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CHAPTER 10

When the Poor Police Themselves: 
Public Insecurity and Extralegal 

Criminal-Justice Administration in Mexico

Jennifer L. Johnson

In the face of dramatic increases in violent crime in the 1990s in Latin America and
the inadequacy of top-down police reform to stem this tide, citizens throughout the
region have intensified efforts to protect themselves. As the current boom in the pri-
vate security industry evidences, a growing number of such citizens have turned to
the free market to procure protection (Davis 2003; Davis et al. 2003; Regalado San-
tillán 2002; Smulovitz 2003). Through the consumption of gated residences, private
security personnel, high-tech alarm systems, and even armored cars, these members
of the Latin American elite and upper middle classes self-provision the protection
that the public sector has failed to supply. But how do members of society who lack
the purchasing power to acquire this kind of private protection—clearly, the vast
majority of Latin Americans—endeavor to protect themselves?

This chapter examines a collective self-help policing and penal justice initiative
that emerged in contemporary rural Mexico to protect local citizens from common
criminals and to compensate for the state’s incapacity to bring offenders to justice
through legal channels. The movement originated in 1996, when forty-two farming
communities in the southern state of Guerrero mobilized volunteer policing brigades
to patrol the roadways and footpaths that crisscross an isolated mountain region the
size of the state of Delaware. Comprising more than five hundred armed individu-
als, these brigades initially detained criminal suspects and turned them over to the



state judicial system for prosecution. In 1998, however, these patrols ceased to oper-
ate in tandem with mainstream legal institutions and began adjudicating cases locally.
By the end of the following year, this extralegal criminal justice system had sentenced
sixty-one convicts to forced labor on local public works projects for terms ranging
from two weeks to five years. At the time this observation was made, more than half
of the convicts sentenced since adjudication had begun had completed their sen-
tences and been released (Martínez Sifuentes 2001).

Condemned by the Guerrero state government and the National Human Rights
Commission as illegal and in egregious violation of basic legal norms and protections,
this movement has nonetheless grown in size and popular support. Local observers
claim that in its ten years of existence, this extralegal system of policing, adjudica-
tion, and correction has eliminated between 90 and 95 percent of all crime in the six
contiguous counties that it currently covers (Rojas 2005a).1 Federal troops and state
police have attempted to disband the movement by forcibly disarming its police
brigades and by imprisoning its commanders, but these moves have been thwarted
by mass protest. As of November 2005, this movement held thirteen convicts in cus-
tody (Rojas 2005c) and continued to patrol sixteen hundred square miles of national
territory in spite of staunch opposition from the federal and state governments.

Although unique in some respects, this initiative—called the Sistema Comunitario
de Seguridad, Impartición de Justicia y Reducación (SCSIJR)—Community System
for Security, Justice Administration, and Reeducation (CSSJAR)—by participants and
the press—reveals common themes that link diverse popular responses to the cur-
rent crisis of public security in Mexico. For one, the formation and tenacity of the
CSSJAR in rural Guerrero highlights the extraordinary reticence of Mexicans of all
classes to turn to the police to redress criminal victimization. By regional standards,
victimization rates in Mexico are not unusually high, but rates of nonreporting stand
as a stark indictment of the capacity of the Mexican system to bring offenders to jus-
tice. According to the United Nations International Crime Victimization Survey, car-
ried out in Mexico for the first time in 2004, a full 75 percent of all crimes committed
between 1999 and 2003 went unreported (Instituto Ciudadano de Estudios Sobre la
Inseguridad [ICESI] 2004). In Mexico City, residents reported to the police only one
in every eleven alleged crimes committed; in Guerrero state, this figure dropped to
one in thirteen.

In part, this reluctance stems from the widespread belief that the Mexican law
enforcement and judicial system is incompetent. A survey conducted by the Mexi-
can Health Foundation in 1999, for instance, indicated that the most frequently
cited reason for not reporting crimes to police was that respondents considered it
“pointless” to do so (Mexican Health Foundation Survey 1999, cited in John Bailey
and Jorge Chabat 2002, 47-8n9). This public perception of inefficacy has persisted
in spite of (or perhaps because of) the highly touted but largely unsuccessful efforts
to crack down on crime of former President Vicente Fox and former Mexico City
Mayor Manuel López Obrador.
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Coupled with this sense of futility, however, is a deepening distrust of the fun-
damental integrity of this system fueled by the proliferation of a new form of crim-
inality in contemporary Mexico: the victimization of ordinary individuals by highly
organized crime rings sustained by renegade elements of the military and the police.
Many observers note that one of the greatest challenges to the legitimacy of the 
Mexican criminal justice system is the exponential growth of organized crime and
the burgeoning involvement of Mexican officials in illicit activities ranging from
petty thieving operations to massive drug and arms cartels (Benítez Manaut 2000;
Davis 2002, 2003; Davis and Alvarado 1999; Gómez-Céspedes 1999; Llopart 2003;
López-Montiel 2000; Shelley 2001; Zamora Jiménez 2003). Not coincidentally, this
nexus between state agents and organized crime has evolved hand in hand with
Mexico’s transition to democracy. As Diane E. Davis elucidates, this is so because
political liberalization has attenuated the ties that bind traditional security forces to
the centralized political actors precisely at a time when lucrative opportunities for
extralegal counterallegiances have materialized (Davis 2002, 2003). The upshot of
these trends is that ordinary Mexicans continue to fear victimization by common
criminals but in addition, and increasingly, violence perpetrated by the very agents
of the state charged with ensuring their safety.

Thus, the self-help policing initiative analyzed here forms part of the same prag-
matic search for alternatives to reliance on the Mexican criminal justice system that
has prompted the nation’s upper and middle classes to demand private security ser-
vices. Although exceptional in its degree of institutionalization and its nonviolent
nature, the CSSJAR popular justice movement also forms part and parcel of a dis-
turbing trend that became perceptible in Latin America in the course of the 1990s:
the heightened proclivity of the poor to take the law into their own hands. Since the
late 1980s, vigilante violence or lynching in urban slums and impoverished rural
settlements throughout the region has been on the rise (Castillo Claudett 2000;
Goldstein 2003; Huggins 1991; Snodgrass Godoy 2004; Vilas 2001a, 2001b). In
Mexico, vigilantism and its relationship to public insecurity became the center of
public debate in November 2004, when national television aired live footage of an
angry crowd lynching three undercover federal police officers on the outskirts of
Mexico City (Lloyd 2004; Ramírez Cuevas 2004). The brutality of the incident, its
widespread media coverage, and the blatant failure of backup police to prevent the
deaths of two of these agents resulted in the dismissal of Mexico City’s chief of police
and raised to unprecedented levels the fear that vigilantism had reached epidemic
proportions.

