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Chapter I 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 

“If you see something you have to be blind, deaf, and dumb, that’s how it works here”1 

“If you keep silent, you don’t mess with them, and they won’t mess with you”2 

“Everyone here knows what to talk about and what not to talk about”3 

 

The above statements exemplify the coping strategies of people living in 

communities affected by drug gangs. Despite differences in the gangs’ modus operandi, 

silence is a common factor in how communities respond. The current understanding of 

criminal territorial control overlooks the role of communities and their silence in 

shaping how criminal organizations operate. This research aims to explore how drug 

 
1 Interviewee 37. March 3, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 

2 Interviewee 17. March 2, 2020. First wave of interviews. 

3 Interviewee 26. July 25, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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gangs establish commitments of silence with communities, how these commitments 

vary, and why some are more enduring than others.  

Organized criminal groups often establish localized systems of private order that 

challenge the territorial reach of the state (O’Donnell, 1993). Comparative politics 

research has recently focused on criminal governance schemes to analyze the logic of 

territorial control of drug-trafficking organizations. Criminal governance refers to local 

orders led by criminal organizations that impose formal or informal rules and restrict the 

behavior of criminal and non-criminal civilians (Lessing, 2020). However, despite 

community members dealing with drug gang operations daily, these studies fall short in 

incorporating the central role of communities in shaping drug gangs’ operations. 

Furthermore, the theoretical development of criminal governance logics has 

emerged mainly from empirical environments where the presence of the state in the 

territory is relatively low, such as Colombia, Brazil, and Mexico (Arias, 2017; Arias & 

Barnes, 2017; Ley et al., 2019; Magaloni, Franco-Vivanco, et al., 2020; Magaloni, 

Robles, et al., 2020). However, evidence shows that criminal organizations also 

establish territorial control in cases where the state has relatively higher levels of 

presence in the territory, such as Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay  (Auyero & Berti, 

2013; Auyero & Sobering, 2019; Flom, 2019; Ladra, 2014; Leal, 2021; Luna, 2017). 

Therefore, this research aims to deepen our understanding of the dynamics of territorial 

control in contexts of high state presence by focusing on Montevideo, Uruguay. While 

the literature on criminal governance logics is growing, there is still a lack of research in 

contexts with high state presence. This project seeks to fill this gap and contribute to the 

existing literature on territorial control by criminal organizations. 
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Before discussing the main argument of this project, it is important to note that the 

focus of this research is on homegrown criminal organizations. These are criminal 

groups whose members reside in the neighborhoods where they commit criminal 

activities. It should be noted that drug gangs that operate in areas where they do not 

reside may also seek commitments of silence. However, the mechanisms that explain 

the types of commitments established may differ from those discussed in this project. 

While the literature on criminal governance logics is growing, it is important to 

acknowledge that the context of each case may affect the nature of the commitments of 

silence established. 

 

1. Argument 

 

Efficient operation requires that gangs operate discreetly, avoiding any 

unnecessary visibility of their operations and violence, which may draw unwanted 

attention to their activities (Durán-Martínez, 2018). As a result, drug gangs seek to 

establish commitments of silence (CS) from the communities where they operate. CS 

are informal and tacit agreements in which communities agree to keep silent about the 

gang’s operations, effectively shielding them. Silence is offered to gang members as a 

form of insurance, in exchange for which the gang provides a certain level of tranquility 

to the community members. Thus, CS represent a tacit exchange relationship between 

the community and the drug gang, leading to equilibria of relative stability, by serving 

the objective of keeping gang operations unnoticed. 

The CS are grounded in a logic similar to Hirschman’s classic theory of exit, 

voice, and loyalty. When faced with the challenge of coexisting with a criminal 
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organization in their neighborhood, community members can react in one of four ways, 

depending on two key factors: a) whether the state is available to receive and act upon 

reports or not, and b) whether the community has leverage over the gang’s actions or 

not (see Figure I.1). For the state to be available, it must have both the capacity and the 

will to respond to citizen complaints, meaning that it must not only possess sufficient 

coercive capacity but also not be corrupted (i.e., in collusion or collaboration with the 

criminal organizations committing crimes that citizens wish to report). Community 

leverage is provided by the influential capacity of community members over gang 

members’ activities, mainly in terms of regulating their violence. The following 

diagram summarizes the four potential reactions of communities to the presence of 

homegrown criminal organizations based on the availability of the state and the 

community’s leverage over the gang’s actions. 

 

Figure I.1. Reactions of communities to the presence of homegrown criminal 

organizations. 

    State availability 

  Yes No 

Community’s 

leverage 

High Loyalty Voice 

Low Exit Neglect 

 

When the state is available, but the community lacks leverage over gang actions, 

community members may choose to seek a way out by reporting the illicit activities to 

the police, a process known as exit. It is important to note that the exit possibility is 
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only viable when the state is both available and able to respond to reports, i.e., has the 

capacity and is not corrupt. Otherwise, denouncing the illicit activities of drug gangs 

could put citizens’ lives at risk without any assurance of receiving a response or 

protection from the state. On the other hand, if community members have leverage over 

the gang actions, they may choose to remain loyal to the gang and not report their illicit 

activities. According to Hirschman’s theory, this alternative is only enabled when exit is 

an option. If exiting is not a possibility, then loyalty is meaningless. Therefore, loyalty 

is only possible when two conditions are met: first, the state is available and therefore 

enables the exit option; and second, the community has sufficient leverage to influence 

the gang’s actions. The key point here is precisely that the exit option is available. If, for 

some reason, the community ceases to have influence over the gang’s behavior and 

stops regulating its violence, then exit will be the most likely outcome.  

Thirdly, when the state is unavailable, but the community has leverage over the 

gang, community members may choose to use their voice to influence the criminal 

organization’s activities, particularly in regulating their violence. For instance, in some 

Rio de Janeiro favelas with strong communities, gangs negotiate with community 

associations and informal councils that mediate conflicts between traffickers and 

community leaders (Arias, 2017; Magaloni, Franco-Vivanco, et al., 2020).  

Finally, when neither exit nor voice is a viable alternative (i.e., the state is 

unavailable and the community has no leverage), neglect is the most likely outcome 

(Rusbult et al., 1982). This passive attitude occurs when community members that 

cannot exit by themselves, having no other options, become resigned and submissive to 

the presence and activities of criminal organizations. 
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CS acquire greater relevance when community members have the option to exit. 

This occurs when the state is present and can receive reports and act accordingly. The 

objective of CS is to prevent community members from reporting the illicit activities of 

drug gangs. When there is no available state, possible reports are not a credible threat to 

the gang, making silence insignificant. Previous theories on criminal territorial control 

mainly focus on criminal governance schemes in areas with low levels of state presence 

or police corruption, where exit is not often possible for communities. In these cases, 

the alternatives are voice or neglect. However, what happens when the state offers an 

exit option for community members? 

When the state is available, gangs strive to secure the community’s commitment 

of silence to prevent them from exiting. The means by which gangs achieve this 

commitment can vary, and the form of CS can be either forced or negotiated. In forced 

CS, gangs use violent methods to compel silence from community members. They may 

also seek to block the possibility of exit by buying off the local police force to prevent 

reporting. In contrast, negotiated commitments occur when gangs use benevolent 

strategies to ensure loyalty among community members. 

So, why do gangs establish forced or negotiated CS with the communities they 

operate in? I argue that the structure of local networks of reciprocity –long-term ties of 

exchange between individuals– determines the type of CS by influencing whether the 

community has leverage over the gang’s actions. Exchange relationships comprise 

neighbors helping each other with their daily welfare and care needs, such as 

babysitting, caring for a neighbor’s health, or dedicate time working in the 

neighborhood soup kitchen. When gang members are homegrown, they belong to the 
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community’s existing network of reciprocity. Therefore, the CS, as an exchange 

relationship, is embedded in the community’s pre-existing reciprocity network. 

The structure of reciprocal relationships plays a crucial role in determining 

whether the community has influence over the gang’s actions or not. Consequently, this 

influence affects the community’s ability to regulate gang violence and the methods the 

gang uses to achieve silence from community members. As I will explain below, when 

the community has influence over the gang’s actions, the use of violent means to 

achieve silence becomes more limited. 

Local reciprocity networks’ structure can be either extensive, i.e., widespread 

among community members, or fragmented, i.e., concentrated in family-related clusters 

within the community. Extended reciprocity structures build bridges between 

community members and generate strong social ties, while fragmented structures imply 

the existence of groups with internal reciprocity but without reciprocal ties between 

them. In communities with extensive reciprocity structures, the community exerts 

influence over the gang’s actions and can thus regulate violence. To achieve loyalty and 

secure CS, gang members must participate in and encourage reciprocal exchanges with 

all community members. 

In contrast to extended reciprocity structures, drug gang members in fragmented 

structures belong to one cluster of reciprocity based on family and friendship ties, 

maintaining reciprocal social relationships within that group. However, the lack of 

reciprocity with other clusters means that the community lacks leverage over the gang, 

weakening its ability to regulate violence. Additionally, in areas with high state 

presence, drug gangs are limited in the type of services they can provide locally, which 

restricts the non-violent strategies available to them, resulting in violence becoming the 
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most common means of territorial control (Díaz et al., 2022). Consequently, to secure 

the CS and prevent whistleblowers, gangs use a twofold strategy. They use violence to 

threaten potential informants and attempt to bribe the local police to prevent neighbors 

from reporting any illicit activities. 

The core of this project focuses on how reciprocity networks influence gangs’ 

actions and the methods they use to establish CS, as depicted in Figure I.2. In Chapter 

II, I expound the argument extensively and locate it within theoretical debates. Later, in 

Chapter III, I present evidence that demonstrates how reciprocity networks impact CSs 

by examining two communities in Casavalle, a neighborhood situated in the northern 

periphery of Montevideo. 

 

Figure I.2. Reciprocity networks and CS in contexts of state availability 

 

 

The project also takes a step back and a step forward. First, to rule out 

endogeneity caused by reverse causality, I establish that reciprocity networks exist prior 

to the emergence of gangs. This is discussed in Chapter IV, where I describe how 

reciprocity networks are the result of historical processes of community building. 

Scope conditions: available state + homegrown drug gangs

Reciprocity Networks

Extended

Fragmented

Community has leverage

Community lacks leverage

Commitments of Silence

Negotiated CS

Forced CS
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Secondly, the project focuses on the stability and duration of the CS once it has been 

established. The resilience of the CS is determined by its weak point, or what it is 

vulnerable to. Different types of CS are vulnerable to different shocks. Negotiated CS 

are vulnerable to endogenous changes, which depend on the gang and how they relate to 

community members. In contrast, forced CS are vulnerable to exogenous shocks that do 

not exclusively depend on the gang, such as changes in law enforcement authorities at 

the local level. Chapter V addresses the empirical evidence to support this argument 

through a quantitative analysis of micro-territories with a presence of drug gangs in 

Montevideo. Please see the Research Design section below for further details. 

Finally, Chapter VI provides a general summary of the argument and its 

contribution to theoretical debates on political order, drug-related violence, and 

implications for public policy. This concluding chapter analyzes the role of the state vis-

à-vis communities in the dynamics underlying micro-trafficking at the local level. 

 

2. Research Design 

 

I develop the argument of this project inductively by studying two case studies of 

communities located in the Casavalle neighborhood on the outskirts of Montevideo, the 

capital city of Uruguay. These two cases were selected based on a most-similar criterion 

(George & Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 2006; Seawright & Gerring, 2008). Both communities 

are located within a few meters of each other, sharing several socio-demographic 

characteristics, such as levels of poverty, unemployment, and household overcrowding, 

as well as similar levels of access to government services. However, they exhibit marked 
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differences in the way the gangs relate to the respective communities in which they 

operate. 

During my fieldwork in Montevideo, I was struck by these two neighboring 

communities, where homegrown drug gangs were operating in the territory and engaged 

in a turf war with each other. However, in one community, community members decided 

to break the silence and denounce the gang, while in the other community, they did not. 

From the beginning, I wanted to understand why this difference occurred. 

The case studies draw on interview-based fieldwork to uncover the logics behind 

the operation of drug gangs and their relationship with the community with which they 

coexist. In all, I conducted 68 in-depth interviews between June 2019 and March 2022 

with a variety of local actors: neighborhood residents, community leaders (ranging from 

NGO workers to teachers and social workers), and government officials (see details of 

the interviewees in Table A.I.1 in the Appendix). Furthermore, to gather information 

regarding the prevalence of drug gangs in Montevideo and their actions, I relied on a 

systematic review of 169 press articles between 2012 and 2022, obtained from the four 

newspapers with highest national circulation.45 

I employ a process tracing approach to reveal the linkages between local 

reciprocity networks and CS. This technique is based on causal process observations 

 
4 Both the press review and most of the interviews were conducted in the context of a 

research project with Lucía Tiscronia and Verónica Pérez-Bentancur on criminal 

governance in Montevideo. I thank my co-authors for allowing me to use this data for 

this project as well. 

5 El País, El Observador, La Diaria, and Búsqueda. 
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(CPOs), which are diagnostic pieces of evidence that supports or challenges descriptive 

or causal hypotheses (D. Collier et al., 2010; Mahoney, 2012). Each CPO is analyzed in 

terms of its probative value, utilizing various tests based on the concepts of necessity 

and sufficiency (Van Evera, 1997). Therefore, some pieces of evidence carry more 

inference leverage than others. The hoop test assesses whether a CPO is necessary but 

not sufficient to demonstrate the validity of a hypothesis, while a piece of evidence 

becomes a smoking gun if it is sufficient but not necessary to validate the hypothesis. A 

CPO may also be considered a straw in the wind if it is neither necessary nor sufficient, 

but still provides evidence that supports the hypothesis. Although individual straw in 

the wind CPOs may not be sufficient to confirm a hypothesis, an accumulation of such 

evidence could provide sufficient support (Mahoney, 2012). Finally, there are CPOs 

that are doubly decisive, meaning they are both necessary and sufficient for validating 

the hypothesis. To present the evidence, I adopt the structure proposed by Pérez-

Bentancur, Piñeiro, and Rosenblatt (2020).  

The theoretical argument for this project was developed through an inductive 

process, which was then refined through reiterative theory-to-field iterations (Pérez 

Bentancur & Tiscornia, 2022; Yom, 2015). To test the scope of the theory in Montevideo, 

I conducted a large-N quantitative analysis of the implications of my argument on CS 

stability. The analysis involved compiling a longitudinal cross-case database consisting 

of geo-referenced data from the Ministerio del Interior (Ministry of the Interior, MI) of 

reports in Montevideo between 2003 and 2018. The number of reports from micro-

territories (i.e., communities) in Montevideo served as cases for the study. In Chapter V, 

I elaborate on how I tested the implications of my argument on CS stability by utilizing 

the 2010-2020 police reform, which centralized the Uruguayan National Police, as an 

exogenous shock. Through a Difference-in-Difference analysis, I demonstrate that this 
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reform led to a significant increase in reports of drug-related crimes in territories with 

forced CS compared to those with negotiated CS. According to my argument, the 

observed increase in reports of drug-related crimes in territories with drug gangs and 

fragmented communities can be attributed to the breakdown of forced CS, which depends 

largely on blocking the possibility of exit for the communities, i.e., preventing the local 

police from collaborating with the gangs. In addition to the quantitative analysis, I provide 

a qualitative description of the reform using archival data, press reviews, and secondary 

sources. 

