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Abstract 

 

This research study analyzes the Mexican drug war’s impact on the state’s federal 

political system of shared sovereignty. Transnational criminal organizations (TCOs) such 

as drug cartels have grown in strength due to shifting dynamics of the global drug trade. 

This growth in power, both in relation to the use of physical force and the influence over 

Mexican society, has challenged the state’s authority and monopoly of violence. After the 

inauguration of President Felipe Calderón in 2006, the government launched an all-in 

offensive, dedicating the entire state system to ridding the country of the drug cartels. 

Results of the offensive have been mixed and vary from area to area. However, trends 

indicate that the offensive has caused power vacuums and increased rivalry among the 

drug cartels. National homicide statistics show the government offensive has distorted the 

balance of power among the drug cartels, causing increased competition in an already 

hypercompetitive market.  

 The majority of Mexico’s modern history consists of the era of single-party 

dominance, where the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) dominated the political 

system on both vertical and horizontal levels. The recent growth of federal executive 

power during Calderón’s administration has caused concern about whether the democratic 

progress made during the last decade could be reversed – returning the country back to 

former autocratic practices of governance. This reversal also involves the concentration of 

power in the center. For the last few decades, the country has been decentralizing its 

political system in accordance to federal principles laid down by its Constitution. The 

involvement of the military, a federal instrument of security that has in some cases taken 

over jurisdiction from state and local authorities, has been causing debate on whether the 

executive power is violating its constitutional limits of power. With this, the primary 

research question of this study uses theoretical concepts and is formulated thusly: How do 

violent non-state actors (VNSAs) impact federalism in Mexico? 

 Mexico was chosen as a case study because of its growing struggle against the 

drug cartels, a sub-branch of non-state actors (NSAs). The Westphalian state order has 
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changed dramatically with globalization, changing realities with regard to the use of 

physical violence. This is especially the case in reference to VNSAs, where the use of 

violence maintains an informal system of order. With the rise of the powerful drug cartels, 

a direct result of the global drug trade that hides in the shadows of globalization, Mexico’s 

case is not unique. Colombia struggled with a similar scenario during the 1980s and 

1990s. However, the security situation in Mexico has proven to be constantly evolving and 

very intense during a time of political transition.  

 This study shows that the federal executive branch of the Mexican government has 

not violated its constitutional limits of the use of power, although the Mexican 

Constitution of 1917 has proven to be vague in reference to the use of the military in 

peacetime. This vagueness could undermine regional sovereignty and federal principles 

laid down by the Constitution. The study also indicates that the increasing levels of 

violence are affecting the functionality of regional governance, as well as freedom of the 

press. Homicide statistics show that since the government launched its offensive in 2006, 

there has been a significant increase in assassinations targeting both mayors and 

journalists. Overall, there is no indication that the drug war has influenced federalism in 

Mexico. Rather, the drug war has exposed institutional weaknesses, causing increased 

demand for and investment in professionalizing state institutions.   
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Opsomming 

 

Hierdie navorsingstudie analiseer die impak van die Meksikaanse dwelmoorlog op 

Meksiko se federale politieke stelsel van gedeelde soewereiniteit. Transnasionale 

kriminele organisasies (TKO’s), byvoorbeeld dwelmkartelle, se mag het toegeneem as 

gevolg van die verskuiwende dinamika in globale dwelmhandel. Die staat se gesag en 

magsmonopolie word uitgedaag as gevolg van hierdie toename in mag, beide met 

betrekking tot die owerhede se gebruik van fisieke mag en hul gesag oor die Meksikaanse 

gemeenskap. Na die inhuldiging van president Felipe Calderón in 2006, het die regering ’n 

alles insluitende offensief van stapel gestuur om van die land se dwelmkartelle ontslae te 

probeer raak. Hierdie offensief toon wisselende vordering en die impak daarvan verskil 

van area tot area. Ten spyte van hierdie mate van vordering, het die offensief egter 

aanleiding gegee tot magsvakuums en ’n toename in wedywering tussen dwelmkartelle. 

Nasionale moordsyfers dui daarop dat hierdie regeringsoffensief die magsbalans tussen 

dwelmkartelle versteur het, wat gelei het tot ’n toename in kompetisie in ’n reeds uiters 

kompeterende mark.  

 Meksiko se moderne geskiedenis bestaan hoofsaaklik uit ’n era van 

eenpartydominansie, waar die Institusionele Rewolusionêre Party (Institutional 

Revolutionary Party, IRP) die politieke stelsel op beide vertikale en horisontale vlak 

gedomineer het. Die onlangse opkoms van die federale uitvoerende mag tydens die 

Calderón-administrasie wek kommer dat die vordering wat in die laaste dekade gemaak is 

ten opsigte van demokratisering van die politieke stelsel, omvergewerp sal word en dat 

Meksiko die gevaar sal loop om terug te keer na sy voormalige outokratiese en 

gesentraliseerde regeerpraktyke. Oor die afgelope paar dekades het die land juis pogings 

aangewend om sy politieke stelsel te desentraliseer na aanleiding van federale beginsels 

soos neergelê in die grondwet. Die weermag – ’n federale instrument vir sekuriteit – het 

alreeds op sekere plekke jurisdiksie by staats- en plaaslike owerhede oorgeneem. Dit het 

gelei tot debatte oor of die uitvoerende mag sy grondwetlike magsbeperkinge oorskry. Na 

aanleiding van Meksiko se huidige politieke situasie, asook teoretiese konsepte soos die 

staat, federalisme, nie-staatsakteurs en globale dwelmhandel, word die primêre 
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navorsingsvraag vir hierdie studie soos volg geformuleer: Hoe beïnvloed gewelddadige 

nie-staatsakteurs federalisme in Meksiko? Om hierdie vraag te beantwoord, word daar 

gebruik gemaak van sekondêre bronne, (beperkte) insig oor die dwelmkartelle se 

handelspraktyke en ’n ondersoek na die linguistiese beperkinge op die gebruik van 

amptelike Meksikaanse regeringspublikasies. 

 Meksiko is as gevallestudie vir hierdie navorsingsprojek gekies vanweë die land se 

toenemende stryd teen dwelmkartelle, ’n subvertakking van nie-staatsakteurs. Die 

Westfaalse staatsorde wat eeue lank die wettige gebruik van fisieke geweld beheer het, het 

dramaties verander met die opkoms van globalisering. Dit is veral die geval by 

gewelddadige nie-staatsakteurs, waar die gebruik van geweld tans ’n informele stelsel van 

orde handhaaf. Die opkoms van Meksiko se magtige dwelmkartelle, ’n direkte gevolg van 

globale dwelmhandel (wat in die skadu van globalisering skuil), is egter nie enig in sy 

soort nie. Alhoewel Colombië byvoorbeeld in die 1980’s en 1990’s ’n soortgelyke 

probleem ondervind het, het die sekuriteitstoestand in Meksiko getoon dat dit steeds 

ontwikkelend van aard en hewig ten tye van politieke oorgang is, wat dit toepaslik vir 

hierdie studie maak. 

 Die gevolgtrekking waartoe daar in hierdie studie gekom word, is dat die federale 

uitvoerende tak van die Meksikaanse regering tot dusver nie sy grondwetlike beperkinge 

ten opsigte van die uitoefening van mag oorskry het nie. Die Meksikaanse grondwet van 

1917 is egter vaag oor die weermag se bevoegdheid om gesag af te dwing tydens 

vredestye. Hierdie vaagheid kan moontlik die streeksoewereiniteit en federale beginsels 

wat deur die grondwet verskans word, ondermyn. Daar is ook bepaal dat die toenemende 

geweld sowel die funksionaliteit van die streeksregering as die vryheid van die pers, 

beïnvloed. Moordsyfers in Meksiko dui daarop dat daar sedert 2006 ’n beduidende 

toename in sluipmoordaanvalle op burgemeesters en joernaliste was. Alles in ag genome, 

is daar egter geen aanduiding daarvan dat die dwelmoorlog wel federalisme in Meksiko 

geraak het nie. Die impak wat dit wel gemaak het, is om institusionele swakheid in die 

regering te openbaar, wat tot ’n toename in die aanvraag na en investering in die 

professionalisering van staatsinstellings gelei het. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 
  

“In some regions of the country, organized crime has overtaken state institutions, 

and once empowered, diversified their ominous activities to deprive society of its rights, 

generating a climate of unprecedented violence” – General Guillermo Galvan, Secretary 

of Defense (Castillo 2012). 

  

In Mexico, President Felipe Calderón launched a military offensive in late 2006 in 

an attempt to eradicate the drug cartels during a time when their power and influence had 

grown exceptionally. However, drug-related violence has spiked tremendously in many 

parts of the country since the start of the military offensive, causing concern over the 

central government losing control over the situation. Until now, the violence has been 

mainly centered close to the United States (US) – Mexican border and cities – while other 

hotspots are harbor entry ports for drugs from Asia and South America (Lindau 2011:182). 

In some cities, homicide rates have tripled or even quadrupled, causing widespread fear 

among the civilian population, as their lives consist of everyday killings, beheadings, 

kidnappings, threats, and extortion (Brito 2012). Conservative estimates of total homicide 

numbers have reached 50,000 according to the US State Department. Such a high death 

rate is raising questions by the political opposition and the general public about whether 

the use of the military to conduct traditional law enforcement duties is the right course of 

action to combat the cartels’ influence over Mexican society (Ramsey 2012). It seems to 

be becoming apparent that the government’s offensive to rid the country of powerful drug 

cartels through military means has exacerbated the problem. Figure 1 shows the 

nationwide annual increase of drug-related homicides from 2006 to 2011 (La Reforma 

2012). 
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Figure 1: Annual Increase of Drug-related Homicides, La Reforma 2012 

   

Mexico has for many years suffered from violence spawned from the illicit market 

of producing, transferring, and selling illegal narcotics. Prior to the drug-wave that 

emerged in the 1960s, transnational criminal organizations (TCOs) made tremendous 

profits by exporting alcohol to the US during the Prohibition era (Kan 2011:38–39). As 

cannabis became popular in the 1960s and South American cocaine some years later, the 

US drug demand grew, placing Mexican criminal groups in a very lucrative position. By 

the 1980s, former Mexican Judicial Federal Police agent Miguel Angel Felix Gallardo, 

(a.k.a. the Godfather), controlled all illicit drug trade to the US from Mexico as the leader 

of the Guadalajara Cartel (Scott 2000:3). During that time, drug violence was kept 

relatively low and under control by only one cartel dominating the drug trade in 

conjunction with the authorities. Mexico was at that stage a dominant-party state under the 

Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)1, with great influence on the Mexican underworld 

(Bonner 2010:36–38). Roy Godson and Ko-lin Chin (2006:31) describe a political-

criminal nexus of corruption – a mutually beneficial agreement or arrangement between 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

1 Partido Revolucionario Institucional 

2 Partido Acción Nacional 

3 “Weak state” refers to a state where security is not sustained, citizens do not fully participate in the political 
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politicians and criminals. In the Mexican context, this involved a territorial distribution 

network where drug traders could operate relatively freely within assigned territories in 

favor of regular donations to the authorities, including organizing elective support for the 

politicians (Lindau 2011:179).  

 Change came after a series of political and economic reforms in the 1980s and 

1990s due to a faltering economy. Corruption had for long eroded state institutions and 

credibility among the political elite. Mexican voters showed their weariness of all the 

corruption scandals after the 2000 national election, where the PRI lost the presidency 

after 71 years of being the hegemonic party – causing a disruption of the political-criminal 

nexus where the federal level of government no longer had input in the dealings of power 

balances among the drug cartels. Since 2000, the country has been a multiparty democracy 

under the National Action Party (PAN)2. The new government implemented a series of 

counter-cartel measures to weaken the drug cartels’ power over society; mainly through 

law enforcement reforms and replacing officials and police officers convicted of 

corruption (Lindau 2011:180–182). These countermeasures, however, have not proven to 

be successful as the original problems of corruption and lack of professionalism are either 

persisting or reemerging.  

 The cartels found today are a result of Felix Gallardo’s need to decentralize the 

drug trade into smaller sectors to improve overall efficiency and to avoid law enforcement 

countermeasures. The situation at the time of writing is dominated by two major cartels; 

one in the east and the other in the west – the Sinaloa Federation and Los Zetas. Both are 

prime actors in the Mexican drug trade, controlling vast areas of Mexican territory outside 

the reach of the central government (Lindau 2011:182–183). Of the total number of cartels 

operating in Mexico, there are approximately nine functioning drug cartels of various sizes 

and with varying amounts of influence over local governments and civil society, although 

many of these cartels evolve and dissolve due to natural power dynamics of the drug war, 

such as being outcompeted, government countermeasures, or merging into another cartel 

(NDIC 2011). The ongoing violence today is a result of power struggles caused by the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

2 Partido Acción Nacional 
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military’s disruptions of the balance of power between the cartels – eradications of one 

power base causes competing cartels to fill up the void (STRATFOR 2012). Figure 1 

clearly shows that the military offensive has exacerbated the violence to levels resembling 

an insurgency (Kan 2011: 37). 

 One of the root causes of the Mexican drug war is the enormous US drug demand, 

which causes major illicit lucrative opportunities in Mexico among the unemployed or 

underpaid (Shirk 2011:3–5). Mexico’s geographical location between the US and South 

America makes the problem a transnational issue that requires cooperation among 

primarily Mexican and US authorities, as well as international anti-drug agencies to bring 

the violence down to acceptable levels. Opportunism and geographical conditions make it 

likely impossible to fully eradicate drug-crimes in the area. According to Bonner 

(2010:36), however, by improving law enforcement capabilities such as greater 

professionalism and actually prosecuting criminals, combined with greater international 

cooperation, the violence and the influence that TCOs hold over Mexican society could be 

reduced. This could lead to civilians being placed in less danger and a decrease in 

deterring tourism and foreign investment – both vital for the Mexican economy (cf. 

Bonner 2010:36). The Mexican situation can be compared to Colombia’s during the reign 

of Pablo Escobar in the 1980s and 1990s, where the Medellin and Cali cartels grew to be 

so powerful that they became a major national security threat. While the drug problem in 

Colombia is far from eradicated, through law enforcement reforms, international 

cooperation, and targeting one power center at a time, the Colombian government was 

able to destroy the massive power buildup of both cartels (De la Torre 2008:7). However, 

Mexico is different, as the country is in the process of solidifying democratic institutions 

after decades of corrupt, hegemonic party rule, and attempting to build up legitimacy and 

trust among the population.  

The purpose of this study is to determine  whether the government’s military 

strategy against the drug cartels is somehow manipulating the constitutional separations of 

power, causing alterations of the federal system of government. Juan D. Lindau 

(2011:177) argues, “the drug war hinders fundamental democratic institutional 

development, or more accurately, fosters the expansion of non-democratic institutions and 
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practices.” A different perception of the potential end result of the conflict could be that it 

exposes weaknesses and shortcomings of the Mexican justice system, causing increased 

government attention and investment to correct the problem, which could rather result in 

strengthening democratic institutions. By mapping the government’s countermeasures and 

analyzing events on the ground, this study aspires to determine whether the constitutional 

power balances are being disrupted.  

 

1.2 Literature review 
  

Much of the research presented in the literature review will focus on Mexico’s 

history prior to the military offensive, as it is necessary to analyze the events leading up to 

the rise of violence among cartels – such as the fall of PRI political dominance, the 

evolution of the drug cartels, and the PAN strategy to weaken drug cartel influence. The 

role of federalism in Mexico, which is important because of the evolvement of the 

political-criminal nexus during the PRI, will also be discussed The research will include 

material from many different fields of study, such as political science, history, law, 

criminality, economy and international relations, that are relevant to the issues of illicit 

drug trade, the Westphalian concept of the state, and the distribution of powers within a 

federation.  

The modern concept of the state was set after the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, 

setting the fundamental principles of sovereignty of individual states. Sovereignty means 

that the recognized authority within a specified territory is the legitimate authority, and 

that no other authority could interfere in their internal affairs (Sorensen 1999:591–592). 

Federalism is a system of government that divides the state’s sovereignty, dividing 

responsibilities into smaller regions. It is a system of government where sovereignty is 

divided into federal, state, and local levels – each having their own executive, legislative, 

and judicial branches of government (Shirk 1999:3). Ideas for federalism originates from 

ancient times, but became more established by classical political texts from the 

Enlightenment (Elazar 1995:19). Federalism was first introduced in Mexico with the 

implementation of the 1824 Constitution due to continued tension between regional states 
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and central authority after independence from Spain, making it necessary for the states to 

maintain a certain degree of autonomy to avoid regional successions (Mizrahi 2005:199–

200). According to Francisco Cantu and Scott Desposato (2011:1), regional autonomy is 

beneficial to manage social divisions, and economically it fosters competition between 

subnational units, resulting in “improved property rights, economic growth, and human 

welfare”. Before PAN took over the presidency, the main doctrine of the party was to 

criticize the strong powers of the executive branch, which is described by Lindau 

(2011:181) as a “federal façade over a highly centralized regime”… “with overlaying 

authoritarian ruling practices and structures.” The Mexican political system enabled the 

extremely powerful president to “undermine the institutional separation of powers,” 

causing only an illusion of democracy (Shirk 1999:3). The post-revolutionary system also 

enabled the government to intervene in economic matters in the name of Mexican 

nationalism, which ultimately damaged the political credibility of the PRI. Extensive 

liberalizations and reforms of the market during the 1980s and 1990s increased the process 

towards democratization (Shirk 1999:3–4). 

Due to a financial downturn in the early 1990s, “New Federalism” became a term 

used by President Zedillo during the 1990s to inspire more regional autonomy, transferring 

revenue responsibilities to state governments. The opposition parties, however, demanded 

more municipal autonomy, requesting the legislature to “revamp Article 115 of the 

Mexican Constitution,” which specifies the role of the municipals within the republic 

(Shirk 1999:6–7). One of the main PAN political campaigns was precisely 

decentralization – or more specifically, a campaign to decrease the powers of the president 

and the executive branch (Cantu & Desposato 2011:12–13).     

As the hegemonic party system collapsed with PAN winning the presidency in 

2000, the disentanglement of the political-criminal nexus became a priority, although the 

Vincent Fox administration suffered legislative gridlock as PRI still controlled much of 

the legislation (Lindau 2011:183). Despite this, the federal overlay over criminal 

enterprises was gone, and new criminal opportunities arose as new democratic institutions 

attempted to solidify (De la Torre 2008:9). The new political regime was forced to 

implement a series of reforms to strengthen the state’s institutions, such as 
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professionalizing the federal police force and dismissing corrupt personnel paid by drug 

cartels – only for this strategy to fail as the previous regime’s did and becoming yet 

another nonfunctioning, corrupt institution (Shirk 2011:10). In many areas since 2006, the 

military has taken over jurisdiction from local police, raising serious constitutional issues 

of both the limits of executive power, and the role of the military in Mexican society 

during peace time. The 2000 political transition was a result of the public’s weariness of 

the political connection to criminal groups and the endemic corruption in all forms of 

government. With this change of the political-criminal nexus, the drug industry was 

released of its ‘chains’ and quickly grew to challenge the state in a fundamental area, 

namely monopoly of force.  

The drug cartels can be classified as ‘violent non-state actors’ (VNSAs) as they use 

violence to deter everything that threatens their illicit businesses (Williams 2008:4). To 

clarify some of these classifications, the term ‘non-state actors’ (NSAs) refers to any 

entities that are not a sovereign states relevant in world dynamics. Traditionally, the term 

refers to intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and non-governmental organizations that 

function as intermediaries between states. It also refers to armed groups, terrorists, 

corporations, civil society, and religious groups (Clapham 2009:1). VNSA is more 

specified to (usually) armed groups that use violence to intimidate its surroundings in 

order to achieve its goals, which can be political, to gain profit, or both. In this study, the 

term VNSA will be synonymous with Phil Williams’ definition of Transnational Criminal 

Organizations (TCOs) – criminal enterprises that ignore or exploit international borders 

and laws to gain maximum profit through illegal markets. Williams (1997:11) claims 

TCOs are a process of globalization, where the state has lost control over the market from 

‘above’, through liberalization of the global market, decreasing its authority.  

As TCOs are dependent on the free market to exploit the value of products 

prohibited by the state, new market opportunities emerge especially when a country is in 

political transition and officials are unable to enforce entire sectors under its authority. 

Diego Gambetta (1996:7) describes a cartel as an economic enterprise within a designated 

area of operation, where firms have agreed on fixed pricing, marketing, and production. 

Drug cartels, on the other hand, are criminal organizations referring to groups, mainly 
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found in developing countries, made up by various drug traffickers who collaborate to 

keep drug prices as high as possible. There is no pre-determined ‘fixed prices’ and 

production among cartels, but they are described more as “confederations of kinship-based 

organizations that both coordinate activities and engage in extensive cooperation” 

(Williams 1994:321). The existence of drug cartels, drug traffickers and TCOs are highly 

dependent on the state to criminalize products in order to create new illicit markets that 

can be exploited to generate profit (Williams 2008:16).  

As the Mexican TCOs fell into a more prominent position as a ‘blowback’ effect 

after law enforcement countermeasures in southern Florida to quell the flow of drugs, their 

power grew along with their ability to neutralize Mexican government efforts (Shirk 

2011:7). Threats and bribes became very effective against local police forces with low 

wages, competitions, journalists, and other nuances (De la Torre 2008:8). The collapse of 

the dominant-party system aided TCOs’ capability to infiltrate state institutions and 

corrupt state officials, especially after the foundations that kept the political-criminal 

nexus standing, fell apart (Lindau 2011:182). As Sam Quinones (2009:78) states, 

“centralized control was gone but nothing effectively took its place. The vacuum 

unleashed new opportunities for criminality, and Mexico’s institutions were not up to the 

new threats that emerged”.  

The police forces have proven to be too inhibited to tackle the nationwide drug 

problem due to widespread corruption scandals and lack of professionalism, resulting in 

the use of the military to disrupt the massive drug-cartel power buildup as the only 

remaining political choice. According to Francisco E. Gonzalez (2009:75), the root 

problem with traditional law enforcement handling “the problem is the drug cartels’ 

extensive penetration of government agencies and co-optation of government officials,” 

justifying President Calderón’s use of the military. According to Human Rights Watch 

(2011:4), as a result of the military’s involvement, homicide rates showed an increase of 

260% from 2007 to 2010, along with thousands of reports of military abuse of civilians. 