Already in the mid-1990s, however, similar events had provoked public intel-
lectuals to decry lynching as one of the most serious problems afflicting contempo-
rary Mexico (Monsiváis 1996; Marotta 1998). In the wake of atrocities committed
in Puebla state by vigilantes who paid an amateur cameraman to film them, these
scathing critiques roundly rebuked the appalling indifference of state officials and
the Catholic church to vigilante acts of violence. Tacitly legitimating “taking the law
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into one’s own hands,” this apathy permitted first-degree murderers to evade the
legal and moral consequences of homicide by taking refuge under the cover of “the
will of the people.” Denouncing vigilantism as “crime in the name of popular jus-
tice,” these accounts thus construed the rise of vigilante violence in Mexico as fun-
damentally an increase in crimes of opportunity abetted by the laxity of state and
social institutions (Monsiváis 1996).

The scholarly literature on vigilantism in Latin America suggests another plausi-
ble interpretation. As neoliberal economic reform has polarized Latin American
societies and pushed the poor further toward the social margins, vigilante violence
constitutes a symbolically charged means of expressing the depths of despair and
disaffection experienced by urban neighborhoods and rural communities rendered
most vulnerable by privatization. From this perspective—more than irrational mob
violence or rationally calculated criminality—vigilantism can be construed as an act
of radical protest that mocks the state’s inefficacy even as it asserts a powerful if per-
verse form of communal agency (Goldstein 2003). Indeed, taking the law into one’s
own hands collectively and violently can be considered an insurgent form of priva-
tization that permits the poor to exert agency over and against the emasculating
forces of neoliberalism (Snodgrass Godoy 2004).

Like the wave of vigilante violence sweeping urban slums and remote villages
throughout the country, the case of extralegal policing and justice administration
examined here represents a profound indictment of the Mexican criminal justice
system. Moreover, notwithstanding crucial differences, these phenomena both give
witness to an extraordinary disposition among the poor to collectively bring crim-
inals to justice when the state has proved unwilling or unable to do so. In contrast
to vigilante violence, however, the CSSJAR movement in Guerrero has garnered
widespread if at times tacit acceptance from a number of key actors in Mexican
society and beyond. This chapter documents how and from whom the CSSJAR has
gained support, and what the remarkable resilience of this movement implies
about legitimacy and criminal justice in Mexico.

Drawing on ethnographic and interview data gathered by the author as well as
other primary and secondary sources, the case study presented here traces the tra-
jectory of this movement from its origins as a supplement to official law enforce-
ment through its transformation into an exceedingly effective but highly contested
alternative justice system. Ironically, although the CSSJAR today directly chal-
lenges state authority in the region, the movement emerged in response to ad hoc
government attempts to involve local citizens in a fight on crime that had strained
existing law enforcement far beyond capacity. Indeed, as the following section elu-
cidates, the willingness of state agents to relax an already ambiguous boundary
between official and unofficial law enforcement consistent with the spirit of priva-
tization and decentralization served as a crucial condition for the rise of institu-
tionalized extralegal policing and justice administration in Guerrero’s Costa Chica
Montaña region.

170 Legitimacy and Criminal Justice



THE ORIGINS OF EXTRALEGAL JUSTICE 
ADMINISTRATION IN GUERRERO, MEXICO

The Costa Chica-Montaña region in Guerrero, Mexico, provides excellent empirical
terrain for examining the relationship between neoliberal transformation, public
insecurity, and popular justice administration in its various forms. Ranked one of
the poorest microregions in the world, according to the 2004 Human Development
Report on Mexico (Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo 2005, 10),
this pocket of coffee-growing communities in the Sierra Madre del Sur suffered
immediate and far-reaching consequences when international coffee prices plunged
in the early 1990s as a result of market deregulation (Bartra 2001; García 2000;
Wasserman 2002). Against the backdrop of deepening economic crisis and social
instability, violent crime in the region spiked, especially along rural roadways. By
mid-decade, armed assault on vehicles transporting money, goods, and passengers
had become commonplace and had become the occasion for multiple incidents of
rape and homicide (Barrera Hernández 2001; Cano 1996).

Some evidence suggests that the expansion of the illicit drug trade in Guerrero
contributed significantly if indirectly to this crime wave. Since at least the 1970s,
the isolation and inaccessibility of Guerrero’s mountain region had facilitated the
covert cultivation of heroin-grade poppies and marijuana. The economic crisis of
the 1980s and 1990s enabled drug operations to recruit and arm an unprecedented
number of local residents. According to reports compiled by a local nongovernmen-
tal organization, victimization in the region during this time occurred primarily at
the hands of petty-theft rings engaged in highway robbery and livestock rustling
(Barrera Hernández 2001). Although official crime statistics cannot corroborate this
hypothesis, multiple narrative accounts attribute this phenomenon to the prolifer-
ation of robber bands—“bandas de delincuentes”—that had spun off from or worked
loosely under the auspices of locally-entrenched drug and arms cartels (Barrera
Hernández 2001; Martínez Sifuentes 2001; Rojas 2005c).

To break up these criminal enterprises required a degree of familiarity with the
region’s topography and social organization that only local police corps possessed,
but decades of underfunding by state government had left these bodies grossly
unprepared to address criminal activity at this scale and level of organization. In
1983, constitutional reforms aimed at decentralization assigned formal responsi-
bility for guaranteeing public safety to the municipality, the functional Mexican
equivalent of a United States county (Rodríguez 1997). With a negligible tax base
and limited state funds, however, few if any of the extremely resource-poor munic-
ipalities in rural Guerrero had succeeded in equipping, training, and maintaining
an effective municipal police force in the 1990s.

Moreover, state government disinterest in the development of this remote indige-
nous region had permitted a plethora of diverse and largely informal law enforce-
ment norms and practices to flourish over time at both the municipal and village
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levels. In the absence of external guidelines and oversight, for instance, methods of
selecting, remunerating, and deploying municipal police varied widely from one
contiguous county to the next (Dehouve 2001; Rowland 2006). This lack of stan-
dardization hampered the regional coordination necessary to catch and prosecute
highly mobile robber bands. Arguably, from the perspective of those directly
involved in policing these municipalities, the weak presence of state government in
law enforcement also made the difference between official and unofficial, formal and
informal, social control increasingly difficult to discern.