 

2.1  The cases 

 

There were two main reasons for selecting Montevideo as the empirical setting to 

study the logics of territorial control by criminal organizations. Firstly, it was chosen to 

respond to theoretical concerns. The theoretical development of territorial control by 

criminal groups has been derived from empirical settings where the state’s presence in 

the territory is weak or non-existent. Consequently, the current explanations may be 

biased towards contexts of low state presence and may thus be incomplete. Therefore, 

understanding the dynamics of territorial control in contexts of high state presence is 

crucial (Gerring, 2006). On the other hand, Montevideo is a case of convenience for me 

as a researcher due to logistical reasons such as language skills, familiarity with the 

case, and in-country networks (Koivu & Hinze, 2017). 
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2.1.1 State capacity and criminal groups in Montevideo, Uruguay 

 

State capacity is a contested concept (Centeno et al., 2017; Giraudy, 2012). At its 

most fundamental level, state capacity refers to the ability of state institutions to reach 

into society and impact individual behavior (Kurtz, 2013, p. 3). The main dimensions of 

this concept that have been identified in the literature are related to legitimation, 

coercion, and extraction (Centeno, 2002; Giraudy, 2012; Kurtz, 2013; Soifer, 2015). In 

addition, the territorial presence of the state is also considered a central aspect of state 

capacity (Centeno et al., 2017). This concept is equivalent to the infrastructural power 

of the state (Mann, 1984, 1993), which refers to  with the state’s ability to penetrate 

uniformly throughout the territory it seeks to govern (Giraudy, 2012, p. 601). 

Uruguay is recognized as one of the countries in the region with the highest levels 

of state capacity (Kurtz, 2013; Soifer, 2015). State capacity manifests itself through 

both extended social policy and security policy (i.e., welfare and coercion). In terms of 

welfare, social spending grew significantly in Uruguay during the first half of the 20th 

century based on the Import Substitution Economic Model (ISI). As a result, Uruguay 

developed a welfare matrix with a corporate profile and universalist approach that 

covered most formal workers, particularly those living in urban areas (R. B. Collier & 

Collier, 2002; Haggard & Kaufman, 2008; Pribble, 2013). The extensive social 

spending during this period helped to establish the country’s image as a middle-class 

nation and reinforced the notion of a “hyper-integrated” society (Filgueira & Filgueira, 

1994; Rama, 1971). 
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Following the year 1958, Uruguay experienced a long period of stagnation, 

leading to the deterioration of various social indicators such as poverty, unemployment, 

and inequality (Astori, 2001; Melgar & Cancela, 1986). Social segregation and 

gentrification also increased in Montevideo, which is home to around 1.4 million 

people, half of the country’s population. This resulted in the formation of “poverty 

belts” and “shanty towns” in the outskirts of Montevideo, leading to the creation of 

precarious neighborhoods with very limited infrastructure, such as Casavalle and nearby 

areas like Marconi. These processes of marginalization and exclusion persisted and 

worsened during the military dictatorship that lasted for a decade (1973-1984) (Álvarez 

Rivadulla, 2017). After the democratic transition in 1985, some socioeconomic 

indicators improved until 2000, when the worst economic crisis in the history of 

Uruguay resulted in a sharp escalation in poverty levels. As per the National Institute of 

Statistics (INE) in 2006, 30% of the population was below the poverty line (Salas & 

Vigorito, 2021). 

During the period from 2005 to 2020, the fifteen-year-long leftist Frente Amplio 

party’s tenure, the government systematically increased social spending, resulting in an 

improvement in social indicators. As an example, the GINI coefficient reduced from 

0.47 in 2002 to 0.39 in 2017, as reported by CEPAL (2019), and poverty levels 

decreased from 32.5% in 2006 to 8.8% in 2019 (Brum & De Rosa, 2020). This new 

period of incorporation not only involved trade unions as in the first incorporation 

process but also included informal workers (Silva & Rossi, 2018). 

During this period, many peripheral neighborhoods in Montevideo received 

significant social and infrastructure investments. One example of this is the design of 

the “Plan Cuenca Casavalle,” aimed at improving living conditions, accessibility, and 
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environmental aspects in Casavalle and nearby neighborhoods. To implement this 

policy, coordination among multiple state institutions was necessary6. The plan included 

investments in state infrastructure, such as the construction of healthcare centers, 

cultural and sports centers, educational centers, new housing, squares, parks, and streets, 

as reported by the National Planning and Budget Office (OPP, 2019). Moreover, the 

state expanded cash transfer programs to vulnerable populations and extended care 

centers for young children, particularly in peripheral neighborhoods (Pribble, 2013). 

Because of increased public spending, numerous social indicators in Casavalle and 

nearby areas showed marked improvements. The evaluation of the Plan Cuenca 

Casavalle revealed that the percentage of households living below the poverty line 

declined significantly, from 2.4% in 2009 to 0.2% in 2017. Additionally, the percentage 

of households residing in irregular settlements decreased from 21% in 2010 (the highest 

point) to 14% in 2017. 

Uruguay was among the Latin American nations that most significantly enhanced 

its social indicators at the conclusion of the left turn (CEPAL, 2019). Figure I.3 

provides evidence of the widespread state presence throughout the urban area of 

Montevideo. In this context, the recent rise and expansion of criminal groups in this 

 
6 State institutions involved in “Plan Cuenca Casavalle” were Ministry of Social 

Development (MIDES), Ministry of Interior (MI), Ministry of Housing (MVOTMA), 

Ministry of Education and Culture (MEC), Ministry of Work and Social Security 

(MTSS), Ministry of Economy (MEF), National Administration of Public Education 

(ANEP), National Drug Council (JND), Municipality of Montevideo, and Municipality 

D. 
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environment is perplexing since it transpires in a context of significant state investment 

and presence, especially after a series of major changes in social policy. 

 

Figure I.3. State services in Montevideo, Uruguay 

 

Source: Ministerio de Desarrollo Social (Ministry of Social Development, 

MIDES) 

 

The state’s presence in the territory also takes the form of security policy. In 

Montevideo, the police’s territorial distribution is structured into four operational 

zones7, each of which is divided into six police precincts. and each of these zones is 

 
7 Each operational zone comprises a chief, a sub-chief, an investigations area, and a 

response area. 
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divided into six police precincts.8 Therefore, the police presence in Montevideo is 

distributed across twenty-five police precincts, as illustrated in Figure I.4. 

 

Figure I.4. Operational Zones and Police Precincts in Montevideo, Uruguay 

 

Source: Ministerio del Interior 

 

Uruguay’s National Police is known for its professionalism and relatively low 

levels of corruption (Sanjurjo & Trajtenberg, 2022). The police force also has a high 

level of legitimacy among the population, according to Tiscornia and Pérez Bentancur 

(2022). In fact, based on data from Latinobarómetro 2021, the Police is the most trusted 

institution in Uruguay, with a 65% approval rating (Latinobarómetro, 2021). This level 

of trust exceeds even highly valued institutions such as Parliament, political parties, the 

 
8 Except for the case of operational zone 1, which comprises seven police precincts. 
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government, and the Electoral Court, as shown in Table A.I.1 in the Appendix. Uruguay 

leads the region in this indicator compared to other countries, as indicated in Table A.I.2 

in the Appendix. Figure 1.5 illustrates that the institution has always enjoyed legitimacy 

among Uruguayans, and trust in recent years has continued to increase. 

 

Figure I.5. Trust in the Uruguayan National Police. 

 

Source: Latinobarómetro 2021. 

 

In 2010, the Uruguayan National Police initiated an extensive reform process 

aimed at reducing corruption through the centralization of police work. International 

experts have highlighted the changes promoted by this reform as one of the most 

consistent reforms in the region (Milanesi, 2020, p. 158). A new model of policing was 

introduced in 2010 and was fully implemented the following year (Milanesi thesis, 

161). During the initial year of implementation, several steps were taken to centralize 
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police work. These steps included unifying 911 complaint reception in the Centro de 

Comando Unificado (Unified Command Center, CCU), shutting down the corrupt 

Cuerpo de Abastecimiento y Mantenimiento Automotriz (Automotive Supply and 

Maintenance Corps, CAYMA), centralizing the procurement system, introducing 

management control information systems, and standardizing police station operations 

with management commitments. Additional measures comprised reducing police 

services in private security, establishing the Republican Guard (Guardia Republicana), 

and restructuring the Montevideo Police Headquarters, which faced issues with 

corruption in police investigation and resource management, as well as influential 

internal figures (Milanesi, 2020, p. 182). 

The centralization of the police, as noted by Milanesi (2020, pp. 185–186), was 

instrumental in removing powers from individual police stations. This led to a decrease 

in the power of police stations in terms of personnel and resources, as they were now 

centralized under a unified command center. With this reduction in autonomy, tasks 

such as investigation and patrolling became less within their control, and their focus 

shifted towards citizen attention and community work. 

Furthermore, since 2016, a notable change was the implementation of the 

Programa de Alta Dedicación Operativa (PADO), a hot-spot policing program designed 

to increase patrolling in high-crime areas of Montevideo (Bogliaccini et al., 2022). 

PADO began in Montevideo in 2016 in the neighborhoods of Casavalle, Marconi, and 

Cerro, which had the highest homicide rates. Its primary objective was to reduce 

property crime and increase the effectiveness of solving crimes, as well as to improve 

citizens’ trust in the police and enhance the population’s perception of safety and 

security. The program aimed to prevent crime by deploying deterrent patrolling and has 
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gained significant support, particularly in the neighborhoods where it is implemented 

(Tiscornia & Pérez Bentancur, 2022). The use of full-time police officers receiving 

special compensation, combined with the implementation of ‘crackdowns,’ highlights 

the intensity and focus of the PADO units. This strategy is associated with a more 

forceful presence than regular police units (Chainey et al., 2021).  

Towards the end of 2017, the implementation of the new Code of Criminal 

Procedure (CPP) marked a significant shift in the administration of justice, moving 

from an inquisitorial to an accusatorial system. This transition brought about important 

changes, particularly in criminal investigations, as the focus shifted towards 

strengthening the generation of evidence for prosecutions, with prosecutors becoming 

the primary reference instead of judges. It is worth noting that the new CPP also 

enabled the use of protected witnesses, which was a significant change for the police 

and criminal investigations. This change was particularly relevant to the breakdown of 

some CS, as the ability to work with protected witnesses softened the exit option for 

community members through the state, reducing the cost of denouncing crimes. 

Against a backdrop of increased state presence, both in terms of welfare and 

security policies over the past decade, criminal groups involved in local drug trafficking 

have increasingly concentrated in urban areas with high poverty levels in Montevideo 

(Ladra, 2014; Leal, 2021). Based on press reviews and in-depth interviews, there are 

several criminal groups of varying size and capacity for violence in different 

neighborhoods of Montevideo.  

Figure I.6 provides a rough indicator of this phenomenon, based on the 

systematization of press coverage between 2012 and 2022. The areas in red on the map 

represent neighborhoods where criminal groups linked to drug trafficking are present. 
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According to the press review, 45 criminal groups have operated in 24 of Montevideo’s 

62 neighborhoods over the last decade. The darker colors on the map correspond to 

neighborhoods with a greater presence of criminal groups, such as Marconi and 

Casavalle in the center-north of Montevideo, as well as Cerro, Santa Catalina, and 

Casabó towards the south-west. 

 

Figure I.6. Criminal presence in Montevideo (2012-2022) 

 

 

As it is the case in several other countries, these groups in Montevideo have their 

origins in families involved in criminal activities, who later expanded their illegal 

business to include local drug dealing and set up operations in their own neighborhoods. 

These families are well-known to residents of the neighborhood due to their historical 
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ties. When multiple groups are present, they tend to be involved in disputes over drug 

sales in the area. While there is no evidence that these groups have established liberated 

zones or dominate entire communities, their presence and territorial strategies are often 

violent, leading to a range of coexistence problems for local populations. Their presence 

correlates with increased levels of insecurity, and conflicts between these groups often 

result in shootouts, homicides, and revenge killings. 

Official data does not systematically disaggregate the proportion of homicides 

resulting from conflicts between criminal gangs. However, according to the Interior 

Ministry’s Bi-Annual (2018-2019) Homicide Report (Ministerio del Interior, 2019), 

50% of homicides in 2018 were classified as resulting from conflicts between criminal 

gangs. That year Montevideo reached an all-time high homicide rate of 16.9 homicides 

per 100,000 inhabitants  (Ministerio del Interior, 2019). According to the same report, 

Casavalle had the highest proportion of homicides among neighborhoods. 

 

2.1.2 Las Sendas and Los Palomares in Casavalle, Montevideo 

 

Casavalle, located at the northern outskirts of Montevideo (as shown in Figure 

1.7), is a neighborhood that makes up 6% of Montevideo’s total population. This area is 

marked by high levels of social vulnerability and numerous forms of precariousness, 

including inadequate housing, economic instability, labor difficulties, and 

environmental challenges. Notably, Casavalle is one of the neighborhoods in 

Montevideo with the highest poverty levels, both in terms of income and unsatisfied 

basic needs (Intendencia de Montevideo, 2014).  
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Casavalle is considered a neighborhood, but it is actually comprised of diverse 

communities resulting from the population waves that characterized the neighborhood’s 

creation (Álvarez Pedrosian, 2013). The heterogeneity of the communities is influenced 

by different aspects of Casavalle’s urbanization and political history, which occurred in 

three stages: 1) the foundational stage, 2) the first cycle of urbanization led by private 

agents, and 3) the second cycle of urbanization led by the state. 

 

Figure I.7. Casavalle neighborhood (red) in Montevideo, Uruguay. 

 

Source: Instituto Nacional de Estadística, INE. 

 

The two cases examined in this research, Las Sendas and Los Palomares, were 

both built during the last stage of Casavalle’s population process. The selection of these 

communities for this research was based on a most similar criterion (George & Bennett, 

2005; Gerring, 2006; Seawright & Gerring, 2008). These two affordable housing 
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complexes were built during the second half of the twentieth century by the Uruguayan 

state in the Casavalle neighborhood. Las Sendas and Los Palomares are situated just a 

few meters apart, separated by the "Plaza Casavalle" (Casavalle Square, see Figure I.8), 

and consequently share several similarities in terms of their socio-demographic 

characteristics. 

 

Figure I.8. Las Sendas (Unidad Casavalle I) and Los Palomares (Unidad 

Misiones) 

 

Source: Intendencia de Montevideo (2018) 

 

3. Theoretical Contributions 

 

This project makes three main contributions to the literature on crime and 

violence in comparative politics. Firstly, by introducing the concept of “commitments of 

silence,” it sheds light on the logic of territorial control by drug gangs. This theoretical 
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development has mainly emerged from cases where the state has a low presence in the 

territory, such as Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico. In such cases, the state is not usually 

available to communities, and the threat of breaking silence is not as decisive for the 

gangs’ operation. This project seeks to contribute to the understanding of territorial 

control dynamics in cases where the state is present and available to citizens. 

Additionally, it is important to note that not all criminal gangs engage in 

governance activities (Blattman et al., 2021; Lessing, 2020). The focus on commitments 

of silence offers a more comprehensive understanding of the logic of territorial control 

exercised by drug-trafficking organizations. While some commitments may be more 

durable than others, all criminal organizations that manage to establish stability over 

time rely on CS. Like the code of silence or Omertà imposed by the Sicilian Mafia,9 

drug gangs demand commitments of silence from the communities in which they 

operate to safeguard their illegal activities. It is these commitments that enable drug 

gangs to operate discreetly, and their continued existence is contingent upon the 

maintenance of these commitments. 

The concept of CS also emphasizes the crucial role played by communities in the 

development of drug trafficking organizations’ logic of territorial control. Community 

members are the ones who deal with drug gang operations on a daily basis. Despite this, 

the mainstream literature has mainly focused on top-down explanations. Therefore, this 

project aims to highlight the communities as key actors in shaping drug gangs’ 

operations. 

 
9 Special thanks to Gustavo Leal for suggesting this point during a workshop at the 

Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile in November 2022. 
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Furthermore, the focus on reciprocity and its long-standing nature points to long-

term processes as relevant factors in shaping how criminal organizations operate. Short-

term and contingent explanations fail to account for stability, and the literature tends to 

focus on them. This project, however, highlights that criminal organizations do not act 

in a vacuum, and their actions are conditioned by aspects of the communities’ history in 

which they operate. 

This work also contributes to discussions on state-citizen relations and the 

establishment of social order. CS constitute an alternative mechanism to achieve 

stability and order. Since violence and order are considered two sides of the same coin 

(Huntington, 1968; Kalyvas et al., 2008), the establishment of commitments of silence 

can contribute to producing order by controlling violence. Therefore, drug trafficking 

organizations can play a functional role in bringing social order and reducing state 

repression in sub-national territories. 