Juan D. Lindau (2011:178) claims the use of the military “creates a parallel law 

enforcement apparatus” that is less accountable or transparent due to institutional 

autonomy, making it “less subject to civilian democratic controls”. He argues that the 
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government’s military strategy further strengthens the power of the central government, 

which hinders the democratization process of “fundamental democratic institutional 

development” (Lindau 2011:177). By increasing the powers of the central government, 

federalism is undermined at the expense of states and municipalities (cf. Lindau 

2011:177).     

 

1.3 Research Problem 
 

1.3.1 Relevance of Research 
	  

 The relevance of this research lies in the interesting fact that criminal organizations 

in Mexico have become extremely powerful by exploiting economic opportunities by for 

instance providing products deemed illegal by the state. Transnational crime is nothing 

new, although the escalation of the phenomenon in relation to globalization has made it a 

security problem for weakened and weak states (Williams 1998:57). With regional 

concerns of a state failure looming in Mexico due to the ongoing dynamics of the conflict 

resembling an insurgency (Ramsey 2012), this study becomes relevant by analyzing the 

impact that the drug war is having on the Mexican state’s power distributions. Historical 

factors related to global inequalities, globalization, political transitions, and a highly 

profitable illicit market have spawned monstrous TCOs that are challenging the state over 

monopoly of force, and even controlling large areas of Mexican territory according to 

monitoring websites such as STRATFOR and InSight Crime. However, scholar Shirk 

(2011:3) argues that the state of Mexico remains the legitimate authority and has “a firm 

grasp on the overwhelming majority of Mexican territory”. The point is that it is difficult 

to measure the exact extent of the drug cartels’ reach within Mexican society, both in 

terms of territorial control and influence on the political system, although based on the 

scale of the nationwide violence, it might be safe to assume at this point that it is 

significant.   

 As Mexico is still in the process of political transition in solidifying democratic 

institutions, the country is classified as “weak” when considering the integrity of its 

Stellenbosch University  http://scholar.sun.ac.za



	  

	   10 

institutions, according to Freedom House (2011). Phil Williams (1997:11) argues that 

states in transition are vulnerable to TCOs that seek to maximize their business 

opportunities and profit, while minimizing law enforcement countermeasures. Traditional 

cartel methods such as threats and bribes are often used to neutralize the corruption-prone 

police force, justifying the President’s use of the military to fight cartel-influence in 

Mexican society. The military’s involvement causes constitutional issues in relevance to 

its role in peacetime, prosecution of military personnel and civil rights. Disturbing reports 

from Human Rights Watch (2011:5) have numerous reports that “security forces 

systematically use torture to obtain confessions or information about cartels.” US 

Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, has criticized Mexican authorities for not prosecuting 

military personnel involved in crimes against civilians and trying them  in civilian courts 

(Sheridan 2011).  

 As these organizations have become so powerful, they pose a direct threat to public 

security on a scale not seen by profit-driven criminal groups since the reign of Pablo 

Escobar. Therefore it is vital to conduct new research on the impact this is having to the 

state as a system of power organization. Furthermore, it is essential to research the 

implications of government counter policies to eradicate the drug cartels, which until 

today have exacerbated the problem, and may in the end impact the democratic 

consolidation process and the federal distribution of power.    

 

1.3.2 Research Question 
	  

 The drug war in Mexico impacts the state in a variety of areas relevant to the 

functionality of the state; however, the research question that will guide this study will 

focus on the impact of the drug cartels on the state’s power distribution. The question will 

target the issue whether the drug cartels are somehow impacting the federal divisions of 

sovereignty. The democratic transitional process of solidifying democratic institutions 

after decades of semi-autocratic, corrupt rule under the PRI makes the disentanglement of 

the political-criminal relationship an immense process. Considering the growing 
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capabilities of the Mexican drug cartels over the years, the main research question of this 

thesis will be: 

 How do violent non-state actors (VNSAs) impact federalism in Mexico? 

 The research question assumes that there is an impact and this will be focused on 

and explained in the first few chapters of this thesis. Since levels of violence and the 

government’s military strategy are important factors that increase the severity of the 

situation, two sub-questions will support the main research question. 1) Is the military 

strategy violating the constitutional perimeters of executive power? And 2) is the level of 

violence a threat to Mexican federalism? This question will examine the result of the 

government’s military strategy and aim to determine whether if this is causing a blowback 

effect that is threatening federalism. Both of the sub-questions are relevant to the research 

as they target government policies since 2006, exactly when the level of violence started to 

grow exponentially.    

 

1.3.3 Aims and Objectives of the Research 
  

The aim of this thesis is to understand TCOs’ impact on federalism in Mexico within the 

context of theoretical understandings of VNSA, federalism and idealizations of state 

functions in the modern world of shadow markets. Considering the world order has been 

dominated by the Westphalian concept of states until the last century, the rise of non-state 

actors in the interconnected world are challenging traditional slow-developing actors 

(states) to adapt to fast-evolving organizations that are neither transparent nor accountable 

to traditional systems of governance. Globalization, technological advancements and the 

free market has downsized individual nations’ sovereignty in areas of economics and 

private enterprise, increasing non-state actors’ ability to influence power balances within a 

state and possibly dynamics of the international system.  

 The object of the research is to examine the nature, extent and effect that the war 

against the drug cartels is having on Mexican federalism. These effects might include 
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creating an imbalance of constitutional division of powers of the executive, legislative and 

judiciary on federal, state, and local level.  

 

1.4 Research Design and Methodology 
 

This study will apply a qualitative approach to a single-case study, following a 

nonlinear research path to gain insight of the topic as the research progresses. The 

qualitative approach is appropriate because it “provides high quality data and findings, and 

deep, meaningful insights into underlying values, fears and motivations of agents and 

actors in the political world” (Pierce 2008:47). It is a single-case study because the focus 

will be on VNSAs and federalism only within Mexico. Mexico was chosen because it is a 

host nation of powerful criminal elements causing nation-wide violence and challenging 

the state in ways not seen since Colombia’s Pablo Escobar. The research will be case-

specific; eventual findings will not be used to attempt to present any universal theory to 

explain the VNSA phenomenon in other parts of the world. Furthermore, the study will 

follow an inductive direction, by collecting empirical data to gain insight into a specific 

topic that will lead to theoretical understanding (Neuman 2011:70). 

 The theoretical framing will consist of two parts: 1) Violent Non-State Actors, 

mainly based on Phil Williams’ analytical and theoretical identifications of what these 

groups consists of and how they evolve, function, and grow; and 2) federalism, using texts 

mainly inspired by classical political texts originating from the era of Enlightenment and 

the French and American revolutions, explaining federalism’s core concepts as an 

organizational factor in a state’s sovereignty.  

 

1.4.1 Variables, Units of Analysis and Level of Analysis 
  

The independent variable for this study will be Violent Non-State Actors (VNSAs), or 

Transnational Criminal Organizations (TCOs) involved in producing and transporting 
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narcotics to gain profit and power – while the main aspiration is profit, both profit and 

power are interlinked as one secures the other. The TCO concept will be mainly used 

throughout this thesis as it effectively depicts the criminal nature of the Mexican drug 

cartels. The dependent variable will be federalism in Mexico, or the constitutional division 

of sovereignty of federal, state, and municipal branches of government. The intervening 

variable will be the military, or the military offensive implemented by the Calderón 

government. The unit of analysis will be the state of Mexico.  

 The entrenchment of VNSAs and TCOs within a society to impact government 

structures occurs over prolonged periods of time, placing this study’s level of analysis on 

the macro-level – a theory that “explains events, processes, patterns, and structures that 

operate among large-scale social units, usually over decades or longer and often covering 

large expanses of geographic space” (Neuman 2011:71).   

 

1.4.2 Limitations of the Research 
  

This study will not attempt to present an exact analysis of drug-cartel capabilities 

within Mexican society, since data is extremely difficult to obtain due to the clandestine 

nature of the illicit drug market. Information regarding cartels will be collected from 

secondary sources such as previous research, news articles, local blogs monitoring the 

violence, and judicial publications – published in Mexico as well as internationally. The 

judicial sector is being plagued by corruption and lack of professionalism, which causes 

widespread mistrust and apathy among the population. Residents thus find it futile to 

report incidences of crime, which in turn leads to an unfortunate underreporting of illicit 

activities.   

 Much of the material used will be collected from US government and international 

police agencies assigned to monitor and disrupt TCOs. Local publications are usually in 

Spanish, while translated documents may include errors or misinterpretations, ultimately 

decreasing these sources in terms of research value. Primary sources such as official 
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government statements and speeches, however, are useful and can easily be translated by 

expert linguists.  

 The close proximity of Mexico to the US naturally makes the drug war an area of 

great interest for politicians, intelligence agencies and law enforcement across the border. 

Much of the available data have been analyzed by American scholars, increasing the risk 

of the research becoming biased – an example would be state-centered theoretical 

foundations that often direct US political science publications, which unfortunately are 

prone to ignore other important elements that may constitute a society. To counter this, 

attempts will be made to identify other scholars outside the US as sources in order to 

diversify the supporting material. Other limiting factors include a potential overuse of 

secondary data, and time limits to conduct this research.  

 There are many relevant factors that drive the drug war that will not be included in 

this study, such as Illicit Global Political Economy (IGPE), the US drug demand and 

Mexican social configurations related to socio-economic development. These factors will 

be included in an overview format, but due to limited time and space in this thesis, a 

thorough analysis of these factors will not be included. This research will also be limited 

geographically. Lastly, due to time constraints, an analysis of future policies of the 

presidential successor after the 1 July 2012 National Election will not be included.  

 

1.5 Outline of the Research Study 
 

The following chapters will aspire to lay theoretical foundations, contextualize key 

elements, answer the research question and finally conclude with overall findings of the 

drug war’s impact on federalism in Mexico. Chapter II, as explained in the research design 

and methodology section, will make up the theoretical foundations of the study by 

conceptualizing NSAs, VNSAs and federalism in order to map out the key areas of 

research. Chapter III will contextualize the concepts such as federalism in Mexico, 

Mexican drug cartels, and the military strategy. Chapter IV will operationalize the 

concepts presented in Chapter III in order to answer the research question and determine 
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whether or not the drug war is in fact having an impact on Mexican federalism. Chapter V 

will tie together the findings and present final conclusions of the research.   

 

 

1.6 Conclusion 
 

 This chapter introduced the security crisis in Mexico, where the Calderón 

administration has since 2006 implemented a series of aggressive policies to weaken the 

drug cartels. The literature review presented main theoretical literature relevant to the 

research problem. The research design and methodological features established the 

research framework that will direct this study.  
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Chapter II: Theoretical Foundation & Conceptualizations: The 
State, Non-State Actors, Federalism, and the Global Drug 
Trade 
 

2.1 Introduction 
  

In order for this research to have a solid theoretical foundation, there are several 

basic terms that need to be conceptualized in order to advance to the more specified 

aspects of the Mexican drug war. This chapter aims to establish a theoretical foundation 

and use basic concepts necessary for answering the research question of this thesis. The 

basic concepts that will be discussed  include the Westphalian state, federalism, non-state 

actors (NSAs), and the global drug trade. The concepts of state and federalism are 

relevant to the study as they are entities of legitimate power and power-distribution; the 

discussion of  NSAs will include a historical presentation of subgroups such as legitimate 

and criminal NSAs. For many criminal NSAs, the global drug trade is part of the driving 

mechanism and lifeblood of these groups, both sustaining and increasing their power and 

influence over societies.  

 

2.2 The State 
 

2.2.1 Definition of a State 
  

The historical evolution of the state has been long, and with the events of 

globalization it is still evolving to adjust to new threats, challenges and obligations. There 

is no natural development of a state – rather it is created by a certain people at a certain 

time. The earliest forms of statehood can be traced back to 5 000 years ago, with the Greek 

city-states and the Roman Empire being prime examples often used by historians when 

referring to ancient political organizations of these populations. State formation originates 

with groups encountering other groups, causing inevitable contact that could either result 
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in mutual respect or rivalry (Jackson & Sorensen 2007:7–9). It is within this contact 

among collective groups that today’s definition of both statehood and international 

relations is formed. “[Statehood] stands for relations between politically organized human 

groupings which occupy distinctive territories, are not under any higher authority or 

power, and enjoy and exercise a measure of independence from each other” (Jackson & 

Sorensen 2007:9). According to Schwarzenberger and Brown (1952:44), categorizing a 

state as such is dependent on recognition by other states, a stable government, rule over a 

specified territory with boundaries, and rule over a certain amount of people – all of these 

are required characteristics of today’s modern definition of an independent state. Keohane 

(1993:172) argues that a state must have “independence from the authority of any other 

nation and equality with it under international law”. Such equality did not exist before the 

Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, and did not become international law before the 

establishment of functioning international institutions. The last essential criterion for 

statehood is international recognition from other entities (states); a formal 

acknowledgement of status and right for dialogue among equal states (Philpott 1999:568).  

Today’s modern concept of the state still has these four preset requisites: specified 

territory, population, a government, and international recognition. Another widely-used 

definition is Max Weber’s characterization of the state that involves monopoly of the 

legitimate use of physical force within a specified territory: “The state is considered the 

sole source of the ‘right’ to use violence” (Weber 1919:1). The state is a system of 

political hierarchy with a government at the top, responsible for security of the state and 

its population, as well as for developing institutions to enable the state fulfill its 

obligations. Traditional theories classify states as the prime actors and the only actors that 

are of any significant relevance with regard to dynamics of the international system, while 

within the specified borders the state is the supreme authority where no other state can 

interfere	  (Waltz 1979:95–97).  
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2.2.2 The Treaty of Westphalia, Age of Enlightenment, and the 1960 UN 
Declaration 

  

There are several historical events that are relevant to the development of the 

modern state, such as the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648 and the 1960 United Nations (UN) 

Declaration of granting independence to colonial countries and peoples. The evolution of 

the state has been extensive, starting with people organizing themselves into groups, 

continuing with centralization of authority within cities and feudal kingdoms, resulting in 

the basic concept of the state after the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. The prime state 

principle to emerge from Westphalia was the notion of territorial sovereignty, where no 

other authority was supreme to the legitimate authority within a certain state (Sorensen 

1999:593). The Westphalia system undermined the non-territorial authority of the Catholic 

Church and strengthened secular authority, thereby granting authority to local leaders to 

choose the state’s religion. While this created what some would call stability in the 

balance of power, Europe lost the ideological basis of any unity (Brown 2005:65). 

 The Age of Enlightenment represented a time when intellectuals of many fields 

sought back to philosophies of ancient political thinkers to oppose oppressions by the 

Church and the state. Until then, populations were ‘minions’ there to serve the state, the 

Church, kings, lordships etc., with individual rights fairly non-existent. John Locke, 

perceived as the father of classical liberalism, was one of the main intellectual political 

thinkers who aspired to invert this system of power, turning it into one where all people 

would be equal and independent with a natural right to defend “life, health, liberty, or 

possessions” (Wootton 1993:263–264). Locke also favored Montesquieu’s concept of 

separation of powers, where absolute power is not centered as in feudalism, but separated 

equally among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches of government (Cameron 

& Falleti 2005:246). James Madison pointed out in Federalist 47 that Montesquieu did not 

target parliamentarism, but the absolute state, indicating there may have been a misreading 

of the original concept of separation of powers (Hamilton, Madison & Jay 1941:314). 

Constitutionalist principles state that the collective body should appoint a legislative who 

passes laws and who the executive and judicial branches of government must answer to. 

According to M.J.C. Vile (1998:14), “[i]t is essential for the establishment and 
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maintenance of liberty that the government be divided into three branches or departments, 

the legislature, the executive, and the judiciary. To each of these three branches there is a 

corresponding identifiable function of government, legislative, executive, or judicial.” The 

French Revolution sought to proclaim the rights of citizens and nationalism, idealizing the 

right for a nation to be self-determining and proclaiming that the ideal state should match 

the nation – a nation-state. Montesquieu’s ideas became fundamental to the American 

Constitution, where a new and radical principle of the rule of law became realized (Hintze 

1964:65).  

 The 1960 UN Declaration is the latest significant instance of spreading the 

principle of self-determination on a global scale, declaring any subjection by an alien 

power as a violation of human rights, and stating that all peoples have the right to self-rule 

(McWhinney 1999). Decolonization became one of the few greater successes of the UN, 

although for most former colonies the boundaries did not match the composition of either, 

ethnic, cultural, or linguistic makeup within the new independent states. Several new states 

in South America, Africa, Middle East, and Asia often do not reflect reality, where their 

sovereignty “is not contingent on their credibility as authoritative and capable political 

structures” (Jackson & Rosberg 1986:2). “The language of the state may be little more 

than a façade for the promotion of personal, familial, communal, and other private 

interests by people who are only nominally soldiers, policemen, judges, bureaucrats, or 

members of some other official category” (Jackson & Rosberg 1986:2). The 1960 UN 

declaration resulted in juridical statehood, rather than empirical statehood (Jackson & 

Rosberg 1986:12).  

 

2.2.3 Sovereignty, Authority, and Monopoly of Force 
  

During the post-Westphalia era, the concept of sovereignty became a core element 

of statehood in relation to the principles of self-determination and non-intervention. Jordan 

Branch (2011:1) argues that the practices of mapmaking, which clearly defined the 

boundaries of a state, contributed to the “early-modern transformation of the authoritative 

structures of politics.” John Ruggie (1986:143) defines sovereignty as “the 
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institutionalization of public authority within mutually exclusive jurisdictional domains.” 

In modern times, the concept of sovereignty has been challenged with the establishment 

supranational institutions to form the European Union, humanitarian interventions, and the 

increase of international trade. Trade is significant to the evolution of the state as 

governments have lesser control over goods, migrants, money, investments, drugs, and 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Philpott 1999:566). Also central to the concept 

of sovereignty is constitutional independence as a unit, where even in federal states with 

high regional autonomy, there only exists one supreme authority (1999:593). 

 

 The concept of authority is ideally granted to the state’s government by the 

population through the legislature determined by national elections. However, other more 

autocratic states rule with brute force and fear to maintain their authority. The 

centralization of authority started with the rise of the city-states, becoming one of the basic 

building blocks of today’s modern state. “Legitimacy is eroded when people no longer 

accept the principles that suggest why they ought to obey the existing authorities” (Barkin 

& Cronin 1994:128–129).  

Central to any new state is obtaining monopoly of force, making the state 

responsible for protecting its population from internal and external aggression and for  

enforcing the laws determined by the legislature. This is an idealization, however. It would 

be more accurate to say that the state has monopoly of legitimate force. In Politics as a 

Vocation, Max Weber claims that the state is built on ‘violence,’ and states that force is 

essential during the establishment phase and to maintain its predetermined order. “[A] 

state is a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use 

of physical force within a given territory” (Weber 1919:1).  

With these pinpointed characteristics of the modern state, Gerth and Mills, 

referring to the organizational structure of power within a territory, sum up the 

contemporary conceptualization of the state:  

 

The modern state is a compulsory organization which organizes 

domination. It has been successful in seeking to monopolize the 
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legitimate use of physical force as a means of domination within a 

territory. To this end the state has combined the material means of 

organization in the hands of its leaders, and it has expropriated all 

autonomous functionaries of estates who formerly controlled these 

means in their own right. The state has taken their positions and now 

stands in top place (Gerth & Mills 1948:83). 

 

The following section will cover the political concept of federalism, although the 

alternative unitarianism will be conceptualized as well for greater insight of the varieties 

of state distribution, political authority and sovereignty. Interior authority distribution 

differs from state to state, often depending on geological, political, cultural or socio-

economic aspects. Understanding the basics and arguments promoting the political system 

of federalism will aid understanding of why it has been applied in Mexico, and possibly of 

how it is responding to the ongoing war on drugs.  

 

2.3 Federalism 
 

2.3.1 Definition of Federalism 
  

There are many different ways to organize the political responsibilities within a 

state, which are often reflected by the unique makeup of a defined territory or country. 

Federalism is a term used to describe a federation, namely where sovereignty is divided 

between at least two orders of government, usually federal and regional (Watts 2002:448). 

In unitary political systems, on the other hand, the central government is supreme and the 

constituent units subordinate, deriving their authority from the central government rather 

than the constitution itself. “Sovereignty lies exclusively with the central government; sub-

national authorities, whether regional or local, may make policy as well as implement it 

but they do so by permission of the centre” (Hague & Harrop 2001:208). Federal systems 

cherish equality between central and unit governments, where both levels derive authority 
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directly from the constitution (Watts 1995:3). Robert A. Dahl (1986:114) calls it a dual 

sovereignty system, “in which some matters are exclusively within the competence of 

certain local units – cantors, states, provinces – and are constitutionally beyond the scope 

of the authority of the national government, and where certain other matters are 

constitutionally outside the scope of the authority of the smaller units.” Federalism is a 

system of governance of voluntary self- and shared-rule with the main aspiration being to 

maintain regional integrity and individual identity within a covenant of binding 

partnership among co-equals (Kincaid 2002:7). It is constitutionalized power-sharing 

where decentralization of government is essential to maintain harmony and where 

institutions balance each other – also known as checks and balances (Elazar 1995:11). The 

makeup of the federal political structure and responsibilities vary greatly among 

federations. There are, however, six general characteristics that classify federalism:  

 

Figure 2: Matrix and Pyramid Models of Political Organization (Elazar1995:8–9). 

 

“1) two or more orders of government, 2) formal constitutional distribution of 

legislative and executive authority, and allocation of revenue resources between 

the orders of government ensuring some areas of genuine autonomy for each order, 

3) provision for the designated representation of distinct regional views within the 
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federal policy making institutions, 4) supreme written constitution, 5) an umpire 

(high/supreme court) to rule on disputes between governments, and 6) processes 

and institutions to facilitate inter-governmental responsibilities are shared or 

inevitably overlap” (Watts 2002:448–449). 