Given the municipalities’ inability to reestablish the rule of law in the region,
some villagers resorted to taking the law into their own hands violently. The most
notorious—though by no means the only—incident of vigilante violence to occur in
the Costa Chica-Montaña region in the 1990s took place in December 1993, when
individuals from the Tlapanec community of Zapotitlán de Tablas lynched seven
men suspected of belonging to a local thieving ring that had allegedly victimized
neighboring communities repeatedly. Among Mexicans, the people of Guerrero, or
“guerrerenses,” are known as fiercely independent and extremely quick to settle dis-
putes violently without the intervention of the state police or judiciary. Whether fact
or fiction, gruesome media images of the “strange fruits” of Zapotitlán de Tablas re-
inforced this mystique of guerrerenses as “ungovernable,” and brought unwanted
international attention and embarrassment to the federal government in the throes
of negotiating the NAFTA accords (Vilas 2001b). Coupled with growing interna-
tional concern over drug production and trafficking, this turn of events set into
motion a dramatic buildup of security forces that by the end of the decade would
transform Guerrero into the most heavily militarized state in Mexico second only to
Chiapas (Díaz and Corro 1996; Yaworsky 2002).

With the onset of the Chiapas debacle in January of 1994, the pace of militariza-
tion quickened. In Guerrero’s Costa Chica-Montaña region, the presence of federal
troops intensified dramatically and intervention of the military in civilian activities
including law enforcement expanded significantly. Paralleling a national trend
spurred by fear that public security writ large had spiraled out of control, civilian
government increasingly relied on federal troops to fight drug trafficking, contain
guerrilla activities, provide disaster relief, and build roads, bridges, air landing strips
and military barracks (Benítez Manaut 2000; López-Montiel 2000).

In spite of the strong tangible presence of state security forces, high rates of vio-
lent crime persisted. Partly in response to the intractability of this crisis of public
security in the Costa Chica-Montaña and elsewhere in Guerrero, in 1995 the state
executive branch initiated two sets of reforms designed to improve police perfor-
mance (Dehouve 2001; Rowland 2006). First, the state government moved to stan-
dardize and finance the municipal police forces across the seventy-six municipalities
that make up Guerrero. In the remote coffee-growing counties where the CSSJAR
would crystallize, this meant that for the first time within memory, municipal police-
men would earn a regular (though meager) salary, and the size of and rules regulat-
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ing these police forces would become uniform. Although personnel would continue
to be recruited from local villages, the intention of these reforms was to make the
municipal police a more professionalized and dependable vehicle of law enforcement
(Rowland 2006).

Second, the government created a new state police force to shore up the power
of the municipal police. Called “la motorizada” or motorized police to connote its
statewide jurisdiction and special mobility enabled by the use of motor vehicles (as
opposed to foot patrols), this force was expected to collaborate more effectively
than the notoriously corrupt and abusive state judicial police (Dehouve 2001). In
the Costa Chica-Montaña region, local village councils were permitted to name or
elect a dozen or so individuals to be incorporated into this entity. Though the pre-
cise motives for encouraging local representation in this presumably highly pro-
fessionalized law enforcement agency remain obscure, participants and the villages
that had named them widely interpreted this gesture as an official invitation to
become more active in the policing of their own region (Cano 1996).

The broader point here is that this spate of government-initiated police reform
blurred a historically ill-defined boundary between who should and could collec-
tively enforce the law and who could not, precisely at a time when the govern-
ment’s incapacity to police the region had become glaringly apparent and the need
for police protection in the region had become critical. Under these circumstances,
reforms that encouraged greater local participation in state-sponsored police
widened the gray space between legal and extralegal and laid the groundwork for
the CSSJAR by lending credibility to the notion of organized self-help policing as
a supplement to official law enforcement. Tellingly, this logic came to make sense
not only to villagers desperate to contain violent crime at the local level but also,
and most remarkably, to key actors within the state and federal government.

At the grassroots, this understanding of the need for a pragmatic partnership
between official law enforcement and community-based police patrols began to
crystallize in 1995, when representatives from more than forty villages located in
five contiguous counties convened to collectively discuss the extent of lawlessness
in their region and to propose potential solutions. Following months of similar
assemblies, in 1996 these villages mobilized extralegal policing brigades with the
explicit purpose of aiding official law enforcement. Five hundred men strong, these
volunteer brigades patrolled the desolate roads and footpaths that connected dis-
parate villages to each other and the region as a whole to the Pacific coast. Famil-
iar with the territory and with a direct interest in ridding it of crime, these brigades
proved extraordinarily effective at detaining criminal suspects and delivering them
to the appropriate legal authorities. Far from condemning these armed brigades as
illegal or a threat to state security, the governor of Guerrero donated a truck and
twenty low-caliber firearms to this collective effort. Moreover, with the state gov-
ernment’s approval, federal troops stationed in the Costa Chica-Montaña trained
this police force in the proper use of these weapons. Over time, these brigades came
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to be known as “la comunitaria,” or “the community police,” to distinguish them
from official municipal, state, or federal police forces.

The distinctiveness of the community police, however, stemmed as much from
its origins in indigenous forms of self-governance as from its extra-official status.
To date, the vast majority of indigenous communities in Guerrero’s Costa Chica-
Montaña regulate village affairs by drawing on concepts and practices evolved
from a religious-civil cargo system2 dating to Mexico’s colonial period. Although
the specifics vary by ethnic group—villages of Amuzgo, Mixtec, Nahuatl, and Tla-
panec descent coexist in the region—and within ethnic group by locality, these
governance structures typically incorporate the tradition of naming authorities
(“nombrando autoridades”) in a distinct fashion and with different functions than
local leaders appointed according to contemporary administrative and electoral
law (Nicasio González 2005). These individuals, in many cases chosen by con-
sensus during community assemblies, constitute the ultimate locus of legitimate
authority within their villages and in interactions with government officials and
other outsiders.

In essence, the assemblies of indigenous authorities (“asambleas de autoridades
indígenas”) convened in 1995 and 1996 represented the extension of this mode of
collective decisionmaking to the regional level. The intractability and increasing
brutality of crime had provided an impetus for this scaling up, and the receptivity of
state government had afforded opportunity. A further factor was that overlapping
organizational networks and infrastructure established by regional coffee producer
cooperatives presented an additional, crucial, means for this consolidation.

Since the 1970s, populist economic policies in Mexico had encouraged small-
scale coffee farmers to market and process their harvests collectively. By the mid-
1990s, however, the liberalization of international coffee markets and domestic
neoliberal reforms had crippled many Mexican coffee farmers, but two regional
cooperatives persisted in Guerrero’s Costa-Chica Montaña region. Active since 1985,
the larger of the two retained nearly one thousand members and access to credit and
market niches long after these had evaporated for most producers (García 2000;
Ravelo Lecuona and Avila Arévalo 1994). As long-standing economic enterprises
subsidized by the state, both cooperatives had garnered material resources such as
vehicles, telephones and fax machines, and centrally located offices and warehouses
that they put at the disposal of the CSSJAR (Johnson 2001, 2005).

