up to decades, education is an extremely important and effective way to 

take action and create societal change. These specific ideas and beliefs instilled into Mexico’s 

society that pertain to narcotrafficking and corruption are what allow them to thrive. While many 

individuals who end up working for the cartels do not have a choice, there are countless 

individuals, especially teenagers and young adults, who idolize the life of narcos, as mentioned 

earlier when discussing naroculture. Narcoculture can be extremely influential amongst the youth, 

and they begin to desire the luxury and power that comes with being a narcotrafficker, as well as 

the “exciting” and dangerous lifestyle. Many prefer to drop out of school or not continue their 

studies, and their future plan is to become a narco. While the education systems continue to 

improve and “as primary school enrollments become universal, dropout rates in Mexico near 50% 

by the end of formal schooling.”35 This is why education is important, not only throughout the 

schools and communities but also at home. It is key to begin instilling positive morals and 

ideologies into children, allowing them to think for themselves yet make positive choices. The 

idolization of narcoculture needs to be removed and through education, individuals may be able to 
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understand the severity of narcotrafficking and how drastically it affects the country of Mexico 

and its citizens. Not only does education allow for a better understanding of the issue and lead 

individuals to make better choices, it also gives them the resources and knowledge needed to make 

institutional change, which is necessary and at times more effective. Education can lead to the 

creation of better politicians and police, those who are not corrupt and want to better their country. 

It can lead to communities and states demanding change and implementing programs for areas that 

struggle with cartel violence. Through consistent and constructive education, over time these 

challenges can be overcome, and Mexico can begin to recover from the damage that 

narcotrafficking has and still causes to its people.  
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