The literature on criminal governance highlights a reciprocal relationship between 

the state and criminal organizations through the establishment of protection rackets , 

whereby the state provides protection (Arias, 2017; Snyder & Durán Martínez, 2009), 

and criminal organizations offer social stability (Lessing, 2020). However, this work 

highlights that communities can also be part of such relationships with drug gangs and 

can play a vital role in regulating drug-related violence and establishing order. This 

emphasizes the importance of communities as key actors in achieving stability and 

maintaining order. Additionally, the study shows that state protection is not always 

necessary to achieve social stability as CS can persist without the participation of state 

actors. Therefore, in the absence of protection rackets, communities become pivotal in 

establishing order. 
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Finally, this research contributes to the literature on the relationship between 

social networks and crime. In particular, it aligns with those who have critiqued the 

tendency to view cohesive social networks as inherently positive and neglect their 

“dark” side (Levi, 1996; Field, 2003; Browning et al., 2004; Kalyvas, 2006; Browning, 

2009). By arguing that socially dense communities may not only harbor criminal 

organizations but also shield their activities, this research challenges systemic 

perspectives of social networks at the local level (Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974; Sampson, 

1988; Warner & Rountree, 1997). These perspectives suggest that strong and prevalent 

social networks function as an effective informal mechanism of social control that 

reduces crime. In contrast, social disorganization at the neighborhood level10 (such as 

poverty, broken homes, and residential mobility) attenuates social bonds that hinder 

collective efficacy (Sampson et al., 1997; Sampson & Wikstrom, 2008). The underlying 

assumption is that “social networks serve as the social infrastructure through which a 

community’s potential for self-regulation is realized” (Browning et al., 2004, p. 506). 

While, in my theory, social networks do work as regulators of crime and violence, they 

also may work to protect the gang’s operations. This apparent contradiction is possible 

when gangs are part of the community where they operate.  

  

 
10 The classic ‘social disorganization’ approach was developed by the Chicago School 

and poses that neighborhood-level disorganization inhibits the possibility of community 

social control of crime (Shaw & McKay, 1969). 
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Chapter II 

 

 

A Theory of Local Reciprocity Networks and Commitments of Silence 

 

 

There is considerable variation in drug-related violence and territorial control. 

While some areas dominated by criminal organizations show staggering homicide rates, 

other regions exhibit low levels of violence. The fact that drug gangs’ presence does not 

necessarily lead to higher crime rates has drawn the attention of scholars from various 

disciplines. The comparative politics literature has also joined this conversation, 

emphasizing the political logic underlying variations in drug-related violence 

(Feldmann & Luna, forthcoming). Notably, several scholars have highlighted the links 

between the state, politicians, and criminal organizations to explain the diverse 

outcomes of violence (Snyder & Durán Martínez, 2009; Dell, 2015; Duncan, 2015; 

Lessing, 2017; Durán-Martínez, 2018; Yashar, 2018; Pawelz, 2020; Trejo & Ley, 

2020). 

The violence that is often associated with drug trafficking is undoubtedly 

significant, but it is not a constant factor that remains consistent across different times 

and places. Additionally, it is not the most common outcome of drug gang operations 



 29 

(Arias, 2013, 2017; Durán-Martínez, 2018). Thus, emphasizing violence alone fails to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of how drug gangs operate. While a lot has 

been written about the reasons behind the disorder and violence caused by drug 

trafficking, there is a lack of research that focuses on explaining how stability and peace 

can be achieved in such situations. 

To operate efficiently, gangs often avoid the visibility of violence so as not to 

draw attention to themselves (Durán-Martínez, 2018). For this reason, I argue, drug 

gangs seek commitments of silence (CS) from the communities where they operate. CS 

consist of informal tacit arrangements where communities commit to keeping silent, 

thus shielding the drug gangs’ operations. In exchange for silence, the gang offers some 

tranquility for community members. Therefore, CS represent a tacit exchange 

relationship between the community and the drug gang that leads to equilibria of 

relative stability by serving the objective of keeping gang operations unnoticed. 

This chapter presents the argument of the project and situates it in the theoretical 

discussions in the literature. Firstly, I provide some caveats regarding the theory’s 

scope. Secondly, I present the overall argument and describe each of its stages in detail. 

Then, I situate the central concepts theoretically. Finally, I discuss alternative 

explanations. 

 

1. Caveat: scope conditions 

There are two important dimensions that set the boundaries for the theory I 

develop in this project: the role of the state and the nature of the drug gangs. From early 

on, O’Donnell (1993) identified brown areas as regions where the state is absent both in 
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legal and infrastructural terms. Consequently, alternative powers tend to fill these 

vacuums of authority, giving rise to neo-feudal systems that govern inhabitants’ daily 

lives. This Weberian approach characterizes states with brown areas as weak, in the 

sense that they do not have the territorial monopoly on the legitimate use of violence, 

nor do they enforce the rule of law homogeneously across that territory (Huntington, 

1968; O’Donnell, 1993, 2010). Thus, according to this perspective, the state is absent in 

areas dominated by criminal organizations. 

Recent studies from political science and sociology offer a more nuanced view of 

the role of the state in territories influenced by illicit activities. Specifically, scholars 

have acknowledged that criminal governance is embedded in a larger domain of state 

power (Lessing 2020).  They have also recognized that long-standing schemes of 

criminal order are based on specific types of engagements between the state and illicit 

actors, including cooperation, tolerance, or conflict (Arias, 2006, 2017; Dewey, 2015; 

Dewey et al., 2017; Durán-Martínez, 2018; Barnes, 2018; Auyero & Sobering, 2019; 

Magaloni, Franco-Vivanco, et al., 2020). However, the theoretical development of 

criminal territorial control has emerged mainly from empirical settings where the 

presence of the state in the territory is relatively low, such as Colombia, Brazil, and 

Mexico (Arias, 2017; Arias & Barnes, 2017; Ley et al., 2019; Magaloni, Franco-

Vivanco, et al., 2020; Magaloni, Robles, et al., 2020). Thus, although insightful, these 

theories do not help us understand how criminal organizations operate in contexts of 

high state presence. 

This project focuses on Montevideo, Uruguay, where the state is both present 

and available to citizens. The availability of the state requires two necessary conditions: 

coercive capacity and non-corruption, meaning that the state must have both the 
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capacity and the will to respond to citizen complaints. This availability changes the 

game for both criminal organizations and the communities coexisting with their 

operations. In Hirschmann’s terms, an available state enables the exit option for 

communities, giving them the ability to denounce the gang, which poses a credible 

threat to the gangs. They will seek to ensure that the communities remain silent to avoid 

police intervention. The extended presence of the state in the territory not only implies 

the coercive aspect but also the provision of social policy (i.e., welfare). This limits the 

range of possible services that gangs can provide at the local level, which changes the 

arena for non-violent territorial control strategies that they have at their disposal. 

Overall, the availability of the state enhances the role of communities in 

regulating the way gangs operate and the associated levels of violence through different 

mechanisms. The coercive and non-corrupt side of the state enables the exit option for 

community members and raises the relevance for gangs to seek community support. 

Meanwhile, the welfare dimension limits the possible gang control strategies, leaving 

the strength of communities as the key to understanding the regulation of drug-related 

violence. 

Furthermore, this project’s argument focuses on the behavior of homegrown 

drug gangs, which refers to gangs that operate only within the neighborhoods where 

they reside. This scope condition arises from the empirical context in which this theory 

was developed, where drug gangs are still homegrown and have not expanded beyond 

their local territories. The fact that these drug gangs are homegrown means that they 

have a close relationship with community members and share long-term ties, thus 

amplifying the influence of community characteristics on gang behavior. 
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2. Argument 

 

Commitments of silence lead to orders of relative stability regarding drug-related 

violence. Events of violence are triggered when these commitments break. Various 

factors can cause these breakdowns, such as turf wars between rival gangs, the demise 

of a gang leader, changes in local law enforcement, or even a misunderstanding between 

neighbors. Nevertheless, when faced with the same destabilizing factor, some 

commitments of silence are more likely to break than others. This puzzle is exemplified 

by the experiences of the Camala and the Chingas gangs, which respectively operate in 

Las Sendas and Los Palomares in Montevideo, Uruguay. My field research in 

Montevideo exposed that even though both gangs were in a turf war and faced similar 

destabilizing factors, the CS was dissolved in one case but not the other. Specifically, 

Los Palomares’ community broke their silence and started reporting Chinga’s crimes, 

while Las Sendas’ community remained silent, safeguarding the Camala’s activities. 

What explains why the Camala’s CS was more durable than that of the Chingas, 

despite encountering the same destabilizing factors? More broadly, what factors 

influence the endurance of CS, and how can we account for criminal resilience at the 

neighborhood level? 

Based on my analysis of Las Sendas and Los Palomares, I argue that the structure 

of local reciprocity networks shapes various types of CS that, in turn, affect their 

resilience at the neighborhood level. I summarize this argument in Figure II.1 and 

elaborate on it further in the following paragraphs. 
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Figure II.1. Overall argument 

 

 

 

Networks of reciprocity are composed of long-term relationships between 

individuals that involve exchanging goods or services over time (MacLean, 2010, p. 

17).  These exchanges typically involve assistance with everyday needs, such as 

babysitting or picking up children from school, providing healthcare, or volunteering at 

the local soup kitchen. What makes these exchanges reciprocal is that individuals give 

and receive help in return. Although the help may not be immediate, network members 

maintain this relationship with one another because they know they can count on each 

other whenever they need support (Molm, 2010). 

In cases where drug gangs are part of the community, gang members belong to the 

local reciprocity network. Therefore, the structure of the network becomes important as 

it defines the existing social ties between gang members and other community members 

with whom they have give-and-take relationships. The structure of local reciprocity 

networks can either be extended, meaning it is widespread among community members, 
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or fragmented, meaning it is concentrated in small groups within the community. When 

reciprocity networks are fragmented, reciprocal relations between neighbors concentrate 

in clusters associated with family and friendship ties (as shown in Figure II.2a). Intra-

cluster reciprocity is robust, but inter-cluster reciprocity is weak. Members of the same 

reciprocity cluster take care of each other’s children, lend money to each other, and help 

solve personal problems. However, these types of ties do not extend to neighbors 

belonging to other clusters. 

In the case of widespread local networks of reciprocity (Figure II.2. b), the 

reciprocal relations among neighbors are diverse, as they are not clustered but rather 

extended to all community members. Solidarity exists both at the dyadic level between 

two individuals and at the community level, where neighbors often work together to 

find solutions to meet the welfare needs of a community member. For example, they 

may seek housing solutions in emergencies or raise money to purchase a wheelchair for 

a neighbor. 

 

Figure II.2. Structure of Local Networks of Reciprocity 

 

 

b. Extended Local Networks of Reciprocitya. Fragmented Local Networks of Reciprocity
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The structure of reciprocity plays a crucial role in framing the CS, as it determines 

whether the relationship between the gang and community members is forced or 

negotiated. Two key elements are crucial to understanding this relationship. First, CS 

consist of a tacit exchange relationship, and second, homegrown gang members belong 

to the network of reciprocity of the given community. In other words, the CS as an 

exchange relationship is embedded within the pre-existing reciprocity network of the 

community. This embeddedness determines whether the community has the power to 

influence the gang and affect its ability to regulate gang violence, which, in turn, affects 

the means available to the gang to ensure silence (see Figure II.3). 

 

Figure II.3. Structure of Reciprocity Networks and Types of Commitments of Silence 
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In the extended structure of reciprocity, the CS is negotiated as it is embedded in 

existing reciprocal relationships. This provides the community with leverage over the 

gang’s actions, enabling them to regulate violence. Gang members are required to 

provide benefits to their neighbors to secure their silence in return. The extended 

reciprocity structure generates robust social ties between the gang and community 

members, allowing them to establish a “negotiated coexistence” (Browning, 2009; 

Browning et al., 2004). In this coexistence, the community tolerates the gang’s activities 

as long as they continue to receive benefits. The community’s influence over the gang’s 

actions enables them to regulate violence. Gang members must actively participate in 

reciprocal exchanges with all community members to secure the CS. For example, they 

may collaborate in community activities, offer security, and even pay for utilities such 

as electricity and water bills. In return, neighbors protect the gang’s activities by 

remaining silent and not reporting their crimes. The basis for silence relies on 

community membership of gang members and their active participation in reciprocity 

exchanges. 

In fragmented structures, drug gang members belong to only one cluster of 

reciprocity, based on family and friendship ties, with whom they maintain reciprocal 

social relationships. However, the absence of reciprocity with other clusters means that 

(1) the participation in the CS of community members who do not belong to the cluster 

must be forced, and (2) the community lacks leverage over the gang, weakening its 

ability to regulate violence. As gang members are homegrown, community members 

know who they are, where they operate and live. However, without social ties that bind 

them, neighbors from other clusters are a potential threat to the gang, as they are 

potential informants. To secure the CS and keep community members silent, the gang 

uses a twofold strategy. On the one hand, they use violent strategies, such as extortion, 
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evictions, and threats, to intimidate potential whistleblowers. On the other hand, they 

seek to buy off the local police to prevent neighbors from reporting. Thus, the basis for 

silence is on community members’ fear of retaliation and a corrupt local police force. 

The resulting CS is forced, as the gang needs to use violent strategies to ensure that 

neighbors continue to offer silence.11 

An assumption central to the argument is that, all other things being equal, gangs 

are more likely to resort to violent strategies to secure silence (i.e., blocking the exit). 

As mentioned, this conjecture arises from the hypothesis that in areas with high state 

presence, gangs are restricted in the types of services they can offer locally, and 

consequently, the range of non-violent strategies available to them is limited. This 

limitation leads to violence becoming the most prevalent means of territorial control 

(Díaz et al., 2022). Therefore, in the face of the presence of a state, understanding the 

influence that the community has over the gang’s actions (i.e., whether they can 

regulate their violence) is pivotal to comprehending how gangs relate to community 

members. 

 

 
11 Theoretically, it could be possible for gangs to establish negotiated CS with different 

clusters in fragmented communities. However, the cases that inspired this theory do not 

support this possibility. Instead, these ties are characterized by frictions and coexistence 

problems between clusters. Given that the structure of reciprocity ties is the result of 

historical processes, it is unlikely that they can be modified in the short term. I thank 

Carla Alberti for bringing this theoretical point to my attention. 
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2.1. Taking a step back: Long-term building of local reciprocity network 

structures 

 

To ensure the validity of the argument, it is necessary to understand why 

community reciprocity networks are either extended or fragmented. This helps to rule out 

endogeneity and reverse causality. In other words, it is important to contemplate that gang 

violence to secure the CS could eventually be the cause, and not the consequence, of 

fragmentation in the reciprocity structure. It is important to recall that reciprocity 

networks are built on long-term exchange ties between individuals over time and are the 

result of a historical community-building process that predates the establishment of CS 

(MacLean, 2010). Therefore, it is unlikely that the CS is the primary cause of 

fragmentation in the reciprocity structure. 

As I develop further in Chapter IV, the structures of reciprocity networks in the 

cases I researched were established during the formation of each community. Scholars 

have demonstrated that urban planning decisions influence social interactions and 

community building. The features of the neighborhood, such as adequate housing, local 

schools, transportation, public spaces, and street lighting, facilitate social interactions 

and foster community life (Baum & Palmer, 2002; Cattell, 2001). Thus, historical 

patterns of urban planning decisions may have long-lasting effects on networks of trust 

and exchange within a community (Cattell, 2001; Davis, 2020). Additionally, legacies 

of state formation and differentiated public policies also influence the structure and 

reconfiguration of reciprocity networks at the local level (MacLean, 2010). Building 

upon these insights, I argue that historical state urban planning decisions and policy 
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have had a long-term impact on the structuring of reciprocity networks in both Los 

Palomares and Las Sendas communities. 