  

The figure on the left shaped like a pyramid shows the hierarchical organizational 

setup of federalism, with the central government at the top, then intermediate (usually state 

level) governments, and local governments at the bottom. The arrows indicate that each 

level answers independently to other levels of government, forming a system of checks 

and balances prescribed by the national constitution to maintain regional integrity. The 

figure on the right better illustrates the independence of different levels of government, 

where each has a sovereign voice who can address executive, legislative, or judiciary 

branches of government on all levels (Elazar 1995:7–8).   

Central is the idea of protecting the individual by distributing powers in order to 

avoid tyranny and oppression by the state. In the US, the Supreme Court defines 

federalism as not protecting state sovereignty as an end in itself; “[r]ather, federalism 

secures to citizens the liberties that derive from the diffusion of sovereign power” (Kincaid 

2002:6). It is a system of government that establishes unity and preserves diversity by 

maintaining separate political entities under a federal polity, and a system that promotes 

completion that will confine power, promote efficiency, and nurture innovation (Kincaid 

2002:7). Federalist 51 says: “ambition must be made to counteract ambition” (Elazar 

1995:14).  

The distribution of powers within federalism is a formal acknowledgement and 

means of respecting a country’s unique regional diversity. It aspires to maintain harmony 

by balancing both power and interest of the subnational level while at the same time 

maintaining unity of the state. Federal theorists uphold the ideal of responsibilities of a 

federal system of government to have the federal level focus on foreign policy, national 

defense, and monetary union, while subnational levels of responsibility include law 

enforcement, taxation, and education (Watts 2002:450–451).  
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2.3.2 History of Federalism and Variances  
  

The earliest forms of federalism can be traced back to the 13th century BC among 

Israeli tribes. In ancient Greece, communal democracies organized themselves into groups 

that resemble confederacies – a system of government with greater regional autonomy and 

less supranational power than federalism. The Roman Republic was a period federacy – a 

more asymmetric power structure where one or different regions have significant 

autonomy. In medieval Europe there were several examples of federal arrangements, 

notably the Helvetic Confederacy of 1281 which finally became the Swiss Federation in 

1848. Other examples are cities in northern Italy and Germany, who formed loose 

confederacies to promote and enable trade amongst themselves (Elazar 1995:19–21).  

 Modern federal theory is associated with the Federalist Papers, a collection of 

essays written by James Madison, Alexander Hamilton and John Jay to promote the newly 

signed US Constitution of 1787. Federal theory became entrenched in New England 

territories while they were still British colonies in a power system qualifying as a federacy, 

with each individual state enjoying significant autonomy. After the declaration of 

independence in 1776, there were severe disagreements among the fragile union about the 

role of the federal government, where several individual states preferred their own 

responsibility for foreign policy, defense and currency. Prior to the implementation of the 

US Constitution, the country was declared a confederacy under the Articles of 

Confederation, with Congress the only federal institution. With continued conflict with the 

British after American independence, the political system of the initial Confederacy was 

deemed too weak to protect itself from foreign threats, laying down the groundwork for 

the implementation of the US Constitution, which clearly defined federal, state and local 

levels of government, each with executive, legislative, and judicial responsibilities 

(Laslovich 1993:188–189).    

 While the US federation is non-centralized and organized with fifty states, one 

federal district, two federacies, three associated states, three unincorporated territories, and 

130 Native American territories, all bound together by federal law, other federations such 

as Canada and Switzerland are organized in ethnic and religious-linguistic compositions. 
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Germany has a federal tradition dating back to the German unification in 1871, made up 

by regional lander, each with individual characteristics, although central federalist 

principles apply with variations on the extent of centralization (Elazar 1995:28–30). Other 

examples include India, Argentina, Russia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Belgium, Australia, 

Ethiopia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Venezuela, and the United Kingdom. Some are 

more successful than others, depending, according to Daniel J. Elazar (1995:29), on a 

federation’s ability to create balance among the constituent policies, while success lies in 

securing internal boundaries.  

 In Mexico, the rise of powerful drug cartels may be disrupting the harmony of the 

division of sovereignty by upsetting the established balance of federal self-rule and 

shared-rule. The drug-trafficking problem touches vast areas of Mexican society, often 

overwhelming local authorities. Considering organized crime within federations usually 

fall into the jurisdiction of the federal police, along with the growing capabilities of the 

drug cartels, the issue goes back to the research question of whether the drug war is 

impacting federalism or not. The following section will cover non-state actors (NSAs) and 

its criminal counterparts, all with growing relevance to contemporary global affairs.  

 

2.4 Non-State Actors 
 

2.4.1 Definition of Non-State Actors 
  

Non-State Actors (NSAs) are organizations and groups that influence global affairs 

and are not affiliated with sovereign states, but are able to influence government decisions 

on both domestic and foreign affairs. NSAs have been around just as long as states, 

although after WWII they were able to increase their institutional and legitimate standing, 

becoming more influential in the international arena. According to Elliot R. Morss, the 

impact of NSAs as a global player is relevant when size, formal recognition and political 

impact are significant and affect international politics (1991:23–24). Examples of NSAs 

are non-governmental organizations participating in writing international treaties (Kyoto 

Protocol), non-governmental personnel such as scientists influencing policy-makers’ 
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understanding of a political issue (global warming), the private economic sector 

demanding input on international negotiations (WTO Agreement on Trade-Related 

Intellectual Property Rights), protesters hindering and sabotaging conferences of top 

global leaders (WTO Seattle meeting), and terrorist networks of a few individuals with 

very limited resources impacting the policies of a superpower (Al Qaeda) (Arts 2003:3).  

 Classifications of NSA groups are disputed, although generally they consist of five 

groups: Intergovernmental Organizations (IGOs), Non-Governmental Organizations 

(NGOs), Transnational Corporations (TNCs), epistemic communities, and the last group 

including liberations movements, guerilla and paramilitary organizations, criminal 

organizations and terrorist networks (Arts 2003:6). Examples of IGOs are the World Bank, 

the United Nations (UN), North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the World 

Trade Organization (WTO). Classifying IGOs as  part of NSAs is contested due to the fact 

that they are established and directed by states, thus not objective in the sense that their 

actions reflect the interests of states (Furtak 1997). IGOs will therefore not be included as 

NSAs in this thesis. The list of NSAs compared to states can be infinite; with each group 

containing sub-categorizations it becomes difficult to conceptualize them under a single 

caption (Noortmann & Ryngaert 2010:1).  

 Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are “any international, non-profit, non-

violent organized group of people, not established by governments, which is moreover not 

seeking government office” (Arts 2003:5). This group of NSAs seek both public and 

private goals and to influence international politics by influencing policy makers through 

pervasion and non-violent ways (Davies 2008:3). Examples are Greenpeace International, 

Amnesty International, Oxfam International, and WWF. All of them have different and 

independent goals to serve their members and seek to persuade world governments to alter 

or improve their policies within their interest fields (Arts 2003:6).  

 Multinational corporations (MNCs) or Transnational Corporations (TNCs) are 

profit-driven, private enterprises active in multiple countries – Shell, BP, General Motors, 

McDonalds, Microsoft, Coco-Cola, IBM, etc. One central characteristic of this group of 

NSAs is the division of labor in multiple countries to cut costs to maximize profits for 

either securing markets or for further expansion, making these corporations truly global in 
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nature. The decades of market liberalization and deregulation after World War II have 

increased the MNCs/TCNs number, and combined with globalization and advancements in 

communications technologies their global reach and presence have increased (Stopford 

1998:12).   

 Epistemic communities are networks of experts in different fields, with policy-

relevant knowledge, who share common beliefs, values, validity, and common practices 

that aim to improve human welfare (Haas 1992:3). When it comes to their impact on 

international politics, Peter M. Haas (1992:2–3) argues that “control over knowledge and 

information is an important dimension of power and that the diffusion of new ideas and 

information can lead to new patterns of behavior and prove to be an important determinant 

of international policy coordination.” An example of the significant impact that epistemic 

communities can have is the 1972 antiballistic missile treaty between the US and the 

former Soviet Union, where these networks enabled greater dialogue and helped to 

coordinate interests among the nuclear rivals (Alder 1992:101).  

 

Figure 3: Non-State Actors Classification. Produced by the Author.  

 

Non-‐State	  Actors	  

Legitimate	  

NGOs,	  MNCs,	  TNCs,	  
epistemic	  communities	  

Violent	  Non-‐state	  Actors	  

Political	  goals:	  	  	  	  	  
Liberation	  movements,	  
warlords,	  militias,	  
paramilitary	  forces,	  

insurgencies,	  and	  terrorists	  

Criminal	  goals:	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
TCOs,	  gangs,	  drug	  cartels,	  

maCias	  	  
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NSAs have become significant actors in the international arena as global trade has 

increased through the advancements in communications technologies and greater 

interconnectedness, especially among profit-driven MNC and TNCs active in the global 

economic field. At this point in time, states remain the greater authority, regulating 

international trade trough international agreements, although NSAs have become very 

influential through lobbying, which may alter policies of legitimate governments to their 

advantage.  

 

2.4.2 Violent Non-State Actors (VNSAs) 
  

Violent Non-State Actors (VNSAs) is the last group of the five NSAs and the term 

can be considered as a universal term for all illicit organizations and groups that challenge 

the state’s monopoly of violence. Elements in this group operate outside national and 

international legal frames set up by sovereign states and are quite vast and very diverse. 

The concept includes liberation movements, warlords, criminal organizations, gangs, drug 

cartels, mafias, human-trafficking organizations, militias, paramilitary forces, insurgencies 

and terrorist networks. The evolution of these groups throughout the previous century has 

increased their significance to global affairs, where a common denominator is that “in 

many parts of the world, the Westphalian state is under siege from VNSAs” (Williams 

2008:4).  

VNSAs may have their own agendas or goals, while sometimes varieties of groups 

may collaborate in order to gain mutual beneficial goals. “In many cases these groups are 

challenging the state; in others they are cooperating and colluding with state structures; in 

some, the state is a passive by-stander while they fight one another” (Williams 2008:4). In 

the US for instance, since the 9/11 attacks US officials have been worried about the 

possibility of powerful Mexican drug cartels collaborating with terrorist networks. This 

concern lies within the logic that both of these groups operate outside the law and that an 

alliance may benefit them both – the former could gain profit and the latter access to the 

US through underground smuggling routes to conduct acts of terror (Dishman 2004:237–

238).  
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As mentioned earlier, these groups have existed for as long as people have formed 

social collectives, although it was not until the 20th and 21st centuries that the traditional 

concept of state monopoly of violence has become redundant. Robert I. Rotberg claims 

that the weaker the state, the more VNSAs will thrive and exploit ‘holes’ within state 

functionality. The decolonization process of the last century, although a noble cause, 

created a surge of weak states which often fell short of the criteria of modern statehood. 

The more these criteria are not met, the more will it enable VNSAs to flourish and erode 

on the state’s faltering legitimacy (Rotberg 2003:9).  

Phil Williams’ analytical framework of the dimensions of VNSAs shows how they 

differ from one another. The dimensions include motivation and purpose (understanding 

what drives these groups and how they achieve their goals), strength and scope 

(capabilities vary significantly – some are isolated in specific geographical areas, while 

others have transnational reaches). Access to funding or resources refers to the fact that 

some groups seek funding to finance larger goals such as rebellions or liberation 

movement, others have the pursuit of profit and wealth as the central goal. Organizational 

structure means that there is no universal structure for VNSAs – some are hierarchical and 

centralized, others consist of networks or cells that can operate without central leadership. 

Another central characteristic is the ability to adapt to new challenges and government 

countermeasures. The role of violence indicates that the use of violence is what 

distinguishes these groups from ordinary, legal NSAs, as there is no legitimate authority 

that will provide enforcement of rules and codes among these actors, nor will governments 

settle any intra- or inter-VNSA disputes. Violence is the only guarantor of protecting 

individual VNSA group interests, which in the end is all about survival. The relationship 

between VNSAs and state authorities  varies from area to area; in some cases the 

relationship consists of pure hostility, while other situations are more complex with even 

tacit cooperation occurring. The final dimension is when VNSAs replace the state, where 

responsibilities that traditionally fall to the state is taken over by VNSAs due to state 

capacity gaps and functional holes. These shortcomings differ from case to case where the 

state is in fact being challenged; in one area, VNSAs can provide security and maintain 

order, where in others they provide some form of social welfare (Williams 2008:8). 

Overall, this analytical framework concludes that the rise of VNSAs worldwide is linked 
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to shortcomings and failures of traditional responsibilities reserved for the state, combined 

with globalization and the groups’ links to illegal global economy (Williams 2008:17–18).  

 

2.4.3 Transnational Criminal Organizations (TCOs) 
  

The UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime of 2000, also known 

as the Palermo Convention, declares that “[o]rganized criminal group” shall mean a 

structured group of three or more persons, existing for a period of time and acting in 

concert with the aim of committing one or more serious crimes or offences established in 

accordance with this Convention, in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or 

other material benefit” (2000:5). TCOs have existed ever since smuggling of products and 

goods across borders has produced profits for individual criminals or organized criminal 

groups. Smuggling, for instance, is one of the oldest professions in the world, with 

smuggling alcohol, women, silks, and later drugs. The difference today is that there are 

more TCOs – they are more powerful, wealthier, and more varied. Contemporary 

international criminal patterns have developed for trafficking goods from the developing 

states in political transition to the developed world, reflecting that criminal actives mirror 

global inequalities (Williams 1998:57–58).	  Interpol defines organized crime as “any group 

having a corporate structure whose primary objective is to obtain money through illegal 

activities, often surviving on fear and corruption” (Bresler 1993). For even more clarity, 

transnational crime involves “criminal activities extending into and violating laws of 

several countries” (Mueller 1999:3). Examples are the Chinese Triads, Japanese Yakuza, 

Nigerian criminal groups, Italian Mafia, Russian and Eastern European organizations, 

motorcycle gangs and drug cartels (Williams 2008:15).  

 According to Roy Godson and William J. Olson (1995:20–21), criminal enterprises 

consist of five activities: first, they must violate national and/or international laws, making 

them punishable by legal authorities or entities who are able to enforce the law. Secondly, 

they must contain some form of organizational features, either hierarchal or horizontal, 

centralized or decentralized. It is important to distinguish between whether a certain 

criminal act is conducted by a single individual and is spontaneous, or directed by an 
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identifiable leader and intentional. Thirdly, the criminal organization’s prime objective for 

conducting illegal acts is to make profit through significant manpower and this is 

coordinated over time. The fourth distinctive trait is the use of violence to secure the 

business and profit, necessary to maintain discipline within the organization and to deter 

or destroy rivals and threats. Finally, they use bribery to neutralize law enforcement or 

other government agencies and countermeasures to avoid direct confrontation or being 

prosecuted.  

 The existence of TCOs threatens societies because the more powerful these 

organizations become, the more they corrode the social fabric that entwines modern 

societies. Threats, extortion, violence, homicide, fear, theft, property damage, and 

especially corruption, cause major turmoil on legal and civil societies, especially those 

found in developing countries who suffer major interior cleavages. Researchers have 

begun to conclude that the major underlying cause of violent crime is inequality 

(Wannenburg 2006:19). Liberal economic societies tend to increase inequality, creating 

the underlying cause of increased criminality. In parts of the world where government 

capabilities as well as employment opportunities are limited, criminal activity becomes a 

necessary means of survival. Again, the rise of TCOs is intrinsically linked to deficiencies, 

shortcomings and failures of states (Williams 2008:17).  

 

2.4.4 TCOs and the State 
  

Even though criminals threaten legitimate markets and the state, both national and 

transnational criminal organizations are dependent on the state to outlaw goods and 

products. This increases the value of such products in underground markets, generating 

criminal organizations’ lifeline of enormous profits. They are also dependent on the state 

for providing the necessary security environment, as well as access to their markets 

(Godson & Olson 1995:19).	   In developed countries, crime is more a nuisance to law 

enforcement agencies and society rather than a threat to national security, while in weak, 

developing states TCOs have a far more devastating impact (Williams 2002:165).  
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Weak states 3  are far more vulnerable due to their under-developed state – 

politically, economically, socially or culturally, – in combination with often severe interior 

challenges such as non-functioning state institutions, legitimacy issues, economic turmoil, 

political exclusion, social/cultural cleavages, and reorientation of foreign affairs. 

Especially when it comes to corruption, TCOs manipulate these state weaknesses by 

infiltrating political institutions and law enforcement to cover their criminal activities 

(Williams 2002:170). Phil Williams (2002:171) has termed these weaknesses “capacity 

gaps”, which leads to functional holes – “a failure of the state to fulfill certain basic 

functions that are normally associated with states and that are expected by the citizenry.” 

TCOs’ relationship with states varies from case to case, and can be diverse and 

complex. Phil Williams (2002:168) has identified four categories imposed on the role the 

state due to heavy transnational criminal activity: home, host, transshipment, and service. 

A home state is where the TCOs are stationed to conduct their illegal transnational 

business, where there is little risk of government intervention, and where production, 

distribution, and shipment of illegal goods is rarely disrupted. Host states are states with 

lucrative markets heavily targeted by criminal organizations to generate profit by 

importing and selling illegal goods. Often host states have efficient law enforcement 

capabilities, with advanced countermeasures to disrupt organized criminal elements within 

their societies. Despite this, TCOs have proven to be willing to accept the risks to operate 

in these countries (cf. Williams 2002:168).  

Transshipment states are transit territories of illegal goods before they enter their 

final destination. These states often have greater access to the target market, due to either 

geographical location, diasporas residing in host states, or greater ability to neutralize state 

officials through corruption networks. The final category is service states, which involves 

financial sector, used by criminals to move, hide, and protect offshore drug-money or 

other profits obtained by illegal activities from legal authorities. The offshore banking 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

3 “Weak state” refers to a state where security is not sustained, citizens do not fully participate in the political 
process, there is poor health care, poor educational system, poor physical infrastructure, poor 
communications infrastructure, poor monetary and banking system, little promotion of civil society, and 
poor regulation of common resources (Rotberg 2003:3).     
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world incorporates many Caribbean countries, Cyprus, some island nations in the South 

Pacific, and European states such as Switzerland, Monaco, Austria, and Luxemburg 

(Williams 2002:169). 

The case study in this research study, Mexico, qualifies as a multiple illicit drug 

trade destination as it produces and is lucrative, being situated between major drug-

consuming markets and drug-producing countries. For further analysis, we will now turn 

to the global drug trade to establish a basic understanding of the major routes and revenues 

generated by this type of illicit global economy.  

 

2.5 The Global Drug Trade 
 

2.5.1 Overview of Global Drug Trends and Patterns 
  

The global drug trade will be discussed in this thesis because it has given TCOs 

tremendous power and influence over both states and the international system, causing 

them to both directly and indirectly challenge legitimate authority and putting strain on 

global institutions to sustain international laws. The global drug trade consists of 

approximately 50 percent of the total illegal global economy, estimated to be around $2,1 

trillion in 2009, generating such an enormous source of income to TCOs that it becomes a 

major threat to global and regional security and stability (UNODC 2011a:7). It is 

estimated that between 149 and 271 million people (3,3% – 6,1%) of the ages 16–64 have 

used illegal drugs at least once during the previous year, while regular usage lies between 

15 and 39 million (UNODC 2011b:13).  

 Trafficking and abuse of illicit drugs takes great tolls on societies, draining them of 

economic, physical, and social health. In the US alone, it is estimated that in 2007 it cost 

society $193 billion, including both direct and indirect costs related to health, crime, and 

productivity. Loss of productivity refers to reduced labor participation; which costs $49 

billion a year, and time lost during incarceration amounting to $48 billion. The impact of 

drug-related homicides on productivity costs society $4 billion each year. The annual cost 
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to criminal justice systems is estimated around $61 billion and to health care more than 

$11 billion (NDIC 2011:4). As the US remains the biggest market and consumer of illegal 

drugs, these estimates present just the tip of the iceberg of global direct and indirect costs 

(UNODC 2011a:15). 

 The global market is quick to respond to international security turbulence where it 

will quickly adapt to international efforts to quell its business, as well as exploit new 

opportunities created by these countermeasures. The US has been effective in closing the 

Caribbean drug corridor traditionally entering the US through Florida and the eastern 

seaboard, although this just moved the problem as drug traffickers allied themselves with 

Mexican counterparts, who already had a sophisticated drug-distribution network in North 

America (Shirk 2011:3–4). The international military campaign in Afghanistan as a result 

of the 9/11 terror attacks caused a reemergence of the opium poppy cultivation long 

banished by the Taliban, making the country again the largest producer of opiates in the 

world (Shultz, Farah, & Lochard 2004:27–28). In the former Soviet Union, authorities are 

struggling with growing criminal elements as these states are attempting to solidify 

democratic state institutions. These new states and their developing status have created 

new markets for drug distribution within the Eastern Europe region as new deregulation 

policies created new capital for new private entrepreneurs (Cornell & Swanstrom 

2006:16–17). “Deregulation and privatization of government-owned businesses, modern 

communications, rapidly shifting commercial alliances, and the emergence of global 

financial systems have all helped transform local drug operations into global enterprises” 

(Mathews 1997:58).  

 

2.5.2 Definition of Illegal Substances 
  

Illegal drugs are defined by international treaties where countries have agreed to 

prohibit the production, sale and consumption of substances that are deemed harmful, such 

as cannabis, amphetamines, cocaine, or heroin. Today, there are three major international 

agreements: the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, the 1971 Convention on 
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Psychotropic Substances, and the 1988 Convention Against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic 

Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (UNODC 2011b:9). All three mutually support each 

other as formal international frameworks to quell the international flow of illegal narcotics 

across borders.  

 There are four major illicit narcotic groups of various effects and toxicity – opiates, 

coca, ATS (amphetamine-type stimulants) and cannabis. All estimates of cultivation, 

consumption and trends mentioned in this section are from 2009 (UNODC 2011b:13). 

Opiates consist of drugs extracted from the opium poppy, which includes heroin, 

morphine and opium. Opiate cultivation is mainly located in what are known as “The 

Golden Crescent”, consisting of Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran, and “The Golden 

Triangle”, which refers to Thailand, Burma, Laos, and Vietnam (Fooks 2003:22–24). 

