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Research Findings 
 
Introduction 
Recent violence associated with the international drug trade in México has 
reached levels normally associated with a country fighting an international 
or civil war. Although most measures of peace and conflict do not find 
México to be a country at war (despite the international rhetoric of the ‘war 
on drugs’), the number of deaths in México from internal conflict was on 
par with Afghanistan in 2011.i There is a violent conflict taking place in 
México: seven (or possibly more) major drug-trafficking organizations 
(DTOs) are fighting each over cultivation territory, supply routes, and US 
markets; simultaneously the U.S. and Mexican governments are trying to 
prevent all of them from producing and trafficking illegal drugs, people, 
and arms. But this conflict is not manifesting in the way we typically 
analyze war – as organized armies fighting each other over stated political 
goals. Rather, there is another dynamic driving this violence. It is highly 
related to the structure of the international illegal drug industry.  
 
In this paper I argue, 
from a peace economicsii 
perspective, that México 
is experiencing a 
situation of market 
violence – violence used 
in the pursuit of 
exchange (rather than 
appropriative) activity – 
resulting from the international prohibition of illegal drugs. I demonstrate 
how this structure of the drug market leads actors to use violence in the 
course of market activity. Following an analysis of México’s national 
experience with violence and the drug market, a case study of one 
municipality, Ojuelos de Jalisco, illustrates the difference between 
dynamics at the local and national levels and how the market could serve 
as an instrument of peace rather than one of violence. Sustainable peace in 
México will require both national level restructuring of this violent market 
and grassroots engagement in the development of a peaceful economy.  
 
Key Findings 

• Market violence is the use of direct violence in profit maximizing 
exchange activity via engagement in the market. 

• Dynamics that drive peace and violence in relation to economic 
activity differ at the national and local levels. 

Peace Economics 
The most recent definition of peace economics 
comes from the book Peace Economics by Jurgen 
Brauer and J.P. Dunne: “the economic study and 
design of political, economic, and cultural 
institutions, their interrelations, and their policies 
to prevent, mitigate, or resolve any type of latent or 
actual violence or other destructive conflict within 
and between societies.” 



 

 

• The market mechanism can be an instrument of peace or of violence. 
The international market for illegal drugs is creating a situation of 
market violence in México. 

• At the local level, nonviolent markets for goods and services may be 
providing a measure of resilience to communities. These peaceful 
markets can be enhanced by deliberately strengthening other 
community dynamics, such as social capital. 

• It is possible to use our economic structures and mechanisms, 
including the market, to deliberately increase peacefulness. 

 
Methodology 
This study was completed between September and December of 2012, and 
is based on both field and desk study. The field study, which took place 
during the month of September, consisted of 23 interviews with 25 
community members and three weeks of observation and participation in 
Ojuelos de Jalisco, México. This qualitative data collection was 
supplemented by desk research conducted over the course of two years 
leading up to the project and completed during the fall of 2012. The full 
report, available upon request, is 90 pages and provides an analysis of 
each of the concepts presented here. 
 
Market Violence 
Market violence is the use of direct violence in profit maximizing exchange 
activity via engagement in the market. 
 
Basic market theory predicts that actors will invest in a given action if it is 
likely to produce greater value than the investment. DTOs, which are 
essentially business organizations, are executing violence as a business 
expense with the expectation of returning a certain amount of revenue.iii In 
this context, violent activity is part of the cost-benefit analysis of business 
investments. Just as a firm might use advertising to secure market share, 
which is arguably benign, or might move its labor operations to a market 
with low wages, which is arguably logical, it might also assassinate 
competitors or regulators if this were expected to secure profitable 
territory. 
 
In México’s case, the violence used by DTOs coincides with illegality: the 
production and sale of drugs, the movement of drugs, arms, and 
undocumented persons across international borders, and the use of 
violence by non-state actors are in fact illegal. However, conceptually, 
market violence is distinct from criminality in that illegality is not a defining 
feature of this activity. This type of violence is arranged and motivated 
differently than armed political conflict or criminality; it is part of an 
individual or organizational cost-benefit analysis and used in decentralized 



 

 

economic gain via engagement in the market. Understanding this type of 
violent appropriation offers a greater level of nuance for measurements of 
peace and violence, contributes to the research agenda for peace 
economics, and could draw the attention of the technologies of 
peacebuilding, beyond law enforcement alone, to issues in México. 
 

 
Measuring Peace in México: The Current Frameworks 
Why is defining a new type of violence important for México? 
 
Despite its illegality, the movement of marijuana, cocaine, heroin, 
methamphetamines, arms, and undocumented people across the U.S.-
México border is a multi-billion dollar industry. As México has increased its 
efforts to eradicate this market, drug-trade related deaths have escalated 
dramatically – from approximately 2,100 in 2006 to 15,300 in 2010 and 
12,900 in 2011. iv  Currently, the Mexican government is employing the 
military in law enforcement efforts, due to severe corruption in the police 
forces at both the local and the federal levels.v 
 

México in the Global Peace Index 
 
The most comprehensive quantitative measurement of peacefulness in a 
given county is the Global Peace Index (GPI), published by the Institute for 
Economics and Peace (IEP). The GPI is an index of 23 indicators that 
measure the absence of violence according to ongoing domestic and 
international conflict, social safety and security, and measures of 
militarization and armament. Each indicator is scored or banded into a 1 to 5 
scale, with 1 representing a very high level of peacefulness and 5 
representing a very low level. A composite score is produced for each 
country, and the countries are ranked accordingly. In 2012, peacefulness 
across the globe ranged from 1.13 (very high) to 3.392 (low). 
 