Two factors are particularly relevant (see Figure II.4). On the one hand, the 

political project in which each neighborhood was created greatly influenced the 

promotion of community life at the neighborhood level in one case but not in the other. 

On the other hand, the population/settlement processes of each neighborhood can help 

us understand how networks of reciprocity were structured. 

 

Figure II.4. Community formation process and structure of local reciprocity 

networks 

    Las Sendas Los Palomares 

Community 

formation process 

Political project 

Developmentalism: 

promotion of community 

life as a political project. 

Civil-military 

dictatorship: restriction 

of community life as a 

political project. 

Settlement process 

The population already 

lived in the area and 

shared a common history 

of struggle for access to 

housing. 

Rehousing of families 

from diverse contexts. 

Structure of local reciprocity networks Extended Fragmented 

 

The Las Sendas community is situated in a neighborhood that was built in 1958, 

during a period when developmentalism ideas, advocating for the state’s role in 

promoting economic and social development, were prevalent (Álvarez Pedrosian, 
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2013). 12 As part of a land development policy to establish local communities on the 

outskirts of Montevideo, Las Sendas was conceptualized not just as a housing complex 

but as a community. To this end, it included facilities such as a kindergarten, a health 

clinic, and a local school. Additionally, the residents who moved into Las Sendas had 

already been living in the area prior to the construction of the housing complex and had 

a shared history of struggling to obtain housing. As detailed in Chapter IV, this common 

history has contributed to the development of an extended network of ties among Las 

Sendas community members.  

In contrast to Las Sendas, Los Palomares was built and populated during the civil-

military dictatorship in Uruguay (1973-1985), which aimed to restrict meeting spaces 

and community life. Furthermore, the process of populating the community sheds light 

on the fragmented structure of its reciprocity networks. Los Palomares was built to 

provide housing for families squatting in downtown Montevideo and informal 

settlements. As a result, the community consisted of multiple population groups or 

clusters without preexisting ties, leading to a fragmented community structure, as 

discussed in Chapter IV. 

The reciprocity structure in each community has been reproduced 

intergenerationally up to the present. In both cases, the same families that initially 

settled in the neighborhoods continue to reside in them. As a result, the founding 

neighbors’ children and grandchildren inherited their social networks and reciprocity 

ties with other members of the community. This reproduction mechanism’s strength is 

 
12 These ideas were promoted during the 60s by the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) in Latin America. 
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not only based on the importance of locally inherited social and trust ties (Dohmen et 

al., 2012; Ljunge, 2014; Osorio et al., 2021) but also on the fact that both 

neighborhoods are urban ghettos (Álvarez Pedrosian, 2013; Lombardo, 2005). In other 

words, these socially homogenous neighborhoods are relatively isolated from the rest of 

the urban area and have low demographic permeability. Thus, individuals born in the 

neighborhood tend to continue living there, and few new residents come from other 

neighborhoods (de Los Santos 2019). 

 

2.2. Taking a step forward: On the resilience of Commitments of Silence 

 

After being established, some CS may endure longer than others, as their 

resilience is determined by their vulnerable points. These vulnerable points are often 

different for each type of CS, making them susceptible to different types of shocks. 

While there are various reasons why CS may break, understanding the resilience of CS 

requires considering two types of destabilizing factors: endogenous and exogenous. 

Endogenous factors are those that depend on the gang’s actions and how they interact 

with community members. For instance, an outbreak of violence that results in changes 

to the gang’s modus operandi would be an endogenous change. In contrast, exogenous 

factors are those that do not solely depend on the gang, such as changes in law 

enforcement authorities at the local level. These exogenous shocks could eventually 

jeopardize the stability of the CS. Some scholars have shown that power alternations in 

local governments or major changes in the realm of state power could also dismantle CS 

and trigger levels of violence (Dell, 2015; Trejo & Ley, 2020). 
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CS established in contexts of extended reciprocity structures are vulnerable to 

endogenous changes that might alter the negotiated coexistence between the gang and 

the community. When CS are negotiated, the basis for silence relies on gang members 

being part of the reciprocity networks. As such, a change in their behavior would result 

in the severance of these social ties. For example, if the gang starts to relate violently, 

community members are likely to stop tolerating the gang and exit the CS. However, in 

contexts of extended reciprocity networks, community members have leverage over the 

gang activities, and they can regulate violence to avoid such radical endogenous 

changes. Moreover, the CS tends to resist exogenous shocks mainly because its survival 

does not require the involvement of external actors such as the police. Thus, the CS 

tends to be robust and more stable over time.  

In the case of fragmented reciprocity networks, the CS is vulnerable to exogenous 

changes. As previously mentioned, the fragmented structure implies that those who are 

treated with violence by the gang but do not belong to their cluster will seek to break the 

silence as soon as they can. Therefore, the commitment’s resilience depends on the 

gang’s ability to prevent those who want to leave the CS from doing so. In other words, 

the survival of the CS relies on the collusion of the gang with the local police. An 

exogenous shock, such as a change in local police authorities, could alter the CS’s basis 

and lead to its rupture. On the other hand, endogenous changes such as an escalation of 

violence could eventually intensify the willingness of neighbors to report the gang’s 

crimes. However, in the absence of any exogenous shock that enables exit as a viable 

alternative, endogenous changes are not sufficient to break the CS. These types of CS 

tend to be more fragile as they are vulnerable to factors beyond the gangs’ control. 
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3. Situating the concepts 

 

3.1. Reciprocity and social networks’ structure 

 

The literature on comparative politics has predominantly used social capital to 

conceptualize social exchange relationships. Social capital is characterized as “features 

of social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate 

coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (Putnam, 1995, p. 67). Putnam also 

highlights that social capital involves “connections between individuals and the norms 

of reciprocity and trustworthiness” (Putnam, 2000, p. 19). Several scholars have argued 

that the definition of social capital is vague and prone to conceptual stretching 

(Dasgupta & Serageldin, 2000; MacLean, 2010). As the editors of a World Bank 

volume on social capital aptly put it, “a concept that encompasses too much is at risk of 

explaining nothing” (Grootaert et al., 2004). Given these criticisms, I have intentionally 

decided not to use the concept of social capital.  

Within the broader concept of social capital, I specifically focus on reciprocity to 

explain the type of CS established by drug-trafficking gangs in the communities where 

they operate. In my view, the CS can be conceptualized as a reciprocal relationship that 

is influenced by pre-existing networks of reciprocity at the community level. 

Reciprocity is one of the defining features of social exchanges (Blau, 1964; 

Homans, 1961). Reciprocity involves giving benefits to others in exchange for benefits 

received, and it is widely regarded as a fundamental principle of society. As early as 

1906), Hobhouse recognized the importance of reciprocity, referring to it as the “vital 

principle of society,” while Simmel (1950) argued that social equilibrium and cohesion 
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could not exist without the reciprocity of service and return service. There is a standard 

agreement that reciprocity is a universal feature of humans as a social species. In this 

sense, whereas Becker (1956) suggested that we should call the human species “homo 

reciprocus,” Gouldner (1960) stated that there is a “norm of reciprocity” that ensures 

that people help others who have helped them in the past. Recently, reciprocity was 

described as the evolutionary basis for cooperation in society (Nowak & Sigmund, 

2000). 

Although reciprocity is considered a norm, it is not constant. Scholars have shown 

that reciprocity is structured, and this structure can vary (Emerson, 1972; Molm, 2010; 

Molm et al., 2007; Tilly, 2005). It is important to note that an individual’s overall 

pattern of reciprocity may be diversified or open versus concentrated or close (Hyden, 

2006; MacLean, 2010). In the former, the individual’s reciprocity is widespread among 

varying social groups, while in the latter, it focuses on a specific number of social 

relations. Drawing on these typologies at the individual level, I characterize the 

structures of networks of reciprocity at the community level as either fragmented or 

extended. Fragmented structures consist of individuals with concentrated reciprocal 

relations, while extended structures consist of diversified reciprocal relationships. In 

Granovetter’s terms, fragmented structures are composed of strong links, which refer to 

ties with the closest circle of family and friends, but lack weak links, which refer to ties 

with people outside the closest circle. In contrast, extended structures have both types of 

links. Granovetter (1973) argues that weak links are essential for individuals’ 

opportunities and for their integration into communities.  

Scholars have utilized the structure of social networks as an explanatory variable 

for violence outcomes. Importantly, when these structures are extended rather than 
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fragmented, then levels of violence tend to be lower. However, the question remains: 

how do extended structures work for lowering levels of violence?  

While focusing on different types of political violence (Barnes, 2017; Kalyvas, 

2015), the literature on civil war, drug trafficking organizations, and ethnic conflicts 

provide valuable insights. Notably, the mechanisms connecting social network 

structures and violence outcomes vary depending on where the threat of violence 

originates. 

The literature on civil war informs us that cohesive communities can resist 

attempts by armed groups to take control of their villages when the violent menace 

comes from an exogenous actor (Arjona, 2016; Kaplan, 2017). Similarly, Ley et al 

(2019) argue that mobilized Mexican indigenous communities, which are socially 

dense, are more resistant to narco-conquest than those who do not participate in social 

movements. Further, Berg and Carranza (2018) argue that neighborhoods with denser 

community organizations are successful in discouraging criminal groups from 

controlling their neighborhoods in Honduras. 

However, the situation is different when violence originates from within the 

community. In such cases, communities with extended social networks can achieve 

collective efficacy in regulating neighborhood crime and violence by mitigating 

communal tensions (Kasarda and Janowitz 1974; Sampson 1988; Warner and Rountree 

1997). For instance, while studying variation in inter-ethnic violence in Indian cities, 

Varshney (2001) argues that social capital nourished by everyday forms of inter-ethnic 

engagement prevents violence by reducing the chances of conflict between ethnic 

groups.  Similarly, Krause (2018) proposes that African communities prone to get 
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involved in communal religious wars become resilient to violence when community 

leaders and residents develop cross-cleavage identities. 

Depending on the source of violence, extended social networks may work as a 

mechanism for either internal social control or shelter from external violent threats 

(Sampson et al., 1997; Sampson & Wikstrom, 2008). Consequently, some socially 

dense communities still experience persistent settlement of criminal organizations 

(Pattillo 1998; Browning 2009). When criminals are residents of the neighborhoods 

where they commit criminal activities (i.e., homegrown criminals), social networks may 

regulate crime-related violence. Therefore, while not entirely preventing the presence of 

criminal organizations, extended social networks can function as a regulator of violence 

(Browning et al., 2004).  

Social networks can also be useful for criminal activities. Arias (2006) shows how 

drug-trafficking organizations in Brazilian favelas need to be socially embedded to 

operate with some degree of legitimacy. Drug gangs frequently benefit from the tightly-

knit communities in favelas (Perlman, 1976) to establish relationships with state actors 

(Arias, 2006, 2017) and rely on local informants to provide useful information about 

community dynamics and alert them to suspicious activities (Magaloni, Franco-

Vivanco, et al., 2020)13. Therefore, while violence is an ineffective method for running 

 
13 Kalyvas (2006), in his groundbreaking theory of selective violence, precisely shows 

how targeted violence in civil wars is a conjoint product of both armed groups and civilian 

informants. Selective violence requires detailed local information that civilian dwellers 

can only provide. As these denunciations are closely related to socially dense 
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illegal operations, social capital is a much more reliable resource (Corsino, 2013). 

Organized crime as a social phenomenon is intertwined with its social environment; 

therefore, its likelihood of success is greater in contexts where it can use local 

resources, gain social acceptance, and adapt to the demands of the community in which 

it operates (Van de Bunt et al., 2014). 

Following these lines of research, I develop my theory to explain the different 

types of CS and their resilience based on the structures of reciprocity networks at the 

local level. In the cases examined in this research, the gangs are part of the community 

where they operate, and the threat of violence stems from within. As a result, it is 

theoretically expected that the community would play a significant role in regulating 

such violence. 

 

3.2. Commitments of silence 

 

The comparative politics literature has primarily concentrated on criminal 

governance schemes when analyzing the logic of territorial control exercised by drug-

trafficking gangs. Criminal governance refers to local systems of control enforced by 

criminal organizations that impose formal or informal rules and restrict the behavior of 

both criminal and non-criminal civilians. Such governance occurs when the daily 

 

environments, the author presents it as ‘the dark face of social capital’ (Kalyvas 2006, 

332). 
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routines and activities of the governed are affected by rules or codes imposed by a 

criminal organization (Lessing, 2020).  

Studies on criminal governance examine how politicians, state agents, and 

criminal organizations dispute or share power across sub-national units, and how they 

often co-constitute themselves (Arias, 2017; Barnes, 2017; Albarracín & Barnes, 2020). 

Criminal governance is not necessarily a consequence or symptom of a weak or absent 

state, but is often embedded in a larger domain of state power (Arias, 2017; Lessing, 

2020). Specifically, scholars show how long-standing schemes of criminal order are 

based on particular types of engagements between the state and illicit actors (Arias, 

2006, 2017; Dewey, 2015; Dewey et al., 2017; Durán-Martínez, 2018; Auyero & 

Sobering, 2019; Magaloni, Franco-Vivanco, et al., 2020). 

The concept of criminal governance is one-sided as it primarily focuses on how 

drug gangs impose governance schemes in a top-down manner. However, it fails to 

consider the other actor involved in a governance relationship: the “governed.” 

Therefore, the concept of commitments of silence is distinct from that of criminal 

governance. It is a relational concept that implies some degree of community 

involvement with the gang’s operations. Moreover, since not all gangs engage in 

governance activities (Blattman et al., 2021; Lessing, 2020), examining CS provides a 

more comprehensive approach to understanding the logics of territorial control. 

CS consist of a tacit reciprocal relationship between drug gangs and the 

community where they operate. This exchange is based on community members 

offering silence, and in return, the gang provides daily tranquility. CSs are vital to the 

gang’s operations because they shield drug traffickers’ crimes and provide stability to 
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operate efficiently. Additionally, they are also beneficial to community members 

because they offer peace of mind or function as their life insurance. 

As previously argued, there are different types of CSs, depending on the basis for 

the silence and the strategy the gang uses to ensure it. Regardless of how silence is 

achieved, CSs allow the gang to reduce the visibility of violence and avoid attracting 

attention. In short, CS result in relative stability by serving the objective of keeping 

gang operations unnoticed. 

My theory on the logic underlying CS relies on Hirschmann’s classic theory 

(1970). When members of a community coexist with a criminal organization operating 

in their neighborhood, there are four general ways in which they might react: exit, 

loyalty, voice, or neglect. CS become more relevant when the state provides citizens 

with the option to report drug gang crimes and take action. The primary objective of CS 

is to prevent community members from breaking their silence and reporting illicit 

activities. In such cases, community members might either choose to exit, which is 

more likely when they lack leverage over the gang or exhibit loyalty when they have the 

power to influence gang behavior and regulate violence. Without the credible threat of 

an exit, drug gangs have less incentive to seek out CS, and as a result, the most probable 

outcomes are voice, where the community can influence the gang’s actions and regulate 

violence, or neglect, where the community adopts a passive and submissive attitude due 

to their lack of power. 

 

 

 



 50 

4. Alternative explanations 

 

How has the literature explained why some gangs relate violently with the 

community while others do so in a more benevolent manner? 

On the one hand, existing explanations have focused on gang rivalry as the 

primary driver of violence. According to Olson’s (1993) “stationary bandits” model, 

drug-trafficking organizations are more likely to collaborate and engage with the 

communities in which they operate when they have long-term control of the territory 

and are confident of reaping future gains (Staniland 2012; Mampilly 2015; Arjona 

2016). 14 This scenario is possible under the monopolistic control of the territory, which 

creates the expectation of a long-run cooperation relationship with the community. 

