
The Hunger Games in Mexico. The havoc of crime within the framework of structural violence 133

The Hunger Games in Mexico.  
The havoc of crime within the framework  
of structural violence

Jesús Acevedo Alemán
César Arnulfo de León Alvarado
Irán Barrera

Abstrac

Like the novel The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, which tells an epic adventure of a post-apocalyptic 
country in which its characters must fight to the death, while they are watched on national television, in 
Mexico this macabre game has moved out of the realm of science fiction and books and materialized in every 
corner of our country. Upon reflecting on the subject of the havoc of crime this analogy comes to mind. Now-
adays Mexicans, when leaving home, must compete, not so much for finding conditions of well being, but of 
survival. The presence of a violent culture, added to the increase and diversification of criminal activity produc-
es a scene straight from the imagination of Leigh Whannell, author of the series Saw or better known as The 
Game of Fear, in which “Jigsaw”, the architect of evil, more than killing his victims, traps them in situations he 
calls “games” or “tests” in order to test his victims’ will to live, faced by all kinds of physical and psychological 
torture. 

To venture into the havoc of crime, it is necessary to understand the conditions which exist in our context, es-
pecially to try to identify the adverse social architecture, or, the scenarios in which we have been trapped and 
which challenge us to prove our will to live. In this sense, the present essay points to the reflection of so called 
structural violence. In reality this is not a “macabre game” or “Hunger Games” but a crucial component for 
understanding the violent dynamics of our country. The referential frameworks which provide the structural 
conditions make it possible to produce a macro vision of the various variables which come together in the vio-
lent dynamics of subjects, and the way in which these detonate accelerated increases in episodes of extreme 
hostility, presented by criminal, violent activity of organized crime, which directly affects the most vulnerable, 
such as children and young people.
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Introduction

Identifying violent culture
The World Health Organization (WHO, 
2003) defines violence as “the intentional 
use of physical force or power, threatened 
or actual, against oneself, another person, 
or against a group or community, that ei-
ther results in or has a high likelihood of 
resulting in injury, death, psychological 
harm, mal-development, or deprivation.” 
Said definition is broadened by Amemiya, 
Oliveros and Barrientos (2009), who add 
that “today violence represents a daily 
component in our lives, reflected at all so-
cial, economic and cultural levels and es-
pecially in family dynamics and schools.” 
Oliveros, Figueroa, Mayorga, Cano and 
Barrientos (2008) also acknowledge that 
this violence has been hidden, negated and 
silenced for many years by educators and 
authorities, but avoiding and suppressing 
this violence has only made things worse, 
making it necessary to face the problem 
firmly and treating its whole magnitude 
and evolution. 

That is why that when speaking of vio-
lence, precisely due to its magnitude and 
evolution, two closely related perspectives 
must be confronted, indirect violence and 
direct violence (Arrelano, 2007). The former 
relates to practices of indifference to vio-
lent acts or not denouncing them, has an 
impersonal nature and represents great 
apathy. The latter has a personal nature, 
face to face, and is when physical force or 
words are used as a means of settling 
frustration and differences, being visible in 
various ways, as can be on the corporal, 
psychological or moral level, also expressed 
against objects and the environment. 

Within this order of ideas, Barbeito and 
Caireta (2005) state that direct violence 
taken in the same way, as an attitude of 
behavior which is a violation or privation 
of something which is essential to a per-
son, such as his physical, psychic or moral 
integrity, his rights and freedom. 

Other authors such s Rodríguez and 
Palomero (2001) coincide in affirming that 
violence is indirect or structural and 
therefore, incorporated into the so-
cial-economic system, showing up in so-
cial injustice, such as the case of the 
existence of the difference in the distribu-
tion of income, along with marginality, il-
literacy, lack of welfare medical services 
and difficulty in climbing the socio-eco-
nomic ladder for a large percentage of the 
population. On the same note, Arellano 
(2007) points out that it is necessary to 
consider violence to be the cause of the 
difference between what people could be, 
but aren’t; between what is true now and 
what is possible in the future, with respect 
to a minimally human life. 