According to figure 4, which shows major drug trade routes, the “Crescent” supplies both 

Europe and Africa, while the “Triangle” supplies mainly India, China, Australia, and 

North America. Colombia and Mexico are also home countries to major opiate 

cultivations. Figure 4 shows that these areas also supply North America (CIA 2000).  

 

 

Figure 4: Global Drug Trade Routes, US Central Intelligence Agency 2000 

 

Coca is a bush found in the Andean countries. Its leaves are used to extract 

stimulants to produce cocaine, which has traditionally been a recreational drug among 
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elites. The 2011 UNODC World Drug Report claims the cocaine market has declined in 

recent years, where the US makes up 36% and Europe 33% of the total global market. 

Annual prevalence is estimated to be between 0.3% and 0.5% cocaine usage among the 

world population, or 14.2 to 20.5 million people (2011:16). Figure 4 shows trafficking of 

cocaine exported out of South America, with highly complex routes to North America 

through Latin America and the Caribbean. Supplies to Europe have traditionally been sent 

directly from South America; however, the latest pattern of drug traffickers are includes 

the use of Western African and Central American states (including Mexico) to supply the 

European market (UNODC 2011b:17).  

ATS consist of two subgroups: amphetamines-group (mainly amphetamine and 

methamphetamine) and ecstasy-group (MDMA and its equivalents). Global consumption 

lies between 0.3% and 1.3% (14–57 million people), where levels of use have remained 

stable for the last few years. ATS are not geographically bound, and production is usually 

located close to the market of distribution (UNODC 2001b:17–18).  

The final group is cannabis, which is by far the most produced and used illicit 

substance in the world. Consumption rates are assumed to be between 2.8%and 4.5% of 

the world population, or 125–203 million people. Cannabis herb cultivation is found in 

most countries where it can be grown and produced indoors under artificial conditions. 

However, cannabis-trafficking is a major revenue source for TCOs, consisting of 

approximately 50% of the global drug trade. Major production occurs in countries such as 

Morocco, Afghanistan, Lebanon, and Mexico (UNODC 2011b:18).     

  

2.5.3 The Drug Trade and the Threat to Security 
  

The power manifested by the aggressive use of violence to sustain illicit business 

activities can challenge the state’s monopoly of violence, replace the rule of law, 

intimidate the judiciary and law enforcement, and threaten legitimate businesses through 

extortion. Corruption corrodes state institutions that are vital to maintain the rule of law, 

the integrity of state security instruments such as the police and the military, and the 
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state’s financial institutions. Furthermore, corruption will eventually undermine good 

governance and democracy, causing the public to distrust state institutions perceiving 

them as part of the criminal world (Williams 2002:166). “[Global drug trade] threatens the 

fabric of societies through addiction, crime, and disease. It exacerbates corruption in 

already weak states, impairing their economic and political functioning” (Cornell & 

Swanstrom 2006:10).  

Security, as previously discussed, has traditionally been defined exclusively within 

the sphere of the state and its military, where the main objective is survival of the state 

itself. New approaches appeared during the 1970s and later towards the end of the Cold 

War, where economic security became a focal point for academics and policy makers. The 

1980s saw the rise of environmental issues, both becoming securitized and necessary to 

protect the ecosystem and preserving it for future generations. The interests of the state 

became diversified, with growing interdependence forming groups of states from 

communities of common interests. This coincides with the modern state approach to new 

transnational threats in the form of VNSAs such as terrorist networks, organized crime, 

insurgencies, etc. As these groups manipulate the global system of states by crossing 

borders and exploiting institutional weaknesses, states have been forced to collaborate 

through international law enforcement measures to at least impede the escalating drug 

problem. With the ever-growing drug industry surpassing $2 billion, it has obviously 

become a significant threat to global stability and security (Cornell & Swanstrom 

2006:10).  

 Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and Jaap de Wilde categorize security into five sectors: 

military, political, economic, environmental and societal (1998:37). The drug trade 

threatens military security by the increasing probability of terrorist networks and 

insurgency groups colluding with TCOs to gain access to heavy weaponry, explosives, 

recruit new personnel and corrupt state officials. Post-9/11 international efforts to cut off 

funding for terrorists have forced these groups to seek out alternative solutions such as 

organized crime funding (Cornell & Swanstrom 2006:11). “Organized crime groups rarely 

co-operated with terrorist groups, or engaged in their activities, as their goals were most 

often at odds…yet, many of today’s terrorist groups have not only lost some of their more 
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comprehensible ideals, but are increasingly turning to smuggling and other criminal 

activities to fund their operations” (Thachuk 2001:51). Where these groups already post a 

threat to the state, the collaboration with other TCOs may further weaken an already 

weakened state. Examples of this is al Qaeda linking with drug-trafficking networks in 

post-Taliban Afghanistan, while in Europe the terror network has been linked with human-

trafficking organizations. Colombia’s Fuerzas Armada Revolucionarias de Colombia 

(FARC) has long had links with underground criminal organizations to fund their political 

struggle, while in Burma the United Wa State Army (UWSA) and the Myanmar National 

Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) are suspected to prioritize profit over ideology 

(Cornell & Swanstrom 2006:12). 

 Political security is threatened by growing corruption capabilities of TCOs through 

violence, bribery, threats and extortion, jeopardizing the state’s functionality and 

legitimacy. Although crime is attracted to conflict where the state struggles to uphold the 

law, in conflict-free zones TCOs may disrupt government interventions through corrupting 

state officials or infiltrating state institutions. As previously mentioned, TCOs are not 

interested in failure of the state, but rather in neutralizing its counter-measure capabilities 

in order to enable illicit business, and thereby decreasing expenses Cornell & Swanstrom 

2006:13).  

 

Corruption is no longer simply greasing the wheels of commerce, the paying 

off of government officials to expedite matters quickly. Rather, criminal 

organizations and terrorists use corruption to breach the sovereignty of many 

states and then continue to employ it to distort domestic and international 

affairs (Thachuk 2001:56).  

   

Economic security has the same devastating impact as political, making it difficult 

to differentiate the two. State institutions responsible for finances are also targeted by 

TCOs through corruption and violence, disrupting their capability to deliver economic 

goods to serve the population. The issue of money-laundering is difficult to assess, 
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although it is estimated that the amount of money that flows through the international 

financial system lies between $300–$500 billion (Thachuk 2001:4). This number has 

remained stable for a decade, but the actual number may be significantly higher (Cornell 

& Swanson 2006:14). 

Environmental security refers to the environmental damage caused by the drug 

industry, where production and manufacturing processes may destroy local water reserve 

and cause widespread deforestation and soil erosion (Griffith 1994:29). Criminal 

entrepreneurs seldom bother to clean up production sites, leaving dangerous chemicals and 

toxins or dumping them into rivers and lakes. Massive coca-production often involves 

slash-and-burn measures to free up agricultural land, causing soil erosion and 

deforestation. The Peruvian Amazon has lost 10 percent of its jungle due to drug 

production, and Thailand during the 1980s lost 280,000–300,000 ha as a result of poppy 

production (Cornell & Swanson 2006:14). 

Societal security refers to the implications of the global drug trade that may 

threaten the structure of society. Examples include that large sections of the population are 

incapacitated in order to participate in production; state resources are drained on an 

enormous scale to counter drug trafficking and treat addiction; health implications are 

caused by violence and sexually transmitted diseases; and insecurity caused by increasing 

rates of murder, rape, theft and assault. Most Western countries are able to cope with these 

issues, where addiction rates are below one percent of the individual populations; 

however, in countries where counter-drug policies are limited due to funds or lack of 

political will, it may become a threat to national security (Cornell & Swanson 2006:15). In 

Russia, high levels of heroin use is spreading HIV throughout the younger population, and 

in combination with declining demographics, it may decrease the population from 143 

million to 100–120 million by 2025 (Eberstadt 2004:7–8). According to a report by the 

US-Russia Working Group, this will impact the military readiness of armed forces, where 

it is estimated that only 700,000 people will be fit for military service (2003:7). The 

country’s poor health statistics have been confirmed by other recent studies conducted by 

the UN Population Division, US Census Bureau, and the Russian Ministry of Economic 

Development, estimating a declining population to be between 121 million and 130 
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million. Although less dramatic estimates, these numbers show the dramatic impact of a 

country’s demographics due to poor health (Heineman Jr. 2011). 

The global drug trade cannot be eradicated by individual states’ law enforcement 

or military, but it can be decelerated by states pooling their efforts and cooperating with 

the private sector. TCOs strive for a single goal – the maximization of profits. Until now, 

the greatest problem of international law enforcement and intelligence cooperation is the 

safeguarding of drug-intelligence, bureaucratic compartmentalization, and the lack of clear 

strategic sense of direction. As TCOs are very quick to adapt to the changing environment 

of law enforcement countermeasures, states are still unsure which instruments are 

appropriate or most effective (Williams 1994:334–335).  

The expanse of the global drug trade has enabled TCOs to challenge legitimate 

governments over control of territory, use of violence, population loyalty and the 

functionality of government itself. All these points are vital to the sustainability of the 

state, which in turn is vital to the sustainability of the post-Westphalian system of states. 

 

2.6 Conclusion  
  

This chapter sought to lay the theoretical foundation and the basic concepts 

necessary to answer the research question of this thesis – the state, federalism, non-state 

actors, and the global drug trade. These concepts are interlinked by the evolution of the 

concept of power and the structural organization of population and society.  

The state was defined as a political entity of a government, population, territory, 

and international recognition. Federalism is a territorial distribution of power based on 

respecting regional autonomy by dividing sovereignty into lower levels of government. 

The top level of government is responsible for foreign affairs, monetary unity, national 

unity and security, while the lower levels handle domestic law and order and education.  

NSAs were defined as non-territorial entities relevant in the sphere of international 

affairs, such as NGOs, TNCs, MNCs and VNSAs (which includes TCOs, para-militaries, 
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gangs, liberation movements, terrorist networks etc). The final concept is the global drug 

trade, which is part of the underground economy hiding in the shadows of the globalized 

economy.  

 The next chapter will include contextualization essential to the specific case study, 

focusing specifically on Mexican federalism and the drug war. Furthermore, it will 

analyze the government’s military strategy to rid the country of the drug cartels, and then 

present how this has impacted the state’s monopoly of violence, the balance of power 

between the state and drug cartels, as well as the intra- and inter-cartel power-balance.   
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Chapter III: Contextualization: The Mexican Case 
 

3.1 Introduction 
  

This chapter will include contextualization of the Mexican drug war. It will consist 

of four sections: the Mexican state since independence, federalism in Mexico under and 

after PRI single-party rule, Mexican drug cartels, and the government’s latest offensive to 

weaken the influence of organized crime on Mexican society.  

 

3.2 Historical Overview of the Political System and the Mexican State 
 

The Mexican state was created after declaring the former Spanish colony of New 

Spain independent in 1810. The War of Independence followed, lasting until 1821 – the 

year that Mexico was formally recognized as an independent, sovereign state. The 

vastness and quite diverse composition of both geographic variety and demographic 

uniqueness has for long been a challenge to the federal political system. Due to these 

initial challenges during the first years, the political system was centralized under a short-

lived monarchy of Agustín de Iturbide – reflecting the country’s 300-year colonial past 

and traditions of centralized power (Mecham 1938:164). Regional tensions with the center 

quickly arose within indigenous populations aspiring to reestablish pre-colonial kingdoms. 

This, combined with economic turbulence and the lack of a sense of nationhood led to the 

country being threatened with national disintegration (Mizrahi 2005:200). As the monarch 

observed: “the source of the problem was that Mexico was trying to transform Spanish 

colonial structures into ones suitable for an independent state without an indigenous 

tradition of national representation” (quoted in Hamnet 1999:144). These political tensions 

caused a nationwide revolt with demands of greater regional autonomy and regional 

representation in the central government ended with the abolishment of the monarchy 

three years later (Monroy 2003:2).  
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 Before the resignation of Agustín de Iturbide, he was forced to accept the creation 

of the national Congress, which passed the 1824 Constitution that declared the country as 

a federal republic with division of power and three branches of government – federal, state 

and municipal. With the existence of Congress – a bicameral congress consisting of two 

chambers – the regions had greater state representation and influence on the drafting of 

Mexico’s first Constitution. During this period, the political system consisted of 

confederate characteristics of strong, autonomous states and weak central authority. 

“According to the Constitution of 1824, the states had to finance the national institutions, 

but almost no provincial government provided the federal government with the 

indispensable resources that could guarantee its survival” (Monroy 2003:2). The fact that 

the previous political system ignored the regional composition of the country caused great 

fear of national disintegration (Mizrahi 2005:200), making federalism the natural choice of 

system of government since it implements “regional autonomy [to] manage deep-rooted 

social divisions and gives important minority groups political space in subnational 

politics” (Cantú & Scott 2011:1). “The ongoing strength of Mexican federalism lay in the 

belief that the nation consisted not of an imposition upon the provinces but of the 

voluntary coming together of the many and varied regional component elements of the 

Mexican people” (Hamnet 1999:145).  

The fears of national disintegration were not unfounded, as foreign powers took 

advantage of the interior political turbulence that plagued the nation. The war with the US 

(1846–1848) ended up in massive territorial losses for Mexico, who lost the northern 

territories of what is today California, Arizona, Texas, and New Mexico. There was also 

the persistent threat of regions seceding from the federation, with the Yucatán, Tabasco, 

Nuevo León, Tamaulipas, and Coahuila, all declaring themselves independent. In the 

northeast, the Republic of Rio Grande declared itself independent, although it was never 

recognized and the uprising was put down by government forces (Vigness 1954:312). 

Although these secession aspirations were ultimately pacified, the greatest impact on 

Mexican territorial integrity was the border dispute with the US, which finally stabilized 

after the Confederate defeat and the end of the American Civil War in 1865 (Hamnet 

1999:166).    
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The debate over the political system among the Republicans was centered among 

the Liberals (federalists) and Conservatives (centralists), both groups having their own 

preferences over the extent of the concentration of power in the center. The centralists 

wanted to continue the traditional centralization of power as it was under Spanish rule, 

where regions would be administrative units – commonly seen in French administration 

ideals. Also known as the unitary system of governance, it was often supported by 

conservatives, clericals, military officers and large landowners because it was the form of 

government they could most effectively control (Mecham 1938:167).  

The Federalists were more influenced by the divisions of sovereignty used in the 

US, where federalism was considered a safeguard to individual and local rights against 

centralistic tyranny (Mecham 1938:167). A unitary system with centralized power and 

little or no regional autonomy could easily transcend into dictatorship or feudalism, where 

the state becomes an instrument of fear and oppression. Maintaining a level of regional 

autonomy would in theory prevent abusive use of power by the central government as 

subnational units share sovereignty with the central within the federation, with 

constitutional safeguards preventing the central executive power from exceeding its 

limitations of power (Elazar 1995:7–8).   

 The political tension between the Liberals and the Conservatives divided the 

country, causing such turbulence that no government was able to rule. Finally, in 1835, 

federalism was abolished under the dictatorship of Antonia López Santa Anna, and power 

became much more centralized. This dictatorship lasted until 1857 after an armed revolt 

removed it, and a new Constitution was implemented that limited the powers of the 

executive by creating a stronger Congress, while the Senate was abolished. Despite this 

limitation of executive powers, the economic and political powers remained significant 

compared to the powers of the states. With the elimination of the Senate, states lost their 

significant representation within the federal level of government (Mizrahi 2005:200–201).  

 The new Constitution of 1857 did not rid the country of the political turbulence 

that had prevailed since independence. Rather, the reforms that were intended to fix the 

problems created new ones. The new limitations on the executive branch had now made 

the government too impaired to govern at all, while the strengthening of Congress left the 
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institution without accountability and necessary checks and balances – both vital to 

maintain a federal democracy. The abolishment of the Senate was unfortunate in reference 

to regional representation in the federal government, as it was the only federal government 

body with delegates from the states (Mizrahi 2005:201). 

 The political instability that followed the ratification of the 1857 Constitution 

ended in a civil war between the centralists and federalists, with France intervening on the 

behalf of the centralists and attempting to reinstall the monarchy. France’s involvement 

concerned the intention to incorporate Mexico into the Franco-sphere. The French 

conquest failed, however, and the civil war ended with a federalist victory in 1867. 

Internal divisions among the federalists never solidified the 1857 constitutional principles. 

The Senate was reinstalled in 1875, although it was excluded from participating with 

regard to the national budget. The centralized resource distribution system caused regional 

dependency on the central government, undermining regional autonomy. These limitations 

on state participation in the budget lasted throughout the 20th century, finally becoming 

more fairly distributed among the different levels of government with the ongoing 

democratic transition (Mizrahi 2005:201–202).  

 The 1917 Constitution, which was implemented after the Mexican Revolution of 

1910, is the most recent and is currently in effect. After decades, increasing economic 

inequalities, especially between the north and the south, led to massive social upheavals 

and a more effective government. The 1917 Constitution was modeled after the 1857 

Constitution and later amendments, maintaining the ideals of federalism but with greater 

executive power and ‘social rights’ such as education, labor, and health care. The 

president was granted significant powers with greater freedom from Congress to appoint 

members of his cabinet and to influence legislation in Congress and appoint judges to the 

Supreme Court. Although formally a federation, in practice the state and political system 

both became very centralized politically and economically, which helped to entrench the 

PRI’s hegemonic rule for more than seven decades (Mizrahi 2005:201–202).  
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3.3 Federalism in Mexico 
  

The following section will include an overview of federalism in Mexico, more 

specifically the period following the implementation of the 1917 Constitution until the end 

of Felipe Calderón’s presidency in 2012. It will cover federalism under the PRI-era, 

political reforms during the 1980s and 1990s, and how federalism has functioned in a 

developing, multiparty democracy. 

 

3.3.1 Single-Party Dominance Era under PRI 
 

Article 40 of the 1917 Constitution states: “It is the will of the Mexican people to 

organize themselves into a federal democratic, representative republic composed of free 

and sovereign States in all that concerns their internal government but united in a 

Federation established according to the principles of this fundamental law” (Romero 

1982:399). The federation consists of 31 states, one federal district, and 2,438 

municipalities, each entity with their own internal political organization providing public 

services. The prime historical characteristic of federalism in Mexico is its authoritarian 

history, in the form of single-party dominance, of seven decades. This involved prodigious 

central concentration of power, electoral fraud, party discipline within the PRI, and grand 

presidential powers that easily could override other branches of government (Mizrahi 

2005:202–203). Formally, according to the Constitution, Mexico was a federal state, 

where sovereignty was clearly divided by federal, state, and municipal concentrations of 

power to maintain a certain level of regional autonomy – even during the time of one-party 

dominance.  

Mexico under the PRI has been described as the perfect dictatorship with 

clientalistic tradition rewarding loyalty and merit. Elections held every six years were 

mostly a formality, resembling the political process found in the former Eastern bloc 

where the seated president himself would choose his successor. “The PRI’s sophisticated 

machinery has achieved self-perpetuation through fraud and violence, using state 
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resources for party purposes and treating all loyal opposition as criminals and enemies of 

the state” (Hernadez 2000). The political system was in effect a unitary system where the 

resources ‘flowed downwards’ rather than a collective agreement of shared sovereignty. 

Rather than representing their region, governors functioned as mere administrators of the 

central government, easily removed by the president whenever they became too 

problematic (Cantu & Desposato 2011:7–9). The PRI’s party discipline enabled its total 

control over all state institutions with the legislative unable to conduct any supervision, 

and in some areas authorities maintained cloaked ties to the underworld (De la Torre 

2008:9–10). “Federalism was only a matter of constitutional theory, and 

intergovernmental relations were only an aspect of PRI’s internal politics” (Monroy 

2003:4).    

 

3.3.2 Political Reforms and Decentralization 
 

The PRI’s loss of power began in the 1970s during an economic recession 

followed by several political mishaps that gave rise to a stronger representation of 

opposition parties in the regions, combined with the party’s own willingness to open up 

the political system to proportional representation. Opposition parties gained more and 

more seats in local and state governments, and in 1988 the National Action Party (PAN)4, 

the main opposition party, won its first governorship since its foundation in 1939. In 1997, 

the PRI lost absolute majority in Congress and finally in 2000 Vincente Fox of the PAN 

won the presidency, signifying the end of 71 years of semi-authoritarian rule (Cantu & 

Desposato 2011:10–11).  

During the latest PRI administration under President Zedillo (1994–2000), it 

became a priority to restore federal balances of political responsibilities. “We will push 

ahead with the transfer of authority, resources and responsibility from central government 

to other levels of government” (Mechant & Paul 2003:664). These initiatives of greater 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

4 Partido Acción Nacional 
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power sharing came after the 1994 economic crisis, and were intended to avoid public 

blame solely focused on the central government. Dubbed ‘New Federalism’, these political 

reforms aimed for greater revenue sharing, greater tax-collecting capabilities among states, 

social development funds to states, improved administrative capacity of municipalities, 

and increased transparency of government affairs on all levels (Rodriguez 1998:236). As 

the PRI gradually lost their former influence in the political system, centralization 

decreased and informal instructions were destroyed (Cantu & Desposato 2011:11).  

 

3.3.3 Post-2000 
 

Under Zedillo, the federal government blamed the excessive centralization as the 

main cause for regional inequalities and widespread poverty in the country. The ‘New 

Federalism’ program intended to transfer federal control to the regions such as funds and 

responsibilities. By 1998, the federal government controlled 70,9% of the country’s total 

income, distributing 24,4% to the states and 4,7% to the municipalities. These transfers are 

however especially earmarked for specified projects, which seriously restricts regional 

governments to decide their own priorities. Decentralization of public spending is still in 

progress, although regional governments are still dependent on federal transfers, 

consisting of 89% of regional budgets. This indicates that state and municipal 

governments are either unable or unwilling to collect tax revenues themselves, which may 

indicate again that the clientalism legacy persists to this day – favored regional 

governments are granted more than the less favored. By 2001, the numbers had not 

improved much, and problems related to lack of administrative capacity or political 

willingness for the subnational governments to collect state and local taxes remained 

(Edmonds-Poli 2006:406).  