Conversely, when rival organizations contest territorial control, they tend to extort and 

dominate the communities they seek to control (Barnes, 2018, 2022; Magaloni, Franco-

Vivanco, et al., 2020). While these arguments are useful for explaining escalating levels 

of violence, they do not fully explain why drug gangs relate violently to communities 

 
14 The literature on civil war has informed research about organized crime in this respect. 

Both Arjona (2016) and Kaplan (2017) show that armed groups in Colombia have 

incentives to respect civilian preferences when facing socially dense communities. To 

persist in the territory in the long-term, they need to rely on civilian collaboration; this 

endows civilians with bargaining power. In her research on sexual violence during 

wartime, Wood (2008) highlights that when the armed organization depends on the 

civilian community for resources and support and an effective command structure, sexual 

violence tends to be restricted during the conflict. 
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even in the absence of territorial contestation. Moreover, they do not account for why, 

in cases where there is gang rivalry, one gang may interact violently with the 

community while the other does not. 

The relationship between criminal organizations and the state is a crucial factor in 

determining how gangs engage with communities. In order to operate successfully, 

these organizations require some level of informal state protection, although they may 

also confront the state (Arias & Barnes, 2017; Durán-Martínez, 2018; Snyder & Durán 

Martínez, 2009). The nature of this relationship can range from active partnership to 

mutual tolerance to violent discord, resulting in varying levels of violence (Moncada, 

2013; Barnes, 2017). When drug-trafficking organizations collaborate with state agents, 

they are often able to act with impunity and use extortion strategies (Magaloni et al 

2020). Conversely, significant police repression may lead to gangs providing goods and 

services to gain public support and avoid denunciations from residents (Barnes 2018).  

These explanations support the hypothesis that gangs need the police to be part of 

the CS to prevent neighbors from denouncing them in scenarios of fragmented 

reciprocity networks. However, as I will elaborate on in Chapter VI, police 

interventions aimed at dismantling Los Chingas did not result in a change in their 

relationship with members of the Los Palomares community, as would be expected 

from these arguments. Therefore, even when confronting the state, Los Chingas 

continued to employ their strategy for securing the CS. Additionally, the existing 

explanations do not account for the benevolent strategy employed by Los Camala in the 

absence of confrontation with the state. 

Finally, the strength of the community has been theorized as a relevant variable 

that shapes criminal groups’ strategies and behavior (Staniland 2012; Berg and Carranza 
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2018). Scholars suggest that when communities are close-knit, illicit actor groups are 

less likely to dominate the territory (Arias, 2017; Magaloni, Franco-Vivanco, et al., 

2020). Socially dense communities can offer resistance to penetration of protection 

rackets, drug gangs, or insurgent actors in their territories (Arjona, 2016; Kaplan, 2017; 

Ley et al., 2019). In this sense, community-based mechanisms successfully contain 

criminal actors’ spread and settlement in a given territory (Magaloni et al., 2011).  

Some scholars have emphasized the significance of formally organized 

communities in regulating violence (Varshney, 2001; Ley et al., 2019; Moncada, 2019). 

As previously mentioned, organized communities have been successful in resisting the 

infiltration of external armed actors. However, informal communal ties play a greater 

role in the case of home-grown drug gangs. Additionally, in both Los Palomares and 

Las Sendas, the levels of participation of neighbors in formal organizations are minimal  

(Filardo, 2005).  

Considering that the CS comprises tacit exchange relationships, reciprocal links, 

and daily forms of engagement, they are crucial. According to Magaloni et al. (2020), 

when criminals have strong communal ties, a sense of solidarity and moral codes 

influence the way they interact with residents. However, the authors do not explore the 

mechanisms that mediate between strong communal ties and the gang’s modus 

operandi. My research aims to contribute to this literature by examining how communal 

reciprocity structures may affect the way gangs relate to the community. 
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Chapter III 

 

 

Reciprocity Networks and Commitments of Silence 

 

 

“There are differences between gangs, some 

are violent, others do not need to be violent to 

secure their bases”15 

 

In this chapter, I investigate the link between reciprocity structures and 

commitments of silence. To accomplish this, I conduct a close comparative analysis of 

the CS established in the Las Sendas and Los Palomares communities with the Camala 

and Chingas gangs, respectively. Through presenting evidence concerning descriptive 

and causal inferences, I examine the structure of reciprocity networks, the resulting CS 

in each case, and the mechanism that connects these two factors. 

 
15 Interviewee 27. September 1, 2020. First wave of interviews.  
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Firstly, I provide evidence to describe the structure of reciprocity networks in 

each community, which serves as the independent variable. Reciprocity networks are 

formed by links of exchange of welfare and care needs between individuals. To 

empirically observe the structures of these networks, I present evidence that shows 

instances of exchange between members of the community, including information on 

who is involved in such exchanges. Regarding the extended reciprocity network of Las 

Sendas, the evidence indicates that all members of the community participate in 

exchange relationships with each other. Conversely, the evidence gathered for the case 

of Los Palomares reveals a fragmented structure where exchange occurs within small 

groups and not at the community level. 

Secondly, the chapter highlights that the CS established in each community 

differs significantly, which is the outcome of interest. The evidence shows that the CS 

between the Camala gang and the Las Sendas community is negotiated. This is because 

gang members must participate and encourage reciprocal exchanges with all community 

members to ensure silence. In contrast, the Chingas gang forces the Los Palomares 

community to participate in the CS using mainly violent strategies. Furthermore, the 

evidence suggests collusion between this gang and the local police force. 

Lastly, the chapter focuses on the causal inference by examining the mechanism 

that connects the structure of reciprocity networks and the type of CS in each case. The 

evidence presented shows how the preexisting structure of reciprocity determines how 

silence is achieved through the leverage the community has (or lacks) over the gang 

actions. This highlights the importance of understanding the structure of reciprocity 

networks in shaping the type of CS established, and the potential impact it has on the 

community-gang dynamic. 
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1. The independent variable: Networks of reciprocity  

 

1.1. Extended Reciprocity Networks in Las Sendas 

 

Based on two sets of evidence, it can be inferred that networks of reciprocity in 

Las Sendas extend among a large portion of the community. The first set of evidence 

indicates the existence of reciprocal ties among neighbors, as community members 

engage in long-term relationships to address everyday problems related to welfare and 

care needs. The second set of evidence highlights the widespread nature of these 

reciprocal ties, as community members acknowledge their ability to rely on all 

neighbors for meeting their welfare and care needs. Taken together, these pieces of 

evidence suggest that the structure of reciprocity networks in Las Sendas is not limited 

to a small group but rather encompasses a significant portion of the community, 

indicating an extensive structure. 

In Las Sendas, community members maintain exchange relationships that involve 

caring for each other’s children and elderly people in need, helping neighbors during 

crises such as fires or floods, and cooking collectively to provide food for food-insecure 

community members, among other activities. An interviewee describes how people take 

care of each other, including picking up children from school and caring for them as if 

they were their own. She explains, “They call someone an aunt who is not the aunt (...)” 

to highlight the close relationships between neighbors. 16 She provides an anecdote to 

further illustrate this point:  

 
16 Interviewee 39. June 15, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 
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“One day, a girl who was often abandoned came with a 

neighbor who was not a direct relative and announced that she would 

start taking care of her. There was no legal process involved, but the 

neighbor had a long-standing relationship with the family that 

spanned generations. As a result, she was essentially adopting the 

child”.17 

Similarly, a worker from a state organization in the neighborhood remarked, “One 

must be present to realize how much time they lend to each other, the places they lend, 

the ways in which they help at times when one would really shoot the other way. 

Solidarity is very impressive.”18 Additionally, a community worker testified similarly, 

stating, “It is a beautiful neighborhood, with very supportive people. When things are 

bad, you always have people who come to lend a hand. And that seems to me to be a 

culture that comes from the 60s; there is a very rich solidarity culture here.”19 

These exchange relationships have been strengthened by years of living together 

as a community. For example, a community healthcare worker stated,  

“We are talking about people who come from generations in 

processes of neighborhood construction, even processes of how they 

organized themselves to distribute the land, how they organized 

 
17 Interviewee 2. June 15, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

18 Interviewee 1. June 15, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

19 Interviewee 4. June 17, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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themselves to build their community, and these processes generate 

certain bonds that are seen in a circulation of favors among them.”20 

Solidarity ties among neighbors in Las Sendas are not limited to small clusters but 

are widespread among community members. This inference is supported by several 

observations. Firstly, community members themselves claim that there are relations of 

solidarity among all residents in the neighborhood. Secondly, the community reacts 

collectively to address the needs of its members, suggesting a sense of shared 

responsibility and mutual support. Lastly, Las Sendas has a community hall, which is 

run by neighbors and oriented towards meeting the welfare needs of children and their 

families. Taken together, these pieces of evidence suggest that reciprocity and solidarity 

are deeply ingrained in the social fabric of Las Sendas. 

The structure of reciprocity networks in Las Sendas is widespread, which is 

evident from community members expressing that they know they can rely on all their 

neighbors to solve welfare and care needs. One neighbor provides an example of this by 

stating that “We have been neighbors for years since I was a little girl, and you know 

you can count on them for anything. You can call house to house, and there will always 

be an older person or someone who has lived in Las Sendas for forty-something years to 

help out.”21  

Furthermore, the way the community organizes and collectively reacts to solve the 

needs of its members is also indicative of an extended network of reciprocal relations. 

In this regard, a former principal of a local high school states that “as soon as someone 

 
20 Interviewee 30. December 6, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

21 Interviewee 19. November 23, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 
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is going through a difficulty, the neighborhood immediately looks for a solution.”22 To 

illustrate this point, she recalls an incident where the house of a wheelchair user was 

flooded, and the community members gathered to discuss how to help her: “They first 

found a place where the person could stay until the situation was fixed, and they also 

got her a better wheelchair.”23 

Las Sendas boasts its own neighborhood community hall, the “Centro Barrial de 

PLEMUU” (PLEMUU Neighborhood Center), which was initially established by a 

group of neighbors led by Martha Franco, a community leader. For several years, this 

group of neighbors met at Martha’s house, and each parent would take care of 

something, such as creating a daycare center or a place to leave the children outside the 

house. Later, they managed to obtain a piece of land in Las Sendas from the Local 

Government of Montevideo, gathered the necessary materials, and constructed the 

community hall. In 1994, they entered into an agreement with the “Centers for Child 

and Family Care” plan (Centros de Atención a la Infancia y la Familia, CAIF), an 

intersectoral public policy that fosters alliances between civil society organizations, the 

state, and local governments, and “that is when the situation began to become a little 

more professional.”24 Today, the community hall continues to operate under an 

agreement with the CAIF plan, serving almost two hundred children and their families, 

especially their mothers. 

 
22 Interviewee 1. June 15, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

23 Ibid. 

24 Interviewee 19. May 6, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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Finally, data from a survey conducted by the Municipality of Montevideo in 2011 

in Casavalle25 reveals that 45% of those interviewed (n=95) “agreed or strongly agreed” 

with the following statements: “Most of the people in this neighborhood can be trusted” 

and “Most people in this neighborhood are willing to help when needed”. Conversely, 

15% and 18% of those surveyed responded that they “disagree or strongly disagree” 

with the statements, respectively (see results in Figure A.III.1 in the Appendix). These 

results suggest that the exchange relationships and solidarity ties among community 

members in Las Sendas are widely recognized and perceived positively. 

The accounts presented above provide evidence of an extensive reciprocity 

network within the Las Sendas community. Table III.1 shows that some pieces of 

evidence are Smoking Gun tests as they are sufficient to validate the descriptive 

inference of widespread long-term relationships of exchange among community 

members. Other pieces of evidence, such as community members expressing their trust 

in their neighbors to meet welfare and care needs or the existence of a communal hall, 

provide empirical hints that support the descriptive inference. However, they are Straw 

in the Wind tests because they are not necessary or sufficient to prove the inference. 

 

 

 
25 Bervejillo (2012). Special thanks to Ignacio Zuasnabar and Maria Julia Acosta of 

Equipos Consultores and to the Municipality of Montevideo for kindly providing the 

database of the survey conducted in 2011. The study involved a survey of 600 residents 

of the Casavalle neighborhood during the month of June 2011.  
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Table III.1. Descriptive Inference: extended structure of reciprocity networks in 

Las Sendas 

Evidence Observation (CPO) Test type 

Members of community 

have long-term 

relationships of exchange 

with each other 

Interviewees express that neighbors 

exchange help in solving everyday 

problems associated with welfare 

and care needs 

Smoking gun 

(sufficient but 

not necessary 

evidence) 
Interviewees acknowledge that 

solidarity among neighbors is long-

standing. 

Interviewees express that they know 

they can count on their neighbors to 

meet welfare and care needs 

Straw in the 

wind (hint: 

evidence neither 

necessary nor 

sufficient) 

Solidarity among 

neighbors is widespread 

(not associated to specific 

social groups) 

Interviewees claim that there are 

relations of solidarity among all the 

community members 

Smoking gun 

(sufficient but 

not necessary 

evidence) 

Community reacts colectively to 

solve needs of members 

Straw in the 

wind (hint) 

Las Sendas Community Hall was 

originally run by neighborhs and is 

oriented to serve needs of both 

children and their families 

 

1.2. Fragmented Reciprocity Networks in Los Palomares 

 

The reciprocity networks in Los Palomares are fragmented, as evidenced by two 

distinct groups of evidence. Firstly, there are indications of solidarity ties among family 

members. However, secondly, these ties are concentrated within small groups and do 

not extend to the community level. Therefore, it can be inferred that the reciprocity 

networks in Los Palomares are not widespread, unlike in Las Sendas. 
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The community of Los Palomares is characterized by the coexistence of 

unbonded family groups. While there is strong reciprocity within these groups, there 

is weak reciprocity between them. Community members acknowledge that they 

exchange help to solve everyday problems associated with welfare and care needs, 

but mainly among family members. As a former principal of a local high school 

expressed, 

“In Los Palomares, there is solidarity and complicity, but mostly 

among those of the same family. Generally, family members take care 

of each other, they keep things within the family and generate a kind 

of community life, but only among themselves... It is a more 

segregated feeling, so to speak.”26 

 

Fragmented reciprocity does not equate to total isolation among family clusters in 

Los Palomares. It should be noted that these are family groups who have lived together 

in the community for generations. As a result, neighbors from different clusters have 

some level of familiarity and have basic interactions typical of daily coexistence. Some 

interviewees admitted to cordial greetings with their neighbors on the block or with 

parents who take their children to the same school, but such interactions do not extend 

beyond that. The residents assert that non-family neighbors do not have personal 

relationships with each other. According to one resident, “Of course, I know the 

neighbors of Los Palomares, I know them all by name, but not personally in the sense of 

 
26 Interviewee 36. March 3, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 
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having a relationship with them.”27 However, knowing each other is not enough to 

establish a reciprocal relationship, let alone sustain an extensive network of reciprocity. 

The lack of solidarity exchange links between different family clusters is evident 

in the absence of a sense of community among Los Palomares residents. The lack of a 

sense of community makes it easier for people to turn a blind eye to the needs of others 

and focus solely on their own problems. As community members put it: 

“There is no sense of community, and the lack of solidarity 

leads to a certain way of things happening. It’s like that story by 

Bertolt Brecht: Yesterday they went to the neighborhood and took 

away the communists, but since I wasn’t a communist, I didn’t worry 

or get involved. Then they took the Jews, but since I wasn’t a Jew, I 

didn’t worry or get involved. And so on and so forth. Until one day 

they came looking for me, and there was no one left who cared about 

me. That’s the problem in Los Palomares; people say ‘as long as 

something happens to the neighbor over there but not to me.”28 

“People see when there are others who need help and act like 

little monkeys: ‘I don’t see, I don’t hear, I don’t talk’.”29 

 

 
27 Interviewee 24. November 30, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

28 Interviewee 20. March 18, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 

29 Interviewee 27. September 1, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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Additionally, members of the community report that there are significant 

coexistence issues among residents. The cohabitation of multiple unconnected family 

groups in an overcrowded neighborhood creates permanent friction, which, in turn, 

intensifies the fragmentation. For instance, neighbors expanded their homes to 

accommodate relatives or friends, leading to the streets becoming increasingly narrow 

and resulting in disputes over land boundaries between family groups. These 

coexistence problems are so deeply ingrained that, according to one neighbor 

interviewed, the only way to solve them is by getting rid of the neighborhood 

altogether: “We would have to throw a bomb at the Misiones Unit and eliminate it. 