In the face of these reflections, Luciano, 
Marín and Yuli (2008) conclude that vio-
lence is not an unequivocal concept nor 
does it designate a sole phenomenon, but 
rather it involves the existence of multiple 
violences with implications at the individ-
ual, family, institution and social level, 
which act by moderating or maximizing 
their manifestations. Bringuiotti (2000) 
suggests that while there are historic and 
cultural forms which characterize violence 
in our times, its practice is a product of 
specific configurations of different scenar-
ios. Along these same lines Arellano (2007) 
points out that for example, within today’s 
educational context is where so called 
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school violence has increased, this being 
understood as all situations of physical, 
verbal and emotional aggression by stu-
dents, teachers and the institution itself, 
which in turn, is immersed in a society 
which has violent expressions, expressed 
by different channels and modalities de-
pending on the relationship (political, in-
stitutional, communicational and personal) 
(Alegre, 2004). All of this together makes 
up the so called culture of violence which 
is displayed differently depending on the 
social context and its actors, reflected in a 
special way within the context of schools 
with various practices of aggression which 
include bullying and any other form of in-
timidation or coercion between school-
mates (Acevedo, 2013; 2015); Luciano, 
Marín and Yuli, 2008).

According to Acevedo (2015), in order 
to understand this culture of violence 
different theoretical models must be de-
signed, as well as appropriate instruments 
for measuring, which would broaden the 
variables and measurements. Magenzo 
and Tchimino (2010), in this sense, sug-
gest that different approaches must be 
used rather than the concept of violence, 
and that this may be achieved by using an 
ecological approach or model (Bronfen-
brenner, 1979), in which the relationship 
between individual and contextual factors 
is explored, and which analyzes violence 
as a product(s) of many levels of influence 
on behavior. The authors themselves 
point out that individual type levels must 
be identified as biological factors and the 
result of an individual history which in-
fluences the behavior of one person. At 
the level of social relationships (friends, 
partners, members of the family) the risk 
of becoming victims or aggressors must 

be analyzed. On the other hand, at the 
collective level, the contexts of the com-
munity in which social relations take 
place, such as school, the workplace and 
the neighborhood must be examined. This 
approach makes it possible to identify the 
characteristics of this environment which 
are associated with being a victim or ag-
gressor. Finally on the social level the so-
cial factors which most frequently 
determine the high levels of violence 
must be examined.

This ecological vision has inspired au-
thors like Acevedo (2015), who acknowl-
edges that violent culture begets subjects 
with ethical-moral formation plagued 
with anti-values, understood to be behav-
ior which damages and threatens life itself 
or the integrity of others, representing 
those individuals who are notorious for 
having a profile high in Negative Social 
Activators (NSA), generated by situations 
lived in adverse family environs,1 hostile 
educational scenarios2 or precarious urban 

1 Family disintegration (problems of couples, 
indifference), dispersion of family members, lack 
of attention to children of the family, teaching 
of anti-values, educational methods based on 
permissiveness, socio-economic difficulties 
(unemployment, insufficient salaries), family 
unity with moral fragility (increase in necessary 
divorces and separations) and the presence of 
practices of punishment/abuse of children.

2 Loss of credibility in authority figures (teachers, 
government workers), discipline problems 
(teacher-student, student administration 
conflict), teaching of anti-values, vandalism 
and damage to school property, institutional 
inability (they are not capable of attending to 
the problems derived from school violence) and 
abuse between classmates and peers (bullying) 
(physical, verbal, psychological, social, sexual 
harassment). 
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contexts or prone to violence.3 These fea-
tures are begotten within hostile environs 
which may be the home, the educational 
scenario or urban contexts. Above all they 
are the result of living in violent societies 
or societies of extreme social hostility, 
which day after day envelope the most 
vulnerable subjects, such as children and 
young people who are then trapped within 
the new macabre game, which is ever more 
violent and with perverse dimensions 
which convert them into direct victims of 
the new representations of crime and ever 
more hostile structural violence.

3 Presence of an antisocial culture (hit men instead 
of military offices are admired; dishonesty and 
impunity instead of honesty and rectitude are 
idolized), living conditions with no or insufficient 
public services (street lights, sewage systems, 
streets and good roads), absence of qualified 
policemen, a chaotic world (social psychosis 
and paranoia, catastrophism, social plunder, 
challenges in the face of climate change, natural 
disasters), increase of delinquency (robberies, 
kidnappings, damaged property), the presence of 
organized crime with evermore “qualified” cells 
(paramilitary or guerilla preparation with better 
weapons and top of the line arsenals), evermore 
bloody armed confrontations between military 
forces and criminal groups with collateral dam-
ages (deaths of civilians and harm to citizens), 
institutional crises (loss of credibility in social 
institutions, such as the church, institutions of 
social security), corrupt civil society (civil society 
has not been able to influence the design and 
instrumentation of alternative actions in the 
face of real problems, they have become political 
escapes or figures of unilateral interest), lack of 
job security (unemployment, insufficient salaries, 
precarious jobs), presence of individualistic cul-
ture (centered on the wellbeing of one, far from 
the group or community vision of collaboration or 
concern for other’s problems), an increase in ex-
cesses (drug consumption, alcoholism, gambling, 
lewd entertainment) and media circuses (based 
on entertainment without thematic content).

