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Terrorists Next Door? A Comparison of Mexican
Drug Cartels and Middle Eastern

Terrorist Organizations

SHAWN TERESA FLANIGAN

School of Public Affairs, San Diego State University, San Diego,
California, USA

Drawing from interviews, surveys, and other forms of research conducted in
Lebanon, Gaza and the West Bank, and Mexico, this article compares Mexican
cartels to Hamas and Hezbollah. The similarities between them are striking: these
are all by necessity territorially specific organizations tied to relatively defined geo-
graphic locations, and have deep and sophisticated relationships with the states
within which they operate. However, there are critical differences between Mexican
drug cartels and Hamas and Hezbollah as well, the most important (according to an
analysis of multiple definitions of terrorism) being the presence of political and ideo-
logical motivations. This analysis illustrates the conceptual challenges and classifi-
cational ambiguity involved in analyzing terrorism and organized crime.

Keywords criminal networks, drug cartels, Mexico, Middle East, terrorism

If you look at the definition of a terrorist, that’s what they are. They cut
heads off and they’re burning people alive.

—U.S. Congressman Michael McCaul, in reference to Mexican drug
cartels1

Rebranding the violent activities of Mexican drug cartels2 as ‘‘terrorism’’ is useful both
legally and politically; so useful, in fact, that cartels themselves have labeled rival cartels
as terrorists in order to gain popular support.3 In 2010 Mexican lawmakers approved
legal reforms that could classify the violent and extortionist acts of drug trafficking
organizations as terrorism,4 and in 2011 legislation was introduced in theU.S. Congress
(HR 1270) to designate six Mexican drug cartels as foreign terrorist organizations.
Legally, these changes would allow Mexican judges to assign drug traffickers longer
prison sentences, and would allow the United States government to freeze assets, res-
trict travel, and impose harsher penalties on those providingmaterial support to cartels.
Politically, labeling cartel activities as terrorism is a useful strategy employed by both
the Mexican government and the Gulf cartel5 to capitalize on popular anti-terrorist
sentiment and weaken the Mexican public’s tolerance for the cartels’ operations.6

Shawn Teresa Flanigan is an associate professor at the School of Public Affairs at San
Diego State University.
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But how do cartels compare to other organizations the U.S. government has
labeled as terrorist organizations? In the case of Mexican drug cartels, is the label
merely a rhetorical tool, or is it actually useful as a descriptor? If the terrorist label
is meaningful, why would non-ideological groups like drug cartels employ terrorist
tactics? This article explores those questions by comparing the activities of Mexican
drug cartels to several government definitions of terrorism, and comparing Mexican
cartels to the Middle Eastern ‘‘terrorist’’ organizations Hamas and Hezbollah.7

Mexican drug trafficking organizations are compared to Hamas and Hezbollah for
several reasons. First, similar to Hamas and Hezbollah (but unlike more mobile,
networked organizations such as al-Qaida), Mexican drug cartels are, by necessity,
territorially specific organizations tied to relatively defined geographic locations.8

While this is not characteristic of most types of organized crime groups,9 Mexican
drug cartels have an interest in controlling specific territory in order to preserve
drug trade routes and maintain access to rural, mountainous terrain that provides
advantage in evading authorities. Second, both Mexican drug cartels and Hamas
and Hezbollah have deep and sophisticated relationships with the states within which
they operate. Hamas and Hezbollah both have political wings and hold democratically
elected office, in essence becoming part of the state and giving them important influ-
ence over the state’s activities. In contrast, drug cartels’ relationships with the Mexican
government are characterized by high degrees of corruption and sometimes violence.10

However, these tactics give cartels a great deal of influence over the activities of
politicians and the bureaucracy. Through these tactics Mexican drug cartels exercise
sufficient control over the state that experts warn of state capture,11 with Sullivan
and Elkus going so far as to warn that Mexico is becoming ‘‘a criminal-state largely
controlled by narco-gangs.’’12 While the relationships between Hamas, Hezbollah,
Mexican drug cartels, and their respective states certainly fall into quite different cate-
gories, this influence and control makes Mexican drug cartels more similar to Hamas
and Hezbollah than to truly clandestine terrorist organizations such as al-Qaida.