The Fox administration inspired even more regional autonomy by granting state 

and municipal governments more resources, decision capabilities, and financial 

responsibilities. However, this administration’s political goals were often hampered due to 

legislative gridlock, especially when it came to reforms. Regions do function more 

independently, although the fiscal and administrative power remains in the hands of the 
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central authority (Edmonds-Poli 2006:415). The president has become weaker and the 

governors stronger, with greater fiscal distribution than under the PRI era, but the legacy 

of mistrust among governing entities still remain (Cantu & Desposato 2011:13). After 

2006, Calderón’s government has had greater maneuverability with regard to Congress, 

being able to take on drug cartels more directly and to implement massive law 

enforcement and judicial reforms (Lindau 2011:184).     

Critics have argued that the Mexican dedications to federalism are too unclear and 

insufficient to cause concise harmony between the governing entities, which has caused 

confusion and conflict over responsibilities (Gonzalez 2005). This conflict of 

responsibilities whilst in the middle of a nation-wide drug war, combined with chronic 

corruption of state institutions, holds the potential to upset the already blurry lines of the 

federal construct of the political system.  

 

3.4 Drug Cartels 
 

3.4.1  Historical Overview 
  

The rise of today’s powerful Mexican drug cartels is connected to their geographic 

location and state countermeasures to quell the blooming drug trade, along with the end of 

one-party dominance and democratic transition of former autocratic institutions. The close 

proximity to the US, the biggest drug consumer in the world, provides great illicit 

opportunities for both satisfying drug demands and establishing business relations with 

major drug-producing organizations. The Mexican drug cartels became the prime actors in 

the region after the eradication of the Colombian Medellín and Cali cartels during the 

1980s and 1990s, making it more practical and economic for smaller, fractured drug 

producers in South America to have the Mexican cartels handle the transshipment of 

cocaine from South America to the US market (Shirk 2011:7). During the last few years, 

the cartels are expanding their reach by entering markets around the world (Bagley 

2012:5). Countermeasures by the US in the Caribbean region made it safer for cocaine 
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smugglers to use the plazas along the US-Mexican border, transferring the risk over to the 

Mexicans and increasing their portion of the profit (Shirk 2011:7). Transnational 

smuggling of illegal goods has been a challenge to the modern state ever since the concept 

of territorial sovereignty came to be after the Treaty of Westphalia, although with 

globalization of trade and technological advancements, groups within the global drug trade 

have increased their capabilities to a much higher level than the past (Mathews 1997:58). 

In the Americas, and especially in Mexico, drug traffickers have become a part of the 

social fabric and in some areas to a degree replacing regional authorities, security, welfare, 

community development, dispute resolution, etc. (Grayson 2010:viii-ix).   

 

3.4.2 Drug Cartel Evolution 
 

According to publications by Robert J. Bunker and John P. Sullivan, there has been 

a cartel evolution in the Americas throughout the decades, starting with Pablo Escobar’s 

Medellin Cartel in Colombia to today’s Mexican cartels. Their first article published in 

2002 recognized the growing influence of criminal non-state actors in global affairs – 

“non-state actors are asserting their ability to influence global civil society, while at times 

challenging states and state institutions to gain social, political, or economic influences” 

(Bunker & Sullivan 2002:40). They presented two phases of cartel evolution, including a 

potential third phase of where the cartel plus street gangs and warlords of transnational 

nature “may further evolve into new war-making entities capable of challenging the 

legitimacy and even the solvency of nation-states” (Bunker & Sullivan 2002:40).  

The first phase cartel, also called ‘aggressive competitor’, arose in Colombia 

during the 1980s as a response to US cocaine – the Medellin model. “This early cartel was 

an aggressive competitor to the Westphalian state because of its propensity for extreme 

violence and willingness to challenge the authority of the state directly” (Bunker & 

Sullivan 2010:33). The Medellin model was hierarchical, organized with Escobar as the 

prime kingpin and highly violent, with subjects responsible for drug trafficking 

subordinate to the leader. Profits made by drug trafficking was barely, if at all, felt by the 

local community, but rather landed in the hands of the cartel elite. It had limited 
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transnational links and capabilities, used conventional technological acquisition, economic 

and product limitations hampered their operations, and it was “tactically and operationally 

proficient, but was strategically ignorant.” The war declaration by Escobar against the 

government proved to be suicidal, as the cartel was no match for the resources and 

legitimacy of the Colombian state (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:33). Escobar was eventually 

forced to flee and was finally killed in a firefight against Colombian police in late 1993 

(De la Torre 2008:2). 

The second phase cartel (subtle co-opter) differed from the Medellin model by 

being less prone to violence, preferring to use corruption and extortion to gain influence 

over the political system and society. The Cali Cartel, also in Colombia, was known to 

apply these tactics and had a more anonymous leadership. It was less hierarchical, 

favoring a more network-like organization of independent cells that could operate without 

central leadership. The Cali Cartel proved to be more sophisticated than the Medellin 

model with the preferred use of corruption to produce gains in criminal enterprises. 

Violence was used, but in a more discriminate manner in order to avoid unnecessary 

attention from authorities. It was also more transnational than the Medellin model, 

forming links with Mexican and Russian mafias, including smaller groups such as local 

gangs. Directly the Cali model seems less of a threat to the Westphalian state, however 

“the threat is more sophisticated and insidious” (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:34). Narco-

corruption, and corruption in general, erodes state institutions and destroys the relationship 

between authorities and society, and also impedes democracy or democratic development.  

With the demise of both the Medellin and Cali cartels in the early 1990s, drug 

production was taken over by smaller, localized entities, while drug transshipments were 

increasingly done by foreign organizations. Drug-trafficking organizations in Mexico 

adopted the Cali model, as it proved more effective to secure drug production and exports, 

and at the same time to coexist with local authorities (Bunker & Sullivan 2002:44). They 

would entwine with existing state institutions to minimize the state’s threat to their profits, 

making this model a greater threat to the Westphalian state than the Medellin model 

(Bunker & Sullivan 2010:34).   
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The third phase cartel, also named ‘criminal state successor’, is a theoretical 

concept of a criminal free enclave or state, where the legitimate authority has absolutely 

no control over the territory the criminals possess. Bunker and Sullivan claim the third 

phase cartel has yet to emerge5, although they have observed that the situation in Mexico 

has become “increasingly complicated” after President Calderón’s 2006 offensive, stating 

the situation could be so bad the cartels may be in the preliminary stages of developing 

into ‘criminal state successors’. The third phase cartel would be a severe threat to the 

integrity of the state, where criminal actors would operate freely in criminal enclaves and 

further corrode state institutions through corruption and cooption. These enclaves would 

have parallel politics under warlords sidetracking the legitimate government efforts 

(2010:34–35). “Such a networked ‘enclave’, or a third phase cartel embracing similar 

characteristics, could become a dominant actor within a network of transnational criminal 

organizations, and potentially gain legitimacy or at least political influence within the 

network of state actors” (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:36).  

 It is difficult for analysts to accurately evaluate whether this is happening, or has 

happened in Mexico by now. As Mexican officials have admitted, there are ‘no-go’ areas 

where authorities have no control over parts of sovereign Mexican territory. Defense 

Minister Guillermo Galvan Galva has described the situation as “in some sectors of the 

country public security has been completely overrun,” continuing with “it should be 

recognized that national security is seriously threatened” (Ramsey 2012a). Bunker and 

Sullivan (2010:36) claim the entity of the state itself has not become a so-called 

‘kleptocracy’, where the state remains a service provider and security guarantor of the 

public. The exact level and the extent to which drug cartel organizations have replaced the 

legitimate state is difficult to measure due to cartels’ clandestine nature and code of 

silence. However, a possible rule of thumb with regard to these criminal entities replacing 

the state could be to remember their prime goal: maximizing profits (Shirk 2011:3). David 

A. Shirk (2011:8) claims the state of Mexico is not on the brink of failure, referring to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

5	  Bunker and Sullivan (2010) use Ciudad del Este, Paraguay on the border region between Brazil, Paraguay, and 
Argentina, as a potential example of a third-phase cartel, as it is described as a criminal enclave outside the reach the 
law. The city is said to house criminals from all over the world, including terrorists.  
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substantial international support in combating the drug cartels, a growing and stable 

economy, and in control of most of the designated Mexican territory. There is little profit 

to gain by servicing the public, so there should be little desire for the drug cartels to seek 

to replace the state in any way. However, there are some cases where drug cartels have 

taken a more active role in society where the state has fallen short in order to gain 

favorable public support. La Familia Michoacana, a splinter group from Los Zetas, took it 

upon themselves as vigilantes to serve the local communities against drug traffickers and 

‘ineffective’ government, embracing a “public face that is of powerful avengers who 

protect the poor and battle the rich, the corrupt and others who exploit the poor locals” 

(Logan & Sullivan 2009:2). Although perhaps starting off as noble servants in Robin 

Hood style, this group has proved no different than other drug cartels by gaining more 

influence in the drug trade to maximize profit and to do whatever it takes to sustain their 

business. This may be the closest case in Mexico of where “dual sovereignty”6 may exist, 

where the illegal government (La Familia) provides the general public security, collects 

taxes, creates employment, and keeps order (Grayson 2010:61–62).  

 For the most part, however, the drug cartels in Mexico have maintained the Cali 

model of cartel organization, being shadowy entities that prefer corruption to neutralize 

state efforts that threaten their drug operations and profits. The drug war has complicated 

the situation by causing new drug actors after government interventions upset the balance 

of power, causing some groups to be more prone to violence than others. Overall, the third 

phase has yet to emerge in Mexico.  

 

3.4.3 Drug Cartel Organizations 
 

The following section will include details of major drug cartels currently operating 

in Mexico to primarily supply illegal narcotics to the US market, while also increasing 

their contribution to the global drug market with increased involvement in supplying 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

6 The term “dual sovereignty” was coined by the late historian Crane Brinton to describe a situation where two or more 
governments exist parallel to each other (Brinton 1965:134).  
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European markets using African nations as transshipment bases (Savage 2012). As 

previously stated, the Mexican drug corridors became more prominent after US 

countermeasures to quell the drug flow going through the Caribbean, which in turn 

increased the inter-cartel tension over who controls these drug distribution networks 

(Bagley 2012:6–7). The global drug trade and the Mexican drug war itself is described by 

Arturo Sarukhan, the Mexican ambassador to the US, as a typical “whack-a-mole” 

problem, where efforts to stop the drug trade in one place simply moves it to another 

(Schneiderman 2010). This applies to the drug cartels themselves, who quickly adapt their 

organizational structure and illegal business to government or international 

countermeasures. Ever since the decentralization of the drug trade in the mid-1980s 

conducted by former boss of the bosses Miguel Angel Félix Gallardo, competition had 

grown and tactics are continuously becoming more brutal in order to gain advantage over 

the other. Along with increased tension lies the turbulence created by the government’s 

military offensive, disrupting the previous power balance of the former four big drug 

cartels – the Sinaloa Federation, Tijuana Cartel, the Gulf Cartel, and the Juarez Cartel. The 

turbulence caused new groups or splinter groups to form, increasing the competition and 

violence that is plaguing Mexican society today (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:35). Map 1 

shows the current situation of areas of cartel control and indicates a very complicated 

system of drug-area operation for each significant actor.  

 

Map 1: Areas of Cartel Influence, STRATFOR 2012 
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3.4.3.1 The Sinaloa Federation 
 

The Sinaloa Federation has often been described as the most powerful drug cartels 

in the Western hemisphere, where it has tentacles as far as New York, Buenos Aires, and 

every city in between. Map 1 shows their main area of control is in the north-western part 

of Mexico, plus some influence in the central and on the southern border against 

Guatemala. The main leader is founder Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán, a figure who is both 

feared and adored by the population for both being ruthless and escaping capture by 

authorities (Booth 2011). He is the nephew of Pedro Avilés Pérez, one of the drug 

pioneers in Sinaloa who started smuggling large quantities of marijuana to the US back in 

the 1960s. The Godfather himself, Miguel Angel Félix Gallardo, founder of the former 

Guadalajara Cartel, would state that everything he learned of the drug trade was from 

Avilés’ organization (Lyman 2011:292). After the breakup of the Guadalajara cartel, the 

drug business was at first split up with Héctor Luis Palma Salazar in control of the Sinaloa 

Cartel7, and the Arellano Felix brothers running the Tijuana cartel, quickly followed by the 

establishment of the Gulf and Juarez Cartel (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:35). Salazar was 

arrested by the Mexican military in 1995, which gave Guzmán control of the organization 

despite serving a prison sentence himself since 1993 (Lyman 2011:292). In 2001, Guzmán 

managed to escape prison and resume drug-trafficking operations, turning the Sinaloa 

Federation into the dreaded organization it is today (Booth 2011).  

According to the US National Drug Intelligence Center’s (NDIC) 2011 drug 

report, the Sinaloa Federation specializes in trafficking Colombian cocaine, Asian heroin, 

marijuana, MDMA (ecstasy), and methamphetamine (NDIC 2011:7). Drugs such as 

cocaine and heroin from South America and Asia arrive at key port cities such as 

Acapulco, Lazaro Cardenas, and Manzanillo, or Guatemalan ports which are moved north 

through the country towards plazas on the US-Mexican border. Mexico is not a cocaine-

producing country, but it is estimated that 95 percent of all South American cocaine bound 

to the US goes through Mexico (Benson 2011:3). Marijuana, opiates and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

7 The organization was originally named La Alianza de Sangre (“Blood Alliance”) (Lyman 2011:292). 

Stellenbosch University  http://scholar.sun.ac.za



	  

	   56 

methamphetamine are imported and produced within the country in desolate areas to avoid 

detection by authorities. Map 2 shows the smuggling routes of imported drugs and the 

journey to the northern drug corridors, or plazas.   

 

Map 2: Mexican Smuggling Routes, STRATFOR 2012 

It is said that the Sinaloa Federation is more prone to ‘silver’ (corruption) rather 

than ‘lead’ (violence) in handling both rivals and authorities, making it a second phase 

cartel of shadowy and sophisticated operations rather than taking the authorities head on. 

It has been well documented that they have extensively infiltrated state institutions in all 

areas the cartel controls, having connections with the political and economic elites 

(InSight Crime 2012a). It also is less hierarchal than other cartel organizations, as it allows 

more autonomy to smaller, affiliated groups – thus the name ‘federation’ (Bagley 2012:6–

7).   

The Tijuana Cartel had since the capture of Felix Gallardo been the Federation’s 

prime rival, with both cartels battling over the Tijuana smuggling route into San Diego. 

The Tijuana Cartel has however been weakened over the years due to internal strife and 

dismantling by authorities, having the Federation taking over much of their former sectors 
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of control (Benson 2011:7). As the conflict over the lucrative drug corridors progressed, 

the new rival became the notorious Los Zetas.  

 

3.4.3.2 Los Zetas 
	  

Los Zetas was originally formed as a paramilitary enforcer organization for the 

Gulf Cartel made up by former Mexican special forces personnel, who deserted for more 

lucrative employment opportunities as drug smugglers. The name “zetas” originates from 

the federal police radio code z-1 used by founder Arturo Guzmán Decena, designating 

individual levels of rank starting with the letter Z – z-2, z-3, z-4, etc. It is disputed what 

exactly caused the conflict and eventual split with the Gulf Cartel in 2010, although it 

seems after the leader of the Gulf Cartel Osiel Cárdenas Guillé was caught by authorities, 

the Zetas saw an opportunity to become an independent organization (InSight Crime 

2012a). Under the leadership of Heriberto “El Lazca” Lazcano Lazcano, this new and 

highly brutal cartel became involved in drug trafficking, kidnappings, extortion and human 

trafficking under a military-style organization with semi-autonomous units. Lately, the 

cartel is under new leadership due to Lazcano’s failing health, being replaced by Miguel 

“z-40” Treviono Morales (STRATFOR 2012c). Its main commodities are Colombian 

cocaine, methamphetamine and marijuana (NDIC 2011:7).   

Since the breakup, Los Zetas have been able to take over most of the territory 

belonging to the Gulf Cartel, controlling vast areas of the Gulf Coast and the central 

interior. In terms of geographical significance, the cartel is the largest in Mexico. Within 

the conflict, Los Zetas has aligned themselves with La Familia Michoacana, Beltran Leyva 

Organization (Cartel Pacifico Sur) and the Tijuana Cartel against the Sinaloa Federation 

and its allies (InSight Crime 2012a).  

When comparing Los Zetas with the Sinaloa Federation, it is clear that the Zetas 

prefer brutality rather than bribery, which the latter is more prone to. It is not a case, 

however, of each group exclusively using  either “plato o plomo” (silver or lead), rather 

they seem both to have their preference of distinct method of drug operation (STRATFOR 
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2012d). With the Sinaloa Federation’s contacts, it often gives information to the 

authorities about their rivals, thus using the state to their own advantage. It has long been 

rumored that the Mexican government prefers the Sinaloa Cartel over the others, which 

laid the base for corruption rumors that the PAN has been bought by “El Chapo” Guzmán 

ever since they took office in 2000 (InSight Crime 2012a). The Zetas, on the other hand, 

has never had any encumbers to use violence and intimidation against the state, or towards 

their rivals. Mainly consisting of former special forces and federal police personnel, 

individuals move up the ranks through merit rather than blood linage – as within the 

Sinaloa Cartel (InSight Crime 2012b). 

Los Zetas would seem to take on both first and second phase characteristics, as 

they seem to take the state head on like the former Medellin Cartel as well as coopt 

authorities through bribery, intimidation and corruption (Bunker&Sullivan 2010:33–34). 

Due to their heavy use of violence and intimidation, Mexican authorities have 

concentrated their efforts on heavily targeting Los Zetas, as they are perceived to be the 

biggest threat to the integrity of the state and the population (Vega 2012). This may 

resemble the strategy used by the Colombians during the problematic years with the 

Medellin and Cali cartels in the 1980s and 1990s, as they focused on eradicating one cartel 

at a time (De la Torre 2008:100). As previously mentioned, the Mexican situation has 

become complicated after government efforts to slow down the flow of drugs, however it 

seems the landscape is becoming more polarized, with the two dominant cartels 

incorporating smaller groups (STRATFOR 2012d).  

 

3.4.3.3 The Gulf Cartel 
 

The Gulf Cartel is one of the older drug trafficking organizations in the country, 

existing since the early 1980s when Juan Garcia Abrego took over his uncle’s small 

marijuana/heroin-smuggling business. Abrego went into business with the Cali Cartel in 

search of alternative routes for moving cocaine into the US after drug counter-offensives 

in the Caribbean, increasing the profits of the organization to eventually rival the 

Columbians and becoming the most powerful drug-trafficking organization in Mexico. 
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Abrego was eventually caught and extradited to the US and was replaced by Osiel 

Cardenas Guillen in 1996 (InSight Crime 2012c).  

By this time the Gulf Cartel controlled most of the Gulf coast from Belize and 

Guatemala in the south to the Texan border in the north. With his increased significance 

within the drug business, Guillen found it necessary to increase his personal protection by 

hiring former special forces personnel (tripling their salaries) against rivals. Up until 2010 

when the Zetas split with the mother organization, they functioned as both bodyguards for 

the Cartel elites and as enforcers. After the split, the Gulf Cartel lost most of its former 

territories, but remains a prominent actor among Mexican drug cartels. Guillen was 

arrested in 2003, and since it is believed Jorge Eduardo “El Coss” Costilla Sanchez led the 

organization until his arrest on 12 September 2012 (Brophy 2008:250; InSight Crime 

2012g). Commodities trafficked are cocaine, heroin, cannabis and ATS, while other 

activities involve kidnappings, extortion and human trafficking. The cartel’s main area of 

operation is in the State of Tamaulipas in the northeastern Gulf coast, mainly concentrated 

in the cities of Reynosa and Tampico (InSight Crime 2012c).  

 

3.4.3.4 La Familia Michoacana  
 

La Familia (LFM) had a dramatic entrance into the drug trade back in 2006, after 

dumping five severed heads on the dance floor and firing shots in the air at a local 

nightclub in Uruapan, Michoacán. Defined as a pseudo-religious cult claiming to protect 

local communities from a corrupt government and greedy drug cartels, while at the same 

time profiting from the drug trade themselves, La Familia does differ substantially from 

the other drug actors (Grayson 2010:viii–ix). “The Family doesn’t kill for money; it 

doesn’t kill women; it doesn’t kill innocent people; only those who deserve to die, die. 

Everyone should know…this is divine justice” (McKinley Jr. 2006)8.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

8 Quote from note left behind after the incident in the nightclub in Urupan, Michoacán. 
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La Familia is mostly concentrated in the central areas of the country east of the 

capital, with a complex distribution network in the US. It is also actively expanding into 

the global drug market, supposedly distributing methamphetamine in Holland, India, 

China and Bulgaria. Its main allies are Los Zetas and Beltran Leyva Organization (InSight 

2011d), with the main commodities being cocaine, ATS, cannabis and heroin (NDIC 

2011:7). La Familia’s main weakness is its dependence on other cartels in moving their 

drugs north to the US border, making them vulnerable to inter-cartel disputes (InSight 

2011d). The cartel’s strength lies in its active role as a social developer, often taking over 

the state’s role. La Familia would build roads and schools, promote employment, resolve 

domestic disputes and encourage loyalty to the local community and to the cartel. Other 

civic functions include tax collection and maintaining communal property such as 

churches (Grayson 2010:viii–ix). 

La Familia’s influence has been dramatically reduced after the splinter-group the 

Knights Templar began to take over much of their areas of operation. It is disputed 

whether they are still active or not, although according to Mexican officials the group is no 

longer operational and has been fully eradicated (Corcoran 2011a).  

 

3.4.3.5 The Knights Templar 
 

The Knights Templar was formed by former LFM lieutenants Servado “la Tuta” 

Gomez and Enrique Plancarte after the death of former LFM leader Nazario “El Mas 

Loco” Moreno in January 2011. This new offshoot of the presumed eradicated La Familia 

cartel claims to have taken over the former organization’s place in both the drug trade and 

in Michoacán society (STRATFOR 2012d). The choice in name clearly indicates their 

desire to continue to use religion and to serve as protectors of the community to gain 

support among the population, being inspired by the old military order responsible for 

protecting pilgrims in the Holy Land during the Crusades (Stone 2011). They also use 

historical rituals and symbolism during initiation ceremonies. Mexican authorities 

confiscated 120 Roman warrior-type helmets during a raid in early 2012, which were 

supposedly used during these ceremonies (Ramsey 2012b).  
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The Knights Templar are either mainly competing against La Familia, or La 

Familia splinter groups, for turf in central Mexico. However, limited access to the drug 

distribution network has forced this new cartel to be more prone to extortion to gain profit 

and criminal goals. Their main ally is the Sinaloa Federation to root out remaining 

elements of LFM and to prevent Los Zetas from moving into the area (STRATFOR 

2012d). 