Development
The new rules of the macabre game. 
Identifying structural violence
It is well known that talking about vio-
lence has caused various controversies 
throughout history, ranging from seman-
tic-conceptual matters to theoreti-
cal-methodological issues. The truth is 
that there is no one term which really does 
justice to the various representations in 
which violence materializes in society. 
What we can mention is that, based on 
scientific consensus, we cannot talk about 
violence, but rather “violences,” referring 
precisely to its multiple representation, 
reaches, faces, actors, magnitudes, among 
other aspects. Said mutable conditions, or 
evolution, result in recognizing that the 
rules or conditions by means of which vio-
lent culture may be generated, may 
change. This phenomenon may be ex-
pressed in traditional or classic forms such 
as domestic violence, abuse/punishment 
of children, or violence in educational 
contexts (bullying). Then there are con-
temporary forms of violence such as cy-
ber-harassment of children and 
adolescents, mobbing in work contexts or 
burnout, perverse violence, of structural 
violence —the latter stands out as new 
faces given to extreme hostility—, typolo-
gies which together give witness to the 
evolution of the violent phenomenon itself 
(Acevedo, 2015).

In particular, it may be said that the 
macro scenario in which various manifes-
tations of violence may take place, so-
called structural violence, is the term 
applicable to those situations in which 
damage to basic human needs (survival, 
well-being, identity or freedom) take place 
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as the result of processes of social stratifi-
cation, that is to say, without the need for 
the existence of direct violence. In the 
same way, the term refers to a conflict 
between two or more groups of society, 
characterized in terms of gender, ethnicity, 
class, nationality, age and other aspects, in 
the distribution, access or possibility to use 
resources. In the same way, the term has 
allowed for illustrating the existence of 
other kinds of conflict such as those de-
rived from the presence of extreme hostil-
ity: criminal culture, organized crime, 
terrorism, among other social practices 
which bring about social instability (Torto-
sa and La Parra, 2003). 

The faces of structural  
violence
Structural adjustments, as well as social 
answers which emerge in Mexico and the 
world as a result of social inequality, are 
key elements which intervene in the 
analysis of structural violence. Poulantzas 
(1978) notes that various countries in the 
world are unable to socially and political-
ly negotiate with sectors of the popula-
tion who have mobilized. They have had 
to enact growing measures of violence 
and control which have resulted in the 
subtle but aggressive presence of coer-
cion of the subjects, this being a kind of 
“legal” violence used to keep order and 
social peace.4

4 As an example, we can point out the Educational 
Reform in the country during President Peña 
Nieto’s government which strengthens the role 
of education in reducing social inequalities, with 
the promise of being inclusive and spending more 
in the poorest areas of the country, based on the 
promise to guarantee free secular, obligatory ed-

The application of force by the State 
is inherent in the application of policies 
of austerity,5 accompanied by economic 
markets which display unconformities 
among citizens, giving privileges to small 
sectors of the population, which brings 
on growing resistance from these sectors 
along with other minority segments 
which have historically been segregated 
and excluded. Sánchez (2005) indicated 
that the paradoxical consequence of 
the structural reforms most of the time 
detonates the use of force by regimes, as 
a way of keeping “democratic order” in 
the face of the application of unpopular 
political measures of fiscal adjustments 
and austerity. In other words, “demo-
cratic” States exert violence as a way 
to keep political control and maintain 
stability, in contradiction to their own 
ideology of democracy and human rights 
and as a last resort, subordinating their 
legitimacy.

ucation. This law has resulted in demonstrations 
and strikes by the educational sector in various 
regions of the country. 

