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Despite the extensive literature developed and published in recent decades on the causes 
of crime in Latin America and its solutions, data show that crime is consolidating and 
growing in the region. This essay warns that one of the crucial errors in much of that 
literature is the confusion between means and ends. Crime, like democracy, is a means to 
an end, and rather than good or bad, means are either effective or ineffective. Researchers 
have shown that in many Latin American countries, legality, as a categorical imperative 
and model of life, has lost legitimacy, truthfulness, and effectiveness, and transgression has 
become an admired value. Growth in crime is closely related to this environment. Instead 
of debating the quality of democracies, this essay explains the importance of discussing the 
concept of worthwhile lives and reviewing the scope of legality in Latin America. We 
suggest that the premise of governing to include is crucially related to the need to redefine 
the scope of what is legal. And in that debate, the decriminalization of drugs is a central 
chapter. 
 
Keywords: illegal markets, democracy and worthwhile life, perverse society, market-
based social norms, decriminalization of drugs, inclusive governing 
 
A pesar de la extensa literatura desarrollada y publicada en las últimas décadas sobre las 
causas del crimen en América Latina y sus soluciones, los datos muestran que el crimen se 
consolida y aumenta en la región. Este ensayo advierte que uno de los graves errores en 
gran parte de esa literatura es la confusión entre los medios y los fines. El crimen, como la 
democracia, es un medio para llegar a un fin, y más que buenos o malos, los medios son 
eficaces o ineficaces. Los investigadores han mostrado que en muchos países 
latinoamericanos, la legalidad, como imperativo categórico y modelo de vida, ha perdido 
legitimidad, veracidad y efectividad, y la transgresión se ha convertido en un valor 
admirado. El aumento del crimen está estrechamente relacionado con este entorno. En 
lugar de debatir sobre la calidad de las democracias, este ensayo explica la importancia de 
discutir el concepto de vidas dignas y revisar el alcance de la legalidad en América Latina. 
Sugerimos que la premisa de gobernar para incluir se relaciona crucialmente con la 
necesidad de redefinir el alcance de lo que es legal. Y en ese debate, la despenalización de 
las drogas es un capítulo central. 

Palabras clave: mercados ilegales, democracia y vida digna, sociedad perversa, normas 
sociales basadas en el mercado, despenalización de las drogas, gobernanza inclusiva 
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Introduction: Confusion of Means and Ends 
 

In most crime studies on Latin America, the state appears as the virtuous bearer of a 

positive morality linked to the promotion of legality. In contrast, criminals are immoral 

promoters of chaos. Whatever is related to legality, in this literature, is legitimate in itself. 

It is an end. Therefore, when illegality abounds, it is theorized by negatively qualifying the 

enemy of crime, the state, as weak (Dewey 2011; Gootenberg 2018, Alda Mejías 2021), 

absent (Ocampo and Vargas 2009), dysfunctional (Whitehead 2003; Derwich 2021), or 

incomplete and mafia-like (Naím 2012). 

 

In previous works (Moriconi 2021, 2018b; Moriconi and Peris 2022), I have criticized 

these narrative traditions and approaches for confusing means with ends. Several issues 

or concepts that should be understood as means to achieve the symbolic and material 

values leading to a good life have been turned into ends in themselves and reified. “With 

democracy, you eat, you are educated, you are healed,” exclaimed Raúl Alfonsín, 

Argentina’s first president in 1983 after the dictatorship. However, he had to leave office 

early because the nation had plenty of democracy, but little food, poor education, and 

dismal healthcare.  

 

No one will stand up for democracy and the rule of law if they bring with them a life of 

precariousness, poverty, hunger, and exclusion. On the contrary, many wealthy people do 

not hesitate to leave their Western liberal democracies and move to cities in Qatar, the 

United Arab Emirates, or even China, if the commercial or taxation prospects are 

seductive. Autocracies…, home sweet home for some privileged Westerners. 