The readership of Terrorism and Political Violence can be assumed to have great-
er familiarity with politically motivated organizations like Hamas and Hezbollah
than with organized crime groups like Mexican drug cartels. Thus, this article will
give greater attention to the characteristics of Mexican drug cartels while contrasting
them to Hamas and Hezbollah, and exploring if the ‘‘terrorism’’ label is an appro-
priate descriptor for these organizations’ activities. Data for this comparison comes
from a variety of sources. The information on Hezbollah in Lebanon is based on
existing literature, interviews conducted with members of Hezbollah and other
experts in Lebanon in 2005-2006, and content analysis of publications and publicity
materials produced by Hezbollah. The information on Hamas is based on the extant
literature and data from oral surveys conducted with over 1,000 low to moderate
income individuals in Gaza and the West Bank. The information on Mexican drug
cartels is based on existing literature, content analysis of Mexican newspaper articles,
and expert interviews.

Defining Terrorism, Defining Cartel Violence

Academic, legal, and political definitions of terrorism abound. For the purposes of
this examination we will concern ourselves with the ways in which terrorism is
defined by a variety of government agencies and international organizations. As
we see in Table 1, definitions differ even among government agencies in the same
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Table 1. Definitions and descriptions of terrorism by select governments and
international organizations

Source

Definition and=or description
of terrorism (�emphasis added
to key themes of the definition) Key themes

Arab
Convention
for the
Suppression
of Terrorism

Any act or threat of violence, whatever
its motives or purposes, that occurs
in the advancement of an individual
or collective criminal agenda and
seeking to sow panic among people,
causing fear by harming them, or
placing their lives, liberty or security
in danger, or seeking to cause
damage to the environment or to
public or private installations or
property or to occupying or seizing
them, or seeking to jeopardize
national resources.

Goal: Create
atmosphere of
fear=terror and
intimidation

European Union
(Art.1 of the
Framework
Decision on
Combating
Terrorism,
2002)

This provides that terrorist offences are
certain criminal offences set out in a
list comprised largely of serious
offences against persons and
property which: given their nature or
context, may seriously damage a
country or an international
organization where committed with
the aim of: seriously intimidating a
population; or unduly compelling a
Government or international
organization to perform or abstain
from performing any act; or seriously
destabilizing or destroying the
fundamental political, constitutional,
economic or social structures of a
country or an international
organization.

Goal: Create
atmosphere of
fear=terror and
intimidation

Mexican
government

The use of toxic substances, chemical
or biological weapons, radioactive
materials, explosives or firearms,
arson, flooding, or any other means
of violence against people, assets, or
public services, with the aim of
causing alarm, fear, or terror among
the population or a sector of it, of
attacking national security or
intimidating society, or of pressuring
the authorities into making a decision.

Goal: Create
atmosphere of
fear=terror and
intimidation

Goal: Influencing
government
actions or
decisions

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued

Source

Definition and=or description
of terrorism (�emphasis added
to key themes of the definition) Key themes

United Nations
General
Assembly
(Resolution
49=60, 1994)

Criminal acts intended or calculated to
provoke a state of terror in the
general public, a group of persons or
particular persons for political
purposes are in any circumstance
unjustifiable, whatever the
considerations of a political,
philosophical, ideological, racial,
ethnic, religious or any other nature
that may be invoked to justify them.

Goal: Create
atmosphere of
fear=terror and
intimidation

Motivations:
Political=ideo-
logical

United Nations
Security
Council
(Resolution
1566, 2004)

Criminal acts, including against
civilians, committed with the intent
to cause death or serious bodily
injury, or taking of hostages, with the
purpose to provoke a state of terror in
the general public or in a group of
persons or particular persons,
intimidate a population or compel a
government or an international
organization to do or to abstain from
doing any act.

Tactic: Target
civilians

Goal: Create
atmosphere of
fear=terror and
intimidation

Goal: Influencing
government
actions or
decisions

United States
Army (Field
Manual No.
FM 3-0,
Chapter 9, 37
2001)

Calculated use of unlawful violence or
threat of unlawful violence to
inculcate fear. It is intended to coerce
or intimidate governments or
societies . . . [to attain] political,
religious, or ideological goals.

Goal: Create
atmosphere of
fear=terror and
intimidation

Motivations:
Political=ideo-
logical

United States
Department
of Defense
(Dictionary of
Military
Terms)

The calculated use of unlawful violence
or threat of unlawful violence to
inculcate fear; intended to coerce or
to intimidate governments or societies
in the pursuit of goals that are
generally political, religious, or
ideological.