5 For example, the newspaper El Heraldo (2014) 
presented the situation faced by Venezuela, 
where unpopular economic measures of Pres-
ident Nicolás Maduro have created a vicious 
circle in which economic structural adjustments 
have caused more inequality, exclusion, poverty 
and alienation which in turn brings about grow-
ing criminal and radical violence, which in turn 
has led to the formation of a militarized elite 
which confronts a hostile coalition made up not 
only of the unemployed or urban impoverished, 
but also of middle class technicians, managers 
and professionals which are the sectors who 
have watched their levels of living deteriorate, 
eroded by the devaluation of their incomes and 
accompanied by a decrease in their purchasing 
power. 
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These expressions of violence, or urban 
violence, result in growing inequality and 
social exclusion, and the persistence of 
poverty. These phenomena are the result 
of imposing neo-liberal economic policies, 
and according to Sánchez (2005) may be 
identified as two types of violence: one 
political and the other criminal. That is to 
say, as far as the urgency of circumstances 
faced by middle sectors and workers 
grows, many of them take on radical vio-
lence which brings about repeated strikes, 
demonstrations and insurrection 
throughout the region. Simultaneously, 
the situation of the poor and the young 
has deteriorated and many of them join 
bands of young people, criminal mafias, 
drug-trafficking cartels. 

In this sense, it is true that the new 
protagonists of extreme hostility within 
this violent panorama are without a 
doubt, organized crime in Mexico and its 
various regions (Gutiérrez and collabora-
tors, 2010). According to the Semanario 
Zeta de Tijuana (Zeta Weekly of Tijuana) 
(2012), the violence of drug trafficking 
increased between 2006 and 2012 to 
83,191 deaths related to organized crime, 
figures which bear witness to the pres-
ence of organized groups of cells which 
are better and better “qualified,” who 
have paramilitary or guerilla training 
with improved weapons and top of the 
line arsenals, people with hostile person-
alities and the presence of anti-values 
(Acevedo, 2013).

In the face of this essence, and despite 
the efforts of the federal government6 to 

6 Through arrests of members of organized crime 
such as: Gulf/Zetas, Pacífico, Beltrán Leyva, Are-

combat it, criminal groups and associa-
tions have grown and permeated various 
corners of the social framework, producing 
ever more violent profiles, with inhumane 
practices of cruelty to human beings and 
histories full of criminal activities from 
ever earlier ages. Criminal cells which due 
to their direct armed confrontations with 
other criminal groups and military forces 
have left rivers of blood and uncountable 
collateral damage (civilian deaths and 
harm to citizens). Kaldor (2004), in this 
sense, acknowledges that drug trafficking 
represents the main activity of organized 
crime in the world and is facilitated by two 
tendencies, one socio-cultural and the 
other economic, indicating that due to the 
expansion of alternative culture through 
the mass media, and the opening of bor-
ders which is the result of the expansion of 
free trade, and is the way in which all of 
these criminal practices have been 
strengthened. 

Chronicle of criminal  
groups in Mexico
To talk about the origin of cartels in Mex-
ico and their criminal practices would 
mean telling the evolution of our society 
itself. In this respect, Astorga (2005) pro-
poses the origin of Mexican cartels began 
with the consolidation of the market for 
the use of marijuana and heroin in the 
United States after WWII. As a result the 
State of Sinaloa rose to the occasion, 
with the highest rate of production of 
both drugs, producing a symbiosis among 
drug traffickers, politics and commercial 

llano Félix, Milenio and the Familia Michoacana, 
among others. 
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and entrepreneurial activities. In this re-
spect Tello (1997) tells how, between the 
50s and 90s of the XX century a transition 
took place in the tolerance of the control, 
and since the 70s there has been moder-
ate growth in bi-national cooperation 
between Mexico and the United States, 
with a moment of crisis in this coopera-
tion being the murder of Enrique Ca-
marena, an agent of the Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA) in Guadalajara in 
1985 and again in 1997 in the case of 
corruption of General Gutiérrez Rebollo, 
who opened up suspicion of ties of the 
armed forces with organized criminals.

In other words, drug trafficking be-
comes globalized due to the transnational 
relation among production, commerce 
and use (Stephen, 1995). As a result, in 
Mexico there are seven large drug traf-
ficking cartels, the most important in 
Sinaloa led by “El Chapo” Guzmán —re-
cently recaptured by federal forces— (Ast-
orga, 2009), considered by Forbes 
Magazine to be one of the richest and 
most powerful men in the world, with an 
estimated fortune of one billion dollars, 
ranking 41st on the list of the world’s most 
powerful men (Forbes, 2009).