 

It is the same with crime. Common sense may indicate that it is wrong for someone to 

steal, but no one would question a thief who steals a slave to set him free or a Jew who 

bribes a Nazi officer to let him escape from a concentration camp. Criminalization is also 

a means. As Panella and Thomas (2015) explain, illegality is a politicized category that 

says little about what criminal groups are doing and a lot about the values and goals of 

states and international institutions. Beware of abortion! 

 

Political Unease 
 

The bad reputation of institutions is not related to their structure but to their results. A 

lack of effectiveness generates mistrust and negative stereotypes. Stereotypes are beliefs 

that people hold about social groups and fulfill different social roles (Ramos, Correia, and 

Alves 2014): they help individuals rationalize and react quickly to others and serve to 

justify and legitimize the power of some groups over others (Jost and Hunyady 2003). 
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Ramos and Moriconi (2018) showed how politicians are stereotyped in Latin America 

based on negative morality. When asked to name three labels they would use to define a 

politician, people opt for those of a moral nature and negative evaluation: corrupt, thieves, 

liars. This is quite logical and well-known. What is worrying is that the negative 

stereotyping of politicians not only delegitimizes the power, status, and leadership of 

these key actors in democracy but also directly affects the perception of justice and, 

indirectly, of affections, emotions, and moods. That is to say, formal politics generates 

indignation and feelings of social injustice. 

 

The feeling of justice and fairness is crucial for well-being (Jost and Burgess 2000; Jost 

and Thompson 2000), the legitimization of a social order, and community sustainability. 

A just world is one in which people’s behaviors, attributes, and achievements are 

predictable and have appropriate logical consequences according to social norms or 

prevailing ideology (Ramos, Correia, and Alves 2014; Crandall and Beasley 2001). Belief 

in a just world is functional to the assumption that one can influence the world in a 

predictable way to achieve particular ends, and it is summed up by the premise “people 

get what they deserve, and they deserve what they get” (Lerner 1980). 

 

More importantly, belief in a just world and the related sense of fairness are directly 

linked to personal satisfaction, lower depression and higher self-esteem, better 

management and adaptation to stressful events, as well as higher and better social goals 

and ambitions (Fiske, Rosenblum, and Travis 2009). Conversely, when people have 

credible evidence that the world is not fair, they experience increased feelings of fear, 

stress, and vulnerability (Ramos, Correia, and Alves 2014). This, in the long run, has 

serious negative implications for well-being and social cohesion. 

 

Latin American (corrupt) politics generates unrest and hatred. And what does crime 

generate?  

 

When individuals’ sense of justice is affected, resentment and hatred are generated, and, 

as Hannah Arendt (1969) explained, this is where violence easily emerges as the most 

effective method of resolving interpersonal conflicts: “Rage only erupts where there is 

reason to suspect that these conditions could be changed and are not changed. We only 

react with anger when our sense of justice is offended, and this reaction does not 

necessarily reflect a personal offense at all” (Arendt 1998; my translation). 

 

A strategy to mitigate pain, outrage, scarcity, and frustration might be to promote what 

is fair. It is important to recognize the productive character of violence as a social 

motivator and generator of identities. The growth of lynchings in Latin America follows 

this pattern, aggravated by further evidence of judicial failure: only 2% of murders are 

solved in the region. Assault, revenge, or killing might not only generate comfort and 
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release feelings of injustice but could also be a “therapy” that costs little and is less 

condemned. 

