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Introduction

This book is an investigative history of how illicit drug markets and state institutions
have shaped each other in Mexico from the 1970s to the present. My aim is to move
beyond headlines and short-form narratives of cartels and spectacular violence, to
trace longer arcs: how markets evolved, how political bargains were struck, and how
ordinary lives were reorganized by economies that operate both outside and inside
formal institutions. Combining archival material from law-enforcement records,
extended case studies of cities and regions, and the voices of people who live with
these realities, the book offers a layered account of power, complicity, resistance, and
reform.

Methodologically, this work brings together three registers of evidence. First, | draw on
law enforcement archives, court documents, and investigative files to reconstruct
networks, transactions, and official responses. These documents reveal patterns of
collusion, gaps in accountability, and the limits of policing strategies. Second, detailed
case studies of municipalities, border towns, and rural districts show how macro-level
shifts in supply, demand, and policy take concrete form in neighborhoods, markets,
and institutions. Third, community narratives—testimonies from family members, local
activists, journalists, and low-level participants—illuminate the human consequences
that statistics obscure: disappearance, forced displacement, everyday negotiation with
power, and strategies of survival.

Across these sources a recurring theme emerges: illicit economies are not merely

criminal enterprises operating at the margins; they intersect with formal politics, law,
and business in ways that can remake governance. Officials at different levels—Iocal,
state, and federal—have at times been complicit, tolerant, or actively engaged in the
drug trade, while citizens and civil-society actors have responded with strategies that
range from accommodation to organized resistance. The book asks difficult questions
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about culpability and responsibility, and it seeks to map how institutional incentives
and weaknesses have allowed organized crime to penetrate state functions, capture
resources, and alter public life.

This is also a book about policy. Over the past five decades Mexico has experimented
with a range of approaches—criminalization, militarized interdiction, justice reforms,
and collaborative policing—each with uneven results. In later chapters | evaluate those
policies against evidence drawn from the archives and fieldwork: which measures
reduced violence or corruption, which produced unintended harms, and which reforms
were stymied by political economy and institutional inertia. The conclusion offers a
sober assessment rather than quick prescriptions: some reforms show promise, others
are necessary but insufficient, and many will require structural change in
accountability and public institutions.

Finally, the book is attentive to voices often sidelined in discussions of the "drug
problem": those of women who navigate changing labor and family roles, of journalists
and human-rights defenders who are threatened for recording truth, and of
communities that have built alternate forms of governance under extraordinary
pressure. By centering both macro-level analysis and local experience, Narco-State
aims to provide readers—scholars, policymakers, and citizens—with a fuller
understanding of how illicit economies have shaped modern Mexico and what lessons
might guide more effective, humane, and accountable responses in the years ahead.
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CHAPTER ONE: Seeds of Trade: Mexico and the
1970s Drug Market

The 1970s in Mexico, for many, evoke images of disco, political stability under the
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), and the slow creep of modernization. Beneath
this veneer, however, something far more corrosive was taking root. The demand for
illicit drugs, particularly from its powerful neighbor to the north, was beginning to
transform Mexico from a transit country into a crucial node in the global narcotics
trade. This wasn't an overnight metamorphosis; it was a gradual evolution, driven by a
confluence of geopolitical shifts, agricultural traditions, and an emerging network of
enterprising individuals willing to cater to a burgeoning appetite for altered states.

To understand Mexico's unwitting entry into the narco-state paradigm, one must first
look at the crop that served as its initial currency: marijuana. While cannabis had been
cultivated in Mexico for centuries, its large-scale commercialization for export was a
relatively new phenomenon in the post-WWII era. The rugged terrain of states like
Sinaloa, Guerrero, and Oaxaca, with their isolated valleys and favorable climates,
proved ideal for growing vast quantities of the plant. These regions were often beyond
the immediate reach of federal authorities, creating a fertile ground for illicit
agricultural enterprises.

The United States, simultaneously, was experiencing a cultural upheaval. The
counterculture movement, coupled with the Vietham War, fueled a significant increase
in drug consumption, particularly marijuana. Domestic supply couldn't keep pace with
the burgeoning demand, creating a vacuum that Mexican producers were more than
eager to fill. This simple economic principle - supply and demand - laid the
foundational brick of what would become a complex, multi-billion-dollar industry.

Initially, the trade was relatively unsophisticated. Small-time farmers, often struggling
with poverty and a lack of legitimate economic opportunities, found a lucrative
alternative in cultivating marijuana. The profits, while modest by later cartel
standards, were significantly higher than those offered by traditional crops like corn or
beans. This economic incentive drew more and more rural communities into the orbit
of the drug trade, blurring the lines between legitimate agriculture and illicit
enterprise.