In second place in order of importance 
is the Cartel del Golfo (Gulf Cartel), which 
at first made armies of hitmen, the Zetas, 
to wage war on the Cartel of Sinaloa. The 
forces were made up of Mexican military 
and Guatemalan Kaibiles at the beginning 
of the first decade of the XXI century. 
The third most important, established 
in Tijuana, Baja California, is the Familia 
of Arrelano Feliz, which controlled the 
exportation of marijuana, cocaine and 
heroin to the major world markets, in the 

state of California. The fourth criminal 
organization, the Cartel del Milenio, or 
Cartel of Ciudad Juárez, headed by “el 
señor de los cielos” (the lord of the skies), 
Amado Carrillo, exported cocaine to the 
United States in low flying airplanes over 
the border in the desert where there was 
no radar. These four cartels had accumu-
lated great power and shared the territory 
at the end of the 90s (Blancornelas, 2002). 

At the beginning of the XXI century 
the two largest cartels divided: Sinaloa 
and Golfo Cartels. Competitors appear in 
their midst and a war for territories, ship-
ment and connections begins with Co-
lombian suppliers and the exporters to the 
United States. A fifth organization ap-
pears: the Beltán Leyva Cartel in Sinaloa, 
which expanded into the state of Jalisco. 
On the Gulf Coast, the Zetas split off from 
the Cartel del Golfo and declare war to the 
death, this becoming the sixth mafia 
linked to drug trafficking. To this must be 
added the birth of a new organization, the 
seventh, the Famila Michoacana, which 
opens a new vein of drug trafficking, 
trafficking pseudoephedrine, the raw ma-
terial for its production coming from 
China to the Pacific ports. Theses seven 
powerful mafias dominate the sale of co-
caine, heroin and ephedrine in over 300 
cities in the United States, and battles 
between them has raised the number of 
homicides in Mexico to previously un-
heard of levels (Aguilar and Castañeda, 
2009; Villalobos, 2010).

Due to the consolidation of criminal 
activity in Mexico, in the first decade of 
the XXI Century, relations between Colom-
bian and Mexican cartels are strengthened, 
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the latter dominating. According to Bagley 
(2009), said consolidation takes place be-
cause Mexican territory was the ideal 
space for introducing drugs into the Unit-
ed States , as well as carrying out traffick-
ing of arms, this situation proving to be a 
threat to national security (National Survey 
on Housing, 2009).

Impacts of the macabre game
In the year 2000 throughout the world 
71,365,270 crimes were committed. Mexi-
co held the sixteenth place in this list. 
Gutierrez and colls. (2010) says that of the 
total crimes committed in the country 
12.09% are considered to be violence, 
crimes like murder, rape, intentional inju-
ries, robberies with violence and kidnap-
pings. In this sense, according to the 
federal government, in 2010 22,701 homi-
cides were reported and the magazine 
Proceso (2012) reported that violence in 
Mexico had been occurring for at least five 
years at this high rate, pointing out that 
up to September 2011 the government 
acknowledged 47,515 homicides related to 
the conflict. 

Moreover, the National Institute of 
Geography and Statistics (INEGI, 2010) re-
ported for the period 2004-2009, 200,000 
people processed per year for some crime, 
either common crimes or federal crimes. 
The same organism indicated that in 2009 
the five most common crimes were: rob-
bery with 66,489 cases; assault and battery 
with 29,796; damage of other’s property 
with 13,282 cases; manslaughter with 
6,264 case and criminal acts with weapons 
4,933 cases. In this same order of ideas, for 
2010, the federal government held 81,128 
criminals associated with crimes against 

Foto: Marlon Flores
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public health, criminals who belonged to 
various criminal organizations; it also ar-
rested 34,350 people with no affiliation to 
any organization, making a total of 115,478 
people detained for crimes against public 
health. 

Over the past years, insecurity in 
Mexico has not improved entirely. At the 
national level the incidence of crime, ac-
cording to the latest National Survey on 
Victimization and the Perception of Public 
Safely (ENVIPE, 2015),7 it was estimate 
that there were 22,800,0008 victims9 18 
and over, which represented a rate of 
28,200 victims for every 100,000 inhabi-
tants during 2014, a figure statistically 
equivalent to the estimate for 2013 
(Graph 1).

The same study shows that the rate of 
criminal prevalence for every 100,000 in-
habitants in 2014 was 28,200, being sim-

7 The National Survey on Victimization and the 
Perception of Public Safely (ENVIPE, 2015) gives 
information related to the level of victimization 
and crime, denouncing of crime, characteristics 
of victims of crime, the crimes and damages 
caused, perception of insecurity, institutional 
performance and characterization of domestic 
crimes, among other information.