 

Analysts have not paid enough attention to the consequences of extrapolating market 

rationality to aspects of society. Michael Sandel (2000) describes this process as the 

transition from a market economy to a market society. The market economy is an effective 

way of organizing production and providing goods and services. However, the market 

society is a model of life in which there are very few things that money cannot buy and 

where market logic permeates almost all levels of life. If the differences that money makes 

are luxury and the size and comfort of a car, inequality may not matter much. But if 

purchasing power determines access to the essential keys that lead a good life, then the 

situation starts to get complicated. If the starting point for this process is the most 

unequal societies in the world, the problem worsens. Additionally, if, in further 

aggravation of the situation, illegal markets and crime emerge as effective means of 

gaining access to a better life (see for instance Moriconi 2013, 2018a; Moriconi and Peris 

2022, 2019; Dewey and Thomas 2022; Bergman 2018, 2023), then legality is in intensive 

care. And in an induced coma. 

 

The legitimization of the market has become an unquestioned trope of the contemporary 

social order. This axiomatization determines that, on the one hand, discursive traditions 

are regarded as intolerable when they warn about the impossibility of incorporating virtue 

and a morality of the good life into an order where the market—as an amoral agent—has 

become the guarantor of human interactions (Moriconi 2013). On the other, it generates 

a narrative conflict when it comes to determining what is a focus of unease and what is 

not. 

 

The market economy is a very effective way of organizing productive activity, but 

extrapolating its values to social spheres can distort the meaning of social practices 

(Sandel 2000) and naturalize practices that, while logical in that ideological context, are 

subsequently questioned for generating unrest. 

 

Let’s theorize high in the empyrean: the soya/soybean boom. The increase in the 

international price of soya generated economic growth in many South American 

countries. Success! The value of the oleaginous plant promoted policies to encourage its 

production, reforms of agroexport models, and land concentration. Soya production 

requires large tracts of land and little labor, as it is basically done with machinery. While 

soya generated wealth and increased political influence in the hands of a few, it generated 

exclusion and unemployment for a large number of traditional agricultural collectives in 

rural areas (see for instance Morínigo 2009, Garat 2016, and Correia 2019 for the 

Paraguayan case). In many of these areas, the cultivation of cannabis or coca became the 

best employment. However, the labor option should not be understood from a purely 
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economic point of view, as is usual in scientific studies. Work goes beyond earning money 

and is also related to tradition, prudence, and know-how. With Carlos Peris, we have 

shown that farmers who grow marijuana not only want to earn a salary, but they also want 

to do what they know how to do because they know how to do it well (Moriconi and Peris 

2022), and that is traditional agriculture. What the (legal) market, the state, and soya took 

from them, the (illegal) market, narcos, and drugs gave back to them. 

 

Colombia, with its false positives, is another bad example of using the market and its 

monetary logic in the terrorist struggle. Colombia’s Special Jurisdiction for Peace (JEP) 

recently reported that between 2002 and 2008, the army killed 6,402 innocent people to 

pass them off as guerrillas killed in combat, meet quotas, and collect prizes and rewards.1 

Tell me how prestige and social recognition are achieved, and I will tell you what atrocities 

will be committed. With bad guiding ideas and worse values, democracy kills twice as 

much as a dictatorship like that of Pinochet. 

 

Logically, if prestige is marked by the logic of the market, and recognition is understood 

from a monetary logic, it is foreseeable that security forces throughout the region, whose 

salaries are far from the parameters of social success, have become key players in illegal 

markets by regulating or protecting their interactions, and this is a mere logical and 

predictable outcome. Each society can give money whatever role it wants. But it is naïve 

to expect that, in this ideological framework, a poorly financed group will effectively 

combat organized criminal armies with more resources and greater corrupt power. The 

Zetas will not be the exception, they will be the norm. 

 

Perverse Society 
 

The philosopher Dany-Robert Dufour (2009) warns that we live in a perverse society 

whose central social mandate is the idea of enjoyment. All citizens can understand this 

principle and take it as far as they wish. Enjoyment can include sex, drugs, luxury, 

transgression, and adrenaline. Narco culture is a clear example. While the state of 

enjoyment has been constant throughout history, the difference today is that it is not 

shameful to show it publicly, whereas long ago its exhibition was considered obscene. The 

obscenity of enjoyment is now disseminated and praised in the media, advertising, art, 

and social networks, although most people find this joy as spectators and not as 

protagonists. Yet participation in this obscenity is what is normalized as a symbol of social 

success, a life worth living. 