 

3.4.3.6 Juarez Cartel/Vicente Carrillo Fuentes Organization 
 

The Juarez Cartel, also known as “Vicente Carrillo Fuentes Organization,” is one 

of the older drug cartels and was formed by Rafael Aguilar Guajardo after the 

decentralization of the drug trade in the 1980s. Guajardo had close connections with 

former crime boss Félix Gallardo of the Guadalajara Cartel, granting him control of the 

lucrative plaza in Ciudad Juarez, which borders the US city El Paso. Guajardo was killed 

in 1993 and was replaced by Amado Carrillo Fuentes, also known as “El Señor de los 

Cielos”. During Fuentes’s reign he restructured the organization to be heavily involved in 

drug smuggling, with direct connections to contacts in South America, and other criminal 

activities such as human trafficking, kidnapping, local drug distribution and extortion. 

Carrillo Fuentes had face surgery in 1997 to avoid detection, dying later due to 

complications after the procedure (InSight Crime 2012e).  

Since 1997 the cartel was run by the Amado’s brothers, Vicente and Rodolfo, and 

their nephew Vincente Carrillo	  Leyva. The border city of Ciudad Juarez and the State of 

Chihuahua has suffered the worst of the drug war according to homicide statistics, where 

monthly killings are in the thousands. The conflict in the city originates from the breakup 

of a former alliance between Juarez, Beltran Leyva brothers, and “El Chapo” Guzmán of 

the Sinaloa Federation, which erupted after the assassinations of Vicente and Rodolfo 

Amado in 2004. The rivalry against the Sinaloa Federation seems to have cost the Juarez 

Cartel its monopoly over the plaza in Ciudad Juarez, along with the Federation cutting off 

much of the drug supplies (InSight Crime 2012e). Compared to a decade ago, the cartel is 
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a shadow of what it once was, with little that suggests that it will regain its former position 

(STRATFOR 2012e). 

The cartel is known for its brutality, often publicly displaying mutilated corpses by 

hanging them under bridges and overpasses, or dumping off severed heads to intimidate 

drug rivals and local authorities (InSight Crime 2012e). Supposedly it now goes under the 

name “New Juarez Cartel” (STRATFOR 2012e).   

 

3.4.3.7 Cartel del Pacifico Sur (Beltran Leyva Organization) 
 

The South Pacific Cartel, formerly the Beltran Leyva Organization (BLA), 

operates along the Pacific coast in Sinaloa, Culiacan and Guadalajara, as well as along the 

south-Pacific coast, and is currently allied with Los Zetas against Sinaloa Federation. It is 

renowned for its intelligence capabilities as it has been able to infiltrate top levels of 

government and US diplomatic establishments (Longmire 2012).  

The former Beltran Leyva Organization was led by the Beltran Leyva brothers and 

allied with the Sinaloa Federation until 2008. Disputes over distribution networks within 

the US caused friction and ultimately a split, causing the BLA to seek out new allies 

among former allies such as Los Zetas. The Sinaloa Federation answered by joining with 

the Gulf Cartel and La Familia, thus forming the two main alliances found today. This 

alliance is one of convenience, not motivated by ideology or family, making it vulnerable 

and probably brief. After the departure and capture of former enforcer Edgar Valdez 

Villareal, also known as “La Barbie”, leader Hector Beltran Leyva renamed the 

organization the South Pacific Cartel (InSight Crime 2012f). 

 

3.4.3.8 Independent Cartel of Acapulco 
 

The city of Acapulco is of major strategic importance as it is one of the main entry 

ports of illegal narcotics from South America and Asia, where drug traffickers can easily 

move drugs north with the use of speed boats. Prior to the existence of the Independent 
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Cartel (CIDA), the Beltran Leyva Organization controlled the port and the city. Their 

pullout of the city was a result of the “kingpin strategy” used by the Calderón government 

to quell the drug cartels, causing new and smaller groups taking over lesser territories 

while operating autonomously from the major cartels (Ramsey 2012c). With the 

emergence of the CIDA, the city experienced a dramatic increase in drug-related violence 

as other major groups attempted to take over the city. The violence decreased 

exponentially after alleged leader Gilberto “Commander Gil” Morales Castrejon was 

captured by authorities in late 2011, causing the group to remain dormant ever since 

(STRATFOR 2012d).   

 

3.4.3.9 Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generacion 
 

Jalisco New Generation Cartel (CJNG) was formed after Ignacio “El Nacho” 

Coronel Villarreal, a high-ranking Sinaloa Federation leader, was killed by Mexican 

authorities in 2010. His followers suspected he had been betrayed by the cartel, and 

formed a drug organization of their own. The CJNG quickly declared war on all other 

cartels and aspired to take control of drug hub Guadalajara. It seems that the leaders 

became convinced the Sinaloa Federation had not betrayed “El Nacho” after all, and they 

formed a new alliance against Los Zetas and their advancements (STRATFOR 2012d). 

Figure 4 shows the CJNG are mainly concentrated in the central parts of the country, 

while controlling cities such as Torreon, Saltillo and Guadalajara. They also control the 

strategic city of Veracruz and the immediate surrounding area along the coast. The city has 

experienced a series of massacres where the CJNG and Los Zetas are fighting for 

domination of the city’s entry ports. Most notably are the massacres committed by the so-

called “Los Mata Zetas” (“the Zetas Killers”) in Veracruz, Guadalajara and Jalisco in 2011 

and 2012 (Martínez 2012). 

The CJNG have also embraced the ideal of being protectors of the community by 

targeting and assassinating rival cartel personnel attempting to operate in their ‘turf’. 

Especially in the central parts of the country where the Knights Templar/La Familia are 

present, the CJNG compete for the local population’s support. They have even formally 
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requested the government not to interfere with their attempts to rid the local communities 

of other drug cartels in order to protect the local population, and they claim that they are 

not against the government and seek not to replace it in any way (Corcoran 2012b).  

 

3.4.4 Summary of Drug Cartels 
  

These groups presented are some of the main actors within the Mexican drug trade, 

although there are many other smaller groups and factions competing, with most of them 

functioning on a local level. Much has changed after the involvement of the military, such 

as the change of the old order of the four big cartels (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:35). Today, 

only the Sinaloa Federation and Los Zetas operate on a national level, competing for the 

entire drug market in Mexico. However, the smaller groups such as the Gulf, Juarez, 

CJNG, etc. are heavily involved in the global drug trade, expanding connections to other 

continents, despite their regional setting within Mexico. Some groups have proved to be 

more short lived than others, such as the Acapulco Cartel and perhaps La Familia 

Michoacana (STRATFOR 2012d). The fracturing of big cartels shows the impact the 

government’s offensive strategy is having on the balance of power among the drug cartels, 

causing new, smaller offshoots with more regional or local focus being formed, increasing 

the inter-cartel competition over the drug market (Ramsey 2012c).  

 Referring back to Bunker and Sullivan’s cartel stage evaluations, the potential of 

third phase cartel development in Mexico is present, but has not yet occurred. The third 

phase involves the existence of either a ‘parallel state’ alongside the elective government, 

or one that has completely replaced the state. Mainly the criminal entity has been able to 

challenge state monopoly of violence to subdue the population to their own values and 

ideology, demanding their loyalty and providing protection (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:44). 

The situation in Mexico has for years consisted of daily killings, kidnappings, extortion, 

assassinations of police, military and government officials, and corruption of state 

institutions, causing worry within the region that the state may be on the verge of collapse. 

Especially in the US, where state failure has become synonymous with terrorism, this has 

caused alarm of the country becoming a safe haven for terrorist networks (Kan 2011:38).  
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 Sources on the ground indicate that there is little desire for drug cartels to replace 

the state, except for local incidences related to religious practices in order to gain public 

support such as with La Familia and the Knights Templar. These new organizations “are 

becoming more socially active and attempting to replace traditional values and ways of 

living with their own ideologies and value systems” (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:44). The 

older actors, however, are more likely to remain second-generation cartels where cooption 

is preferred over violence, hindering or intimidating the government to keep them from 

disrupting the cartels’ illicit activities (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:44).  

 The drug war in Mexico and the inter-cartel turbulence caused by the 

government’s offensive strategy can be paralleled with early Modern Europe prior to the 

establishment of the Westphalian system, which was “locked into endless cycles of 

warfare.” It resembles a process of Darwinism where the conflict will eventually subside 

when the dominant actor has eradicated the weaker elements (Bunker & Sullivan 

2010:44). Whatever the description that can depict the Mexican drug situation, the federal 

government and neighboring countries perceive the existence of cartels as a threat to 

national security and public safety, giving rise to more drastic and direct measures 

involving the military.  

 

3.5 Government’s Offensive Strategy 
  

The government’s offensive strategy includes more than extensive use of the 

military against the drug cartels, but also extensive law enforcement and judicial reforms 

that were needed as these sectors were highly vulnerable to drug related corruption. Prior 

to the election of President Calderón in 2006, the drug cartels had become so entrenched 

in state institutions (police, judiciary, and public administration) that they were becoming 

a grave threat to national security, a threat to the democratic transition process, and the 

integrity of the state. Especially on the local level where police and local officials were 

paid to protect and carry out hits on behalf of the drug cartels, it became evident that law 

enforcement reform was needed. Perhaps during this period the Mexican cartels were 
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closest to becoming third phase cartels, “attach[ing] themselves to the Mexican state like 

parasites, slowly criminalizing it” (Sullivan & Elkus 2008:5).  

 Before the PAN took over the presidency in 2000, the party had vigorously 

attacked the PRI for their role within organized crime and the political-criminal nexus 

established under their 71-year rule (Lindau 2011:183). As the democratization process 

started in the late 1970s, with decentralization of government functions, including the 

national budget, much of the PRI’s control over the inter-cartel relationships disappeared 

(De la Torre 2008:9–10). After the PAN takeover, President Vincent Fox did what the 

party had long promised by aggressively targeting organized crime, using the military on a 

lesser scale. However, legislative gridlock handicapped the government significantly 

(Lindau 2011:183). President Calderón’s use of the military was on a much larger scale, 

sending 25,000 troops and federal police around the country to take down the cartels 

quickly after taking office. This massive involvement of the military has however 

increased the violence significantly, surpassing 50,000 drug-related homicides after five 

years (Bonner 2012:13). It has also disturbed the balance of power among the drug cartels, 

causing increased competition	   in an already hypercompetitive market whenever an area 

had been raided by authorities (Kan 2011:42).  

 

3.5.1 Law Enforcement and Judiciary Reforms 
  

Part of Calderón’s strategy was to implement massive law enforcement and 

judicial reforms to tackle the country’s extensive security and corruption problems, and 

sending in the military to drug cartel hot zones while these reforms were taking place 

(Meiners & Burton 2012). Investigations conducted by Transparency International have 

shown that Mexico’s overall corruption scale for 2011 is ranked 100th; with law 

enforcement institutions ranked most corrupt (CPI 2011). It is common in Latin America 

for the judicial branch to be weaker than the executive and legislative, and in Mexico the 

judicial branch had suffered decades of neglect. Public frustration towards the judicial 

branch for underreported crimes and inefficiencies brought dire need for reform. These 

reforms are being implemented and concluded in 2012 for law enforcement (Meiners & 
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Burton 2012), and for the judicial branch by 2016 (Ingram & Shirk 2010:3). In some 

areas, such as Tamaulipas, Veracruz and Ciudad Juarez, police corruption rendered itself 

useless against the drug cartels, necessitating the military to temporarily take over law 

enforcement duties (Daly, Heinle & Shirk 2012:9; McCleskey 2012). At the federal level, 

the president found it necessary to disband the Federal Investigations Agency (Agencia 

Federal de Investigación; AFI), due to it being riddled with corruption at regional offices 

and among top-level personnel at the headquarters in Mexico City (Sabat 2010:11–12). 

Police corruption has been even more severe at the state and local levels, with recent 

estimates finding half of the police force unfit for duty (McCleskey 2012). There have 

been incidences where state police departments refused to cooperate with federal police, 

protected cartel leaders and carried out assignments. Occurrences like these are even more 

frequent among municipal police, due to extensive corruption, lack of professionalism and 

training, and low wages (Bonner 2012:14). In Nuevo Laredo, early in the offensive, there 

were incidences of local police firing their weapons at federal police when they entered 

the city (De la Torre 2008:28–29).   

 While Mexico has both been in a state of democratization and decentralization, its 

law enforcement institutions have not been able to keep up. Historically, the police force 

has been an instrument of the state to maintain order and to secure the survival of the 

regime from internal oppositions, not to serve and be accountable to the population. 

“Mexico’s transformation from a virtual one-party state into a multi-party democracy has 

brought significant changes with regard to the expectations for the nation’s public security 

apparatus, making the use of traditional coercive tactics and accommodation of organized 

crime unacceptable” (Ingram & Shirk 2010:4). With no transparency and accountability, 

low wages, poor training, and lack of professionalism, the country’s law enforcement 

became severely vulnerable to corruption. Recent studies have shown the highest rates of 

corruption occur in states and cities where the drug cartels are most active, close to the 

main drug corridors in the north along the border with the US (Cornelius & Shirk 

2007:468).  

 Reforms had been attempted in the past, but it was not until the presidencies of 

Ernesto Zedillo (1994–2000), Vincent Fox (2000–2006), and finally Calderón when more 
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serious measures to rid the security branches of drug-related corruption became national 

priorities. Despite corruption scandals in all three periods, progress has been made to undo 

decades of unfortunate autocratic tendencies in the country’s police force. Zedillo 

implemented a series of investigations of the police during the crime wave in the 1990s, 

showing severe weaknesses especially at the municipal level. Only 14 of the 41 police 

academies required completion of middle school for selection, while the rest required only 

primary or no education at all (Sandoval Ulloa 2000). Coordination and cooperation 

problems among the country’s many departments were also uncovered. In response to this 

the National Public Security System (Sistema Nacional de Seguridad Pública; SNSP) was 

established, which was coordinated by leaders from all government levels. Although 

acknowledging problems at the state and municipal level, the Zedillo administration 

focused on the federal police by firing 700 from within its ranks with corruption 

convictions and replacing them with 1,000 from the military, thus militarizing the federal 

police in hope of improving the integrity of the institution. Despite the implementation of 

greater inter-departmental communications for sharing information, individual 

departments remained reluctant to embrace these changes (Sabat 2010:8–10). 

 Vincent Fox continued the efforts of increasing federal police capabilities by 

moving the Policía Federal Preventiva	  (PFP) into the newly created Secretariat of Public 

Security (SSP), and by disbanding the Policía Judicial Federal	  (PJF) and replacing it with 

the AFI. This new federal police force was intended to improve selection criteria with 

emphasis on education, better training, and increased salaries to counter corruption. The 

new AFI inherited its predecessor’s inefficiencies, such as improper background-screening 

procedures, resulting in former corruption-convicted police officers being rehired. The 

Fox administration prioritized the federal level, but it also attempted to improve regional 

and local law enforcement departments by establishing the Public Security Support Fund 

(Fondo de Aportaciones para la Seguridad Pública; FASP). The states were tasked with 

distributing the funds down to the municipalities. However, as there were demands in 

professionalizing their own police departments, little was left for municipal police 

departments (Sabat 2010:10–11). 	  
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 Calderón took office when the cartels were becoming not only a severe threat to 

national security, but a threat to the stability of the region as well. Initially, there was a 

desire to create a national police force as it is in Colombia, who faced a similar situation 

two decades ago, arguing that the Mexican police force was too decentralized to 

effectively combat organized crime, causing conflicts of jurisdiction and rendering them 

more susceptible to corruption. Such a reform would, however, require a constitutional 

amendment, which demands the support of at least two-thirds of each chamber of the 

National congress and restructuring of the Mexican state, being at this time politically 

impossible (Sabat 2010:11). Instead, law enforcement reforms have continued under the 

Calderón administration, with the extensive involvement of the military in battling the 

drug cartels (Meiners & Burton 2009).  

In 2009, the AFI and the PFP were disbanded and replaced by new federal police 

agencies, the Federal Ministerial Police (Policía Federal Ministerial; PFM) and the Federal 

Police (Policía Federal; PF). It is hoped that these new agencies will be better equipped to 

fight organized crime with extended powers compared to previous organizations, and 

greater mandate to conduct intelligence operations that involves undercover work, wire 

tapping, investigations and pinpointing cell phones. Either a ministry or a judge supervises 

operations in order to prevent an agency overstepping its authority and to ensure 

accountability. With these reforms that more than doubled federal police personnel and the 

budget, the federal level has been able to investigate a greater number of crimes with a 

higher percentage of cases being presented in front of a judge (Sabat 2010:11–12).  

Organized crime and drug violence receives greater media attention, although as 

crime statistics indicate that most crimes occur at the local level, it became imperative to 

professionalize the municipal police. As nationalizing the police is not an option, Calderón 

followed his predecessor in professionalizing the municipal police, although to a greater 

extent. The FASP state transfers continued, the Municipal Public Security Subsidy 

(Subsidio de Seguridad Pública Municipal; Subsemun) was also initialized in 2008 to 

better enable local departments to reach acceptable levels of training and 

professionalization. Progress has been made, including improved selection criteria such as 

minimum high school education – compared to the 1990s when most municipal officers 
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had only completed primary school. However, this progress is uneven in the many local 

departments (Sabat 2010:14–15).  

Daniel Sabet, director of the Center for Enterprise and Society at the University of 

Liberal Arts Bangladesh, describes the main approaches to Mexican police reform as 

limited discretion, militarization and professionalization. Efforts of reform in the past have 

failed due to the fact that these attempts having been too “overly idealistic”, and with lack 

of consistency reforms do not survive administration changes. Citizen participation is 

another important factor, as in Mexico there has been a long tendency of low public trust 

in law enforcement institutions and underreporting of crimes. As long as the police 

portrays itself as unprofessional and corrupt, the public will be unlikely to support 

legislations of tax increases to increase police funding, which is, bluntly put, a vicious 

cycle where nothing will improve (Yansura 2012).   

The judiciary had been deprioritized during the PRI-era, becoming the weakest 

power branch compared to the legislature and executive – a typical feature found in Latin 

America. The years of neglect had made the judiciary highly ineffective with very little 

trust among the population, resulting in a large number of crimes not being reported and 

only a small percentage of crimes resulting in final sentences. Prior to the reforms, the 

court system was widely known as dysfunctional with civil and human rights of 

defendants being abused and impunity for the elites; the system would punish those 

without contracts or funds for bailouts. With the ongoing drug war and higher number of 

arrests, backlogs of criminal prosecutions highlight the judiciary’s inefficiency and 

inability to handle the ongoing security crisis. As the country is still in democratic 

transition, it is vital to balance this branch with the legislative and executive powers and 

be accountable for the population. The 2008 judiciary reforms aim to do both: handle and 

process the current drug-related security problem and hold democratic standards 

respecting civil and human rights (Ingram, Ferreira & Shirk 2011:4).  

The reforms in both law enforcement and judiciary are a result of democratization 

and the challenge drug cartels pose to the Mexican state. Mexico not only needs to battle 

organized crime and solidify democratic state institutions, it must also maintain federal 

principles guaranteed by the Mexican Constitution in sustaining regional autonomy. How 
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and if these reforms are somehow altering the federal pillars of governance will be 

analyzed in the following chapter.  

 

3.5.2 The Military’s Role 
  

The military has a long history of being used in domestic security problems, 

although after the end of the PRI era and the new offensive policies of the new 

administration, the military has been given an extensive role in battling organized crime. 

Consisting of two institutions, the Secretariat of National Defense (SEDENA) and 

Secretariat of the Navy (SEMAR), it is the one government security apparatus that has 

maintained its integrity and is least corrupted by the drug cartels. Central is its role to 

support federal and local police combating organized crime while the necessary reforms 

are completed. Prior to Calderón, the military had been used in rural areas eradicating drug 

production crops and laboratories and targeting local rebel movements in the interior of 

the country. With escalating violence among the drug cartels, the military was deployed in 

highly dense urban areas and major cities such as Tijuana and Ciudad Juarez, with varying 

results after five years (Daly, Heinle and Shirk 2012:4–5).  

 The strategy used by the military is called ‘blockhouse’, and involves obstructing 

the cartels’ mobility and logistics with roadblocks and checkpoints. Fighting cartels often 

involves targeting high-ranking individuals, also known as ‘kingpin strategy’, where 

special operational units are used as they are better trained and equipped to handle 

‘finesse’ operations (Sullivan & Elkus 2008:5). They have been successful in capturing 

leaders such as Benjamín Arellano Félix (Tijuana Cartel) and Osiel Cárdenas Guillén 

(Gulf Cartel), and numerous other lower-ranking individuals. The kingpin strategy was 

used in Colombia as well to defeat cartels, targeting weaknesses by  

 

intercepting their communications, disrupting the supply and distribution of 

drugs and the chemicals needed to make them, and seizing the assets of cartel 

bosses. Once authorities have weakened a particular group, they can find and 
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arrest the kingpin and the other essential members of the organization, 

including the leader’s potential successors (Bonner 2012:16). 

   

Unfortunately, conventional militaries are rarely equipped to handle traditional law 

enforcement duties such as crime investigations, respecting due process, and targeting 

individuals. A military’s prime purpose is to protect the integrity of its state from external 

and interior threats, such as invading armies or guerilla movements. Organized crime in 

Mexico does resemble the characteristics of a civil war or an insurgency, but a mass 

covering organization such as the military can only conduct a supporting role to law 

enforcement (Daly, Heinle and Shirk 2012:9). Recent reports presented by Human Rights 

Watch (2011:5–8) have shown civil and human rights violations committed by military 

personnel, such as illegal searches, prolonged detentions, assaults, intrusions onto private 

property, excessive force, torture, killings and disappearances.  