Moreover, for the better part of a decade these organizations had promoted a
democratic culture that hinged on monthly assemblies of community representa-
tives and on the disposition of villages to supply volunteer labor on a rotating basis.
At the village level, this tradition of community service sustained the elaborate hier-
archy of civil and religious duties that defined community membership for all able-
bodied adult males. Though weakened by out-migration and the penetration of
partisan politics and competing religious influences in area villages, the custom of
fulfilling this obligation to community—referred to as “prestando servicio,” literally,
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“lending service”—remained embedded in the organization of regional coffee col-
lectives and ultimately constituted the operational model for the community police.

Thus, a mutually reinforcing combination of local governance structures,
regional organizational resources, and political opportunity empowered the rural
poor in Guerrero’s Costa Chica-Montaña region to collectively collaborate with the
state’s justice system in order to protect themselves. Within two years of the move-
ment’s inception, however, participants had become deeply disillusioned with the
judicial branch’s repeated failure to prosecute detainees, and openly criticized the
district attorney’s office for releasing criminal suspects even when they had been
caught in the act by community policing brigades. In the context of growing frus-
tration with government corruption and fear of retribution at the hands of former
detainees, the movement resolved to keep captives in its own custody and to adju-
dicate and correct them locally.

The section below analyzes this transformation from pragmatic partnership with
state agencies to alternative justice system through the analytical lens of the move-
ment’s shifting and broadening bases of legitimacy. Perhaps predictably, the move-
ment’s initiative to administer justice extralegally met with stiff resistance from
within Guerrero’s state judiciary. This opposition precipitated a series of arms
sweeps through villages actively involved in the movement and the issuance of war-
rants for the arrest of community policing commanders (Johnson 2005). These veiled
and not-so-veiled threats to shut down community policing in the region prompted
one of the earliest indicators of the breadth and depth of the legitimacy that the
movement had achieved to date.

BROADENING BASES OF LEGITIMACY: 
LEGITIMATE FOR WHOM?

On the afternoon of February 11, 2002, the wife of a local resident convicted of
attempted homicide by the community police and sentenced to forced labor in its
custody accompanied state judicial police to CSSJAR headquarters in the county seat
of San Luis Acatlán. Eyewitnesses quoted in a reputable national news outlet reported
that these police officers burst into a well-attended meeting, shouted insults and
threatened violence, then disarmed and detained five ex-commanders of the extra-
legal brigades on kidnapping charges, without showing proper warrants for their
arrest. The following day, nearly one thousand protesters from sixty or more out-
lying hamlets gathered at the state penitentiary in San Luis Acatlán to demand the
release of these prisoners (López Bárcenas 2002; Rojas 2002a). The title of one news-
paper account that thoroughly documented this incident read “Detention of Five
Community Policemen in the Montaña and Costa Chica Inflames Guerrerenses”
(Rojas 2002b).

The angry popular response to these arrests provides a rough measure of the
degree of legitimacy that inhabitants of Guerrero’s Costa Chica-Montaña region

When the Poor Police Themselves 175



afforded the extralegal criminal justice system that had taken root in the region.
Four years after the movement had begun to adjudicate criminal cases and “re-
educate” convicted offenders, the detention of respected CSSJAR participants in
broad daylight struck a nerve among villagers who had come to perceive this
extralegal alternative as their only true means to safety and integrity. Some resi-
dents continued to report crimes and press charges through official channels, but
increasingly, victims of crimes perpetrated locally demanded the intervention of
the CSSJAR, even when municipal police patrols had detained the pertinent sus-
pect. Such was the reach of the CSSJAR’s popularity and its acceptance by local
government that, at the behest of victims seeking to proceed through the alterna-
tive system, municipal police frequently transferred prisoners to CSSJAR custody
with the tacit understanding that the movement would follow through with adju-
dication and correction if appropriate. Not surprisingly, therefore, the public
humiliation of CSSJAR leaders—interpreted as a calculated and highly symbolic
assault on the movement—touched off discontent and exposed the extent of the
movement’s local legitimacy in its breach.

Clearly, by 2002, dissension at the grassroots existed and the February incident
reveals the contours of these fault lines as well. The most visible source of contention
quickly materialized among individuals who claimed that family members had been
kidnapped by the CSSJAR and successfully located powerful allies in state agencies
to back these claims. In March 2000, for instance, the detention of an alleged cattle
rustler believed to be in cahoots with high-level government officials provoked the
intervention of the municipal president of San Luis Acatlán, the director of a state-
funded agricultural school, the assistant district attorney of the Costa Chica region,
and troops from the Forty-ninth Infantry Battalion on his behalf. The accused ulti-
mately regained his freedom, though the circumstances surrounding his discharge
remain ambiguous. Whereas one written account contended that the CSSJAR
released this prisoner on its own initiative (Barrera Hernández 2001), another stated
that he had escaped (Rojas 2005b).

In some respects, the February 2002 standoff between judicial police and hun-
dreds of incensed villagers represented the culmination of tensions between the
state and the extralegal justice movement that had been building since 1998. Dur-
ing this time, complaints lodged by locals had provided periodic opportunities for
the state judiciary to discredit and debilitate the CSSJAR. This piecemeal strategy
had failed, and by 2002 opponents of community policing had mobilized sufficient
support within Guerrero state’s executive branch to launch a frontal attack against
the movement. The state district attorney acceded to immediate popular pressure
and freed the five detainees in short order, but within weeks, Guerrero’s secretary
of public security pronounced the CSSJAR to be in explicit violation of the law and
ordered the movement to cease and desist by March 26, 2002.

To date—more than four years after this ultimatum was issued—the CSSJAR
persists in its efforts to police the region, and the regional assembly that oversees it
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continues to adjudicate and reeducate criminal offenders. It has weathered unprece-
dented changes in partisan leadership at the state level—Guerrero elected its first
opposition party governor ever in February 2005—and in the municipalities, and
has earned the reputation for impartiality in partisan politics. In a Mexican state torn
by postelectoral violence throughout the 1990s and into the new millennium, this
is no mean feat. Finally, and perhaps most remarkably, this movement has not only
persisted but expanded both in size and diversity, even as the Guerrero state gov-
ernment continues to brand it illegal. From forty-two, the number of villages inte-
grated into the CSSJAR system has grown to over sixty in six counties, and the latest
tally of armed and active community policemen is 612 (Rojas 2005a). Significantly,
the villages to most recently join the CSSJAR include human settlements populated
primarily by mestizos and families of Afro-Caribbean descent (Avendaño 2003).
That is, extralegal policing and justice administration in Guerrero, Mexico, is no
longer the exclusive domain of indigenous coffee farmers but rather has begun to
appeal to a more representative subset of the nation’s rural poor. What explains this
extraordinary capacity to thrive in the face of condemnation by state authorities?