Goal: Create
atmosphere of
fear=terror and
intimidation

Motivations:
Political=ideo-
logical

United States
Federal
Criminal
Code. (Title
18 Section
2331 of

Activities that involve violent . . . or
life-threatening acts . . . that are a
violation of the criminal laws of the
United States or of any State
and . . . appear to be intended (i) to
intimidate or coerce a civilian

Tactic: Targeting
civilians

Goal: Create
atmosphere of
fear=terror and
intimidation

(Continued )
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country. Nonetheless, among the ten definitions and descriptions listed, some similar
themes emerge. Common to all but one of the definitions is the perpetrator’s goal of
creating an atmosphere of fear, intimidation, and terror among the general popu-
lation or a specific group. Other common themes shared by the definitions are a goal
of influencing government actions or decisions, political or ideological motivations,
and targeting civilians or public officials as tactics. Each of these themes will be
discussed below, examining how the characteristics of Mexican drug cartels align
with the themes and comparing cartels’ characteristics to those of Hamas and
Hezbollah.

Table 1. Continued

Source

Definition and=or description
of terrorism (�emphasis added
to key themes of the definition) Key themes

Chapter
113(B))

population; (ii) to influence the policy
of a government by intimidation or
coercion; or (iii) to affect the conduct
of a government by mass destruction,
assassination, or kidnapping; and . . .
occur primarily within the territorial
jurisdiction of the United States . . .

Goal: Influencing
government
actions or deci-
sions

United States
Federal
Bureau of
Investigation

The unlawful use of force or violence
against persons or property to
intimidate or coerce a Government,
the civilian population, or any
segment thereof, in furtherance of
political or social objectives.

Tactic: Targeting
civilians

Motivations:
Political=ideo-
logical

Goal: Create
atmosphere of
fear=terror and
intimidation

United States
Patriot Act of
2001

Threatening, conspiring or attempting
to hijack airplanes, boats, buses or
other vehicles; threatening,
conspiring or attempting to commit
acts of violence on any ‘‘protected’’
persons, such as government officials;
any crime committed with ‘‘the use of
any weapon or dangerous device,’’
when the intent of the crime is
determined to be the endangerment
of public safety or substantial
property damage rather than for
‘‘mere personal monetary gain.’’

Tactic: Targeting
public officials

�Parts of this table are adapted from a list originally complied by Arizona Department of
Emergency and Military Affairs.
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Characteristics of Hamas, Hezbollah, and Mexican Drug Cartels

Before examining the ways in which Hamas, Hezbollah, andMexican drug cartels are
similar and whether the activities of Mexican drug cartels resemble terrorism, it is use-
ful to provide some basic background information on each of these organizations.

Brief History and Context

Hamas is an armed Sunni Islamic organization in the Palestinian Territories well
known for its ongoing armed struggle against Israel. Hamas has the expressed goal
of replacing Israel and the Palestinian Territories with an Islamic Palestinian state.13

In 2006 Hamas won a majority of seats in the Palestinian Parliament through
an open election14 and since then has gained control of several ministries of the
Palestinian Authority. In addition to its military and political role, Hamas is an
important provider of public services in the Palestinian Territories, running an array
of charities, hospitals, schools, orphanages, and summer camps.15

Hezbollah is an armed Shiite Islamic organization in Lebanon that is active as a
paramilitary force, a political party, and a health and social service provider. Outside
of Lebanon Hezbollah perhaps is best known for its armed resistance against the
Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon.16 In 2000 Israel withdrew from most of
the regions it occupied, and since Hezbollah had so thoroughly incorporated military
resistance into its identity and mission some scholars predicted that Hezbollah would
dissolve as a political party.17 However, Hezbollah remains a primary actor in the
Lebanese political system, continuing to win a number of key seats in parliamentary
and municipal elections, and engaging in armed attacks against Israel as recently as
2006.18 While Hezbollah has never espoused a goal of overthrowing the Lebanese
state, its relationships with other political parties and religious sects in Lebanon
are often tense. Some members of Lebanese society, including Prime Minister Saad
Hariri and the head of the Lebanese Forces Samir Geagea, consider the organization
a threat to the country’s stability and democracy.19