There is no way to fix that.”30 

In contrast to what was observed in Las Sendas, the data from the survey 

conducted by the Municipality of Montevideo in 2012 in Casavalle reveals that in Los 

Palomares, a considerable percentage of respondents expressed a lack of trust and 

willingness to help among their neighbors. Specifically, 44% and 31% of the 89 

respondents “disagreed or strongly disagreed” with the statements “Most of the people 

in this neighborhood can be trusted” and “Most people in this neighborhood are willing 

to help when needed”, respectively. In contrast, 28% and 26% of the respondents 

“agreed or strongly agreed” with the same statements, respectively (see Figure A.III.2 in 

the Appendix for more detailed results). 

Taken together, the evidence presented reveals a fragmented reciprocity network 

within the Las Sendas community. Table III.2 illustrates that some pieces of evidence 

constitute Smoking Gun tests, as they are sufficient to validate the descriptive inference 

 
30 Interviewee 35. March 3, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 
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of fragmented relationships of exchange among community members without being 

necessary. Other pieces of evidence, such as community members expressing a lack of a 

sense of community and the existence of deep coexistence problems, provide empirical 

hints that align with the descriptive inference. However, they constitute Straw in the 

Wind tests as they are neither necessary nor sufficient to prove the inference. 

 

Table III.2. Descriptive Inference: fragmented structure of reciprocity networks in 

Los Palomares 

Evidence Observation (CPO) Test type 

Family members 

have relationships of 

exchange with each other 

Interviewees express that 

neighbors exchange help in 

solving everyday problems 

associated with welfare and care 

needs among family members 

Smoking gun 

(sufficient but not 

necessary evidence) 

Solidarity among 

neighbors is fragmented 

(associated to family 

groups) 

Interviewees state that non-family 

neighbors do not maintain 

personal relationships with each 

other. 

Smoking gun 

(sufficient but not 

necessary evidence) 

Interviewees express an absence 

of a sense of community among 

Los Palomares residents 

Straw in the wind 

(hint: evidence 

neither necessary 

nor sufficient) 

Interviewees state that there are 

deep coexistence problems among 

members 

 

2. The outcome: Negotiated and Forced Commitments of Silence 

 

CS consist of tacit informal arrangements where communities commit to keeping 

silence, thereby shielding the drug gangs’ operations. In exchange for silence, the gang 
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offers community members peace of mind. Therefore, CS represents a tacit exchange 

relationship between the community and the drug gang. To empirically describe a CS, 

one needs to identify pieces of evidence that reflect the give and take relationship: 

community members offer silence in exchange for gangs providing “peace of mind”. 

Moreover, since CS may be either negotiated or forced, empirical observations should 

also provide information on the activities gangs use to ensure the participation of 

community members in the CS. In negotiated CS, non-violent actions are typically 

observed, where gang members provide benefits to neighbors to receive their silence in 

return. In forced CS, on the other hand, violent strategies are often employed by the 

gang to ensure that neighbors continue to offer silence. 

On both sides of the Casavalle Square, community members know that they 

must keep quiet about the operations of drug trafficking gangs operating in their 

community if they want peace of mind. For instance, neighbors living in both Los 

Palomares and Las Sendas neighborhoods say things like “if you don’t mess with them, 

they won’t mess with you”31, or “everyone here knows what to talk about and what not 

to talk about.” 32 Similarly, workers in these neighborhoods often prefer to “pretend we 

don’t know what’s going on”33.  

However, there is a marked difference in what motivates silence between the 

two cases. Testimonies from members of the Las Sendas community suggest that the 

 
31 Interviewee 17. March 2, 2020. First wave of interviews. 

Interviewee 24 and 25. May 17, 2020. First wave of interviews. 

32 Interviewee 26. July 25, 2020. First wave of interviews. 

33 Interviewee 5. November 16, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 
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exchange relationship with the gang is the primary reason for their silence. Some 

neighbors claim that they do not report the gangs because they are good to the people in 

the neighborhood. One neighbor explains, “The gang members are very good with the 

neighbors, they help them (...) so the truth is that there is no interest in reporting them, 

they are good people, they are excellent people.”34 

The Camala gang does not rely on violence to maintain their CS. In fact, a 

community worker who has been working in the neighborhood since 1995 says that she 

has never witnessed any violence35. Instead, the Camala gang operates on good terms 

with their neighbors, often providing day-to-day assistance with basic needs. By doing 

so, they foster extended networks of reciprocity to ensure the CS. As one neighborhood 

councilman explains, 

“The Camala have a very effective strategy for avoiding 

denunciations. If you need something, Camala will provide it for you. 

Would you denounce me? No. Tomorrow you need a plate of food 

and I give it to you, are you going to denounce me? Tomorrow, you 

need to pay the electricity, I give you the money without any 

commitment because you are not going to pay me back. Are you 

going to report me?”36 

 In the case of the Los Palomares community, the motive for silence is quite 

different from that of Las Sendas. Neighbors state that they must remain quiet to avoid 

 
34 Interviewee 24. May 17, 2020. First wave of interviews. 

35 Interviewee 1. June 15, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

36 Interviewee 18. March 20, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 
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retaliation from the gang. The Chingas mostly use violent actions to ensure the CS, 

often threatening or evicting people who do not offer their support. For instance, during 

an interview, a neighbor recounted a time when the Chingas armed themselves and 

threatened him, even though he had no intention of reporting any drug outlets.37 

Unlike Las Sendas, the neighbors of Los Palomares are willing to report the 

gang’s actions but fear retaliation. Therefore, instead of being negotiated, community 

members are forced to commit to silence to protect the gang’s actions. As one neighbor 

states,  

“If you see something, you must be blind, deaf, and dumb. 

That’s how it works here. Out of respect and fear of the reprisals they 

can take against your family (...) Most of us want to leave, but that’s 

the reality we must live with. We are hostages.”38 

 

Additionally, the neighbors of Los Palomares community tend to distrust the local 

police because they suspect or know that there are police officers who collaborate with 

the gang. Thus, breaking silence and denouncing the gang’s activities implies certain 

consequences for the neighbors. Some interviewees describe the relationship between 

the Chingas and the local police force as corrupt and detrimental to the community’s 

safety. For instance, one interviewee states that “you can see in the drug sales points 

 
37 Interviewee 35. March 3, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 

38 Interviewee 37. March 3, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 
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that police officers go to pick up their share”39 while another explains that “here in 

[police station] 17 they eat the complaints (...) there are serious problems with 17, and 

the complaints disappear.”40 Another interviewee notes that “the police have ties with 

people in the neighborhood (...) we all know that the police are bought by the gang 

here.” 41 As a result, the neighbors are less likely to report the gang’s activities to the 

police out of fear of reprisals. 

As mentioned earlier, criminal gangs employ both violent and nonviolent 

strategies to ensure community members’ participation in the CS. Through the analysis 

of 68 interviews, 50 references to these actions were identified, and Table III.3 

summarizes the frequency of these strategies by gang. It is important to note that the 

table is not exhaustive, but it provides an overview of the differences between the two 

gangs. 

 

Table III.3. Variation in references to gang actions 

    Type of actions   

   Non-violent Violent Total 

Gang 
Camala 34% (N=17) 2% (N=1) 36% (N=18) 

Chingas 4% (N=2) 60% (N=30) 64% (N=32) 

  Total 38% (N=19) 62% (N=31) 100% (N=50) 

  

 
39 Interviewee 5. November 16, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

40 Interviewee 3. November 16, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

41 Interviewee 20. May 6, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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According to the table, nonviolent actions are more prevalent among the Camala, 

with 34% (N=17) of references to nonviolent strategies and only 2% (N=1) of 

references to violent strategies, totaling 36% (N=18) of total references to gang actions. 

On the other hand, the Chingas primarily use violent strategies, with only 4% (N=2) of 

references to nonviolent actions and 60% (N=30) of references to violent actions, 

totaling 64% (N=32) of total references to gang actions. 

The Camala employ actions intended to assist neighbors or the community, such 

as purchasing gifts for the children’s soccer club, donating food to soup kitchens, or 

paying for the electricity bills of neighbors. For instance, community members from Las 

Sendas provide examples of these actions as follows: 

“The Camala made a huge meal in the soup kitchen; they fed 

about 300 people during the pandemic.”42 

“They give money to the neighbors, when they must go to the 

doctor, they give them money for the cab.”43 

“They give children’s day gifts in the Cancha del Rosario [the 

Soccer Club of the neighborhood].”44 

When referring to the actions used by the Chingas, members of the Los Palomares 

community mention that evictions, threats, and the control of movement within the 

 
42 Interviewee 24. June 17, 2020. First wave of interviews. 

43 Interviewee 18. November 23, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

44 Interviewee 23. November 25, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 
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neighborhood are the most frequently employed strategies. For example, some 

interviewees illustrate these actions as follows: 

“They have areas in the neighborhood, they occupy houses, they 

take people out of their homes, and they take over those places.”45  

“Gangs occupied houses, violently removing people who were 

not related to them, they were marking their territory.”46 

“They threatened a neighbor because they thought he had 

reported them to the police.”47 

“They intimidate or do not allow certain people to pass or walk 

in their neighborhood.”48 

Taken together, the presented evidence suggests a negotiated CS in the Las 

Sendas community and a forced CS in the Los Palomares community. As Table III.4 

indicates, most of the evidence in both cases constitutes Straw in the Wind tests, which 

means that they are not necessary nor sufficient, but they do support the respective 

descriptive inferences. It is worth noting that an accumulation of this kind of evidence 

could confirm a hypothesis, even though straw in the wind CPOs are not sufficient to do 

so (Mahoney, 2012). Additionally, both cases have CPOs that constitute Hoop Tests 

 
45 Interviewee 16. November 23, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

46 Interviewee 10. November 18, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

47 Interviewee 39. March 18, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 

48 Interviewee 19. May 6, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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(necessary but not sufficient) for the inference regarding the exchange relationship and 

the fear of retaliation as the basis for silence. 

 

Table III.4. Descriptive Inference: Negotiated and Forced CS 

PS Evidence Observation (CPO) Test type 

Negotiated 

Community 

members offer 

silence 

Community members acknowledge 

that they keep silent  Straw in the wind 

(hint: evidence 

neither necessary 

nor sufficient) 

Community members say that they 

rather prefer not to talk about the gang 

operations to avoid messing up with 

them 

Basis for 

silence is the 

exchange 

relationship 

Neighbors say that they do not report 

the gang because they are very good to 

the people in the neighborhood 

Hoop test 

(necessary but 

not sufficient 

evidence) 

The Camala uses mainly non-violent 

actions towards neighbors (help 

neighbors or neighborhood, buying gift 

for children, donating food, paying 

neighbors` electricity bills) 

Straw in the wind 

(hint) 

Forced 

Community 

members offer 

silence 

Community members acknowledge 

that they keep silent  

Straw in the wind 

(hint) 

Community members say that they 

rather prefer not to talk about the gang 

operations to avoid messing up with 

them 

Basis for 

silence is fear 

of retaliation 

and a corrupt 

police force 

Neighbors say that they do not report 

the gang because they are afraid of 

retaliation 

Hoop test 

(necessary but 

not sufficient 

evidence) 

The Camala uses mainly violent 

actions towards neighbors (evictions, 

threats, control of movement within 

the neighborhood) 
Straw in the wind 

(hint) 
Neighbors say that they do not report 

because the police collaborate with the 

gang 
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3. The mechanism: How networks of reciprocity affect commitments of silence 

 

The primary argument of this project is that the structure of local reciprocity 

networks influences the type of CS that the gang establishes with the community. To 

understand the connection between these two dimensions, two key elements are crucial. 

First, CS involves a tacit exchange relationship, and second, homegrown gang members 

belong to the reciprocity network of the community. Therefore, the PS, as an exchange 

relationship, is integrated into the existing reciprocity network of the community. This 

way, the structure of reciprocal relationships determines whether the community has 

leverage over the gang, affecting its ability to regulate gang violence and consequently 

the means available to ensure the CS. 

In the case of extended reciprocity networks, the community plays a crucial role 

in establishing and maintaining the CS. Extended exchange networks create connections 

and social ties between neighbors and gang members, which generate benefits for both 

parties. Community members establish a “negotiated coexistence” with the gang, where 

they tolerate the gang’s activities in exchange for reciprocal benefits (i.e., continued 

participation in the reciprocity network). Consequently, the community has some 

leverage over the gang’s actions, and can regulate the level of violence. To gain 

legitimacy and secure the CS, the Camala members must participate and encourage 

reciprocal exchanges with all community members. The accounts of community leaders 

illustrate this idea:  
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“Here we all help each other. This is how things work in this 

neighborhood, and they know it: if they don’t collaborate with the 

neighborhood, they will lose the respect they have earned.”49 

“They do things that benefit the neighborhood, such as cleaning 

up garbage dumps and helping neighbors when they need money or to 

solve a specific problem. They are positive leaders and are legitimized 

in this way in the neighborhood.”50 

The extended structure of reciprocity networks requires homegrown gang 

members to acknowledge and uphold established ties to secure loyalty and the CS. In 

this way, community members exert influence over the gang, using it to regulate 

violence. A former teacher at the local school explains that many people in the 

neighborhood have lived there their whole lives and have earned a great deal of respect. 

As she puts it: 

“There’s a veteran woman who’s about 60 years old. She sits at 

the school gate every day... She knows all the families in the 

neighborhood. She sits at the school gate to take care of the workers 

and the children because the gang respects her.”51 

 

 
49 Interviewee 22. November 25, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

50 Interviewee 30. December 6, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

51 Ibid. 
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This example illustrates how community members can leverage their connections 

within the extended network to influence the gang’s behavior and maintain a negotiated 

coexistence. 

The structure of extended reciprocity networks fosters a sense of community 

belonging that extends beyond individual groups or clusters. This sense of community 

translates into a logic of protection that encompasses all those considered part of it. As 

described by a former director of a local high school:  

“In Las Sendas, you can feel the intangible. When I walk 

through the neighborhood, I feel like I am being looked after. There is 

a sense of solidarity within the community. For instance, people in the 

houses greet me loudly as I walk past, as if to announce that I am part 

of their community... and I feel that way. It’s a matter of ‘I know you, 

you belong to this community, and therefore I will take care of you.”52 

It is essential to note that gang members are part of the community and, 

therefore, fall under the logic of protection. As one neighbor explains, “They are part of 

our community: we live together and share our daily lives. We have known each other 

since we were very young.”53 The protection provided to gang members is not only due 

to the absence of denunciations from neighbors, but also the sense of belonging that 

they share with other community members. A community worker further elaborates on 

this point by saying,  

 
52 Interviewee 1. June 15, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 

53 Interviewee 19. November 23, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 
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“There is protection from the gang towards the people and 

from the people towards the gang. If not, look at when a patrol car 

goes somewhere, the neighbors throw stones at it, even though they 

have nothing to do with it. They protect each other, the neighbors, and 

the gang, who are also neighbors. If the police come to so-and-so’s 

house, the neighbors stone him. Why do the patrol cars drive around 

with broken windows? Because the neighbors themselves protect the 

gangs.”54 

 

In contrast, in fragmented reciprocity structures, gang members belong to a single 

cluster of reciprocity, based on family and friendship ties. They maintain reciprocal 

social relationships within this cluster, but lack solidarity ties with other clusters, 

meaning that the community has little leverage over the gang and its ability to regulate 

violence is weakened. This implies that belonging to the community has no impact on 

how neighbors are treated by the gang. A resident of Los Palomares illustrates this 

situation as follows:  

“They don’t care about anything, even if you’re from the 

neighborhood. To pass through certain streets, which are theirs, they 

have a guy who asks you where you’re going and what you’re doing, 

 
54 Interviewee 24. May 17, 2020. First wave of interviews. 



 76 

and then he picks up the phone and tells the others to let you pass or 

not.”55 

The fragmented structure means that gang members only have reciprocal 

social relationships with community members who belong to their familiar circle, 

with no exchange relationships with other community members. Thus, although they 

belong to the same community, links occur only within the family clusters. This 

fragmentation affects how the community views and reacts to the gang’s actions. 