The resilience of the CSSJAR stems in part from its efficacy at ridding the region
of crime and its moral authority over and against a conventional criminal justice sys-
tem perceived as exceedingly corrupt. Contrasting the virtues of the community
police with the vices of “the other police,” one municipal commissioner interviewed
in 2003 favored the extralegal alternative because “the other police only lived to
extort money from the people” (Avendaño 2003). Indeed, compelled by a history of
victimization at the hands of the state agents entrusted to protect them, the architects
of the CSSJAR have gone to great lengths to eliminate all forms of commercial
exchange from the process of administering justice. On the grounds that money cor-
rupts, the CSSJAR collects no fees, fines, or bail and, with very few exceptions, pays
no salaries. All personnel serve to fulfill obligations to their villages of origin and
receive in-kind support in the form of food, shelter, uniforms, and basic weaponry.

The CSSJAR also differs from its official counterpart in its penal philosophy and
sentencing practices. Premised on the assumption that the erosion of community
attachments is the root cause of criminality, the CSSJAR has elaborated sentencing
guidelines that reject retribution and prioritize reintegration. To “reeducate” offend-
ers into community norms, the CSSJAR imposes penalties of manual labor that vary
in length from two weeks for a minor offense such as the theft of a chicken to five
years in the case of homicide. One observer reported that small groups of convicts
guarded by community police work fifteen days at a time in a given village to build
or repair bridges, roads, schools, churches, and even basketball courts (Martínez
Sifuentes 2001). Villagers in these communities assume the cost of and prepare meals
for these prisoners. In principle, reeducation also entails orientation or lectures from
elders in these villages, but participants concede that these talks seldom take place.

This communitarian and nonpunitive approach has engendered an acute sense of
ownership over justice administration locally that has minimized division within the
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movement, maximized grassroots support in the region, and blunted the impact of
scandal when it occurs. In the late 1990s, one such scandal erupted when villagers
victimized by a regional cattle-rustling ring nearly stoned to death an alleged perpe-
trator apprehended by and in the custody of a community policing brigade from that
village. This attempted lynching triggered intense criticism from outsiders, but it also
set in motion a process of critical reflection within the CSSJAR that prompted move-
ment leaders to request guidance, training, and informal oversight from regional
human rights advocates. Far from fissuring the movement, this crisis activated a local
consensus affirming its legitimacy that impelled the CSSJAR to forge alliances with
other institutional actors. In the long run, these relationships with regional, national,
and even international rights organizations have played a crucial role buffering extra-
legal justice administration in Guerrero, Mexico, from state repression and retaliation.

This observation highlights another key source of movement legitimacy. In the
crucible of the Chiapas conflict beginning in 1994, the impressive efforts of indige-
nous coffee farmers in Guerrero to collectively police themselves attracted the atten-
tion of a burgeoning national activist network hoping to craft civil society consensus
around the Zapatista agenda for indigenous autonomy. It is likely that among the
leaders of Guerrero’s coffee cooperatives, an awareness of and degree of sympathy
toward the Zapatista cause predated the emergence of the CSSJAR (Hébert 2002). In
1998, however, a team of talented human rights lawyers and popular educators
active in a Zapatista solidarity group in Mexico City began explicit collaboration with
the movement. Accompanied by groups of middle-class Mexican college students
eager to learn more about the struggles of indigenous peoples in their country, the
organization gave a series of workshops in the Costa Chica-Montaña region geared
toward members of the community police. These three-day consciousness-raising
events expounded the rights of Mexican indigenous peoples to land, education in
their native languages, and self-governance, and their legal guarantees under inter-
national and national law (Cruz Rueda 2000; Johnson 2005).

This initial nexus between extralocal rights activism and Guerrero’s CSSJAR paved
the way for a more intimate association between extralegal policing and indigenous
autonomy. In public forums, CSSJAR spokespersons began to refer to extralegal jus-
tice administration in the Costa Chica-Montaña region as an expression of the inher-
ent rights of indigenous peoples to govern themselves. In 2001, this interpretation
took on a more palpable political form when the CSSJAR joined other grassroots
organizations composed of indigenous peoples to occupy Guerrero’s congressional
building to protest legislative reforms that excluded constitutional guarantees for
indigenous self-governance (Méndez 2001a, 2001b). Internet-accessible media cov-
erage of this event increased the exposure of the CSSJAR to potential allies, and by
2002 its extralegal justice system had acquired explicit recognition from a handful of
international advocates in both indigenous rights and peace and justice movements.

Thus, when Guerrero state government mounted a full-fledged offensive against
the CSSJAR in February 2002, it unwittingly violated more than the integrity of an
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isolated campaign for public security. In May, the Brussels-based Peace Brigades
International published a blow-by-blow account of these hostilities against the
CSSJAR in its Mexico Project Report and posted this document to the World Wide
Web (Brigadas Internacionales de Paz 2002). By September, the Chicago-based Chi-
apas Media Project had produced a video documentary of the CSSJAR entitled
Reclaiming Justice and had appealed to university and church-based sponsors
throughout the United States to screen it as part of a larger rights campaign in soli-
darity with indigenous peoples in Mexico (Chiapas Media Project 2002). These
transcendent ties and the international spotlight they have trained on the Costa
Chica-Montaña region have broadened the CSSJAR’s bases of legitimacy in ways that
help explain the state’s unusual reticence to eliminate extralegal justice administra-
tion through force. In the language of resource mobilization theory, the tenacity of
the CSSJAR owes as much to its national and transnational conscience constituents
as it does to the loyalty of its local participants.

Although authorities have to date abstained from applying brute force to disband
the CSSJAR, there are clearly strong pressures working against the CSSJAR from both
without and within. The state maintains its stance that the movement operates ille-
gally and continues to wage low-intensity warfare of sorts against it by means of arrest
warrants for village-level elected officials (“comisarios municipales”) who cooperate
with the movement. In the first nine months of 2005 alone, the state prosecutor
issued six such warrants (Rojas 2005a). This persistent harassment belies the surface
impression—in the absence of open confrontation—that state authorities have come
to accept the CSSJAR as a legitimate alternative to the official criminal justice system.