Calderón has stated the use of the military was never intended as a permanent 

solution to Mexico’s security problems, and its role will lessen as the law enforcement 

reforms have been completed. However, there is a debate in Mexico whether the use of the 

military is violating the constitutional limits of its role as a security guarantor. In many 

areas it has replaced local law enforcement, thus “de facto suspen[ding] constitutional 

guarantees” which requires an executive declaration of estado de excepción (state of 

emergency) with legislative approval (Lindau 2011:186). Chapter IV will evaluate this 

further, by analyzing if the use of the military against the drug cartels violates the 

constitutional limits of executive power.  

 

3.6 Conclusion 
  

The purpose of this chapter was to present a contextualization of the case study of 

Mexico, relevant to the ongoing drug war. It presented how federal theory has been 

applied during Mexico’s two hundred years of independence, and the rise of VNSAs in 

connection to the global drug trade.   
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 The first section covered the historical aspects of the development of the Mexican 

state, explaining main events and the evolution of its political system. The country’s 

constitutional development has been violent ever since independence from Spain, with 

political instabilities among centralists and federalists, border wars with the US, and 

foreign interventions. The 1917 Constitution, which had been the pillar for the PRI’s 

dominance for more than seven decades, is currently in effect.    

 The second section sought to present how federalism has functioned in Mexico 

under single-party rule under the PRI, discussing the decentralization process, reforms and 

later political developments under the Fox and Calderón administrations. Federalism under 

single-party dominance could not function without a proper opposition, which was largely 

excluded by a clientalistic system favoring the ruling party and the federal executive 

branch. With the end of single-party rule a decentralization process began as a response to 

poor economic development and public dissatisfaction. Political reforms to balance 

sovereignty between central and regional governments have been attempted, however, the 

central government is still the primary decision maker in the country.    

The third section explained the evolution of drug cartels during the 19th century, 

followed by detailed descriptions of the main Mexican drug cartels, their history, 

influence, territorial control, commodities, alliances and rivals. Phases of drug-cartel 

evolution described how these organizations function, their existence alongside the state 

and how they respond to state countermeasures. It has been speculated whether Mexican 

drug cartels have reached a higher level of evolution, such as replacing the state, yet this 

possibility has been dismissed as cartel survival and profit gains remain primary 

motivators over public service.  

 The last section covered Calderón’s offensive strategy against the drug cartels 

since 2006, reforms of law enforcement and judicial sectors, and finally the military’s role 

in the drug war. Numerous corruption scandals resulted in massive reforms of the police 

and judiciary, while the military was sent in to support local law enforcement against the 

drug cartels. Calderón’s offensive has been accused of making the situation worse by 

aggravating the inter-cartel violence. 
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 Considering Mexico’s traditional centralistic history and its current democratic 

transition state, the following chapter will address the primary research question of this 

thesis, namely the drug war’s influence, if any, on federalism.  
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Chapter IV: The Drug War’s Impact on Mexican Federalism 
 

4.1. Introduction 
  

This chapter intends to operationalize the concepts presented in previous chapters 

in order to answer the research question and the two sub-questions of this thesis. To 

recapitulate, the primary research question uses concepts such as violent non-state actors 

(VNSAs), federalism, and the Westphalian state; further contextualized as drug cartels, 

Mexican federalism, and the State of Mexico: How do violent non-state actors (VNSAs) 

impact federalism in Mexico? The first sub-question focuses on the executive branch of 

the Mexican federal government, and their use of the military against the drug cartels. The 

second sub-question covers the level of violence and whether it constitutes a threat to the 

political system. Before the primary research question is answered, the sub-questions will 

be addressed to provide a foundation for answering the main research question.  

 

4.2 Executive Power and the Use of the Military 
  

The drug war has been going on for decades ever since the demand and price value 

of illegal narcotics grew in the US, causing lucrative illegal business opportunities on the 

Mexican side of the border. The military has been used against organized criminal groups 

in the past as well, although the implications, in the form of dramatic escalation of 

violence in especially the border cities, are exceptional. Therefore, this thesis only focuses 

on the period of the Calderón administration and their use of the military during a period 

of extensive law enforcement and judicial reforms. Sub-question one: Is the military 

strategy violating the constitutional perimeters of executive power? Before answering this 

question, it is necessary to specify Mexico’s executive power. 
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4.2.1 Executive Power – Background 
  

The executive power is the branch of government that conducts and implements 

policies as decided by the elected government and the legislative power. In a democracy, it 

consists of officials tasked with dividing the resources within their sectors and directing 

policy goals decided by the winning party or multiparty coalition agreements (Vile 

1998:14). In Mexico, much of the executive power remains concentrated in the hands of 

the President, who also appoints the cabinet of ministers. Presidential elections are held 

every six years and are organized by the Federal Electoral Institute, while electoral 

controversies are resolved by the Federal Electoral Tribunal of the Federal Judicial Power 

(Vargas 2004). Despite the existence of greater harmony of checks and balances between 

the central and regional governments after the end of one-party dominance, the 

presidential position is still the most powerful in Mexico. The presidential powers are 

described in Article 80 in the 1917 Constitution, stating that “the exercise of the supreme 

executive power of the Union is vested in a single individual who is designated “President 

of the United Mexican states.” The President is also head of state, head of government and 

the supreme commander of the armed forces. Furthermore, the president is responsible for 

appointing members of the Executive Cabinet, implementing and enforcing laws, and has 

the power to veto bills. The powers and duties of the President are amplified further in 

Article 89, and includes the use of the armed forces “for the internal security and exterior 

defense of the Federation” (OAS 2004)9.  

The federal executive branch is responsible for administering security protocols to 

maintain the security and integrity of the Mexican state. However, it shares responsibility 

with state and municipal authorities to protect the population by federally divided law 

enforcement mandates. According to the Federal Criminal Code, organized crime is 

considered a threat to public safety and falls under federal jurisdiction, although this does 

not mean state and municipal police are required to ignore them when these crimes are 

committed (Vargas 2004). State and municipal police consist of roughly 65% of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

9 Translation of the 1917 Constition conducted by Organization of American States, 2004. 
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country’s total law enforcement structure10, making them highly important in conducting 

the tasks given to the overall law enforcement sector. The state police are subject to 

governors, while the municipal police answer to the local mayor or municipal president. 

As stated earlier, state and local police departments are more susceptible to drug-related 

corruption, due to a lack of professionalism and training, and low salaries (Sabet 2010:3–

5).  

Table 1: Breakdown of Mexico’s estimated 454,574 law enforcement personnel (June 
2007)  
Police        Number Percent  
Federal Preventive Police and National Migration Institute 18,296  4.97%  
State ministerial police     25,615  6.95%  
Federal ministerial police     5,900  1.60%  
State preventive police     94,587  25.68%  
Mexico Federal District preventive police   77,132  20.94%  
Municipal preventive police     146,785 39.85%  
Total Police       368,315 100.00%  
Non-police public security officials    Number Percent  
Public ministers and specialists    24,453  28.35% 
Prison personnel      30,403  35.25%  
Police administrators      31,403  36.41%  
Total         86,259  100.00% 

Figure 5: Estimate of Mexican Law Enforcement Personnel, Sabet 2007 

 

Corruption levels among regional and local police cannot take the full blame for 

the extensive crisis that has prevailed within the country’s law enforcement apparatus, 

with the federal level also being heavily targeted by drug cartels using violence, 

intimidation and bribes. Although the President, as the nation’s supreme executive power, 

has greater control over the federal police compared to state and local police, it is less 

problematic for him to administer these units against the drug cartels and introduce 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

10	  Source indicates fluctuations of government estimates of law enforcement personnel. 
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reforms. State governors have, in the past, been against federal reforms due to political 

disagreements, the perceived marginalization of state autonomy and possibly due to drug-

related corruption. As state governors wield significant power over state budgets and the 

police, they are highly targeted by drug cartels in order to elude law enforcement counter-

drug efforts. For example, in early 2012, former governors of Tamaulipas Manuel Cavazos 

Lerma, Tomas Yarrington and Eugenio Hernandez were accused of having links to 

organized crime in the form of money laundering and accepting bribes. At the time this 

thesis is being written, the extent of these criminal links is unknown as the investigation of 

these former governors is still ongoing (Corcoran 2012c).  

It is therefore argued that the drug war is challenging the harmony of authority 

between federal and state law enforcement instruments, causing friction and confusion 

over jurisdiction and possible violation of regional autonomy. Furthermore, some state 

governors have claimed that Calderón’s police reforms are “aggressive” and “unrealistic,” 

claiming the realities on the ground would not allow Mexico to have the “100 percent 

certified police force” found in “advanced countries” (Corcoran 2012d). The exact 

meaning of these ‘realities’ some state governors are referring to is unknown. Although, if 

the reality is that regional law enforcement are not able to maintain law and order, and 

protect the population from drug cartels, this further justifies the necessity of these 

‘aggressive’ reforms in order for regional governments to uphold their constitutional 

responsibilities. The next section will evaluate the constitutional perimeters of the 

executive power and the use of the military against organized crime.  

 

4.2.2 The Use of the Military and the Constitutional Perimeters of the 
Executive Power 

  

The powers of the executive, or the President, are specified in Article 89 under 

nineteen sub-points. These powers include executing laws passed by Congress of the 

Union; freely appointing and removing the secretaries of Governments, the Attorney 

General and the chief of police in the Federal District; appointing ministers and diplomatic 

agents; appointing supreme officers to the army, navy and air force, as well as the 
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Treasury; disposing the armed forces to defend the internal and external security of the 

Federation; dispose the national guard; declaring war approved by Congress; directing 

foreign policies; nominating Supreme Court Justices; vetoing bills and introducing bills to 

Congress (Vargas 2004).  

 Number VI of Article 89 states the President may: “dispose of the permanent 

armed forces, including the land army, the marine navy and the air force for internal 

security and exterior defense of the Federation” (OAS 2004). Further specification of the 

use of the armed forces is elaborated in powers granted to the Secretariat of National 

Defense (SEDENA) and Secretariat of the Navy (SEMAR). 

 The Organic Law of the Federal Public Administration, Title two, Chapter II, 

Article 29 grants SEDENA the responsibility to train and maintain the army and air force 

in order for it to be able to conduct its responsibilities. These responsibilities are 

articulated in the Organic Law of the Mexican Army and Air Force, Article 1, which states 

that their purpose is to defend the integrity, independence and sovereignty of the state. 

This includes the responsibilities to “1) guarantee interior security, 2) to relieve the civil 

population in case of public needs, 3) perform civic actions and public works aimed at the 

progress of the country, and 4) in case of disaster, help keep the order and relief people 

and protect their belongings, as well as reconstruct the affected zones” (SEDENA 2012). 

 Powers of the Navy (SEMAR) are granted by the Mexican Navy’s Organic Law, 

stating “[t]he Mexican Navy is a permanent national military institution, whose mission is 

to employ the Federation’s naval power for external defense and contribute to the nation’s 

internal security.” Most of SEMAR’s responsibilities are related to maintaining Mexico’s 

maritime claims and sovereignty, although the Organic Law specifies it also includes “[t]o 

cooperate and maintain Mexico’s constitutional order.” According to the Presidential 

Agreement of September 8th, 1914, the Mexican Navy has jurisdiction as: “A 10-kilometer 

wide strip from the average-tide line and the zones (five kilometers inland) between two 

parallel lines on both sides of navigable rivers.” Furthermore, the Navy actively 

participates in several international agreements to protect the maritime sphere – both to 

safeguard seafarers, uphold international maritime law, and protecting the oceanic 

environment (SEMAR 2010). In reference to the drug war, both SEDENA and SEMAR 
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participate in the 1988 UN Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and 

Psychotropic Substances. 

The Mexican armed forces are a part of the country’s overall security readiness, 

thus making the use of the military against violent non-state actors (VNSAs) such as drug 

cartels in accordance to the Mexican Constitutions, since it is specified in Article 89, 

number VI that the President may dispose the military for “internal security […] of the 

Federation” (OAS 2004). Article 129, however, creates confusion over jurisdiction and the 

military’s role in peacetime, stating:  

 

No military authority may, in time of peace, perform any functions other than 

those that are directly connected with military affairs. There shall be fixed and 

permanent military commands only in the castles, forts, and warehouses 

immediately subordinate to the Government of the Union; or in encampments, 

barracks, or arsenals established for the quartering of troops outside towns 

(OAS 2004). 

 

As the drug war clearly resembles an insurgency, where drug cartels have begun to 

use high-tech military equipment and tactics, as well as the scope of the conflict, Article 

129 should be irrelevant. Use of the military within Mexico and estado de excepción is 

covered by Article 29 of the Constitution, stating:  

 

In the event of invasion, serious disturbance of the public peace, or any other 

event which may place society in great danger or conflict, only the President 

of the Mexican Republic, with the consent of the Council of Ministers and 

with the approval of the federal Congress, and during adjournments of the 

latter, of the permanent committee, may suspend throughout the country or in 

a determined place the guarantees which present an obstacle to rapid and ready 

combating of the situation; but he must do so for a limited time, by means of 
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general preventive measures without such suspensions being limited to a 

specific individual (OAS 2004).  

 

This article clearly highlights that the executive can use the military against the 

drug cartels, as they clearly have become a “serious disturbance to the peace,” and “place 

society in great danger or conflict.” The article allows suspension of civil rights where it 

becomes an obstacle, and the military temporarily replaces local authorities whenever they 

are incapable of upholding law and order. It is unclear about the duration of these 

suspensions and military presence in civilian areas, as the word “limited” does not exactly 

specify for how many days, months or years the constitutional order and civil rights may 

be suspended during a crisis. It is also unclear how the military can be formally 

implemented in a national crisis – whether the federal executive power can deploy the 

federal police and the military without state approval, or if a state governor first must 

formally request federal assistance before federal forces can operate within the state’s 

territory. 

Considering the constitutional framework, as well as organic laws given to each 

military branch, the executive power’s use of the military against the drug cartels does not 

violate Mexico’s Constitution. However, the Constitution does leave ‘gray areas’ and may 

allow excessive central power usage of the military, such as the principles of estado de 

excepción. These ‘gray areas’ that do not specify procedures of how to use federal forces 

to aid local law enforcement could upset the developing federal harmony of sovereignty.  

 

4.3 Violence and the Threat to the Political System 
  

Since the introduction of the military on a massive scale in 2006, the national level 

of violence has skyrocketed, resembling an insurgency or civil war and causing great 

suffering to the population and straining state institutions (Kan 2011:37). The second 

research question asks whether the violence may impact the division of national 

sovereignty, or upset the balance between regional governments and the central 
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government. Sub-question two:	   Is the level of violence a threat to Mexican federalism? 

Prior to answering this question, it is necessary to specify what constitutes level of 

violence.  

 

4.3.1 Level of Violence – Background 
  

It is difficult to accurately specify the exact definition of violence, as the term 

covers a wide spectrum and its meaning can hold different values in different contexts, 

varying from case to case. For this study, the level of violence refers to the rate of drug-

related homicides throughout the country since the beginning of Calderón’s offensive in 

2006. The Mexican government classifies ‘drug related homicides’ under six criteria:  

 

1) The victim was killed by high caliber firearms. 2) The victim presents signs 

of torture or lesions.	  3) The victim was killed where the body was found, or 

the body was located in a vehicle. 4) The body was wrapped with blankets 

(cobijas), taped, or gagged. 5) The homicide occurred within penitentiary and 

involved criminal organizations. 6) Special circumstances (e.g., victim was 

abducted prior to assassination [known as a “levantón”], ambushed or chased, 

an alleged member of a criminal organization, or found with a narco-message 

(narcomensaje) on or near the body). (Molzhan, Rios & Shirk 2012:5).  
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Figure 1: Annual Increase of Drug-related Homicides, La Reforma 2012 

  

Referring back to Figure 1 in the first chapter which shows nationwide annual 

drug-related homicides since 2006; the violence (as defined in this study) has increased 

583% since Calderón took office. The Mexican government distinguishes between 

homicides among drug cartels and homicides between the government and drug cartels 

and divides them into four categories. The numbers in the brackets are the 2011 estimates 

of homicides within each category. 

1) Organized Crime Homicides (10,200): Homicides resulting from presumed 

criminal rivalry including bodies of individuals found after abduction, torture, 

or gunshot wounds, as well as innocent victims that died as a result of wounds 

from organized crime associates and drug traffickers;  

2) Organized Crime-Government Clashes (1,652): Homicides resulting from 

confrontation with organized crime groups in which authorities had to use 

force;  

3) Organized Crime Direct Attacks on Officials (740): Homicides resulting 

from direct attacks by organized crime groups on government officials;  

4) Organized Crime Clashes (311): Homicides resulting from confrontations 

among organized crime groups, assassins, and commandos (Molzhan, Rios & 

Shirk 2012:6)11. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

11 Data of total drug homicides differ as the Mexican government and Reforma newspaper sometimes use different 
sources.  
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Figure 6: Official Breakdown of Organized Crime Homicides  

(Molzhan, Rios & Shirk 2012:6). 

 

These numbers clearly show higher homicide rates among the cartels themselves, 

rather than against authorities, giving quantitative support to the claim that the government 

offensive is not increasing the violence directly, but rather indirectly. The previous major 

cartels targeted by government efforts caused increased tension and competition among 

the smaller fractions and offshoots, causing higher levels of violence in key entry ports 

and northern border towns (Kan 2011:38). In 2011, the levels of violence in the north had 

slightly decreased, although it had increased in southern states and municipalities, even 

spreading into neighboring Guatemala (STRATFOR 2012f). 

 According to regional homicide statistics, the violence remains the highest in 

northern states, including Guerrero and Veracruz. The northern states of Nuevo León, 

Chihuahua, Sinaloa and Guerrero have experienced 46% of the total violence during the 

first 34 weeks of 2012. In Ciudad Juarez, previously Mexico’s most violent city, the 

homicide rates have dropped, where it is speculated that the Sinaloa Federation are 

solidifying their hold of the city after years of battling the Juarez Cartel (Trans-Border 

Institute 2012:2–3).  
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4.3.2 The Level of Violence and Mexican Federalism  
  

Chapter III covered the history and features of federalism in Mexico, which has 

since its independence in 1821 been formally defined as a federal republic with national 

sovereignty dispersed among three levels. The political turbulence that followed between 

the centralists and federalists lasted until the early 20th century when the PRI gained 

hegemony over political system (Hamnett 1999:235–237). Poverty and unemployment 

levels remained higher than across the border to the US, causing many to seek profit in 

criminal enterprises that started off locally and then became the powerful drug cartels. 

Federalism could not function under single-party dominance, which fostered a political 

system characterized by little political accountability and transparency (Mizrahi 

2005:204). Rather than loyalty to the will of the people, the political system was driven by 

loyalty to the party, while problematic politicians and the opposition were either removed 

or marginalized to an insignificant state. Non-existent accountability and transparency of 

political matters caused opportunities for political-criminal relations, making Mexico one 

of the most corrupt countries in the world (Lindau 2011:180–182). Peter Andreas 

describes the symbiotic between drug trafficking and state corruption:  

 

Payoffs are made at each level of enforcement – the higher the position, the 

higher the payoff […]. Drug corruption in Mexico thus reflects a paradox: the 

state’s drug enforcement effort is undermined by the corrupting influence of 

the drug trade, yet the drug trade cannot survive without the protection of 

compromised elements within the state (Quoted in Hunter 2012). 

 

 With the political-criminal nexus gone, as well as government control over where 

each drug cartel may operate, so was the state’s control over what was deemed acceptable 

levels of violence between and among the drug cartels. The transition to multi-party 

democracy combined with greater US demand to stem the flow of drugs through the US-

Mexican border drove the latest PAN governments to use the entire state apparatus against 

the drug cartels (Lindau 2011:182). This meant improving central and regional 
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government institutions to improve narco-corruption resistance, professionalizing the 

police, and reforming the judiciary (Sabet 2010:3). While sustaining the rule of law is 

vital, improving the safety of public officials and journalists also became a priority. 

Mexico has been described as the most dangerous country in the Americas for journalists, 

and eighth most dangerous in the world (Brophy 2011:255), where the drug cartels attempt 

to decrease the media coverage of their activities by intimidation and violence (Gibler 

2011:33). Figure 7 shows the extent to which politicians and journalists have been 

assassinated from 1994 to 2011.   

 

 

Figure 7: Mayors and Reporters Assassinated in Mexico, 1994-2011, University of San 
Diego 2012 

  

These numbers have increased in accordance with the levels of violence 

experienced in the country. Political assassinations of local mayors have occurred annually 

since 2004, which is likely an indicator of greater defiance against criminal collaboration 

among local politicians. State and local political leaders have since the end of single-party 

dominance been increasingly compelled by the federal government to intensify their 

efforts of undermining drug-cartel activities within their respective areas, and especially to 

subvert political-criminal networks. Overall, Figure 6 confirms that the drug-cartel 

violence is threatening the freedom of the press and the functionality of regional 

governance. There is, however, little information on whether these numbers are directly 

related to the federal political system – whether the federal system exposes regional 
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leaders to drug-related violence due to greater regional autonomy (in which case targeting 

regional leaders may have a greater political impact) or if the federal political system is 

irrelevant as these assassinations may have been intended to expose drug cartel 

capabilities and to spread fear.   

 

 

4.4 Drug Cartels’ Impact on Federalism in Mexico 
  

This section will use the findings of the two sub-questions to aid in answering the 

primary research question: How do violent non-state actors (VNSAs) impact federalism 

in Mexico? It has been established that the use of the military against the drug cartels does 

not exceed the constitutional limits of executive power. It has also been established that 

the increasing levels of violence is impacting the functionality of regional governance. 

Returning to the theory covering transnational criminal organizations (TCOs), a subgenre 

of VNSAs, it has been established that criminal organizations, both transnational and 

domestic, do not desire to replace the state. On the contrary, TCOs are dependent on the 

existence of the state to maintain their illicit activities of producing and providing 

commodities deemed illegal by the state (Godson & Olson 1995:19). These organizations 

function most efficiently in states with weak institutional capabilities, or in states with 

little or no territorial control (Williams 2002:170). The scope and brutality of the Mexican 

drug war has been described as an ‘insurgency’ or ‘civil war’, although the drug cartels do 

not have political goals or aspire to effect regime change (Kan 2011:38). The exception 

would be when these organizations attempt to install a favored political candidate, often 

coopted by either threats or bribes, or conduct electoral fraud. There have also been cases 

where the drug cartels finance political campaigns of candidates who are considered less 

‘problematic’ (Miroff & Booth 2012).   

