Fewer homicides do not mean more security 

By Viridiana Rios*
Is President Felipe Calderón correct when asserting that the problem of insecurity in Mexico is largely a problem of perception? Indeed, homicide rates in Brazil are higher than in Mexico. While in Mexico it is approximately 12 per 100 thousand inhabitants, in Brazil it amounts to 29. True. The Mexican drug war is more peaceful than the Brazilian peace.
But no, it is not true that crime in Mexico is a perception problem. It is not true that Mexico is safer than Brazil. It is not true because the causes, motivations, form, and the effects of homicides in Mexico are the same. There is more to fear in Mexico. Much more. Felipe Calderón is wrong. 

Unlike Brazil, we clearly know who the murderers are and by knowing, we also know that have been unable to cut them. The common Brazilian homicide runs away, he may or may not be captured by the police. The Mexican drug trafficker does not run, operates in broad daylight, walks in the streets without fear, recruits dealers using radio ads. The dealers of the Gulf Cartel can be seen quietly standing in the streets, spreading messages, guarding border cities for their bosses. Mexico’s impunity multiplies Mexicans’ fear.
Insecurity in Mexico is higher because the organization of our criminals is a symptom of the disorganization of our government. Common murderers have always existed and will always exist. Individuals throughout history have killed for love, money or revenge. Not even an extremely effective state would have a homicide rate of zero. Organized crime is different; it can only develop if the Sate is weak. The state has to be so weak or so corrupt that there are places, houses, towns, cities, where the criminals can get together, talk and plan without restrain. The criminals in Mexico have networks of doctors, lawyers, accountants; they even manage nurseries outside the prisons. 

Insecurity in Mexico is higher because security is not only about reducing homicides rates but about targeting kidnappings, extortion and corruption. Individual murderers are unable to generate complex structures such as those that have wrecked the tourism industry in Laredo. They do not reproduce and regenerate as easily as the drug traffickers. They are socially unattractive. Nobody wants to be a passionate murderer when he growths up. Many young people though, do aspire to be a drug trafficker. 

Insecurity in Mexico is higher not because of raw numbers but because of its form. Decapitated, dismembered, dipped in acid, such are forms that homicides take in Mexico. The heads of the dead appear on the doors of primary schools. Knowing that you can die in an assault in Rio de Janeiro and that the murderers will walk freely on the streets is certainly scary. Knowing, however, that murderers are not only free but that they can dismember their victims with impunity and can --in broad daylight-- carry a head in their hands and throw it in public places; that is terrifying. 

Insecurity in Mexico is greater because the violence seems more random, less rational. The motif of a common murder can generally be traced with relative efficiency. Mexican organized crime is different. It fights with the authority in the streets of Ciudad Juarez. Stray bullets kill civilians. No one knows when the next battle will break out. Drug violence generates anxiety among citizens, a fear of the abstract; people at Juarez know that death can come at any time. Common murders indeed generate fear but they do not generate anxiety. Fear is more specific. It is not casual that psychiatry classifies fear as a less intense form of anxiety. Anxiety generates psychosis as the one which broke a couple of days ago on twitter when residents of Juarez speculated about when the next cartel battle will emerge. No one wanted to leave their houses. People were in front of their computers, just waiting. Fear would have never had such effect. 
It is a mistake that Mexico is on the list of countries that the U.S. does not recommend to travel and Brazil not. The reason is simple. Each murder in Mexico is a reminder that we live in a country where crime has overtaken the authorities. The level of organization that has reached the crime in Mexico reflects the weakness of our government. 
True. Brazil has a homicide rate higher than Mexico. Yet, Mexico is much more insecure. 
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