México’s 2012 GPI score: 2.445 out of 5 
 
The GPI includes 4 Indicators of Violent Conflict 

• # of Conflicts Fought: 1 
• # of Deaths from External Conflict: 1 
• # of Deaths from Internal Conflict: 5 
• Level of Organized Internal Conflict: 2 

 
How can México score both a 1 (very peaceful) and a 5 (not peaceful at all) on 
conflict indicators? I argue that some sources score México’s experience as 
war while others do not because we do not yet understand the dynamics of 
market violence.  
 



 

 

But despite the Mexican and U.S. governments’ emphasis on law 
enforcement, supplemented by the military, México appears very much to 
be a country at war. Comprehensive reports from the Congressional 
Research Service (U.S.), Human Rights Watch, and the Trans-border 
Institute all describe war-like conditions. However, because of the 
frameworks and definitions supporting them, the quantitative measures of 
conflict do not fully capture the nuance of México’s reality. 
 
Currently, there is very little research linking direct violence and market 
activity, whether legal, illegal, formal, or informal.  But it is possible to 
build a dataset and further analyze this type of violence. A market violence 
dataset would allow for the exploration of correlations with factors such as 
GDP and GDP per capita, income inequality, barriers to entry and exit in 
alternate industries, property rights, human development indicators, social 
safety nets, levels of regulation, the size of the informal sector, natural 
resource dependence, or ease of labor mobility, to name a few examples. 
Such study may illuminate new relationships between economic structures 
and violence and positively inform development policy. More information 
about this type of market driven direct violence could be critical to building 
peace. 
 
Peaceful Markets 
Production of agricultural crops such as marijuana, coca, and poppy are 
not inherently violent. But within a prohibition structure, the production 
and sale of these crops is extremely profitable in México because various 
factors create a comparative advantage in the provision of illegality via the 
use of direct violence. vi  These products can be removed from violent 
markets by being incorporated into the legal, formal, and peaceful 
economy. It is possible to use our economic structures and mechanisms, 
including the market, to deliberately increase peacefulness. In order to 
construct a peacebuilding economy, analysts and policy makers must 
ascertain which economic structures lead to the use of violence and which 
help build peace.  
 
At the Local Level 
The case study for this project is based on observation and interviews with 
25 participants in Ojuelos de Jalisco, México. I talked with participants 
about their economic experiences, and identified two different dynamics in 
the local economy. One the one hand, people described bleak economic 
prospects – a potential risk factor for dependence on an illegal economy. 
On the other hand, a bustling market for consumer goods and varied 
entrepreneurial activity was visible throughout the city. After interpreting 
the field data, I found that there is a nonviolent market operating in 



 

 

Ojuelos, and it provides some measure of resilience to the community, but 
there are also several factors limiting economic growth and opportunity.  
 
Community members identified the following seven factors as economic 
constraints: 

• Violence from the drug-trade in and around Ojuelos 
• Informal economic activity that may be reducing tax revenue and 

undermining public goods and economic development 
• A lack of transparency and accountability in government  
• Drought, which negatively impacted the agricultural economy as well 

as households’ access to water 
• A lack of financial capital in the local economy 
• Insufficient educational opportunities 
• Underdeveloped social capital and civil society 

 
Recommendations: Economic Activism & Social Design 
Just as we can actively design projects and programs for economic 
development, we can also design peace and peaceful markets. With an 
understanding of the existing constraints on the market, growth and peace 
could be designed together by actively removing constraints and altering 
the mix of incentives. The citizens of Ojuelos could build a market that 
serves them as an instrument of peace and further reduce their 
vulnerability to violence. Based on the findings that civil society and social 
capital are underdeveloped in Ojuelos, I recommend civil society strategies 
for shaping the peaceful market so that social capital and mechanisms for 
further growth could be developed in the process. 
 
The following recommendations for economic activism are outlined in the 
full report: 

• Community-based protection measures 
and nonviolent conflict resolution 
options to reduce incidences of direct 
violence  

• Community-based provisions for the fair 
use of water 

• Organizing and expanding cooperatives, 
especially for manufacturing 

• Increased educational opportunities with 
peace curriculums  

• Organizing for transparency and accountability, cooperation with 
local government, and to reduce corruption 

 
 
 



 

 

Conclusion 
By focusing on people, rather than states and militaries, we can build 
peaceful economies. Top-down change will be needed to the extent that 
economic and political structures originate at the state level, but it is not 
the only option. The analysis in this paper offers frameworks that can work 
for federal policy and grassroots organizing. Unlike the use of force, even in 
the name of security, the market mechanism is not inherently violent. 
Intrinsically, it is based on freedoms, and it can be used at all levels of 
society as an instrument of peace. But peace is not automatic. Building a 
peaceful market, much like building a peaceful state, requires actively 
employing structural power. The market is neither infallible nor static, and 
the people of the Americas have agency in shaping it. By understanding the 
international drug trade as a market, we are likely to discover that peace 
economics is a much more effective tool in fighting what, truthfully, need 
not be called a war. 
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