8 In the ENVIPE 2014 with year of reference 
being 2013, this figure represented 22,500,000 
victims. 

9 The ENVIPE measures crimes which directly af-
fect victims or households, such as: car theft, 
partial car theft, burglary of a home, robbery or 
assault on the street or on public transporta-
tion, robbery other than the previously listed 
(such as pick-pocketing, forced entry, cattle 
theft and other kinds of robberies), fraud, extor-
tion, verbal and physical threats, injury and 
other crimes (such as kidnapping, sex crimes 
and others). Note: Indicator IVV.1.2 “Rates of 
Victimization” of the National Plan for Develop-
ment 2013-2018.

ilar to 2013, when 28,224 cases were 
reported; while the rate of criminal inci-
dence per every 100,000 inhabitants in 
2014 was 41,655, being similar to the 
levels for 2013 with a rate of 41,563: Ex-
tortion represented the second most fre-
quent crime with 23.6% of the total of 
crimes which took place during 2014. The 
unrecorded crime rate was 92.8% at the 
national level during 2014 and 93.8% 
during 2013 (ENVIPE, 2015).

ENVIPE estimated that the main rea-
sons that lead victims to not denounce a 
crime are circumstances attributable to 
authorities, as 32.2% consider denounc-
ing to be a waste of time and 16.8% be-
cause they distrust authorities. The 
perception of insecurity in the states at 
the time the survey was taken (March-
April 2015) was 73.2% of the population 
over 18 years of age, levels similar to 
those of 2014 (Table 1). 

The same survey shows that during 
2014 33,700,000 crimes10 took place as-
sociated with 22,800,000 victims, which 
represented a rate of 1.5 crimes per victim 
(the same as the estimate for 2013) 
(Graph 2); while at the national level 
102,883 kidnappings of a member of a 
household with 99,747 victims during 
2014, making the rate of 41,655 crimes 
per one hundred thousand inhabitants 
during 2014. The three main crimes that 
stand out for 2014 at the state level are 

10 ENVIPE 2015 measures the most representative 
state crimes. Crimes such as organized crime, 
drug trafficking, illegal possession of arms 
exclusive to the Armed Forces, trafficking undoc-
umented workers, among others which are not 
possible to measure in a survey of victimization 
such as the ENVIPE.
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Fuente: ENVIPE (2015).

Graph 1    Rate of victims of crime

Table 1    MAIN RESULTS OF THE ENVIPE 2015

Households with at least one victim of crime in 2014
Absolute 10,800,000

Percentage of homes 33.2

Victimization in 2014 (18 years and older)

Absolute 22.8 millones

Rate  
(per 100,000)  

28,200

Crimes in 2014 (18 years and older) 

Absolute 33.7 millones

Rate  
(per 100,000)  

41,655

Dark number (crimes for which preliminary Investigations 
were not undertaken)

Percentage 92.8

PPerception of Insecurity between March and April, 2015 
(% of population 18 and over who perceived insecurity in 
their state) 

Percentage 73.2

Estimated national cost as a consequence of Insecurity 
and crime in 2014

226,700,000,000  Pesos  
(1.27% of PIB)

Source: ENVIPE (2015)

robbery or assault in the street or on 
public transportation, extortion and fraud 
(Table 2) (ENVIPE, 2015).

With respect to the main concerns of 
the population, ENVIPE 2015 estimates 
that at the national level 58% of the 
population over 18 years of age think that 

insecurity and crime are the most import-
ant problems today in their state, followed 
by unemployment for 44.1% and increase 
in prices for 33.2% (Graph 3). 

Finally with respect to changes of 
behavior and social cohesion at the na-
tional level, the daily activities which the 
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* Refers to crimes other than robbery or assault in the street or on public transportation, total or partial car theft and 
burglary of homes. 
**Includes crimes such as kidnapping and express kidnapping, sex crime and other crimes. 
Source ENVIPE (2015)

Graph 2    INCIDENCE OF CRIME—TYPES OF CRIME

Table 2     INCIDENCE OF CRIME

Entity Most frequent 2nd most frequent 3rd most frequent

NATIONAL Robbery or assault on the 
street or on transportation

Extortion Fraud

Aguascalientes Partial car theft Extortion Threats

Baja California Extortion Partial car theft Burglary of homes

Baja California Fraud Partial car theft Extortion

Campeche Extortion Threats Fraud

Coahuila Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Partial car theft Fraud