 

In many cases, celebrities acknowledge that their extravagant and lustful lifestyles include 

drugs, prostitution, and various goods obtained through illegal markets. On the other 

 
1 See https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-56119174  
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hand, some public servants (from judges and politicians to commissioners) are seen to 

flaunt levels of spending and investment that are not compatible with their incomes. 

 

Social cohesion and its sustainability are determined by the efficiency of the standards 

and values by which citizens are educated to achieve the ends that define a life worth 

living. What are the indicators of social recognition and prestige, and what are the means 

to achieve them? If society educates you for something that it then denies you, 

transgression is an obligation. 

 

It is not surprising to find young people in the field arguing: “I prefer to live thirty-five 

years as a narco and not eighty-five years like my (working) father.” There are lives worth 

living, and they are not the ones that moralistic studies on the culture of legality want to 

impose. The speech about “My daughter, the teacher, my son, the doctor” is no longer 

admired; it is humorous, and both of them, son and daughter, are on strike. 

 

Therefore, a perverse dislocation emerges between what politicians state as a good life for 

people and the real life they practice. Public health and education, equality before the law, 

traditional employment (which in Latin America is mostly informal and with few 

constitutional rights), and even leisure offers are issues that the leaders who enunciate 

them reject for their lives. The good life enunciated by them is only worth living for others. 

 

Inequality, Separate Lives 
 

Stereotypes about social prestige determine how we interact with others. We see through 

the eyes of common sense and are seduced by what society naturalizes as successful. 

Inequality is much more than mere economics; it is discourse, it is aesthetics. 

 

Inequality is still accused of being the cause of violence in Latin America (Schargrodsky 

and Freira 2021). Based in many cases on a fervent criminalization of poverty, it is argued 

that inequality generates incentives to become a criminal: “If I were poor, I wouldn’t be a 

bricklayer, I’d be a thief.” The narrative and symbolic problem of inequality is a focus of 

conflict that goes beyond simple economic logic. It is not the fact, but the discursive basis 

from which we understand it. 

 

We can imagine a society that fervently believes in reincarnation. According to its 

religious logic, poverty is understood as a mere stage of an eternal life in which, through 

successive reincarnations, the self passes through different social strata. Those who hold 

this belief will have ideological arguments for tolerating their current hardships, because 

in the next life they will have better luck. The privileged will have to be careful, because it 

will be their turn to suffer in the future. In such a context, it may be sufficient to seek a 

means of legitimizing this ideological narrative (without necessarily promoting policies 

https://doi.org/10.23870/marlas.424


Middle Atlantic Review of Latin American Studies 

124 
MARLAS 8(1), 2024, DOI: 10.23870/marlas.424 

to combat poverty) in order to prevent violent behavior. Such discursive legitimation 

would operate in the ideological dimension of power (Lukes 1974), where power 

influences people’s desires and thoughts, even making them want things that are opposed 

to their own interests. 

 

Management, based on hopeful and empathetic narrative stories, is very important. A 

recent study from the Inter-American Development Bank (Busso and Messina 2020) 

exemplifies the materialization and management of inequality with data from education. 

According to the study, in OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development) countries, 10% of young people from wealthy families go to private schools, 

while in Latin America, it is more than 40%. In the Andean countries, the figures are 

higher: in Colombia 60%, in Peru more than 50%, in Chile slightly less. 

 

This generates a phenomenon of segregation, understood as the improbability that rich 

students have peers from lower social classes and vice versa. In the OECD, 30% of 

children suffer from this segregation, in Latin America, more than 60%. Again, the 

situation is extreme in the Andean countries: in Chile and Peru, there is no interaction 

between rich and poor children at all. The social classes in these countries are divided, 

they do not mix. 