Another force working toward the dissolution of the CSSJAR is—ironically—its
resounding success in cracking down on crime. According to a recent press account,
local elected officials in the Costa Chica-Montaña region believe that in its ten years
of operation (1995 to 2005), the CSSJAR has reduced theft, cattle rustling, armed
robbery, kidnapping, and drug-related activities (“siembra de enervantes”) by 90 to
95 percent. Minus the imminent threat of victimization, participation levels in some
villages have decreased (Rojas 2005a).

Moreover, in the context of this newfound peace and security, heightened eco-
nomic need has induced some participants to question the long-term viability
and equity of the movement’s nonmonetary nature. Chronically depressed inter-
national prices for coffee have rendered growing numbers of small-scale farmers
in Guerrero’s Costa Chica-Montaña region unable to make a living locally and have
spurred unprecedented levels of out-migration to urban areas and the United
States. As the search for regular employment becomes more imperative, newer
recruits to the CSSJAR have pressed to convert policing as community service into
a system based on full-time, year-round salaried positions (Rojas 2005b). This pro-
posal has gained additional momentum from villages that have borne the brunt of
the risks associated with citizens policing themselves. In the course of the move-
ment’s decade-long trajectory, seven members have lost their lives in the line of
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duty and countless others have sustained injuries (Rojas 2005a). Also, in many
cases community policing has irreparably ruptured social relations between par-
ticipants and offenders from the same or neighboring villages. As the toll that these
fiduciary, physical, and social costs take on individuals and communities becomes
more apparent, the grassroots consensus around policing and justice administra-
tion as a right and duty of community membership may begin to unravel. Indeed,
some local residents have voiced the opinion that given the hardships that partic-
ipants endure, “the government” should pay the community police for their ser-
vice (Rojas 2005b). Arguably, this statement is a strong indication that the nature
of self-help policing as initially conceived among the rural poor in Guerrero’s Costa
Chica-Montaña region is in flux, if not on the verge of decline.

In light of these factors, the greatest threat to the movement’s continuation and
independent existence is likely to be the state government’s long-standing propo-
sition to fold community policing back into the municipal system. A recent study
suggests that administrations in the municipalities where the CSSJAR operates
already support the movement financially by passing on a portion of federal trans-
fers for public security. In part, this contribution pays for the salaries of thirty-five
full-time employees working out of the CSSJAR’s central office in San Luis Acatlán
(Rowland 2006). As the boundaries between government and self-help law enforce-
ment, between salaried and service-driven participation, blur, the gray space between
official and unofficial that allowed the movement to emerge in the first place
appears to be shrinking.

Thus, even as the CSSJAR has become a legitimate and desirable alternative for an
ever greater number of citizens, the exigencies of institutionalization delineated by
social movement theorists foreshadow the absorption of the entire movement into
the official system or a split between “co-opted” elements and a more radical wing
(Koopmans 1993; Piven and Cloward 1979; Tarrow 1989, 1994). Regardless of the
outcome, however, the fact remains that for the better part of a decade, a sizable sub-
set of Mexico’s rural poor have policed themselves and collectively administered a
brand of justice at odds with the official criminal justice system. Indeed, whether it
endures or not, this movement’s extraordinary resonance well beyond the borders of
the Mexican nation-state suggests that it is not an accident of history but rather a
barometer of ideological and cultural shifts occurring on a broader scale.

CONCLUSION

Any discussion of legitimacy and the criminal justice system necessarily begs the
question of legitimacy for whom, but this caveat is especially pertinent in highly
class and race-stratified societies such as contemporary Mexico. This chapter has
examined issues of public confidence in Mexico’s criminal justice system from the
perspective of the rural poor and, in particular, those of indigenous descent. Dou-
bly disadvantaged by their status as peasants and Indians, individuals classified as
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such have occupied the very bottom rungs of Mexico’s social, economic and polit-
ical hierarchy for much of modern history.

The wave of public insecurity that swept Mexico in the 1990s and into the new
millennium has affected all Mexicans irrespective of class or racial status, but the
collective and individual responses to this crisis have varied considerably. At the
highest echelons of Mexican society, the urban upper and upper-middle classes
have quietly committed to protecting themselves by purchasing safety and security
through the private sector. At the opposite extreme, Mexicans who lack the material
means to absorb this burden have turned increasingly to vigilante violence to guar-
antee the security of their own communities and to obtain retribution. Strange
bedfellows at first blush, these disparate responses reflect a common cultural under-
current with implications for the study of penal justice in Mexico and elsewhere:
the growing acceptance—legitimacy, even—of the state’s absence from the realm of
law enforcement and justice administration.

Stripped of the buffer that economic resources afford, the strategies that poor peo-
ple craft to confront criminality under these crisis conditions expose the logic of this
underlying cultural shift with particular clarity. As recent literature on contemporary
Latin America suggests, one discourse that has come to envelop and legitimate acts
of vigilante violence is that of privatization. Pervasive and extremely adaptable, the
neoliberal ideology of private sphere and individual efficacy tacitly infuses self-help
measures for law enforcement and justice administration with a certain moral author-
ity. Grounded in the notion that private enterprise and self-interested citizens impart
justice more efficiently than corrupt government, “taking the law into one’s own
hands”—no matter the atrocities entailed—has become a desirable alternative to
reliance on the official criminal justice system for a broad swathe of Mexican society.

Like the collective acts of other Mexicans who have “taken the law into their own
hands,” the formation of Guerrero’s Community System for Security, Justice Admin-
istration and Re-Education by the rural, indigenous poor reflects this subtle change.
In contrast to the spontaneous and frequently ephemeral nature of other collective
acts, however, the CSSJAR has evolved into a sustained and codified expression of
the legitimacy of self-help and extralegal justice administration. That this effort
requires ongoing sacrifices from hundreds of ordinary citizens on a daily basis and
that it has garnered material and moral support from a wide range of advocates
regionally, nationally, and internationally suggests the depth and breadth of this
new conception of legitimate authority and pushes the boundaries of dominant
frameworks for understanding vigilantism.
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NOTES

1. These are the counties of San Luis Acatlán, Malinaltepec, Marquelia, Copanatoyac,
Metlatónoc, and Altamajalcingo del Monte.

2. Anthropologists of Meso-America define the cargo system as “a series of ranked offices
. . . that male members assume” (Friedlander 1980, 132) to fulfill communal obliga-
tions and obtain social status. In this context, the term “cargo” refers to something that
must be taken upon one’s shoulders, such as a load or burden.