For the purposes of this article, ‘‘Mexican drug cartels’’ refers collectively to the
six predominant drug trafficking organizations operating in Mexico: the Arellano
Félix Organization, the Beltrán Leyva Organization, the Gulf Cartel, La Familia
Michoacán=Knights Templar, Los Zetas, and the Sinaloa Cartel. Though they often
will be referred to collectively, it is important to make clear that these cartels are
distinct organizations with distinct leadership. The relationships among the cartels
are dynamic; organizations face rifts and split from one another (notably, Los Zetas
was formerly the protection arm for the Gulf Cartel), or occasionally form tempor-
ary alliances when economically or strategically useful. The groups are largely
non-ideological20 and are engaged in the lucrative activity of drug smuggling and
drug production. The cartels interact with the Mexican state through bribery,
corruption, political relationships, and violence as necessary to ensure business
can operate free of the constraints of law enforcement.21

Finances, Training, and Weaponry

Albeit for different reasons, all three of these groups of actors engage in violence,
and on the whole all three are relatively well armed and well trained militarily. This
may not be surprising to hear about groups like Hamas and Hezbollah, which are

284 S. T. Flanigan

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

SD
SU

 S
an

 D
ie

go
 S

ta
te

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
],

 [
Sh

aw
n 

Fl
an

ig
an

] 
at

 1
1:

15
 1

4 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

2 



recognized as having formal military wings. Both Hamas and Hezbollah are said to
receive a great deal of funding, weapons, and training from Iran and Syria.22 Accord-
ing to Cohen and Levitt,23 Hamas smuggles small arms, explosives, fertilizer,
rocket-propelled grenades, and rockets into the Palestinian Territories through Egypt,
the amount of which has increased since Hamas began governing the Gaza Strip in
2007. While most rockets used by Hamas are locally produced, an influx of more
and better materials has increased the quality of these weapons, and new
Iranian-produced rockets with increased range have been used by Hamas in recent
years as well.24 Hamas also receives military training from Iran, Hezbollah, and
others. However, in spite of Hamas’ fairly well-developed military structure, experts
agree that militarily Hamas is far less prepared than the Israeli military in terms of
intelligence gathering, weaponry, and training. The conflict between Israel and Hamas
in Gaza in late 2008 raised additional doubts about Hamas’ combat capabilities.25

Like Hamas, Hezbollah also receives significant support from Iran, reportedly
up to $200 million per year.26 This figure is substantially more than the $50 million
maximum estimate of funding to Hamas from Iran.27 By most accounts Hezbollah is
the better funded, better equipped, and better trained of the two organizations. In
fact, Hezbollah itself provides funds to a number of organizations in Palestine,
including Hamas, and Hezbollah and Iranian experts are said to train terrorist orga-
nizations throughout the region. Sophisticated weaponry is flown into Syria from
Iran, and then transported overland the short distance to Lebanon’s Hezbollah-
dominated Beka’a Valley.28 Hezbollah primarily targets its violent activity toward
Israel, and the organization touted its 2006 war with Israel as a military victory.
While Hezbollah has not yet targeted the Lebanese state with violence, the organi-
zation has significant ability to interfere in the Lebanese political process, paralyzing
the government in 2006 by withdrawing from the cabinet, erecting a tent city in
downtown Beirut, and occupying various ministries.29

Like Hamas and Hezbollah, Mexican drug cartels are also quite technologically
advanced and well trained, with some experts asserting that these drug trafficking
organizations have better weapons and armor than Mexican or U.S. law enforce-
ment.30 In 2006 drug cartels reportedly smuggled up to $25 billion into Mexico for
laundering,31 and drug sales in the United States bring as much as $39 billion to
Mexican cartels each year,32 giving the cartels resources that are likely enviable even
to groups like Hamas and Hezbollah. As part of a multi-billion dollar drug trade, the
cartels have access to, as one local expert described, ‘‘a bottomless flow of arms and a
bottomless flow of money.’’33 In addition, many drug cartels have extremely skilled
employees. Perhaps most notably, Los Zetas is made up primarily of former Mexican
Special Forces soldiers who were lured from the more poorly paid Mexican military
to lucrative careers protecting the drug cartels. As Longmire and Longmire note,
these individuals ‘‘maintain expertise in heavy weaponry, specialized military tactics,
sophisticated communications equipment, intelligence collection, and countersurveil-
lance techniques.’’34 Supporting this assertion, several Mexican experts interviewed
for this research project took special precautions in their communications due to
concerns that their phone calls and e-mail might be monitored by cartels.