While a small group of community members supports the gang, most are reluctant to 

their operation in the neighborhood. A community worker in the neighborhood 

highlights this division among neighbors, stating that “there is a division among the 

neighbors between those who collaborate with them, favoring their actions, and those 

who do not and are therefore considered enemies, who are the vast majority of the 

neighbors.”56 

As gang members are homegrown, community members know who they are, 

where they operate, and where they live. However, due to the absence of social ties 

linking the solidarity groups, neighbors become potential informants about the 

gang’s operations. Instead of having leverage over the gang’s actions, the community 

poses a threat to the gang. In response to this threat, the gang seeks to ensure 

community participation in the CS by blocking the possibility of denunciation 

through fear. This may involve using violent strategies and buying off the local 

police. A community worker’s account is quite illustrative: “Evictions generally 

 
55 Interviewee 37. March 3, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 

56 Interviewee 26. May 6, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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occur because you are not affiliated with them, so to speak. Here, we all know each 

other and see what they do and where they are. The gang sees you as able to 

denounce them.”57 

When considered collectively, the evidence presented provides support for the 

causal inference that the community’s leverage acts as the mechanism connecting the 

structure of local reciprocity networks and the resulting CS. Table III.5 shows that some 

pieces of evidence serve as Smoking Gun tests, meaning they are not only necessary but 

also sufficient to validate the causal inference. Other pieces of evidence, such as those 

revealing information about social ties among community members, provide empirical 

hints that align with the causal inference. However, they are Straw in the Wind tests, 

meaning they are neither necessary nor sufficient to prove the inference. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
57 Interviewee 36. March 3, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 
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Table III.5. Causal Inference: How Reciprocity Networks affect Commitments of 

Silence 

Mechanism Evidence Observation (CPO) Test type 

The structure of local 

networks of reciprocity 

affects the type of pact 

of silence, by defining 

the leverage the 

community has over the 

gang 

Fragmented 

Reciprocity 

Networks: 

Community’s has 

no leverage over 

the gang actions 

Community members are 

seen as potential 

“enemies” by gang 

members 

Smoking 

gun 

(sufficient 

but not 

necessary 

evidence) 

Community cannot 

regulate gang’s violence 

Community members that 

do not pertain to the gang 

cluster do not have social 

ties that bind them 

Straw in the 

wind (hint) 

Extended 

Reciprocity 

Networks: 

Community’s has 

leverage over the 

gang actions 

Community members 

regulate gang`s violence 

Smoking 

gun 

(sufficient 

but not 

necessary 

evidence) 

Gang members are 

protected by neighbors for 

being part of the 

community 

Gang members are 

considered part of the 

community 

Straw in the 

wind (hint) 

 

 

4. Conclusions 

In this chapter, I presented empirical evidence showing how the structure of 

reciprocity networks at the local level impacts the type of CS that gangs establish with 

the communities where they operate. By conceptualizing these CS as exchange 

relationships, my argument suggests that they are embedded in the pre-existing 

reciprocity network of the community. 
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These findings contribute to the literature on crime and violence in comparative 

politics in various ways. Firstly, the chapter sheds light on the logic of territorial control 

by drug gangs. While the existing literature has mainly focused on criminal governance 

schemes, this research reveals that all gangs that achieve some stability over time 

employ CS to keep their operations unnoticed, regardless of whether they govern or not 

(Blattman et al., 2021; Lessing, 2020). CS allows drug gangs to survive and continue 

their operations. 

Moreover, the findings presented in this chapter highlight the role of 

communities in understanding how drug trafficking organizations operate and how this 

affects their strategies for territorial control. They also point out that the mainstream 

literature has tended to provide mainly top-down explanations, neglecting the role of the 

community. In contrast, the findings of this chapter offer a more nuanced and 

community-focused perspective. 

Finally, the findings challenge systemic perspectives on social networks at the 

local level (Sampson et al., 1997; Sampson & Wikstrom, 2008), which have suggested 

that socially dense communities can function as regulators of violence. By showing how 

socially dense communities can exhibit not only persistent settlement of criminal 

organizations but also shield their activities, the chapter contributes to the literature on 

the relationship between social networks and crime. Ultimately, even when social 

networks function as regulators of violence, they can also shield the operations of drug 

gangs, especially when they belong to the community in which they operate. 
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Chapter IV 

 

 

Taking a Step Back: A Tale of Two Communities 

 

 

 “From the social point of view, each place is very 

different, here you cross a street, and the communities are 

very defined because in general, they have a different past” 

(Filardo 2005: 19). 

 

Both Las Sendas and Los Palomares are affordable housing complexes located in 

the Casavalle neighborhood of Montevideo, which were built by the Uruguayan state 

during the second half of the twentieth century. Despite being in close proximity and 

separated only by “Plaza Casavalle” (Casavalle Square), these two communities differ 

significantly in terms of their structures of reciprocity networks. In Las Sendas, 

networks of reciprocity extend throughout the community members, whereas in Los 

Palomares, reciprocal relationships are clustered around family ties. 
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To understand the different CS established on both sides of Casavalle Square, it is 

important to examine the structure of reciprocal networks in each case. However, 

establishing such a causal claim requires providing evidence that reciprocity structures 

preceded the establishment of those commitments of silence, demonstrating the 

exogeneity of the independent variable. The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate how 

reciprocity structures were forged even before the emergence of gangs, at the origins of 

each community. 

Historical urban planning decisions in the communities of Los Palomares and Las 

Sendas had long-term effects on how people interact and trust each other. The divergent 

structure of local reciprocity networks in each community was shaped by different state 

policies. The formation processes of these communities also differed significantly, with 

two factors playing a crucial role in shaping the local reciprocity networks of each 

community (as depicted in Figure IV.1): the settlement process and the political project 

that drove the creation of each neighborhood. 

 

Figure IV.1. Original Structure of Reciprocity Networks and Reproduction 
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On the one hand, each neighborhood’s settlement process helps to depict how 

networks of reciprocity were structured. Las Sendas’ extended reciprocity network was 

shaped by the fact that community members already knew each other before the housing 

complex was built, as they shared a common history of struggle for access to housing 

and already lived in the area. In contrast, Los Palomares’ community members were 

rehoused from various downtown neighborhoods and did not have preexisting social 

bonds, which led to a fragmented reciprocity structure. Furthermore, the political 

project behind the creation of each neighborhood also played a crucial role in shaping 

local reciprocity networks. In the case of Las Sendas, the political project aimed to 

promote community life at the neighborhood level, which reinforced the existing 

structures of extended reciprocity. However, this was not the case for Los Palomares, 

where communal activities were restricted, reinforcing the initially fragmented 

reciprocity structure. Finally, intergenerationally inherited social ties contributed to the 

reproduction of these reciprocity structures over time.  

By exploring the settlement process, political projects, and intergenerational ties, 

this chapter aims to show that the different structures of local reciprocity networks in 

Los Palomares and Las Sendas were established even before the emergence of gangs. 

This evidence supports the claim that the structure of reciprocal networks preceded the 

establishment of the commitments of silence and demonstrates the exogeneity of the 

independent variable. 

In what follows, I will first describe Casavalle, the neighborhood where Las 

Sendas and Los Palomares are located. Despite being formally considered a single 

neighborhood by the state, Casavalle is a conglomerate of communities with different 

formation processes and distinct identities. I will then discuss the settlement process and 
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political project that gave rise to each community, demonstrating that the respective 

reciprocity structures were already established at that point. Finally, I will examine how 

these reciprocity networks have been perpetuated over time, primarily through 

intergenerational inheritance of social ties. 

 

1. One neighborhood, multiple communities 

 

Casavalle is a neighborhood located on the outskirts of Montevideo, with 

approximately 6% of the city’s total population residing within it. The area is 

characterized by a high level of social vulnerability, including challenges related to 

housing, the economy, labor, and the environment. In fact, Casavalle has one of the 

highest poverty rates in Montevideo, with many residents experiencing both low income 

and unsatisfied basic needs (Intendencia de Montevideo, 2018). From a statistical 

standpoint, Casavalle is considered homogeneously poor, meaning that the average 

income of its population is below the poverty level and the income dispersion among its 

residents is less than one standard deviation (de los Santos, 2019). In other words, even 

the wealthiest person in Casavalle is still considered poor. 

On the field, Casavalle also seems to be a relatively homogeneous poor 

neighborhood. It is a residential area consisting mostly of small, precarious houses 

made of materials like blocks. The high level of overcrowding is evident in the densely 

packed layout of the dwellings, which often makes it difficult to distinguish one 

household from another.  The neighborhood is located in the urban-rural interface zone 

of the city, where green areas mix with urbanized ones (Lombardo, 2005). The 
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remnants of the area’s rural history are also noticeable in the presence of various 

animals throughout the neighborhood, such as horses, stray dogs, roosters (used for 

cockfighting), and even pigs. Unlike other areas of the city, few cars pass through the 

streets of Casavalle, and people generally move around on foot. Additionally, Casavalle 

is segregated from the rest of the city, so it is uncommon to see outsiders in the 

neighborhood. When walking through its streets, it is common to come across familiar 

faces and find neighbors sitting on the sidewalk, drinking mate, and watching people 

pass by. 

The apparent homogeneity of Casavalle becomes more complex as one talks to 

neighbors, who consider it not as a neighborhood, but a locality made up of diverse 

communities.58 A survey conducted by the Municipality of Montevideo in 2012 shows 

that only 3% of the population identified the area as “Casavalle,” while the remaining 

97% responded with the name of their own community (Bervejillo, 2012). Similarly, 

the neighborhood organization “Casavalle de Pie” argues on its blog that “the territories 

defined by the Instituto Nacional de Estadística (National Institute of Statistics, INE) 

ignore the existence of our neighborhoods, which we do not accept because territorial 

rights are also human rights.” 59  

Neighbors living in the area have a keen sense of the streets that demarcate the 

territorial boundaries between one community and another, a task that is nearly 

 
58 Interviewee 20.  November 24, 2021. Second wave of interviews.  

59 See Casavalle de Pie “¿Existe el barrio Casavalle? Dónde queda?” April 22, 2021 

(available at: http://www.casavalledepie.org/2021/04/que-es-casavalle-donde-

queda.html, last accessed: April 19, 2023). 

http://www.casavalledepie.org/2021/04/que-es-casavalle-donde-queda.html
http://www.casavalledepie.org/2021/04/que-es-casavalle-donde-queda.html
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impossible for an outsider. A worker of an NGO has commented on this phenomenon, 

stating that “they [neighbors] fight among themselves over neighborhoods (...) 

Sometimes you have to take them one more block because they say: ‘we are not from 

there, we are from the other neighborhood’ and they are from one block later” (Filardo, 

2005, p. 19). 

As Lombardo nicely puts it, Casavalle can be described as a “territorial mosaic” 

due to its diverse population and community makeup (Lombardo, 2005, p. 62). This 

diversity can be attributed to the different population waves that shaped the 

neighborhood during its formation process  (Álvarez Pedrosian, 2013). This process 

occurred in three main stages, each marked by a distinct period of urbanization and 

housing policy.60 The first stage was the foundational stage, followed by the first cycle 

of urbanization driven by private land division. The second cycle of urbanization, which 

was led by the state, marked the final stage of Casavalle’s population process. Both Las 

Sendas and Los Palomares, the cases of this research, were built during this last stage. 

The foundational stage began in 1727 when the Spanish settlers divided the land 

to establish their farms Pedro Casavalle was one of the first settlers, who later became 

the owner of the land by the Miguelete stream in 1803 and built his own house, which 

remains until today as a “tapera” and is currently occupied by a local family (refer to 

Figures A.IV.1 and A.IV.2 in the Appendix for images of the house in 1997 and 2007).  

The legacies of this period include the name of the neighborhood and the basic structure 

 
60 According to Lombardo (2005), by 2005 the state had invested around US$60 million 

in Casavalle over the past six decades. 
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of the roads and the subdivision of the farms, which were later used for urbanization in 

subsequent stages. 

The second stage marked the first cycle of urbanization, during which 

neighborhoods were created by subdividing old farms. Private entrepreneurs, such as 

real estate agents, began the process of subdividing the land in the early 20th century to 

build the first “garden neighborhoods” under the project of building a “garden city.”61 

For instance, Francisco Piria, a renowned businessman at the time and founder of 

several neighborhoods in Montevideo and seaside resorts on the Uruguayan coast, 

bought the former Pedro Casavalle lands and created the Plácido Ellauri neighborhood 

in 1908. Later, the Jardínes del Borro Neighborhood was created in 1926, and the Barrio 

Obrero Municipal was established in 1940. However, the population wave was hindered 

in 1946 when the Municipality of Montevideo declared this area as suburban, leading to 

a slowdown in the subdivision of large farms (Bervejillo, 2012). 

Finally, the third stage of population growth began in 1958 with the construction 

of Unidad Casavalle (Las Sendas), which continues to the present day.62 In 1972, 

Unidad Misiones (Los Palomares) was built as part of a plan to relocate people 

 
61 The garden city movement was founded by Sir Ebenezer Howard (1850-1928) and 

proposed replacing industrial cities with smaller ones surrounded by agricultural land, 

blending the city with the countryside. 

62 The name “Las Sendas” derives from the architectural characteristics of the 

neighborhood, which consisted of strips of single-story houses arranged in the form of a 

comb and with pedestrian walkways between the strips. 
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occupying buildings in downtown neighborhoods.63 This third stage is characterized by 

the implementation of various state housing policies, and each intervention resulted in 

the construction of housing complexes that reflected the political ideas of the current 

government (Álvarez Pedrosian, 2013; Bervejillo, 2012). As one interviewee stated, 

“The area is a museum of the history of Uruguayan housing policy.”64 Also, during this 

stage, several irregular settlements were formed, occupying land that, due to the zoning 

established by the Municipality in 1946, could not be subdivided into smaller lots 

(Álvarez Pedrosian, 2013; Álvarez Rivadulla, 2017; Bervejillo, 2012). 

The history of Casavalle’s population process explains the diverse communities 

and complex territorial organization within the neighborhood. Waves of population 

brought people from various social and economic backgrounds, settling in different 

areas, and forming their own communities. Despite this diversity, residents face 

common challenges related to poverty, unemployment, and lack of access to basic 

services and infrastructure. 

 

 

 

 
63 The name “Los Palomares” also derives from the architectural design of the 

neighborhood: two-story blocks interspersed with a very narrow space between them, 

giving the appearance of a dovecote. Hence the neighbors began to call it “El Palomar” 

and later “Los Palomares”. 

64 Interviewee 26. July 25, 2020. First wave of interviews. 



 88 

2. A Tale of Two Communities 

 

Reciprocity networks refer to long-term ties of exchange between individuals that 

involve help for everyday welfare and care needs. To observe these networks 

empirically, evidence of exchange between community members is necessary, and this 

evidence should include information about who is involved in these instances of 

exchange to understand the network’s structure. In an extended structure of reciprocity 

networks, all members of the community participate in exchange relationships among 

themselves. Conversely, in fragmented scenarios, instances of exchange occur within 

small groups and not at the community level. To put it simply, observing these networks 

requires evidence of exchange between community members and understanding who is 

involved in these exchanges. An extended structure involves exchange relationships 

among all members of the community, while fragmented scenarios show exchange 

within small groups. 

I conducted a process tracing to describe the characteristics of the community 

formation process in each case and shed light on how reciprocity networks were 

structured. To do this, I examined the political project behind the construction of each 

housing complex and the process by which they were populated. These two elements 

are key to understanding the structure of exchange relations in Las Sendas and Los 

Palomares, respectively (see Table IV.1). It’s important to note that this is a descriptive 

inference, and thus I am not intending to assert causality. Rather, my aim is to show that 

the reciprocity structures observed in the present were already in place since the origins 

of each community. By tracing the process of community formation in each case, I can 
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provide insight into the factors that contributed to the development of these reciprocity 

networks. 