Colima Extortion Threats Fraud

Chiapas Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Threats

Chihuahua Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Partial car theft

Federal District Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Extortion Fraud

Durango Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Partial car theft

Guanajuato Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Extortion Partial car theft

Guerrero  Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Fraud



The Hunger Games in Mexico. The havoc of crime within the framework of structural violence 145

Entity Most frequent 2nd most frequent 3rd most frequent

Hidalgo Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Fraud

Jalisco Extortion Partial car theft Robbery or assault on the 

street or on public transpor-

tation

State of Mexico Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Extortion Threats

Michoacan Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Partial car theft

Morelos Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Threats

Nayarit Extortion Threats Partial car theft

Nuevo León Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Partial car theft Extortion

Oaxaca Threats Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Extortion

Puebla Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Partial car theft

Querétaro Extortion Fraud Partial car theft

Quintana Roo Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Fraud

San Luis Potosí Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Other crimes

Sinaloa Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Fraud

Sonora Other forms of crime Partial car theft Robbery or assault on the 

street or on public transpor-

tation

Tabasco Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Extortion Other forms of crime

Tamaulipas Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Threats

Tlaxcala Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Threats

Veracruz Extortion Robbery or assault on the street 

or on public transportation

Fraud

Yucatán Extortion Other kinds of crime Fraud

Zacatecas Extortion Threats Partial car theft

Source: ENVIPE (2015)

Table 2     INCIDENCE OF CRIME (continuación)
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population over 18 years of age stopped 
carrying out in 2014 were allowing young 
children to leave the house and use jew-
elry, with 67.9% and 64.8%, respectively 
(Graph 4). The population 18 years and 
older said that there was a problem in 
their community and they were unable 
to agree on a solution. The most common 
problem in their communities was rob-
bery, with 54% of the population telling 
of its existence. However, of these 54.3%, 
only in 29.6% of the cases were they able 
to agree on a solution (Graph 5).

On the other hand, in the light of these 
results, the Center for Investigation for 
Development (CIDAC, 2015) indicates that 
the last two years have been the most 
severe, adding that the policy for combat-
ing violence headed by the Mexican State 
has acknowledged organized crime to be 
the main axis of violence. In other words, 
children and young people are exposed to 

increased crime in all its dimensions (rob-
bery, kidnapping, damage to other’s prop-
erty, among others), within the framework 
of an extremely hostile and violent culture. 
Their only scenario for work and growing 
up is everything related to criminal activi-
ty, such as robberies, kidnappings for the 
extortion of large sums of money, hired 
murder, robbing cars and in general sub-
jugation which has become the big busi-
ness, along with security and protection 
services to protect wealthy people from 
threats. 

Therefore, it is impossible at this time, 
according to Kooninngs and Kruijt (2004), 
to determine the precise dimensions of 
today’s situation with respect to illegality 
and crime. What is true and important 
to point out is that activities connected 
to the production and distribution of 
drugs, as well as arms trafficking, interact 
dynamically, increasing violence and  

Graph 3    CONCERN FOR PUBLIC SECURITY

Fuente: ENVIPE (2015).
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Graph 5    SOCIAL COHESION

Graph 4    CHANGE OF BEHAVIOR 

Source: ENVIPE (2015)

Note 1: The interviewee may have given more than one answer.
Note 2: For every problem the option “not specified whether they were able to join or solve it” is excluded.  
Source: ENVIPE (2015)



148 Journal of Social Work unam

insecurity in various scenarios of social 
life. Private groups move in worlds be-
tween formality and informality, as well 
as legality and illegality, thus constituting 
new nexus of power in Latin America.

My Epilogue
Besides common robbery, kidnappings, 
assaults and car theft and the other prac-
tices mentioned earlier, a new form known 
as “sicariato” has been institutionalized. 
The name is derived from the Latin “sicar-
ios”, which in ancient Rome referred to 
young people who killed with a knife or 
dagger. Sicariato was established as a so-
cial form in Medellin, Colombia during the 
80s by the drug lords of the Cartel de 
Medellin, establishing schools and train-
ing fields where sicarios were trained as 
hired hitmen. Sicariato has extended 
throughout the region as a form of hired 
killing. Street children become sicarios, 
since they know that death is right behind 
them like a shadow and that the only fu-
ture that exists is the present (Acevedo, 
2012; Salazar, 1992).