 

The perverse society comes into play. The poor can go unnoticed by the rich. In their daily 

lives, they are not even aware of their existence. But, as political scientist Andrés 

Malamud (2022) has warned, for the poor, the reality is different: they see those others 

who are very different from them in the media, in places of power, on social networks, as 

influencers. The result: resentment and humiliation. 

 

In the 2020 plebiscite for the reform of the constitution in Chile, the three richest 

communes in Santiago voted No—the opposite to the rest of the country. It is not just a 

question of exclusions, but of different, in many cases opposing and incompatible 

perspectives on the country. And, of course, of totally different spatial and geographical 

correspondences: neighborhoods for the rich, neighborhoods for the poor. The 

commodification of life has led to elites having access to lives that are totally different and 

separate from those of the rest of the population: they live, shop, play, enjoy their leisure 

time in different places, and, logically, their children go to different schools. This breaks 

the foundations of democracy. Democracy does not need full equality, as Sandel (2000) 

explains, but it does need individuals who live together in a similar space, who meet in 

the public space and, in this way, generate spaces for discussion and management of 

differences. Democratic life requires processes of empathy with others that provide 

arguments for the dilemma of how we want to live together. 
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Collapse of Legality as a Categorical Imperative 
 

Perversion and criminality are found in all social strata, but different classes have 

opportunities to engage in different types of crime. The lower classes, for example, are 

unlikely to have the opportunity to engage in white-collar crime (corruption) and 

effectively bribe the judiciary to achieve impunity. 

 

Therefore, any appeal to the culture of legality, without a realistic diagnosis of 

contemporary society, is mere hypocrisy. Legality has collapsed as a categorical 

imperative. It has ceased to be an effective means to achieve a dignified life; it has lost 

credibility and legitimacy; it has become an obstacle to social prestige and even to 

governmental efficiency. 

 

In this ecosystem, it is informal institutions (some illegal, some immoral) that provide 

people with new models of life which, in the perverse society, are publicly presented as 

effective in accessing a life worth living. When faced with bureaucratic red tape, it is better 

to seek out an influential contact than to follow the rules. When faced with a police arrest, 

prepare a bribe. The average wage is no longer a source of wealth and social advancement. 

Work will be mostly undeclared, and pulling strings (through enchufes) will be much 

more effective than merit. The institutionalized existence of impunity is publicly 

acknowledged, but it is not for everyone. 

 

At the political level, illegal markets play an important economic and social role (Bergman 

2018, 2023; Thoumi 2003; Moriconi 2013). These markets not only generate abundant 

economic resources for political purposes, but they also improve social coexistence by 

distributing resources between sectors in conflict, avoiding protests, generating 

employment, generating consumption and access to goods and services, and facilitating 

social and labor mobility for precarious social groups (Dewey 2015, 2020; Schultze-Kraft 

2018). 

 

It is important to bear in mind that the morality, satisfactions, and expectations generated 

through illegal markets are the same as those of legal markets (Dewey and Thomas 2022; 

Moriconi and Peris 2022). It does not matter that the clothes are counterfeit, what 

matters is the personal satisfaction generated by having the logo of a prestigious brand 

emblazoned on them. Self-esteem, recognition, access…, these are the issues. 

 

In fact, until recently, it was believed that the world of organized crime was unrelated to 

the rest of economic activity and referred to a parallel world. But today, legality and 

illegality merge: the criminal and financial worlds are intimately intertwined. Illegal 

economic activity is integrated into the legal sphere and is a key part of political finance 

and governance. 
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Schultze-Kraft (2018) creates the concept of criminal-legal orders, characterized by the 

blurring of the boundaries between legality and criminality and where both legal 

rationality and illegal practices serve, alternatively, as the foundation of systems of social 

action, to such an extent that they can become indistinguishable from each other. The 

dichotomy is broken between legality-legitimacy, understood as order, and illegality-

illegitimacy, seen as disorder and uncertainty (Dewey 2015; see also Moriconi and Peris 

2019 for a practical example).  