REFERENCES

Avendaño, Elia. 2003. “Sistemas legales de pueblos indígenas: ejemplos, experiencias, 
y medidas gubernamentales, administrativas y judiciales para vincular el derecho con-
suetudinario en los sistemas nacionales de justicia” [“Indigenous Legal Systems: Exam-
ples, Experiences, and Governmental, Administrative and Judicial Measures for Linking
Customary Law to National Justice Systems”]. Paper presented to the United Nations
Seminar on Indigenous Peoples and Justice Administration. Madrid, November 12 to
14, 2003.

Bailey, John, and Jorge Chabat. 2002. “Transnational Crime and Public Security: Trends and
Issues.” In Transnational Crime and Public Security: Challenges to Mexico and the United
States, edited by John Bailey and Jorge Chabat. La Jolla, Calif.: University of California,
San Diego, Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies.

Barrera Hernández, Abel. 2001. “Cuando la justicia se hace pueblo” [“When Justice Encoun-
ters the People”]. Tlapa de Comonfort, Mexico: Centro de Derechos Humanos de la Mon-
taña “Tlachinollan, A.C.”

Bartra, Armando. 2001. “Un cafecito para el plan Puebla-Panamá” [“The Puebla-Panama
Plan over Coffee”]. La Jornada (Mexico), July 31, 2001.

Benítez Manaut, Raúl. 2000. “Containing Armed Groups, Drug Trafficking, and Organized
Crime in Mexico: The Role of the Military.” In Organized Crime and Democratic Govern-
ability: Mexico and the U.S.-Mexican Borderlands, edited by John Bailey and Roy Godson.
Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Brigadas Internacionales de Paz. 2002. “Policía Comunitaria Indígena en el estado de Guer-
rero” [“Indigenous Community Police in Guerrero State”]. Boletín Informativo del Proyecto,
Número IX: 4.

Cano, Arturo. 1996. “Guerrero: La Mano Blanca” [“Guerrero: The White Hand”]. Reforma
(Mexico), January 14, 1996.

Castillo Claudett, Eduardo. 2000. “La justicia en tiempos de la ira: Linchamientos populares
urbanos en América Latina” [“Justice in the Time of Wrath: Popular Urban Lynching in
Latin America”]. Ecuador Debate 51: 207–26.

Chiapas Media Project. 2002. Reclaiming Justice: Guerrero’s Indigenous Community Police. Dis-
tributed by Chiapas Media Project, Chicago, Ill.

Cruz Rueda, Elisa. 2000. “Sistema de seguridad pública indígena comunitaria” [“Indigenous
Community Policing”]. In Análisis Interdisciplinario del Convenio 169 de la OIT [Interdisci-
plinary Analysis of ILO Convention 169], edited by José Emilio Rolando Ordóñez Cifuentes.
Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México.

182 Legitimacy and Criminal Justice



Davis, Diane E. 2002. “From Democracy to Rule of Law?: Police Impunity in Contemporary
Latin America.” Revista: Harvard Review of Latin America (Fall): 21–25.

———. 2003. “Law Enforcement in Mexico City: Not Yet Under Control.” NACLA Report
on the Americas 37(2): 17–24.

Davis, Diane E., and Arturo Alvarado. 1999. “Descent into Chaos? Liberalization, Public
Insecurity and Deteriorating Rule of Law in Mexico City.” Working Papers in Local Gov-
ernance and Democracy 99(1): 95–107.

Davis, Robert C., Christopher W. Ortiz, Sarah Dadush, Jenny Irish, Arturo Alvarado, and
Diane E. Davis. 2003. “The Public Accountability of Private Police: Lessons from New
York, Johannesburg, and Mexico City.” Policing and Society 13(2): 197–210.

Dehouve, Daniele. 2001. Geopolítica Indígena: Los Municipios Tlapanecos [Indigenous Geo-
politics: The Tlapenec Counties]. Mexico City: CIESAS.

Díaz, Gloria Leticia, and Salvador Corro. 1996. “En Guerrero en los pasados dos años, más
soldados, más patrullajes y más violencia” [“In Guerrero in the Past Two Years, More
Soldiers, More Patrols, and More Violence”]. Proceso (Mexico) June 29, 1996: 1024.

Friedlander, Judith. 1980. “The Secularization of the Cargo System: An Example from
Postrevolutionary Central Mexico.” Latin American Research Review 16(2): 132–43.

García, Carlos. 2000. “De la Costa a la Montaña” [“From the Coast to the Mountains”]. In
Crónicas del sur: utopías campesinas en Guerrero [The Chronicles of the South: Peasant
Utopias in Guerrero], edited by Armando Bartra. Mexico City: Era.

Goldstein, Daniel M. 2003. “ ‘In Our Own Hands’?: Lynching, Justice and the Law in
Bolivia.” American Ethnologist 30(1): 22–43.

Gómez-Céspedes, Alejandra. 1999. “The Federal Law Enforcement Agencies: An Obstacle
in the Fight Against Organized Crime in Mexico.” Journal of Contemporary Criminal Jus-
tice 15(4): 352–69.

Hébert, Martin. 2002. “Politico-Cultural Contacts Between Mexican Indigenous Groups.”
Social Justice: Anthropology, Peace and Human Rights 2(2–3): 113–39.

Huggins, Martha K., editor. 1991. Vigilantism and the State in Modern Latin America: Essays
on Extralegal Violence. New York: Praeger.

Instituto Ciudadano de Estudios Sobre la Inseguridad (ICESI). 2004. “Encuesta internacional
sobre criminalidad y victimización” [“International Survey on Criminality and Victimiza-
tion”]. Accessed at http://www.icesi.org.mx/index.cfm?Nid=431.

Johnson, Jennifer L. 2001. “What’s Globalization Got to Do With It? Political Action and
Peasant Producers in Guerrero, Mexico.” Canadian Journal of Latin American and Caribbean
Studies 26(52): 267–83.

———. 2005. “Appropriating Citizenship: Resources, Discourses and Political Mobiliza-
tion in Contemporary Rural Mexico.” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago.

Koopmans, Ruud. 1993. “The Dynamics of Protest Waves: West Germany, 1965–1989.”
American Sociological Review 58(5): 637–58.

Llopart, Jordi Pius. 2003. “Robocop in Mexico City.” NACLA Report on the Americas 37(2):
22–23.

Lloyd, Marion. 2004. “After Lynchings, Mexico Looks Inward, Justice System, Police Criti-
cized.” Boston Globe, December 12, 2004: A51.

López Bárcenas, Francisco. 2002. “Autoridades ‘delincuentes’ ” [“ ‘Delinquent’ Authorities”].
La Jornada (Mexico), February 16, 2002.