Motivations: Economic or Ideological?

Common to several of the definitions in Table 1 and to most academic definitions of
terrorism is an organization’s ideological motivation and goal of political, religious,
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or social change. The activities of terrorist groups and organized crime may overlap.
In some instances organized crime may adopt terrorism as a tactic, as is discussed at
length in this article. Similarly, terrorist groups like Hamas and Hezbollah often
have some involvement in organized crime.35 Hamas’ primary criminal activities
are counterfeiting and money laundering,36 complemented by counterfeiting mer-
chandise such as software, CDs and DVDs, clothing, and cosmetics. Hamas is also
reported to have some involvement in drug trafficking.37 Hezbollah raises funds
through substantial drug production and trafficking, illegal car sales,38 fraud, selling
pirated software, smuggling cigarettes and other goods, and the illegal diamond
trade.39

When terrorist organizations engage in criminal activity, it usually is fairly
apparent that crime is used as a means to reach sociopolitical ends. The goals of
militant groups employing terrorism are typically ideological, and their criminal
activities are normally conducted with the goal of financing their ideological goals.
In contrast, the goals of organized crime groups like drug cartels are primarily
economic. As Longmire and Longmire note,

Mexican DTOs (drug trafficking organizations) do not wish to remove
the Mexican Government and replace it with one of their own. They
are not religious zealots wishing to convert the Mexican people or the rest
of the world. They simply want to maximize their profits and keep
government and law enforcement out of their business.40

While they may have other motivations as well, the ideological motivations of
Hamas and Hezbollah are clear. Both are religious organizations that express a
strong adherence to Islamic teachings and use their own interpretations of those
teachings to mobilize supporters and justify their activities, including violence.41

Both organizations view themselves as representing a repressed minority group;
Hamas the Palestinian people, and Hezbollah the Shiite population in Lebanon
which historically has been economically and politically disenfranchised.42 Both
organizations have a shared political goal of liberating territory that they consider
to be unfairly occupied by the state of Israel, and both organizations are active in
national politics, holding important elected offices.43

Mexican drug cartels, on the other hand, do not have clear ideological goals. As
Hazen argues, drug cartels take what actions are necessary to ensure they can
continue to profit from their illegal activities without interference from law enforce-
ment, but they do not seek political goals or aim to destabilize the Mexican govern-
ment. As she notes, ‘‘They (Mexican drug cartels) threaten democracy certainly, yet
they demonstrate no interest in causing state failure; that would be bad for busi-
ness.’’44 Mexican drug cartels may target state actors and attempt to influence
government decisions, as will be discussed later, but this is done only for the utili-
tarian purpose of maximizing profits, not for political or ideological purposes.

An exception to this may be La Familia Michoacán, a cartel that disbanded and
then reconfigured itself as the Knights Templar in early 2011. La Familia has a
religious orientation and also presents itself as a representative and protector of
the people of Michoacán. Communications from the cartel suggest that La Familia
claims to be a representative voice for citizens in Michoacán, addressing the econ-
omic, political, and social grievances of the people, not unlike the efforts of Hamas
or Hezbollah to represent and address the needs of Palestinians or the Shiite
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population. In a newspaper advertisement La Familia posed the question, ‘‘Who are
we?’’ answering, ‘‘Workers from the Tierra Caliente region in the state of Michoacán,
organized by the need to end the oppression, the humiliation to which we have con-
stantly been subjected by people who have always had power.’’45 La Familia, who often
communicates with the public through newspapers or publicly displayed banners, also
has insisted that the organization will disband once the Mexican government demon-
strates that it will adequately address the needs of the people of Michoacán.46 While
La Familia is not proposing to enter mainstream elective politics, these statements none-
theless have a political premise that is unlike the motivations of other cartels in Mexico.