The general perception that the powerful drug cartels are a threat to the state is 

false; the state commands military superiority over the criminals despite the recent 

‘militarization’ and the increased sophistication of the drug cartels. The former Medellin 
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Cartel became eradicated after directly confronting the Colombian state, which underlines 

the greater institutional capability of the Westphalian state compared to TCOs such as 

drug cartels (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:33). In the Mexican case, where the drug cartels are 

more prone to coopt state institutions (Bunker & Sullivan 2010:33), the federal principles 

of division of sovereignty, regional autonomy and voluntary shared and self-rule, are 

indicating that these principles have been in favor of the drug cartels due to traditional 

institutional weakness created during PRI political hegemony. The decades of single-party 

dominance under authoritarian practices impeded the creation of accountable and 

responsible state and local governments, fostering a culture of corruption and impunity. 

The existence of federal divisions of sovereignty after the PRI-era became an advantage to 

the drug cartels, making the regional leaders in control of budgets and law enforcement 

more accessible to narco-corruption. The decentralization of the Mexican police, 

combined with low police wages and lack of training aid the drug cartels’ goal of 

neutralizing the state’s law enforcement capabilities (De la Torre 2008:8–9). The end of 

single-party dominance was good for democracy in Mexico; however, the transition to 

multi-party democracy has exposed weaknesses of the political system that have been 

taken advantage of by the drug cartels. 

It has been argued by Juan Lindau that the federal executive government’s efforts 

against the drug cartels are reversing Mexico’s democratic progress by increasing the 

executive’s power and using the military to replace state and local law enforcement. “The 

security crisis engendered by the drug war fosters expanded executive power. At the same 

time, the drug war undermines federalism, increasing the power of the central government 

vis-à-vis states and municipalities” (Lindau 2011:177). It is difficult to measure the levels 

of federalism in Mexico, or the national concentration of power, as there is little data and 

academic literature on the subject. De Remes (2006:177) has attempted to measure this by 

applying Mony de Swaan and Juan Molinar Horcasitas’ ‘Indice de Concentracion de 

Poder’ (ICP) formula on “measuring the degree of decentralization of political and 

economic resources from the executive branch.” The ICP is measured on a 0–100 scale; 

the higher the number the more concentrated, or centralized, the power within the 

executive branch. Figure 7 applies de Swaan and Horcasitas’ formula in Mexico in the 

period between 1963 and 2003. 
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Figure 8: Indication of Concentration of Power in Mexico, 1963–2003 (De Remes 
2006:177). 

 

Figure 7 shows high concentration of power up until 1996, when president 

Zedillo’s ‘new federalism’ policies were applied during his administration, granting more 

regional autonomy and municipal responsibilities (Berruecos 2003:801). From 1996 to 

2000 the ICP dropped from 96,8 to 79,4, a decentralization trend that continued under the 

Fox administration from 2000 to 2006. The latest ICP in 2003 shows 51,7, which should 

indicate an equalization of responsibilities between the central and regional governments 

(De Remes 2006:179–180). The problem with these estimates is that they are not verified 

in any official publications by the Mexican government, nor do they cover the years after 

President Calderón’s offensive. However, as previously stated, the Fox administration did 

initiate efforts to dismantle the drug cartels’ influence and power similar to Calderón, but 

on a much smaller scale mainly due to legislative gridlock (Lindau 2011:183). The ICP for 

this period shows a continued decentralization of power, despite the political desire to 

weaken the powerful drug cartels. At the time of writing this thesis, there are no 

indications of a reversal of the decentralization process under President Calderón, despite 

the increase in executive capabilities such as increased military and federal law 

enforcement budgets. These budget increases are rather a response to the increased levels 

of violence and the security crisis that falls under federal jurisdiction.  
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There is no indication that the drug war is significantly impacting federalism in 

Mexico, in such respects as the executive power is overriding its constitutional limits. 

There is, however, concern with regard to President Calderón’s use of the military in that 

it subordinates state and local officials, which challenges the states’ power and 

independence (Lindau 2011:198). In many municipalities in Tamaulipas, the city of 

Ciudad Juarez and Veracruz, the military has completely taken over law enforcement and 

administrative responsibilities (Daly, Heinle & Shirk 2012:9; McCleskey 2012). But in all 

of the cases, this has been at the request of, or in accordance with local and state leaders, 

not by the federal government overriding regional authority with the intention to expand 

federal executive power. In most areas, the military has a supporting role in the drug war, 

whereas in other cases it has temporarily taken over local jurisdiction in accordance with 

Article 29 of the Constitution. Sub-question one, however, has highlighted that Article 29 

of estado de excepción does not specify a certain duration limit, which could temporarily 

marginalize regional sovereignty.  

Another controversial aspect of the drug war is the increasing number of human 

rights violations committed by military personnel (Daly, Heinle & Shirk 2012:iii). Due to 

issues of national security, militaries are not subjected to the requirements of public 

accountability and transparency required by publicly elected governments. As a result of 

the advancement of drug cartels’ capabilities and their use of military tactics and 

hardware, the use of the state’s armed forces, while law enforcement is in the process of 

reform, has been perceived as the only solution. The military’s ability to maintain the rule 

of law among the general public is another matter, as it lacks public insight and has been a 

cause for concern (Daly, Heinle & Shirk 2012:9). According to research conducted by 

Human Rights Watch in 2011, the use of the military has resulted in an increased number 

of human rights violations against civilians in the form of torture, disappearances, illegal 

detentions, extrajudicial killings and abuse. “Not only do human rights violations in 

themselves undermine the rule of law, but they also can be counterproductive in reducing 

violence, dismantling criminal networks, and building the public confidence in institutions 

that is critical to effective counternarcotics efforts” (Human Rights Watch 2011:14). 
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Prior to June 2011, accused military personnel were subject to military jurisdiction, 

meaning they were tried and prosecuted in military courts with limited public insight. 

International human rights observers reported shortcomings and negligence of internal 

military investigation procedures, resulting in a small percentage of alleged human rights 

violations actually reaching the court system. With increased domestic and international 

pressure, the Supreme Court finally ruled that military personnel accused of human rights 

violations against civilians will be tried in civilian courts, finally resolving the long 

controversial topic of the military campaign against the drug cartels (Daly, Heinle & Shirk 

2012:31).  

These human rights violations are challenging the institutional integrity of the 

armed forces, as well as the legitimacy of the use of the military (Human Rights Watch 

2011:5). By having military personnel on the ground, it has increased their susceptibility 

to narco-corruption. The Mexican military had long been regarded as the most corruption-

free security institution in the country, which over the years in fighting drug cartels has 

been tarnished by a growing number of corruption scandals. This challenges the public’s 

perception of the legitimacy of the government’s offensive strategy, as the military’s 

involvement seems to increase the levels of violence and achieve the exact opposite of its 

main purpose, which is to protect the population (Shirk 2011:10). Furthermore, public 

perception of regional leaders may be tarnished as these politicians may be unable to 

command or influence military conduct among civilians as this is a federal security 

institution.  

According to an official statement by President Calderón, the drug war has resulted 

in increased spending on professionalizing primarily federal security institutions, as these 

are the main instruments used against the drug cartels. There has also been greater 

investment in strengthening public administrations which are also heavily targeted by 

criminals using threats and bribes. In areas of high levels of violence and a heavy military 

presence, the need for greater investment in state and local police is strengthening 

(Calderón 2012:xvii-xviii). A cornerstone in the government’s offensive strategy is to 

reform the state and municipal police in order to improve their ability to withstand 

corruption-erosion and to maintain the rule of law in a professional manner, not to 
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marginalize them or to expand executive authority to pre-2000 levels. The Supreme 

Court’s decision of to shrink military jurisdiction signals a healthier balance of power, 

which would be impossible during the PRI-era (Daly, Heinle & Shirk 2012:31).  

Overall, the drug war has exposed state institutional weaknesses, revealing them to 

a public desiring a democratic political system on all government levels that is accountable 

and transparent. However, at the time the research for this thesis was conducted, there 

existed little data and research about the Mexican drug war’s impact on federalism in 

Mexico. This suggests the need for continued research. Findings in this thesis are 

indications, rather than concrete conclusions, of VNSAs impact on the political system. 

The 2012 national election determined that PRI’s candidate Enrique Peña Nieto 

will succeed Felipe Calderón. One could argue that there may exist some form of nostalgia 

for the time when criminal organizations were held in check under the PRI-era, which may 

have caused the new party’s victory. It is, however, unlikely that the re-installment of the 

PRI will result in the return of authoritarian rule and a revival of the political-criminal 

nexus. A recentralization of power is unlikely with the existence of a worthy opposition, 

which will aid in maintaining federal checks and balances.  

 

4.5 Conclusion  
  

This chapter consisted of three sections dedicated to answering the two sub-

questions and the primary research question. The first section claims that the executive’s 

use of the military against the drug cartels does not violate the constitutional limits of 

executive power. The 1917 Mexican Constitution is vague, however, in that it does not 

establish clear limits about for how long the government may temporarily suspend 

constitutional rights during an emergency.  

The second section states that the level of violence may impede regional 

governance as an increasing number of public officials have been targeted and 

assassinated. This is the result of greater political defiance against organized crime and 

continued breakdown of the former political-criminal nexus.  
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The third and final section covered the primary research question – the drug 

cartels’ possible impact on federalism in Mexico. The material presented indicate that the 

drug war is not subverting federalism since the end of the single-party dominant system, 

nor is there any indication that the executive power is using the military to marginalize 

subnational authority. Findings of this study rather indicate that the security crisis is 

uncovering state institutional weaknesses to the public, who in turn demand their elected 

officials to improve these weaknesses in accordance with the Constitution, international 

obligations and democracy.  
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Chapter V: Conclusion  
 

5.1 Introduction  
 

 This concluding chapter about the Mexican drug war’s impact on federalism in 

Mexico will present an overview of the study, a summary of main findings, and 

suggestions for further research.  

 

5.2 Overview of the Study 
 

 This study aimed to uncover whether the Mexican drug war has impacted or is 

currently impacting the federal political system of shared sovereignty. The Mexican drug 

cartels’ power have grown exponentially in the last decades as the flow of illicit drugs 

from South America shifted from the Caribbean to Latin America. Mexico’s geographical 

location and close proximity to the United States (US), the world’s biggest drug market, 

has nurtured the growth of violent non-state actors (VNSAs) that were in some areas 

challenging the legitimate authority of the state. Considering Mexico’s semi-autocratic 

history under single-party dominance, where the federal executive power was controlled 

by the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) for more than seven decades, concern about 

the extensive use of federal power to unravel drug cartel-influence over Mexican society 

could undermine regional autonomy and reverse the democratic progress since the end of 

single-party dominance in 2000. The level of violence has increased annually since 2006, 

after President Calderón executed a new government offensive involving the military 

while implementing extensive law enforcement and judicial reforms. The presence of the 

military has caused new corruption scandals and human rights violations that may 

undermine the legitimacy of the government’s offensive strategy.   

 Chapter I introduced the topic as a qualitative, single-case study, with an inductive 

direction to gain greater empirical understanding as the research progressed. The objective 

was to find correlations between direct or indirect effects of the drug war and Mexico’s 
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constitutional vertical divisions of power – federal, state, and municipal. The research 

question, consisting of main theoretical concepts, was formulated as follows:  

How do violent non-state actors (VNSAs) impact federalism in Mexico? Furthermore, 

two sub-questions were included to establish a greater basis to answer the research 

question:  

1) Is the military strategy violating the constitutional perimeters of executive power?  

2) is the level of violence a threat to Mexican federalism?  

Limitations of the research involved little available data of drug cartels due to their 

clandestine nature, limited reports of crime statistics due to underreporting and 

inefficiency of the law enforcement sector, linguistic challenges such as limited or 

improperly translated documents, and finally time limitations.   

 Chapter II established the theoretical foundation of concepts such as the state, 

federalism, non-state actors (NSAs), and the global drug trade. These concepts were 

chosen as they are all cornerstones that construct the thesis and research question. The 

state is a governed entity consisting of territory, international recognition, and a 

population. Max Weber’s concept of the state’s right of monopoly of legitimate violence 

has been severely challenged in Mexico, where local security institutions have been 

neutralized by either violence or corruption. Federalism is a political system of shared 

sovereignty between the central and regional governments. This system of shared-, and 

self-rule maintains regional autonomy through checks and balances. NSAs are non-

territorial entities that are able to influence internal and foreign affairs of states. They are 

also relevant in the international community through active participation that influences 

the dynamics of the international system. This section sought to establish the relationship 

of transnational criminal organizations (TCOs), a subgenre of NSAs, to the state – a 

relationship that varies case by case. Finally, the global drug trade is part of the illicit 

global political economy (IGPE), a network of organizations and groups that seek to make 

profit through producing, trafficking and distributing narcotics deemed illegal by states 

and international organizations.  
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 Chapter III contextualized these concepts by applying them to the Mexican case. It 

was established that Mexico’s first Constitution from 1824 ascertained a political system 

under federal principles with three levels of government. Its political history remained 

turbulent until the Mexican Revolution in 1910 and the implementation of the 1917 

Constitution. Following these events was the era of single-party dominance under the PRI, 

with an exceptionally strong federal executive far superior to the other branches of 

government. With no worthy political opposition, federalism and democracy became 

meager formalities rather than political systems of regional autonomy and popular 

representation. Decentralization of the political system began after years of poor political 

and economic performance by the PRI, while at the same time the political opposition was 

able to win key political positions. After the 2000 national election, Mexico has been 

characterized as a multi-party democracy, despite currently being in transition of 

solidifying democratic state institutions. The growing power of the drug cartels has 

explicitly challenged the healthy formation of strong institutional development, especially 

within the law enforcement sector. Mexico’s decentralized police has long been known for 

its extensive corruption problem and lack of professionalism, while supposedly public 

officials on all levels of government had for years been colluding with criminal groups 

through the political-criminal nexus. The new political order after the PRI-era sought to 

rid the country of the drug cartels, or at least diminish their power similar to what occurred 

in Colombia during the 1980s. The 2006 government offensive involved strengthening 

Mexico’s security apparatus through law enforcement and judicial reforms. The heavy 

involvement of the military, in some areas replacing state and local police, has caused 

controversy on the constitutional legitimacy of the use military. Investigations have 

unveiled human rights violations and corruption, implying that the longer military 

personnel are exposed to the influences of the drug war, the more it is threatening the 

institutional integrity of the armed forces.   

 Chapter IV operationalized the concepts and applied them to the Mexican case in 

the form of the Mexican state, Mexican federalism, drug cartels, and the Mexican 

government’s offensive strategy. The chapter consisted of findings and indications of the 

drug war’s impact on the country’s federal political system, addressing a primary research 

question and two sub-questions. The first two sections covered the sub-questions related to 
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the federal executive branch of government and its constitutional limits of the use of 

power, and the level of violence and the impact on the political system. The final section 

covered the main research question to assess the overall VNSA impact on Mexican 

federalism.  

 

5.3 Summary of Main Findings 
 

 The summary of the main findings will be evaluated in three sections, reflecting 

the research questions – both primary and secondary.  

 The first sub-question concerned the executive power and the constitutional limits 

of the use of the military. Juan Lindau has argued that the drug war may be disrupting 

federalism by increasing the powers of the federal executive power, such as declaring 

estado de excepción to temporarily suspend constitutional rights during a crisis. Such 

federal declarations could undermine regional autonomy by marginalizing the state and 

local security apparatus (Lindau 2011:177). Details of the federal executive branch of 

government and the constitutional limits of power, which are specified in the 1917 

Mexican Constitution and include the powers granted to the Secretariat of National 

Defense (SEDENA) and the Secretariat of the Navy (SEMAR), are stated in Article 89, 

number VI. According to this article, the President (the executive) may dispose of the 

military “for internal security and exterior defense of the Federation” (OAS 2004). 

Evaluations have shown the military’s involvement in the drug war has been in accordance 

with Article 29 regarding estado de excepción, and Article 89 covering the Presidential 

powers. As the drug war has progressed, there have been cases where the military has 

completely taken over jurisdiction from state and local police, for instance in Veracruz, 

Ciudad Juarez and Tamaulipas. This, however, causes constitutional confusion with regard 

to Article 129, which states “No military authority may, in time of peace, perform any 

functions other than those that are directly connected with military affairs” (OAS 2004). 

Sub-question one asks: Is the military strategy violating the constitutional perimeters of 

executive power? Considering the Mexican Constitution, the government’s use of the 

military is not violating the executive perimeters of power. The inter-cartel violence that 
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has plagued the country for years constitutes a “serious disturbance of the public peace”, 

justifying the involvement of the military to sustain the Mexican state’s legitimate 

authority and to maintain law and order. Article 29, however, does not specify the duration 

of declarations of estado de excepción, meaning there is no official limit of how long the 

military can maintain jurisdiction over local or state areas of responsibility. The lack of 

duration specification could undermine regional autonomy and violate an important 

fundamental of federalism.  

 The second sub-question asked whether the level of violence is a threat to the 

political system. “Level of violence” constitutes, for this research study, the nation-wide 

drug-related homicide rates since the beginning of President Calderón’s term in 2006. 

Sub-question two was phrased as: Is the level of violence a threat to Mexican federalism? 

Figure 1 shows that the annual drug-related homicide rates have increased dramatically 

since the implementation of the government’s offensive strategy. Figure 6, however, 

shows that the violence is mainly concentrated among the drug cartels themselves, rather 

than against government personnel, indicating that the government’s anti-drug-cartel 

campaign has exacerbated the inter-, and intra-drug cartel violence. After government 

forces have dismantled a drug cartel, or forced it out of an area, rivaling organizations 

quickly move in to fill the power vacuum, increasing inter-cartel competition which results 

in increased violence. This increase of violence is also reflected in annual journalist and 

political assassinations showed in figure 7, which indicates the drug war is threatening the 

freedom of the press and the functionality of regional governance. These numbers may 

indicate greater political defiance considering the end of the political-criminal relationship 

during the years under the PRI, which would explain greater disharmony between 

Mexican authorities and the drug cartels. However, it is difficult to assess whether the 

crimes documented by these numbers are a result of the federal political system with 

regard to the targeting of state and local political leaders, which may have a greater 

political impact, or if it is merely to spread fear.   

 The primary research question sought to find correlations between the activities of 

the drug cartels and federalism in Mexico. Phil Williams’ theoretical framing established 

that TCOs do no seek to replace the state, nor do they have political goals such as 
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overthrowing the regime (Williams 2002:170). TCOs, such as the drug cartels, need the 

existence of states to outlaw products such as illicit narcotics to drive the mechanics of the 

global drug trade in order to generate profit (Godson & Olson 1995:19). Furthermore, it 

has been established that TCOs flourish in weak states, where state institutional 

capabilities are either limited or non-existent (Williams 2002:170). In relation to the 

Mexican case, the years under PRI dominance with limited accountability and public 

insight led to poor state institutional development, causing vital institutional sectors such 

as law enforcement to be heavily susceptible to narco-corruption. After the end of the PRI-

era and the unraveling of the political-criminal nexus, federalism became an advantage to 

the drug cartels. Federal division of sovereignty as well as a decentralized police force 

have exposed regional authorities to drug-cartel countermeasures in the form of violence 

and bribes, making federalism an advantage for the drug cartels in neutralizing the state’s 

instruments to uphold the law. This advantage has proven to be short-lived, as it has 

exposed institutional weaknesses to a democratically elected government accountable to 

the population, thus creating the political will for institutional strengthening in the form of 

extensive law enforcement and judicial reforms. The government’s heavy investments of 

federal institutions are not an attempt to recentralize the political system, but rather a 

response to a security crisis that falls under federal jurisdiction. One strong indication of a 

healthier balance among Mexico’s power institutions is the recent Supreme Court ruling 

limiting military jurisdiction. A controversial aspect of the drug war has been the instances 

of military personnel accused of human rights violations being tried in military courts. 

These courts are not subjected to the same transparency requirements as civilian courts, as 

this is vital to maintain the military’s institutional integrity. While this is irrelevant with 

regard to federalism, it indicates that the country is on the right path away from the former 

semi-autocratic system of exceptional executive power witnessed during the PRI-era.   

 Overall, there is no indication that the drug war is upsetting the federal division of 

sovereignty, or federal authority subverting subnational authority. The existence of a 

worthy opposition nurtures both federalism and democracy, neither of which would be 

able to function under single-party dominance. However, as previously stated, the findings 

of this research project are indications, rather than concrete conclusions.  
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5.4 Suggestions for Further Research 
 

 It became obvious early during the research process that there exists little literature 

about the security crisis in Mexico and its political implications. De Remes’ use of Mony 

de Swaan and Juan Molinar Horcasitas’ ‘Indice de Concentracion de Poder’ (ICP) formula 

may present some estimation, but without the support of official government data, these 

estimates can easily be dismissed. Therefore, further research is necessary to accurately 

measure the federal division in Mexico. Comparing the case study with other federations 

may uncover findings or trends that are relevant to the state’s relationship with VNSAs. 

As the drug war progresses, Bunker and Sullivan’s writings about cartel evolutions may 

become invaluable should the security situation continue to deteriorate. Lastly, further 

research on the drug war’s impact on fiscal federalism in Mexico is needed, as this is vital 

for federal principles of shared-responsibility.   

 

5.5 Conclusion 
  

This final chapter consisted of overviews of all previous chapters, a summary of the 

study’s main findings and suggestions for further research. With drug-related violence 

skyrocketing since the government’s offensive in 2006, this study indicates that there is 

little or no impact on the federal political system. There is no indication that the growth of 

executive power is violating the principles of federalism or regional autonomy. The rise 

and evolution of the drug cartels shows that Mexico is in an important phase with regard 

to the continued development of democracy and federalism. The Mexican drug war shows 

the growing capabilities of NSAs, the dynamic nature of the global drug trade and the 

continued evolvement of the Westphalian state.    
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