 

In these hybrid social orders (Dewey, Míguez, and Saín 2017), the involvement of state 

agents in the reproduction of crime does not necessarily imply illegal activities. For a case 

to spend a long time in a drawer and become time-barred is negligence, not a crime. These 

actors can enable the spread of crime by allocating resources and applying the law in a 

discretionary and selective manner, freeing up areas.  

 

If the evident involvement of state actors as regulators and protectors of illegal markets 

is a shot in the foot of the plausibility of the per-legality narrative, the perversity of 

international finance is a plea for euthanasia. 

 

Many of the world’s most profitable activities are crimes: trafficking in arms, drugs, 

people. About 20% of world trade comes from criminal activities, which has generated a 

permanent interest from financial groups and banks to capture this volume of business. 

Crime and finance, integrated. 

 

As if this were not enough, as Dufour (2013) warns, official economic activity has also 

provided a significant amount of suspicious capital from immoral or illegal activities that 

are very common in the business world: alliances and market alliance, abuse of power, 

dumping and forced sales, speculation, absorption and dismemberment of competitors, 

false balance sheets, accounting and transfer pricing manipulations through offshore 

subsidiaries and shell companies set up in tax havens, diversion of public credits and 

rigged markets, corruption and hidden commissions, illicit enrichment and 

misappropriation of public funds, abuse of social assets, surveillance and espionage, 

blackmail and whistleblowing, violation of regulations on labor law and freedom of 

association, health and safety, social security contributions, pollution and the 

environment. In short, there is no great difference between the predatory behavior of 

criminal mafias and that of financial groups. Legality collapses as a categorical 

imperative. 

 

Hence, one of the clearest examples of the scourge: tax amnesties and legal money 

laundering, which are routinely implemented. There is a crime (which is previously 

recognized), but instead of initiating investigations and enforcing the law, governments 

https://doi.org/10.23870/marlas.424


Moriconi – From Transgression to Decriminalization 

127 
MARLAS 8(1), 2024, DOI: 10.23870/marlas.424 

follow the premise that, due to lack of resources or will, it is impossible to catch the 

evaders; therefore, they create an amnesty to avoid seeking legal punishment. Crime is 

legalized; transgression is legitimized. 

 

To transgress or to transgress, that is the question. 

 

Governing to Include and Protect, Decriminalizing to Progress 
 

A serious shortcoming is the failure to address, as part of crime-prevention narratives, 

the issue of how society understands and measures social prestige and inclusion and the 

effective means to achieve them. What has usually been simplified to a mere calculus of 

economic rationality is far more complex. Ideas and perceptions about the means to 

prosper and acquire a dignified life play a crucial role. Legality (like democracy) is not 

legitimate in itself, but in its consequences. 

 

What dignified life do we want to promote and what is the role of legality in it? 

 

Given the arbitrariness of criminalization, as tax amnesty programs have shown, it is 

necessary to begin to discuss openly the scope of the concept of “illegal” by incorporating 

into that discussion the possibility (or the need) to legalize illegalities (practices or 

markets) that have already been socially legitimized, due to the goods and/or services they 

provide. Although, as discussed above, it is a mistake to extrapolate the logic of the market 

to all social practices, there are, paradoxically, practices in which it would be effective and 

necessary to extrapolate market logic but which, by political decision, are kept out of this 

discussion. The same market logic used to promote exclusionary productive models, such 

as soya, can be used to legalize, for example, drug production and commercialization (the 

product in which South America has indisputable world leadership), to launder and tax 

the business, to legitimize its jobs.  

 

This would not only generate resources and control over production and its quality, but it 

would also limit the economic resources that “the now criminal groups” possess.  And, in 

the ideological framework of market society, these economic resources are, to a large 

extent, what has transformed the state's fight against those "criminal groups" into a 

constant defeat. 