La Familia also has a decidedly religious orientation. Members of the cartel
reportedly attend church regularly, carry bibles, and distribute bibles in local govern-
ment offices.47 La Familia leader Nazario Moreno Gonzalez is said to be a Jehovah’s
Witness convert who has penned his own book of religious teachings, sometimes
referred to as a ‘‘bible.’’48 One expert describes this book as a ‘‘religious self-help
tome mixed with old-time social justice sloganeering.’’49 Moreno Gonzalez is report-
edly highly influenced by John Eldredge, an American evangelist and author of the
self-help best-seller Wild at Heart, who promotes a highly masculine, ‘‘muscular’’
form of Christianity.50 The book is reportedly studied, in Spanish translation, at
La Familia training camps.51 The cartel’s leaders haze recruits by requiring them
to engage in particularly bloody and gruesome acts so they are ‘‘prepared to do
the Lord’s work—that is, safeguarding women, combating competing cartels, and
preventing the local sale of drugs,’’52 and leaders justify executions as ‘‘orders from
the Lord.’’53 While it is not clear the degree to which La Familia members or the
public adhere to this particular Christian philosophy, La Familia leaders certainly
have used religion as a rhetorical strategy to justify some of their most brutal acts.

Targeting and Influencing Government

Hand in hand with political ideology often comes a desire to target the government
and influence the government’s actions or decisions, and this is a characteristic that
emerges in several of the definitions of terrorism in Table 1. How do the activities of
Mexican drug cartels compare to those of Hamas and Hezbollah when interacting
with states? How and why do organized crime groups engage in ‘‘terrorist-like’’
activities such as targeting the government in the absence of ideological motives?

As has been mentioned previously, Hamas and Hezbollah both have a sophisti-
cated involvement in mainstream politics within their respective states, and thus they
are able to influence the actions of the Palestinian Authority and the Lebanese state
in democratically legitimate ways. However, these groups are best known outside the
region for their use of violence as a tactic to influence government decision making.
Hamas has targeted the Israeli government with violence primarily through attacks
on the Israeli military and on individuals deemed to be collaborators with the Israeli
state,54 as well as targeting both Israeli and Palestinian civilians. Hamas’ goal is to
create a Palestinian Islamic state and it targets the Israeli government as a means
of coercing the state to make decisions that align with that goal. The exact nature
of the actions Hamas would like to pressure Israel to take can vary. While at times
the organization’s leaders state Hamas will accept nothing less than the full eradi-
cation of the state of Israel, at other times Hamas says it will cease violence if Israel
adheres to the border designated by the 1948 Armistice Agreement, or the borders
designated following the 1967 Six-Day War.
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Hezbollah has targeted a number of state actors, foremost the Israeli military.
Hezbollah’s targeting of Israel is based not only on its desire to pressure Israel to retreat
from Lebanese territory, but also to retreat from the Palestinian territories and from
Jerusalem.55 Hezbollah also is reported to target Israeli interests outside Lebanon, such
as the Israeli embassy bombing in Argentina in 1992. Additionally, Hezbollah targeted
the French and U.S. military in Lebanon in the early 1980s as well as U.S. Embassy
staff, achieving their objective of coercing the French and U.S. governments to with-
draw troops from the region during the Lebanese Civil War.

In contrast to Hamas and Hezbollah, who target states in pursuit of distinct
political and ideological objectives, Mexican drug cartels target the state with the
goal of engaging in their economic activities unhampered by government inter-
vention. Mexican cartels direct much more violence toward one another than they
do toward the state,56 and they most often shape the behavior of the state through
substantial corruption that grants them control of the bureaucracy.57 However, drug
cartels also direct violence toward the Mexican state, particularly by way of targeting
public officials. Drug cartels engage in assassinations of law enforcement and local
and federal government officials; according to Longmire and Longmire, ‘‘As many
as one or two dozen assassinations occur throughout Mexico in any given week.’’58

Between 2004 and 2010 twenty-seven mayors were killed by drug cartels, and in 2010
thirteen candidates for governorships were killed by organized crime, presumably
due to these officials’ refusal to allow cartels to operate without obstruction.59