When the Poor Police Themselves 183



López-Montiel, Angel Gustavo. 2000. “The Military, Political Power and Police Relations in
Mexico City.” Latin American Perspectives 27(2): 79–94.

Marotta, Rosanna. 1998. “Carlos Monsiváis en torno a la redención de Caín: ‘La violencia es
un Estado paralelo’ ” [“Carlos Monsiváis on the Redemption of Cain: ‘Violence is a Par-
allel State”]. Diálogo Iberoamericano 16(July–August): 10–16.

Martínez Sifuentes, Esteban. 2001. La policía comunitaria: un sistema de seguridad pública indí-
gena en el estado de Guerrero [The Community Police: An Indigenous Public Security System
in Guerrero State]. Mexico City: Instituto Nacional Indigenista.

Méndez, Enrique. 2001a. “Segundo día de bloqueo al congreso de Guerrero; la procuraduría
estatal investiga a ocho dirigentes” [“Second Day of Blockade of Guerrero’s Congress:
State’s Attorney General Investigates Eight Leaders”]. La Jornada (Mexico), June 13, 2001.

———. 2001b. “Consultará el congreso de Guerrero con cuatro etnias la reforma indígena”
[“Guerrero’s Congress Will Consult Four Ethnic Groups on Indigenous Reform”]. 
La Jornada (Mexico), June 14, 2001.

Monsiváis, Carlos. 1996. “Los linchamientos: El crimen a nombre de la justicia popular”
[“Lynchings: Crime in the Name of Popular Justice”]. Proceso 1037(September 15): 38–42.

Nicasio González, Maribel. 2005. “Nombramiento de autoridades y participación en un munici-
pio pluriétnico de la Montaña de Guerrero” [“The Designation of Authorities and Participa-
tion in a Pluri-ethnic County in Guerrero’s Mountain Region”]. Paper presented to the
Fifth Congress of Mexican Rural Studies Association. Oaxaca, Mexico, May 25–28, 2005.

Piven, Francis Fox, and Richard A. Cloward. 1979. Poor People’s Movements: Why They Succeed,
How They Fail. New York: Vintage Books.

Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo. 2005. Informe sobre Desarrollo
Humano Mexico 2004. [Human Development Report, Mexico 2004]. Mexico City: Grupo
Mundi-Prensa.

Ramírez Cuevas, Jesús. 2004. “Linchamientos: la injusticia popular” [“Lynching: Popular
Injustice”]. Masiosare (Mexico), November 28, 2004: 8–9.

Ravelo Lecuona, Renato, and José O. Avila Arévalo. 1994. Luz de la Montaña: una historia
viva [Luz de la Montaña: A Living Testimony]. Mexico City: Instituto Nacional Indigenista.

Regalado Santillán, Jorge. 2002. “Public Security Versus Private Security?” In Transnational
Crime and Public Security: Challenges to Mexico and the United States, edited by John Bailey
and Jorge Chabat. La Jolla, Calif.: University of California, San Diego, Center for U.S.
Mexican Studies.

Rodríguez, Victoria E. 1997. Decentralization in Mexico: From Reforma Municipal to Solidaridad
to Nuevo Federalismo. Boulder: Westview Press.

Rojas, Rosa. 2002a. “Ultimatum to Guerrero Police, March 10.” Accessed at http://www.
eco.utexas.edu/∼archive/chiapas95/2002.03/msg00289.html. Originally published as
“Algunos dicen que la defenderán hasta las últimas consecuencias” [“Some Say They
Will Defend the Community Police to the Bitter End”]. La Jornada (Mexico), March 10,
2002.

———. 2002b. “Enardece a guerrerenses de la Montaña y Costa Chica la detención de cinco
Policías comunitarios” [Detention of Five Community Policemen in the Montaña and
Costa Chica Inflames guerrerenses]. La Jornada (Mexico), February 13, 2002.

———. 2005a. “Reducen hasta 95% la delincuencia en seis municipios de Guerrero” [“The
Community Police Reduce Crime by up to 95% in Six Counties in Guerrero”]. La Jornada
(Mexico), September 27, 2005.

184 Legitimacy and Criminal Justice



———. 2005b. “La calma uno de los riesgos para la continuidad de la policía comunitaria”
[“Tranquility is One of the Risks to the Community Police’s Continuity”]. La Jornada
(Mexico), September 28, 2005.

———. 2005c. “La policía comunitaria ha sido mejor que todas las demás: ex-comandante”
[“The Community Police Have Been Better than All the Rest, Says Ex-commander”]. 
La Jornada (Mexico), September 29, 2005.

Rowland, Allison M. 2006. “Local Responses to Public Insecurity in Mexico: The Policía
Comunitaria of the Costa Chica and the Montaña de Guerrero.” In Public Security and
Police Reform in the Americas, edited by John Bailey and Lucía Dammert. Pittsburgh, Pa.:
University of Pittsburgh Press.

Shelley, Louise. 2001. “Corruption and Organized Crime in Mexico in the Post-PRI Transi-
tion.” Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice 17(3): 213–31.

Smulovitz, Catalina. 2003. “Citizen Insecurity and Fear: Public and Private Responses in
Argentina.” In Crime and Violence in Latin America: Citizen Security, Democracy, and the
State, edited by Hugo Frühling and Joseph S. Tulchin. Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins
University Press.

Snodgrass Godoy, Angelina. 2004. “When ‘Justice’ is Criminal: Lynchings in Contemporary
Latin America.” Theory and Society 33(6): 621–51.

Tarrow, Sydney. 1989. Democracy and Disorder: Protest and Politics in Italy, 1965–1975.
Oxford: Polity Press.

———1994. Power in Movement: Social Movements, Collective Action and Politics. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Vilas, Carlos M. 2001a. “(In)justicia por mano propia: linchamientos en el México contem-
poráneo” [“Taking (In)Justice in One’s Own Hands: Lynching in Contemporary Mexico”].
Revista Mexicana de Sociología 1(1): 131–60.

———. 2001b. “Tristezas de Zapotitlán: violencia e inseguridad en el mundo de la sub-
alternidad” [“The Misery of Zapotitlán: Violence and Insecurity in the Subaltern World”].
Bajo el Volcán 2(3): 123–42.

Wasserman, Miriam. 2002. “Trouble in Coffee Lands.” Regional Review Quarter 2: 4–13.
Yaworsky, William Raymond. 2002. “Nongovernmental Organizations in the Highlands of

Guerrero, Mexico.” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Oklahoma.
Zamora Jiménez, Arturo. 2003. “Criminal Justice and the Law in Mexico.” Crime, Law and

Social Change 40: 33–36.

When the Poor Police Themselves 185