Generations who have grown up on 
the streets, with no future and the total 
rejection of a conventional world of work 
and family, put their energy into produc-
tive activities which earn fast money to 
live a dream which never comes true. The 
terrible circumstances of poverty in which 
young people live in the periphery neigh-
borhoods give them a sense of urgency 
and lead them to the alternative of social-
ization associated with the street (Bour-
gois, 1998; Pedrazzina and Sánchez, 
1992). Anderson (1999) points out that 
the corner substitutes the classroom and 
is better than the traditional model of 
family, school and work. Formal education 

is irrelevant for children who do not have 
practical opportunities in the formal sec-
tor and who see many more possibilities 
in the “perverse” illegal economy. 

On the other hand, people who escape 
violence and persecution, as pointed out 
by Sánchez (2005), not only seek refuge in 
the cities, but some of them try to emigrate 
to other countries, seeking legal asylum, or 
cross the borders illegally into other coun-
tries. The same author adds that many of 
the people who leave his country due to 
the growing levels of violence do not nec-
essarily move to neighboring countries, 
but rather to more developed countries in 
Europe or North America, the United 
States being the main destination. Those 
who migrate in search of better luck in the 
north, despite the multiple obstacles which 
they face, visualize great opportunities in 
their new homes. Due to the urgency of 
the circumstances in their country of ori-
gin, they see the metropolitan areas of the 
United States as the ideal places which 
provide significant opportunities for get-
ting ahead, as well as an immediate way 
out of criminal situations (Rivera and 
Acevedo, 2014).

Violence and exclusion are not the only 
factors which explain migration to the 
United States, as argued by Hernandez 
(1999), but rather that in the information 
age the values of the north massively 
spread southward, offering young people 
in situations of despair, a way to make 
their dreams come true, known as the 
American Dream. However, attempting to 
enter the United States as undocumented 
immigrants brings with it another form of 
violence on our northern border. 

Finally, some immigrants exchange one 
form of concentrated poverty for another, 
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since they may be trapped in areas of 
poverty on the Mexican border in cities like 
Tijuana and Ciudad Juárez. Caught up in 
the best of cases in forms of traditional 
violence such as kidnapping and exploita-
tion by organized crime or local gangs of 
extortionist, or in the worst of cases they 
are murdered so that their organs may be 
sold or used in some kinds of blood rites. 
For example, Ciuidad Juárez, the city on 
the Mexican border across from El Paso, 
Texas, in 2013 registered the murder of 
300 women in keeping with an unchang-
ing ritual: kidnapping, torture, sexual cru-
elty, mutilation, strangling. Inhuman 
crimes which restate today’s understand-
ing of violence, in which not only the re-
sults of poverty take victims, but also 
matters of misogamy, perversions and 

various forms of killing as ritualistic ex-
pressions, such as those used by the “narco 
satánicos” (Satanic druglords) (Mujeres de 
Juarez, 2013; Condición Humana, 2014).

To sum up, structural violence has been 
installed within the scenarios of the study 
of violence not only as a “macabre game” 
or “hunger game”, but also as a crucial 
component for understanding peoples’ vi-
olent dynamics. The frames of reference 
which provide the structural condition al-
low for creating a vision in which various 
variables come together in violent dynam-
ics of subjects and how these detonate the 
accelerated increase in aggressive episodes 
which we have described. This criminal, 
violent scenario falls directly on the most 
vulnerable sector of the population, chil-
dren and young people. 

Foto: internet
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For Mexico these condition represent 
an enormous challenge for social actors 
and public institutions. Today, the greatest 
challenge is trying to solve theoretic and 
practical problems for the generation of 
the so-called “profiles of evil” or in other 
words: children and young people with 
anti-values who form and are attracted 
by organized crime and who are educated 
—most of the time— within households 
which use various forms of punishment 
as daily methods for bringing up children. 
These young people grow up in an atmo-
sphere of antisociality, which in the long 

run, materializes in the culture exposed 
to violence, as well as various practices of 
extreme hostility (Acevedo, 2013).

It is the job of professionals in social 
science to create more and better models 
of study derived from a strategy of timely 
intervention —on different scales— in the 
face of those situations of risk; aimed at 
improving behavior and social cohesion 
of the inhabitants of the various states 
of the Mexican Republic, faced by the 
matter of public insecurity and all types 
of criminal activity, in favor of a culture 
of peace.
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