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Since the 1970s, the War on Drugs, launched by the United States and subsequently waged with the collaboration of state governments throughout Latin America, has helped to consolidate this transnational industry, which earns, according to official sources, more than $400 billion per year profits worldwide. By the 1980s, when the television series Miami Vice first brought a glossy and glamorized version of the drug war to the global public, Latin American drug traffickers had developed complex distribution routes and smuggling methods to satiate the great demand for consumption of cocaine, marihuana, and heroine in the United States and in Europe.  Following the capitalist crisis of the 80s and the neoliberal policies applied and implemented throughout Latin America in the last two decades, drug trafficking has become the single most important illegal global economic industry, and a source of political corruption, judicial impunity, and violence throughout Latin America. 

But, more than just a global and transnational phenomenon, drug trafficking and the war waged against it have also impacted upon the daily lives of Latin Americans. Today these are an everyday topic of conversation, appearing in newspapers as well as in literature, film, music, telenovelas, internet blogs, performances and popular art. A new vocabulary to describe this phenomena now punctuates journalistic discourse: narcocultura, narconovelas, narcodemocracies, narcoaesthetics, and narcoreligion. Cultural artifacts reflect how narcotrafficking and the war on drugs affect individuals and their communities. Some of those representations are fictional and other non-fictional, but both rework the knowledge available about narcoculture. In Latin America we have many cultural expressions of this theme: In films such as Contrabando y Traición (1977), La banda del carro rojo (1978), Sumas y Restas (2004), María, llena eres de gracia (2004), or Rosario Tijeras (2005); in popular music, the narcocorridos by Los Tigres del Norte, Los Tucanes de Tijuana, Grupo Exterminador, Chalino Sánchez, or Valentín Elizalde among many others; in journalism, the books and articles by J. Jesús Blancornelas or José Reveles; on television, the recent telenovelas such as Sin senos no hay paraíso, Las muñecas de la mafia, or El capo; and finally, in literature, the novels written by Mexican writer Élmer Mendoza or the Colombians Fernando Vallejo and Jorge Franco. All these narratives engage the realities of the narco and drug prohibition in complex and contradictory ways, serving as a critique, or a celebration, etc.

According to Mexican sociologist Luis Astorga, it is through fictional narratives that we know most about the world of drugs. Even those who live in areas experiencing high levels of drug and anti-drug activity process their experiences at least partly through the frames and meanings offered by these cultural products.  For instance, narcocorridos narrate the stories of drug smuggling, offering responses to the War on Drugs from the Mexican and Colombian perspective. Narcotelenovelas develop marginalized characters (such as the sicario, the prepago, the lower-level drug dealer and so on). These narrative figures appear at the crossroads of the legal and illegal worlds, offering images with its complex webs among crime and state powers. The resurgence of religious figures such as Malverde or La Santa Muerte show the crisis of belief in modernity.

These cultural expressions are produced and circulated within specific local, national, and transnational media systems and reveal the configurations of power that link media and policy makers. The most widely disseminated are those that large media organizations find have the greatest profit-generating potential.  However, newer digital technologies such as you-tube and blogs allow for the circulation of material not produced primarily for commercial reasons.  Therefore a political economic analysis can shed light on the process of determining how cultural products become dominant as well as alternative representations.  A political economic approach may also address further questions such as how hegemonic representations are reflected in or reinforce public policy.        

This special issue of Latin American Perspectives addresses the complexity of drug trafficking and the concomitant war against it, by critically examining its “real” and “fictional” representations. Talking about “real” events can be a dangerous proposition as in the case of journalist threats or assassinations. In so doing, this special Latin American Perspectives number strives to uncover and examine the process of cultural mystification, the veiled social and political critiques contained within these representations, and the struggles of ordinary communities throughout the continent. We will theorize issues of political economy in the production of these cultural artifacts, their distribution, and the formation of specific audiences. Other questions this issue will explore are: What are the regional, national or global messages these cultural narratives convey? Are they canonical? Do they suffer censorship? What is their cultural circulation?  How does the cultural sphere serve as contested terrain for alternative meanings? 

We invite essays about drug trafficking and its “double”, the war on drugs, including but not limited to the following themes: 

Narratives of violence, drugs, and globalization

Narcoaesthetics: Art, drugs and globalization

Paramilitarismo and drugs in fictional or non-fictional narratives

Gang violence and Testimonio

The narco and the Sicario in Film

Religiosity, the popular masses, and the narco

Hollywood representations of Latin American  narcos

Organized crime at the US-Mexico border: the immigrant and the narco

Narcocorridos 

Masculinity and the narco

Women narcos

The political economy of narco-culture, its production and circulation

Dominant representations and their impact on drug policy

(Auto)Biographies of narcos

Journalism and the narco

Blogging about narconews

The drug dealer in popular culture

Telenovelas and narconovelas

National museums of drug trafficking

A review essay of the current literature
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All manuscripts should be original work that has not been published in English and that is not being submitted to or considered for publication elsewhere in identical or similar form.

Please feel free to contact the Issue Editor with questions pertaining to the issue but be sure that manuscripts (including separate file with basic biographical information and e-mail and postal addresses) are sent to the LAP office in Word or rtf format by e-mail to:

laps@ucr.edu with the subject line – “Your name – MS for Narcoscapes issue”

In addition to electronic submission (e-mail, or CD-R or floppy disk if unable to send by e-mail) if possible submit two print copies including a cover sheet with basic biographical and contact information to:

Managing Editor, Latin American Perspectives¸ P.O. Box 5703, Riverside, California 92517-5703. 

Editor contact information:  Miguel Cabañas - mcabanas@msu.edu