According to Hazen, this may be a strategy on the part of cartel leaders to reduce
officials’ readiness to take posts in violent areas, thereby causing posts to go unfilled
or to be filled by individuals more willing to accommodate the cartels for the sake of
survival.60 Cartel members have also engaged in car bombings aimed at local and
federal police, and have killed U.S. Consulate staff along the U.S.-Mexico border.
While not explicitly political in nature, these attacks have the goal of influencing
the state by intimidating Mexico’s government into suspending its efforts to defeat
the cartels. The cartels’ efforts against the state are substantial enough that media
outlets, academic experts, and U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton have referred
to the cartels as an ‘‘insurgency,’’ and warn of an impending ‘‘failed state’’ in
Mexico.61 Others such as Hazen insist that cartels pose a real threat to democratic
accountability within the state, but assert that predictions of an insurgency or failed
state are exaggerated.62

Using Violence and Generating Fear: Tactics, Targets, and Goals

The most common theme in the definitions and descriptions of terrorism shown in
Table 1 is an organization’s intention of creating an atmosphere of fear, terror,
and=or intimidation through its acts. Many are familiar with the idea that terrorism
is theater; as Cohen notes, ‘‘Terrorism is a spectacle produced for viewers, many of
whom live apart from the violent staged events.’’63 Given this, it is not surprising
that terrorist groups like Hamas and Hezbollah successfully create an atmosphere
of fear in the societies they target with violence. The tactic of targeting civilians, also
found as a theme in Table 1, can be particularly useful for generating an atmosphere
of terror. Both Hamas and Hezbollah launch rockets into communities in Israel and
at times hit civilians, though the organizations often claim this as accidental. The risk
of a wayward rocket hitting one’s home or workplace is a powerful producer of fear
and serves as an effective means of gaining attention to one’s political cause. Hamas
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and less frequently Hezbollah also have engaged in suicide bombing, targeting state
installations or civilians at large, such as in buses or public markets. The use of
suicide terrorism is particularly effective as a tactic for instilling public fear.64 Grisly
and unexpected events such as suicide attacks, car bombings, and the like draw
attention that not only creates fear, but attracts media attention and helps gain sup-
port for one’s cause. As Bloom65 notes, violence—specifically suicide attacks—may
resonate with individual members of an organization and has been shown to increase
popular support for organizations that use the tactic. In this context one may witness
an increase in violence as groups compete for power and popular support. Support
for one’s cause may come not only from those sympathetic to an organization’s
political goals, but indirectly from the citizen targets of violence who may pressure
the state to give way to the perpetrators in order to regain security.

These violent strategies are logical for ideologically motivated groups, but why
would organized crime groups like Mexican drug cartels engage in similar behavior?
By many experts’ accounts, they should not, or at least not with much frequency.
Hazen notes that while organized crime groups do have the capacity to use violence,
‘‘violence is not their primary tool of the trade,’’66 because less violence is typically
better for business and violence is costly, reducing profitability. A recent Stratfor
report asserts that organized crime groups that use terrorist-style tactics risk losing
the public support essential for maintaining the extensive network of policemen,
bankers, politicians, businessmen, and judges necessary to provide them protection.67

Yet we have seen in Mexico in recent years gruesome acts of violence that have
certainly created an atmosphere of fear and terror in the country, so much so that in
winter 2010 the Mexican government warned Mexicans in the U.S. to travel home
for the Christmas holiday only in groups and during daylight hours.68 While in
the past cartel violence typically involved the quick execution of rivals in a remote
location, the violent activities of cartels have become increasingly grisly and public.
Some experts suggest that much of these new forms of violence originated with the
Zetas, with rival cartels then pressured to engage in similar activities.69 With violent
acts seeming to be quickly matched by rival cartels, Mexico may provide another
context for the application of Bloom’s strategic competition thesis, with rival cartels
outbidding one another with increasingly gruesome acts.70

Cartels have begun using road blockades, car bombs, and improvised explosive
devices. Groups like La Familia Michoacán first gained national repute when mem-
bers dumped five severed human heads onto the dance floor of a night club.71

Further decapitations have taken place around the country, becoming a preferred
method of intimidation among prominent cartels.72 Burned and tortured bodies
are left in public with message from the cartels; banners and bodies are hung from
bridges; internet videos have been posted of torture and killings.73 These acts,
ghastly in nature and showcased in public locations like nightclubs, bridges, or the
internet, are clearly performed for an audience. The result is a palpable sense of fear
among the Mexican population, particularly in geographic areas where the death toll
is high.74