The logistical challenges of moving large quantities of marijuana across the
U.S.-Mexico border in the early 1970s were considerable, yet not insurmountable.
Smugglers, often using rudimentary methods, would pack bales of marijuana into
vehicles, sometimes disguised as legitimate cargo, and navigate the vast stretches of
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the border. Corruptibility at border crossings, already a persistent issue, began to
intensify as the stakes grew higher.

Beyond marijuana, the 1970s also saw the nascent stages of opium poppy cultivation
in Mexico. Opium, the raw material for heroin, followed a similar trajectory to
marijuana. The "Golden Triangle" region of Sinaloa, Durango, and Chihuahua, with its
remote mountain ranges, became a hub for poppy farming. This shift was partly
influenced by global dynamics. As traditional sources of heroin in Southeast Asia faced
increased interdiction efforts, Mexico emerged as a viable alternative for American
consumers.

The move into opium poppy cultivation was a significant step, as it introduced a far
more potent and addictive substance into the illicit market. The processing of opium
into heroin, though still relatively crude in Mexico during this decade, represented a
greater degree of sophistication than simply drying and baling marijuana. This
required a different set of skills, more specialized knowledge, and a greater capital
investment, signaling the gradual professionalization of the drug trade.

The early trafficking networks were often loose confederations of families and local
strongmen rather than the highly structured cartels that would emerge later. These
individuals, often called caciques or "bosses," exerted considerable influence in their
territories, using a mix of patronage, intimidation, and sometimes genuine community
support to maintain control over their illicit operations. Their power was localized, and
their reach rarely extended far beyond their immediate spheres of influence.

The Mexican government's response in the 1970s was, by modern standards,
piecemeal and often ineffective. While there were certainly efforts to combat drug
production and trafficking, these were frequently hampered by a lack of resources,
widespread corruption within law enforcement agencies, and a political system that
often prioritized stability and quiet accommodation over aggressive confrontation. The
PRI's long-standing hegemony created a centralized system where power and illicit
profits could be effectively managed, albeit for the benefit of a select few.

Operation Condor, launched in 1975, represented one of the Mexican government's
more significant early attempts to tackle the burgeoning drug trade. A joint
U.S.-Mexican initiative, it aimed to eradicate opium poppy and marijuana fields in the
Golden Triangle region. While initially disruptive, its long-term effectiveness was
limited. The operations often displaced farmers, pushing them into new areas or
further entrenching them in the illicit economy, rather than fundamentally altering the
supply chain.

The involvement of the United States in Mexico's anti-drug efforts also began to

solidify in the 1970s. American pressure, fueled by domestic concerns about drug
abuse, led to increased intelligence sharing, financial aid, and training for Mexican law
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enforcement. However, this assistance was often viewed with a degree of suspicion by
Mexican officials, who harbored concerns about sovereignty and the perceived
imposition of U.S. policy priorities. This early collaboration foreshadowed the complex
and often contentious relationship that would define bilateral anti-drug efforts for
decades to come.

A crucial, yet often overlooked, aspect of the 1970s drug market was the development
of infrastructure. The need to transport drugs, whether by land, air, or sea, spurred the
creation and improvement of clandestine routes and networks. Airstrips were carved
out of remote clearings, often with the tacit approval or direct involvement of local
authorities. Boats, ranging from small fishing vessels to larger cargo ships, began to
be utilized for maritime smuggling, particularly along Mexico's extensive coastlines.

The financial dimensions of the drug trade also started to become more sophisticated.
The sheer volume of cash generated by drug sales presented a new challenge: how to
move and legitimize illicit profits. While large-scale money laundering operations were
still in their infancy, the foundations were being laid. Small businesses, real estate,
and informal banking networks began to be utilized to clean drug money, subtly
integrating it into the legitimate economy.

The social fabric of communities involved in the drug trade also began to undergo
significant changes. The influx of cash, while offering economic opportunities, also
brought with it a new set of risks and societal tensions. Traditional hierarchies were
challenged as those involved in drug trafficking gained wealth and influence. The
allure of quick money began to draw younger generations into the trade, sometimes at
the expense of traditional livelihoods and community values.

The emergence of a consumer market for drugs within Mexico itself, though smaller
than the U.S. market, also began to take shape. While Mexico was primarily a producer
and transit country, the availability of drugs inevitably led to some domestic
consumption. This internal market would grow in subsequent decades, adding another
layer of complexity to the country's drug problem.

The 1970s also witnessed the early instances of drug-related violence that would later
become a defining characteristic of Mexico's drug war. While not yet at the epidemic
levels of later decades, clashes between rival groups, disputes over territory, and
retribution for betrayals began to occur with greater frequency. These violent episodes
served as a chilling precursor of the brutal struggles that would engulf the nation in
the years to come.

The influence of the PRI, while seemingly monolithic, also played a complex role. The
party's system of patronage and informal governance often meant that certain illicit
activities were tolerated, or even facilitated, as long as they didn't disrupt the broader
political order. This created a fertile environment for corruption to flourish, as drug
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traffickers learned to navigate and exploit the existing political structures for their own
benefit.

