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Anxiety, evasion and addiction: 
How Mexicans deal with violence

‘We cannot separate the violence from the mental health problems’ 
MEXICO CITY: Between anxiety, addiction
and evasion, Mexicans have found coping
mechanisms to deal with the violence plaguing
their country and which peaked in 2017 to the
highest level in two decades. The year is not
yet over, but the number of murders commit-
ted in November reached 23,101, according to
a government registry of violent deaths, the
highest count since the tally was launched in
1997, and topping the 22,409 killed in 2011
when the big drugs cartels started to fracture.
The statistics do not show how many of the
deaths were linked to narco-trafficking, but
experts believe the majority were attributable
to the wave of drugs-related violence that has
risen incessantly since 2006, when the gov-
ernment launched all-out war on Mexico’s
powerful cartels.

Collective violence 
“Since the start of this absurd war on

drugs, Mexico has entered into what the
World Health Organization technically defines
as ‘collective violence,’” said Juan Ramon de la
Fuente, a psychiatrist and former dean of the
Autonomous National University of Mexico,
or UNAM. “It is a kind of epidemic when
there are more than 10 homicides for every
100,000 people,” he said. WHO figures show
that in 2015 Mexico was suffering 19 murders
per 100,000 people, but De la Fuente, who
participated in a multidisciplinary study of the

impact of violence on society, puts that figure
at at least 22 per 100,000.

The lack of security that has reigned over
large tracts of Mexico for years has had a tan-
gible emotional impact on the population, said
De La Fuente, while life expectancy has
dropped yearly among young people because
of the number of youths being killed. “We
cannot separate the violence from the mental
health problems which are on the rise across
the country,” said De La Fuente. “There is a
feeling of helplessness which creates reac-
tions that people express symptomatically, in
terms of anxiety, a disturbance to sleep pat-
terns, or the increased use of alcohol and oth-
er drugs.” According to government data,
drug consumption has in fact increased by
more than 40 percent since 2010. “In Mexico
there are no fewer than a million people who
probably have suffered from some emotional
or psychological impact derived from the
drugs war since the army was sent on to the
streets,” said Rogelio Flores, a researcher into
the societal effects of violence at UNAM’s
psychology department.

De la Fuente estimates that with the
200,000 people murdered, and tens of thou-
sands missing since 2006, around 250,000
homes in Mexico have been affected by “a
process of pain, depression, helplessness,
frustration and fear, a gamut of very powerful
and complicated emotions which is over-

looked by the state from a medical and psy-
chological point of view.” 

Scenes from Dante 
In other cases, people display the phenom-

enon of “normalization” or “habituation” to
the endless violence that is incorporated into
daily life, from school children learning how to
protect themselves during shootings to drugs
lords being lionized in television shows or in
the folk ballards known as “narco-corridas.”
“It is worrying that we come to see death as
an element of everyday life,” said Flores.
“There is a process of desensitization in large
parts of society which is promoting and legit-
imizing violence, without considering its con-
sequences.”

The spectacular cruelty of the drug cartels
has produced scenes of Dantesque horror,
with people being beheaded, dismembered,
skinned alive, tortured and hung from
bridges-their bodies dumped, often by the
dozen, in the streets for all to see.  Martin
Barron, a criminologist at the National
Institute for Criminal Science, said that in the
past the cartels had “codes of respect” that
included not killing a victim’s wife or children.
But in 2009, with the rise of the Zetas-the
armed wing of the Gulf Cartel, which was
made up originally from government special
police who defected to the drugs lords-all the
rules started to disappear.

“The criminals now have no limitations
preventing them inflicting whatever degrading
acts they wish upon another human being,” he
said. He underlined the lack of importance
given to the origin of the Zetas, former elite
commandos around whom swirl macabre leg-
ends, such as the story that one their late
leaders used to eat the human flesh of his vic-

tims. “We have to analyze these figures that
come from a military background, they start
out there and then the cartels look for some-
one who would do be prepared to do some-
thing like this. This violence is not in the nor-
mal make-up of Mexicans, you have to go out
looking for someone with psychotic tenden-
cies,” he said. — AFP 

MEXICO CITY: This file photo taken on June 15, 2017 shows a woman performing during a
protest to mark one month since the murder of their colleague Javier Valdez, a noted
expert on the country’s drug cartels and AFP contributor whose death appears far from
being brought to justice. —  AFP 

Dog poisoning 
sparks outcry
in Lebanon
BEIRUT: Video footage of stray dogs appar-
ently being poisoned by municipal staff has
sparked a public outcry in Lebanon, with
politicians rushing to post pictures of them-

selves with their pets. The video, shot in the
south Beirut suburb of Ghobeiry, shows the
dogs lying on their sides near a bowl of food
shaking uncontrollably and frothing at the
mouth. A municipal employee is then seen
picking up their bodies and throwing them on
the back of a pickup.

Welfare organization Animals Lebanon,
which posted the video, said it was seeking
action from the government. “This sickening
level of abuse, torture, suffering and complete
disregard for life and law is absolutely shock-

ing,” it said. “We are communicating now with
the minister of interior (Nohad Machnouk) to
condemn such action and officially notify all
municipalities that this is illegal and unaccept-
able.” Ghobeiry municipality said that it had
suspended several staff members and opened
a disciplinary investigation but denied any
responsibility. “This is an isolated villainous
and reprehensible act carried out on the per-
sonal initiative of a number of health depart-
ment staff,” it said. But the interior minister,
who is responsible for overseeing local gov-

ernment, said that he had ordered an inquiry
into the actions of the municipality.

President Michel Aoun posted a photo-
graph of himself with his pet dog and a
reminder that, under new legislation he signed
into law in August, any action that causes suf-
fering to animals is punishable by a fine of up
to $13,000 (11,000 euros). “Stray dogs may
pose danger to people in several ways but the
methods to resolve these cases are also
numerous,” he said. “These methods are defi-
nitely not what we have witnessed on televi-

sion and social media channels especially after
the new animal protection law was signed ear-
lier this year.” The leader of Lebanon’s Druze
community, Walid Jumblatt, posted a photo-
graph of himself with his dog Oscar, describ-
ing the killing of strays as a “crime”.

“If there is one creature to remind us of our
humanity and to teach us faithfulness, love, loy-
alty and tenderness, it’s the dog,” the veteran
lawmaker tweeted. It is not the first time this
year that there has been an outcry over the
treatment of animals in Lebanon. — AFP