The intent of such shocking murders is to frighten rival cartels, the government,
and the public. Violence may be targeted toward competitors or used internally to
maintain discipline. Much like in the case of Hamas or Hezbollah, violence may
be used to discourage the government’s current actions, in this case, Mexico’s drug
war. Organized crime rarely targets non-associated individuals, and as such, until
recently there has been little evidence of indiscriminate killing of civilians by
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Mexican drug cartels. However, some experts believe those numbers have begun to
escalate.75 In that case the intent of violence, much like the targeting of civilians in
the Middle East, may be to diminish public support for the government’s efforts
against the cartels in order to return to a period of calm. There is ample evidence that
public sentiment aligns with this intent, with tens of thousands of people protesting
in Mexico City in May 2011 asking President Calderon to withdraw from the battle
with cartels.76 While there is a lack of systematic reliable data on casualties that
would allow one to assess changes in the number of civilian targets,77 particularly
disturbing are recent accounts of mass graves discovered in northern Mexico in early
2011. As of April 2011 at least 177 bodies of bus passengers had been found in two
dozen hidden graves near the town of San Fernando in the border state of Tamau-
lipas; a number had been raped or burned alive. Cartel gunmen are believed respon-
sible.78 While the hidden graves suggest that these murders were not intended to send
a public message, it provides a disconcerting example of civilian targeting by
Mexican drug cartels.

Conclusion

How do Mexican cartels compare to other organizations the U.S. government has
labeled as terrorist organizations, such as Hamas and Hezbollah? Is the label merely
a political and legal tool, or does it have greater meaning? Looking at Table 2, we see
that based on several themes from government definitions of terrorism, the key dif-
ference between Mexican drug cartels and Hamas and Hezbollah is the presence of
political and ideological motivations. Hamas and Hezbollah are motivated ideologi-
cally by both politics and religion, and see themselves as representatives of oppressed
groups. Mexican drug cartels are businesses whose motives, much like those of large
corporations, are defending markets, expanding market share, and ultimately,
maximizing profit.79

How important is Mexican drug cartels’ lack of ideological motivation? A num-
ber of academics80 and some of the government agencies listed in Table 1 would say
this difference is at the crux of what makes a terrorist organization different from
any other armed group. However, more than half of the definitions in Table 1 did

Table 2. Goals, motivations, and tactics of Hamas, Hezbollah, and Mexican drug
cartels Compared to definitions and descriptions of terrorism

Key themes from definitions
of terrorism Hamas Hezbollah Mexican drug cartels

Goal: Create atmosphere of fear=
terror and intimidation

Yes Yes Yes

Goal: Influencing government
actions or decisions

Yes Yes Yes

Motivations: Political=ideological Yes Yes No
(exception may be

La Familia Michoacán)
Tactic: Target civilians Yes Yes Yes
Tactic: Targeting public officials Yes Yes Yes
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not include ideology as an essential component, and some would argue that the
semantic debate matters very little for citizens on the ground in communities
experiencing violence. Longmire and Longmire assert,

Mexican drug traffickers are more than criminals. They are terrorists.
And that’s not hyperbole. The tactics, strategy, organization, and even
(to a limited extent) the goals of the Mexican drug cartels are all perfectly
consistent with those of recognized terrorist organizations.81

This analysis illustrates the conceptual challenges and classificational ambiguity
involved in analyzing terrorism and organized crime. There is a great deal of com-
monality among the activities of both types of groups. Criminal activity justified
by ideological intent nonetheless remains a crime; illegal activity aimed at profit
maximization may necessitate violence that targets government and strikes fear in
the hearts of citizens. Arguably all terrorist groups employing violence are engaged
in some form of criminal activity, and this article demonstrates that, although per-
haps less often, criminal organizations may choose to use terrorism as a tactic in
their pursuit of profit. To the extent that the activities of these two types of entities
overlap, perhaps one key element in determining which label to apply is a matter of
proportion. Is an organization engaged in 90% terrorist activity and 10% criminal
activity? Or vice versa? As groups’ activities and tactics shift, as in the case of Mex-
ican drug cartels, does their label shift as well? If so, where is the tipping point at
which an organized crime groups becomes a terrorist organization? Ultimately, per-
haps the most useful technique for labeling violent groups is the practical strategy
already in use by some law enforcement, legal prosecutors, and security policy
makers: applying the label that under current conditions provides the most powerful
tools for curtailing an organizations’ activity.82
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