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 Studies of the new forms of organized crime that have emerged in post-NAFTA Mexico 

and elsewhere in Latin America appear to be arriving at the conclusion that these phenomena 

and the violence they inflict cannot be readily understood using the conceptual vocabularies of 

modernity. Criminal activity today is not contained within national borders nor, at least in most 

Latin American contexts, is it readily controlled by the police and military resources of the state. 

The violent proliferation of drug cartels and human trafficking gangs throughout Mexico and 

Central America fills a vacuum left by the dismantling of the modern state and the demise of its 

role as mediator of social particularities. As these organizations compete with one another—

and with the state itself—for control over territory, the violence they inflict is no longer easily 

categorized using the modern distinction of legitimate and illegitimate or illegal. 

 Rossana Reguillo proposes that human trafficking gangs and drug cartels in Mexico 

constitute a new “paralegal” order that bears witness to the crisis of the state’s historical 

monopoly over the use of legitimate force (Reguillo 2012, 44). Paralegal violence opens up a 

new space in which familiar distinctions between legality and illegality only obscure the fact 

that inquiry is dealing with a new reality for which it lacks the proper epistemological and 

interpretive tools. Whereas a modern perspective would classify organized violence against 

women in Ciudad Juárez or against Central American immigrants in Chiapas as forms of illegality 

operating outside the law, Reguillo proposes that the modern distinction between inside and 

outside, or between legality and illegality, has now been breached and rendered incapable of 

explaining what is happening in much of Central America and Mexico today. Paralegal violence 



operates in the void that opens up once the state is no longer able to guarantee social order or 

sustain legitimacy. Neither inside nor outside the law, it inaugurates a shadowy parallel order 

existing alongside the legal order upheld by the state; not infrequently, this uncanny double of 

the state also exists in complicity with the state’s corrupted political and legal representatives. 

Paralegal violence proves troubling for analyses that seek to understand and explain violence 

based on presumed instrumental (financial gain, sexual pleasure, etc.) or psychological 

(insanity, anti-social behavior, etc.) motives. While such factors may of course be present, 

Reguillo finds in paralegal violence an ontological impulse that she calls “expressive” violence.  

Through these continuous performances el narco makes visible how it is that the 

symbols of the prevailing order are wearing away, and at the same time it generates its 

own symbols which, although they may look like symbols of the existing political order, 

are in fact performances that take themselves as points of reference. Every time el 

narco acts in the public sphere it is as if it were enacting an explicit renunciation of 

anything outside of itself. (Reguillo 2007, 34)  

 If these new forms of violence can be called “expressive” it is not because they are 

simply the vehicle for something else. Like a language, paralegal violence is necessarily self-

referential in additional to whatever external motives might be in play: what it “expresses” is 

nothing other than itself qua foundational incision. In its spectacular cruelty paralegal violence 

acts as a double message: it establishes its own codes, norms and rituals while also displaying 

an absolute or sovereign disregard [ignorar olimpicamente] for the social pact that bind state 

and society through the universalization of law (Reguillo 2012, 44). In its explicit, manifest 

indifference to the legal and moral codes of liberal modernity, paralegal violence aims to erect 



an alternative principial authority at the site of the broken hegemony of the modern state. If 

the phenomenon of paralegal violence is one of the morbid symptoms arising with the 

breakdown of modern political forms, it should also be understood as the metastasis of 

sovereign violence across the entirety of social life.  

 The self-referential character of paralegal violence brings with it a peculiar and 

disconcerting mixture of visibility and invisibility, which in turn resonates with the discussion of 

the secret in the previous chapter. Narcoviolence, for instance, tends to be spectacular in 

nature; the public display of mutilated bodies sends an unambiguous message about the fate 

that awaits those who cross it. At the same time narcocapitalism operates through diffuse 

human and technological networks. It conceals its accumulation through electronic financial 

transactions that prove difficult to trace; and its organizational structures are designed to 

survive the capture or demise of its leaders. While the state and its militarized police forces 

may succeed in capturing or killing one or another cartel leader, the only certainty is that the 

ghosts will return: new leaders will emerge from the ranks of foot soldiers and hitmen to fill the 

void, and as the Mexican experience has demonstrated since 2006, the young replacements are 

often far more disposed to impulsive brutality than their entrepreneurial predecessors. 