Moreover, the lack of robust democratic institutions and a weak rule of law meant that
accountability was often elusive. Law enforcement officials, prosecutors, and even
judges could be swayed by bribes or intimidation, allowing drug traffickers to operate
with a degree of impunity. This systemic vulnerability would prove to be one of the
most enduring challenges in Mexico's struggle against organized crime.

The rural areas, particularly those with strong indigenous populations, were often the
hardest hit by the nascent drug trade. These communities, often marginalized and
lacking access to economic development, found themselves caught between the
demands of drug cultivators and the sporadic incursions of government forces. Their
traditional ways of life were disrupted, and they were forced to adapt to a new reality
shaped by the illicit economy.

The evolution of drug routes within Mexico was also a key development of the 1970s.
Initially, routes were largely dictated by geographical features and existing
infrastructure. However, as the trade grew, more sophisticated networks emerged,
utilizing highways, railways, and even small aircraft to move product from cultivation
areas to border towns. These routes became lifelines for the emerging drug
enterprises.

The border cities, such as Tijuana, Ciudad Juarez, and Matamoros, began to transform
into critical transit points. Their proximity to the U.S. made them ideal locations for
smuggling operations, and their economies became increasingly intertwined with the
illicit trade. The demographic shifts in these cities, driven by both legitimate migration
and the influx of those seeking opportunities in the drug economy, further complicated
their social and political landscapes.

The nascent drug trade also provided a testing ground for various methods of
concealment and evasion. From specially modified vehicles with hidden compartments
to elaborate underground tunnels, traffickers constantly innovated to outwit law
enforcement. This cat-and-mouse game would continue for decades, with each new
interdiction method being met with an equally ingenious counter-strategy.

The cultural impact, though subtle at first, also began to manifest. The wealth
generated by drug trafficking, even in its early stages, allowed some individuals to
flaunt their newfound riches, often through conspicuous consumption. This created a
parallel culture, sometimes admired and sometimes reviled, that existed alongside
traditional Mexican society. The narcocorrido, a musical genre celebrating the lives of
traffickers, began to emerge, reflecting and often romanticizing this new reality.

The period of the 1970s was, in essence, a germination period. The seeds of the drug
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trade, planted by external demand and nourished by internal vulnerabilities, began to
take root and grow. While the scale of operations was still relatively modest compared
to later decades, the fundamental dynamics were established: a lucrative market,
adaptable entrepreneurs, a corruptible state, and communities increasingly drawn into
its orbit. The stage was set for the dramatic expansion and violent conflicts that would
define Mexico's relationship with drug trafficking in the decades to come.

The U.S. government's "war on drugs," formally declared by President Nixon in 1971,
also indirectly contributed to the shaping of Mexico's drug market. As U.S. domestic
law enforcement tightened, it pushed production and transshipment further south,
making Mexico an even more attractive staging ground for traffickers seeking to
supply the American market. This external pressure inadvertently strengthened
Mexico's role in the global drug supply chain.

The economic context of Mexico in the 1970s also played a crucial role. While the
country experienced periods of growth, persistent inequality and limited opportunities
in many rural areas made participation in the illicit drug trade a compelling, if risky,
option for survival and advancement. The lure of higher wages for cultivation or
transportation was a powerful motivator for impoverished communities.

The institutional weaknesses of the Mexican state, particularly in terms of judicial
reform and law enforcement accountability, were exposed and exploited during this
period. The lack of independent oversight and the prevalence of a patronage system
meant that drug money could easily infiltrate and compromise various levels of
government, from local police to federal agencies.

The geographic realities of Mexico, bordering the world's largest consumer market,
provided an undeniable advantage for drug traffickers. The vast, often sparsely
populated border regions offered numerous crossing points and opportunities to evade
detection, making it a natural conduit for illicit goods flowing northward.

Furthermore, the existing informal networks and traditional smuggling routes,
historically used for legitimate commerce and occasional contraband, were readily
adapted for drug trafficking. These pre-existing channels provided a ready-made
infrastructure that could be scaled up and repurposed for the burgeoning drug trade.

The early traffickers of the 1970s were, in many ways, pioneers. They were learning
the ropes, establishing supply lines, and building relationships, both legitimate and
illicit, that would form the backbone of future cartel operations. Their ingenuity and
ruthlessness, combined with the immense profits to be made, laid the groundwork for
the more organized and violent criminal enterprises that would emerge in the
following decades.

The concept of a "narco-state" was still a distant horizon, but the initial elements were
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firmly in place. The illicit economy was not yet dictating national policy, but it was
certainly influencing local governance, shaping economic opportunities, and beginning
to challenge the state's monopoly on force in certain regions. The casual observer in
1970s Mexico might have dismissed the scattered reports of drug seizures and arrests
as isolated incidents, but beneath the surface, a powerful and transformative force
was rapidly gaining momentum.
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