 

It is interesting to note that even ultra-liberal and libertarian governments, such as that 

of Javier Milei in Argentina, which have discussed the possibility of legalizing the organ-

trafficking market or leaving it up to citizens to organize the security of the streets where 

they live, do not talk about the possibility/necessity of legalizing the drug market. Is it a 

public health issue? Or is it that, with the drug market liberalized, the resources used in 
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the shadows to bribe public officials in all branches of government and to finance political 

campaigns across the continent would be radically limited? 

 

Drugs are products with a fantastic market, mainly in the Central Western countries, and 

intrinsically related to the mandate of the good life. While drugs are kept illegal, some 

drugs are allowed to be presented as a necessary factor in the cultural displays of the new 

generations (music, for example), as a necessary factor in the revelry, fun, and enjoyment. 

 

For the healthier ones, the market also has cannabis and its benefits. While that little 

plant has demonstrated health benefits, medicine has found no such benefits whatsoever 

in tobacco, a drug that is still freely available and legalized on the market. Could it be that 

tobacco fields do not belong to South America? What would have happened if the biggest 

tobacco companies were Peruvian or Bolivian? 

 

Latin America has its Apple, its Huawei, its Tesla, but its wealth does not come from 

technology, and it is selling per gram. 

 

Each society stigmatizes crime distinctly. Cocaine was legally used as an anesthetic in 

dental surgeries a century ago. Mate was banned in Buenos Aires in the early seventeenth 

century; drinking coffee was a crime in Russia, using tobacco in Persia. The fight against 

drug trafficking is relatively new, starting around 1920, and was justified on two grounds: 

1) its harmfulness to public health, and 2) the dangers to public order. This essay has 

demonstrated the problems that the perverse society and the stereotype of the politician 

cause for public health and collective psychology. With this situation and the power of the 

narco, social instability is guaranteed, and real democracy is a chimera. Meanwhile, sodas 

continue to produce obese children. 

 

With a simple move in the narrative of legality, it would be possible to, automatically, 

move from the scourge of criminal governance to the challenge of multisectoral 

governance. 

 

For law and order, illegal markets need to be effectively regulated. The Latin American 

problem is not the market, but its characteristics and its sectorial struggles for keeping 

the business. Drug trafficking and consumption is abundant throughout the world, but 

the violence is, to a large extent, Latin American. The violence is not generated by the 

product but by the political inability (or unwillingness) to regulate the market. The 

problem in the region is not the existence of these markets, which exist all over the world, 

but the negative consequences they produce, which are not present in other regions: 

violence and social instability. The challenge is to maximize the positive externalities 

(jobs, hope, resources, access) and minimize or even eliminate the negative ones (internal 

conflicts, violence). 
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Ah, but health! The successful case of decriminalization of all drugs in Portugal at the 

beginning of the twenty-first century may help (Kundrod 2015; Hughes and Stevens 2010; 

Moury and Escada 2023; Greenwald 2009). The success was so resounding that, in 2023, 

Portugal even decriminalized the use of synthetic drugs.2 Measures that achieved positive 

outcomes were: control of consumption, syringe exchange programs, psychological 

assistance and support for addicts, substitution of heroin with methadone, social 

understanding that a drug addict is a sick person and not a criminal, drug education, a 

massive job creation program for addicts, benefits for those who gave jobs to recovered 

addicts and microcredits for former addicts to become entrepreneurs. Of course, in Latin 

America, drug education should include the premise that narcoculture and recreational 

drug use should not be part of lives worth living. 

 

Ah, but the resources! The resources used were those previously dedicated to the war on 

drugs. If, on top of that, in Latin America, it is possible to tax the commercialization of 

drugs, the resources available could be even greater. 

 

But of course, more difficult than fighting crime is dismantling the dictatorship of 

common sense. That is the biggest challenge. 
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