 The peculiar juxtaposition of visibility and invisibility that obtains with paralegal violence 

displays in intensified form a paradox inherent to all power as such. In order for violence to 

transform itself into power it must make itself visible and recognizable as such. After all, power 

can only be wielded over living, sentient beings. A power that could not be perceived as such 

would be no power at all. Yet, as Juan Rulfo has taught us perhaps better than anyone, terror 

can also hold sway over us due to its manifest ability to hold itself back, its capacity not to 



appear. Principial power does not show itself as such; it makes itself known through delegation, 

through the sending of a placeholder, just as Fulgor Sedano does the bidding of the cacique in 

Pedro Páramo. This paradox of a power that must at the same time both make itself visible and 

keep itself hidden provides one way of contextualizing the tension found in Bolaño’s 2666 

between unmediated displays of cruelty and persistent literary allusions to secrecy. Reguillo 

imputes to paralegality a phantasmagoric quality that may be an essential component of power 

in the time of global war. The narco-capitalist machine, as Reguillo calls it, is by definition both 

dislocated and diabolically adept at taking root wherever it happens to find itself. The supreme 

power it wields stems in part from what she describes as its “unlocalizable ubiquity, which 

operates silently but with ruthless efficiency. Its presence is phantasmagorical; the narco 

machine is a phantasm. In its rise to dominance it occupies an unsymbolizable, dislocated space 

that awakens and appeals to profound fissures between what we call real and the rampant 

fears that send us into panic” (Reguillo 2011, 2). The characterization of paralegal violence as 

phantasmatic may also provide a cognate for what Gramsci calls the “morbid symptoms” of 

interregnum. The spectral appearance of narco power straddles an undefined gap between 

visibility and invisibility, presence and absence, and which opens up with the suspension of old 

distinctions between inside and outside, law and criminality, order and crisis, war and politics. 

 Rita Segato, meanwhile, speaks of a shadowy “second reality” that lurks behind the 

visible or apparent social reality (Segato XXXX). The visible order in this distinction includes not 

only the state and its institutions but also civil society with its declared relations and 

transactions. It can be understood as the sum total of spatial forms produced by the political 

geometry of modernity. The “second reality,” meanwhile, refers to activities and associations 



that cannot easily be mapped by modern spacing procedures, foremost among which is the 

underground economy of narcocapitalism in its control of undeclared flows of drugs, weapons, 

capital, and humans. This spectral “second reality” comprises a mirror image of the visible 

reality legitimated by the social pact. This uncanny double of the visible space generated by 

political modernity is rooted not in a specific geography but in the cybernetic and commercial 

networks generated by global capital. As Manuel Castells has shown (End of Millenium, v3, 

2010), organized criminal networks in Latin America and elsewhere have developed a deeply-

entrenched symbiotic relation the global financial system. While reinvestment in legitimate 

activities provides criminal organizations with one form of money laundering, the Italian 

economist and former head of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime Antonio Maria Costa asserts 

that the global financial system has become increasingly dependent on the hard cash provided 

by narcocapitalism. In the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, Costa claims, narco dollars provided 

the only “liquid investment capital” for transnational banks on the verge of collapse (Costa 

2009, np). It is no accident that, in the wake of revelations concerning the 2013 HSBC money-

laundering scandal, the US Attorney General Eric Holder testified before the US Senate Judiciary 

Committee that banks like HSBC are “too big to jail.”  

 If the distinction drawn by Segato between visible and invisible orders corresponds to 

the difference between localized geographies and globalized virtuality, this does not mean that 

this second reality has no need for geographic locality. Bodies—female in particular—as new 

form of territoriality  

   



In the Afterword I discuss how what Castells calls “the perverse connection” between organized 

crime and global capital provides a complementary way of looking at the theme of 

interregnum, one that takes into account the failure of legitimacy and the inability of the state 

to guarantee security on the one hand, together with a “semiotic” approach that looks at 

paralegal violence as the paradoxical expression or performance of a sovereignty that would 

compete with the sovereignty of the national state. In many Latin American contexts these 

manifestations of “paralegal” violence are not entirely new, however. For instance the Zetas, 

one of the most brutal groups in Mexico’s narco wars, was originally formed of cadres taken 

from Guatemala’s counterinsurgency wars and their tactics are sometimes said to resemble the 

genocidal violence unleashed against indigenous populations in Guatemala several decades 

ago. With this in mind I emphasize in the Afterword that what I am calling the time of 

“interregnum” is not always easy to separate fully from the time of modernity, and that rather 

than speaking of its difference from the past it would perhaps be more helpful to speak of it as 

a differential repetition of the past. To wit: Rita Segato points out that in much of Latin America 

today, what used to be called para-state actors and apparatuses are now threatening to 

overtake the state, and yet this threat of a “golpe de estado” does not come from familiar 

places such as the armed forces but instead “from down below”—from the cartels and gangs 

associated with narco, human and arms trafficking. The specter of a “golpe desde abajo” is 

neither simply a continuation of the old “golpe desde arriba” nor is it a complete departure 

from that earlier history; instead it represents the recanalization of the past and its history into 

new global circuits and networks.  

 