To gather pieces of evidence or causal process observations (CPOs), I primarily 

rely on the memories of neighbors regarding interpersonal and community relations at 

the origins of each neighborhood, as well as historical records related to the community 

formation process in each case. 

 

Table IV.1. Descriptive Inference: Community formation process and structure of 

reciprocity networks 

  Las Sendas Los Palomares 

Community formation 

process 

Promotion of community 

life as a political project 

Restriction of community 

life as political project 

Settlement process: 

neighbors share a common 

origin 

Settlement process: rehoused 

settlers without preexistent 

ties among them 

Structure of reciprocity 

networks 
Extended Fragmented 

 

 

2.1. The origins of an extended reciprocity network: Las Sendas 

 

The Las Sendas community has had extended reciprocity networks since its 

origins. The structure of the exchange relationships in Las Sendas can be understood by 
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considering both the political promotion of community life and the shared history of 

early settlers. 

In 1956, the Montevideo Departmental Council commissioned a study for the 

urban planning of the city, which proposed the decentralization of Montevideo through 

the division of the city into zones. These zones were then subdivided into successive 

partitions, each with services at the scale of the human conglomerate. These partitions 

included sectors (120,000 inhabitants), districts (30,000 inhabitants), and neighborhood 

units (10,000 inhabitants) (Carmona & Gómez, 2002). This Master Plan, known as the 

“Plan Director,” modified the previous urban structure and played a key role in 

promoting the formation of communities like Las Sendas (Carmona & Gómez, 2002). 

The Master Plan for the urban planning of Montevideo proposed the creation of 

local communities in the city’s outskirts as one of its main goals. To achieve this, the 

Plan suggested urban projects for the immediate redevelopment of specific areas into 

neighborhood units, which were viewed as the “primary element of the modern city” 

where not only living spaces were built but also a series of services that were linked to 

the daily life of a small community (Concejo Departamental de Montevideo, 1959). The 

housing complexes were planned to “foster neighborhood life linked to a common 

center” (Sociedad de Arquitectos del Uruguay, 1958, p. 18). Within this framework, the 

Unidad Casavalle housing complex, which hosts Las Sendas community, was built 

between 1957 and 1958. 

The Master Plan aimed to address the fundamental problems that plagued the city, 

including its excessive territorial extension, the lack of large central roads, the disorder 

of traffic, the lack or decay of neighborhood life in the neighborhoods, and the shortage 

of healthy and affordable housing in accordance with modern housing techniques, as 
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stated in the document Memoria del Plan Director (Master Plan’s Memoir) (Concejo 

Departamental de Montevideo 1959, 23). One of the key objectives of the Master Plan 

was to reverse the decay of community life at the neighborhood level. 

The construction of Las Sendas was conceived as part of a “progressive plan for 

social recovery” centered on the development of a new neighborhood (Concejo 

Departamental de Montevideo, 1959). To achieve this, the project included not only 

housing construction but also the provision of social services such as a health-care 

center, school, and kindergarten (Filardo, 2005, p. 18). Residents attest that this 

approach to community building impacted the social makeup of Las Sendas compared 

to neighboring areas. According to one interviewee cited by Filardo,  

“From a social point of view, each place is very different, here you 

cross a street, and the communities are very defined, because in general 

they have a different past (...) The Casavalle Unit is much older, it dates to 

the late fifties. When the Casavalle Unit was built, a health and educational 

complex was also built, consisting of schools, a nursery, a kindergarten, 

and a polyclinic. This already gives you a certain profile, a different 

perspective of the neighborhood.” (Interview by Filardo 2005, 19; 

emphasis added). 

 

The political impetus for the construction of Las Sendas came from Alba Roballo, 

then a legislator for the Colorado Party and president of the Departmental Council of 

Montevideo. A few years later, Roballo would become one of the founders of the main 

leftist political party, Frente Amplio (Broad Front, FA). Throughout her career, Roballo 
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was known for her social activism and working alongside vulnerable populations. On 

the day of the inauguration of Las Sendas, the community remembers Roballo’s 

presence and involvement: “… the one who inaugurated it was Alba Roballo, with the 

drums, with everyone”  (Álvarez Pedrosian, 2013, p. 229). 

Additionally, in the years following the inauguration of Las Sendas, local 

authorities and politicians organized cultural activities with the aim of promoting the 

formation of a strong community. As noted in the Report of the Departmental Council 

of Montevideo:  

“(…) cultural activities were planned, such as neighborhood days, 

traveling exhibitions, and the relocation of libraries, recognizing the 

formation of local communities, with their own life, which must 

necessarily exist within the city for its effective decentralization” (Concejo 

Departamental de Montevideo, 1959, p. 31). 

 

The process of populating the housing complex is also a crucial element in 

understanding the formation of an extended network of reciprocal relationships within 

the community. Many of the neighbors who later formed the Las Sendas community 

already lived in the area in precarious housing. After years of struggling for access to 

housing, the construction of Unidad Casavalle was finally included in Montevideo’s 

Master Plan. In this regard, a neighbor notes:  

“Unidad Casavalle was inaugurated around 1958, but historically, 

neighbors say they started fighting for their housing as early as the late 

1940s. They fought to build housing and eradicate their precarious living 
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conditions. I cannot tell you exactly when the law was enacted, 65 but I can 

tell you that the neighbors started developing this concern to stop living in 

shacks and have the possibility of living in decent housing.”66 

The new housing complex was constructed on the same land where the neighbors’ 

precarious housing was located, as one resident recalls: “Our family has lived in this 

neighborhood for about 70 years. In 1958, the houses were built and given to people, 

but before that, it was all countryside and people lived here.”67 

The process of populating Unidad Casavalle was established in Montevideo’s 

Master Plan. First, the precarious dwellings were gradually demolished, and the families 

were moved to temporary social housing. Then, they were installed again “in a suitable 

environment to reintegrate into the active life of the community” (Concejo 

Departamental de Montevideo, 1959, p. 52). Thus, the residents who later formed the 

community of Las Sendas had already lived in the area before the housing complex was 

built and had shared a struggle for access to housing. 

As the Las Sendas community was formed, the already established relationships 

between the neighbors were mainly strengthened through collective activities. It is 

worth noting that the accounts of how neighborhood relationships were at that time refer 

 
65 The Law of Populated Centers, enacted in May 1946, assumed that the Neighborhood 

Unit was a central instrument in urban planning. Montevideo’s Master Plan is based on 

this Law to organize the peripheral areas of the city with the objective of restoring 

community life (Cajade, 2018). 

66 Interviewee 27. September 1, 2020. First wave of interviews.  

67 Interviewee 9. June 18, 2019. First wave of interviews. 
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to extended relationships at the community level. As Álvarez Pedrosian put it, “In the 

1960s, as the housing complex became more populated, neighborhood institutions 

began to take shape, collective celebrations were held, and there was a tacit knowledge 

among all the inhabitants” (Álvarez Pedrosian, 2013, p. 233). Dwellers also recall 

several examples of how collective activities brought the community together. For 

instance: 

“We all decorated the streets and made the party for Children’s Day. 

Each mother would contribute a cake and some cookies, and a table would 

be set up in the middle of the street for the children to dance. Everyone 

would join in the celebration and dance together. On December 24th and 

25th, they would also gather to play music and dance.”68 

“The neighborhood carnival parades were highly successful in 

bringing the Las Sendas community together, with children, adults, and 

teenagers all participating. The parades involved several days of 

rehearsals, during which the community members practiced together. On 

the day of the parade, people would come out into the streets and celebrate 

together. The parade took place in Casavalle and community members also 

participated in other parades.”69 

 

 
68 Interviewee 9. June 18, 2019. First wave of interviews. 

69 Interviewee 18. March 5, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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Overall, the evidence presented indicates that extended reciprocity networks were 

established from the beginning of Las Sendas. Table IV.2 summarizes the evidence. The 

promotion of community life as a political project and the process of populating the 

housing complex appear to be significant factors in the formation of reciprocal 

relationships among neighbors within the community. 
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Table IV.2. Descriptive Inference concerning the origin of Las Sendas and an 

extended structure of reciprocity networks 

Evidence Observation (CPO) Test type 

Promotion of 

community life as 

a political project 

Las Sendas was built as part of a 

land development policy aimed 

at decentralizing Montevideo 

and creating local communities 

on the outskirts of the city. 

Smoking gun: The fact that 

the construction of Las 

Sendas was part of a 

political project aimed at 

community promotion is 

sufficient to validate the 

inference 

From its origins, political actors 

were involved in the promotion 

of community life in Las Sendas 

Straw in the wind: The 

involvement of political 

actors goes in line with the 

inference but is neither 

necessary nor sufficient 

condition to validate it 

Settlement 

process: neighbors 

with a common 

origin 

Most of the population lived in 

the area before Las Sendas was 

built 

Straw in the wind: goes in 

line with the inference but 

is neither necessary nor 

sufficient condition to 

validate it 

Most neighbors of Las Sendas 

share a common history of 

struggle for access to housing 

Smoking gun: is sufficient 

to validate the inference 

Extended 

reciprocal ties 

among community 

members at the 

origins 

Members of community express 

that in the past they maintained 

reciprocal relationships of 

exchange with each other 

Hoop: The existence of 

reciprocal relationships 

among community 

members is a necessary but 

not sufficient to condition 

to validate the inference 

Members of community express 

that in the past reciprocal 

relations among neighbors were 

widespread at the community 

level 

Doubly decisive: The fact 

that reciprocal relationships 

are widespread at the 

community level is both 

necessary and sufficient 

condition to validate the 

inference 
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2.2. The origins of a fragmented reciprocity network: Los Palomares 

 

On the other side of Casavalle Square, the story of community formation and 

resulting structure of reciprocity networks differ significantly. The construction of 

Unidad Misiones, which is the host housing complex of the Los Palomares community, 

was also part of a political project, but it differed from that of Las Sendas. Instead of 

being a project aimed at rebuilding community life at the neighborhood level, Los 

Palomares was created as part of a housing policy intended to relocate squatters from 

downtown Montevideo without any interest in fostering community life. The absence of 

common spaces in Los Palomares is a testament to this fact (Bolaña, 2018). The 

objective was to make the most of the land by building the largest number of houses at 

the lowest possible cost, “without any concern from the urbanistic point of view” (Risso 

& Boronat, 1992). This policy was initiated under a democratic government in 1972, 

but the major implementation took place during the dictatorship from 1973 to 1985. The 

political restrictions on community life during the dictatorship and the fact that the first 

settlers came from different social nuclei due to the resettlements are key elements that 

contribute to the fragmented structure characterizing exchange relationships in Los 

Palomares. 

The 540 dwellings that comprise Los Palomares were built to provide temporary 

housing solutions for populations occupying dwellings in downtown areas of 

Montevideo and for the eradication of cantegriles, or informal settlements, and 

relocation of its population in these complexes (Filardo, 2005, p. 18). The Honorary 

Commission for the Coordination and Promotion of Social Action Housing, led by the 

wife of then President Juan María Bordaberry, oversaw the construction of these 
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emergency housing complexes in the outskirts of Montevideo to which the re-housed 

population was transferred. The relocation criterion was based on the population’s 

socio-economic profile, further accentuating the socio-territorial segregation of the city. 

The settlement process of Los Palomares occurred during the coup period, which 

resulted in a political context with severe restrictions on community life (Ibarra, 2009). 

This is evident in the purchase commitment document for the Unidad Misiones (i.e., 

Los Palomares) housing units dating from 1974. A section of the document refers to the 

“Regulations for Use, Operation, and Administration” where residents were prohibited 

from holding public meetings or gatherings of any kind that might disturb the 

tranquility of the people living in the building. They were also not allowed to use 

loudspeakers or play musical instruments during the hours set aside for rest (from 11 

p.m. to 7 a.m). Additionally, the document states that the inhabitants of the building 

must maintain a discreet silence to achieve the aforementioned purpose. Moreover, the 

document establishes that children’s games are not allowed in corridors and stairways, 

among other obligations for the inhabitants (Álvarez Pedrosian, 2013, pp. 245–247). 

In addition to the political context that discouraged community life, the settlement 

process also contributed to the fragmented structure of reciprocity networks that 

characterizes the Los Palomares community. Unlike Las Sendas, Los Palomares was 

built to host rehoused populations from diverse origins, not just from the adjacent areas. 

One interviewee explains this difference by saying,  

“[The neighborhoods are different] according to the people who settled 

(...) in Las Sendas it was the ‘old families’, the ones that were there beforehand, 

because they [the houses of the new housing complex] were built for a housing 

plan of the Municipality and, well, those families that have been there for years 
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settled there. In Los Palomares they brought people from the remains of the 

Ciudad Vieja who came and settled there, and they were not from the 

neighborhood. So that is the difference.”70 

The initial residents of Los Palomares were individuals who had illegally 

occupied the backyards of houses in the neighboring community of Las Sendas. 

Subsequently, as part of the urban planning policy, individuals residing in central areas 

of Montevideo were also relocated to Los Palomares. A current resident of the 

neighborhood notes that, initially, preference was given to those who had already been 

living in Los Palomares and knew each other. 71 However, difficulties arose when new 

settlers, who were relocated from the poorest neighborhoods in Montevideo, began to 

arrive. The resident remarks, “We had to fight with the other. It was difficult from the 

beginning...I know that they came from the worst neighborhoods of Montevideo, and 

they put them in there [in Los Palomares].” 

Since its inception, the Los Palomares community has been composed of several 

population groups or clusters without pre-existing ties among them, resulting in an 

initial fragmented reciprocity structure. A neighbor of Los Palomares explains that “it 

was poorly planned from the beginning. Very poor people from very different places 

were rehoused in a very small place.” 72 According to this neighbor, there was no long-

term project that contemplated the “social consequences of the amalgamation of so 

 
70 Interviewee 14. November 18, 2021. Second wave of interviews.  

71 Interviewee 12. November 18, 2021. Second wave of interviews.  

72 Interviewee 27. September 1, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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many people from such different social backgrounds (...) Many people came to live 

there who were not from there.”73 

Neighbors agree that the coexistence between different population groups that did 

not know each other but were forced to live together in Los Palomares was problematic 

from the beginning. In this regard, the testimony of a neighbor who lived there since 

1983 is quite illustrative:  

“It was already problematic, since I arrived there, it was already a 

conglomerate of neighbors with unsatisfied basic needs, high degree of 

amalgamation and families that were relatively numerous but did not 

know each other (...) That gave rise to a very complicated 

coexistence.”74 

The fragmentation between family groups was evident in Los Palomares, as 

neighbors constructed walls or wire fences to separate their houses and those of their 

relatives. This was in contrast to the more open layout of Las Sendas, which had paths 

and a street in the middle.75 However, in Los Palomares, neighbors extended their 

houses to accommodate relatives or family friends, exacerbating problems of 

overcrowding and coexistence. A resident who moved in when Los Palomares was 

inaugurated described the situation as a disaster, saying that there was no selection 

process for the inhabitants and that people were taken from different places without any 

 
73 Ibid. 

74 Interviewee 37. March 3, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 

75 Interviewee 14. November 18, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 
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consideration. 76 This led to neighbors making extensions to their houses and closing off 

their properties with fences or blocks, resulting in a deterioration of the living 

conditions and coexistence in the community. 

As previously mentioned, the fragmented structure of Los Palomares has led to a 

lack of reciprocal solidarity within the community. Instead of providing help and care 

for each other’s everyday needs, assistance is mainly limited to the family level. A 

resident who has lived in Los Palomares since its inception provides insight into this 

issue, stating: 

“This neighborhood, as they say, was doomed from the start... 

the coexistence of unrelated people is what has made Los Palomares 

what it is today. There is no sense of community, and people are not 

interested in it. At the beginning, we tried to work together as a 

community to address certain issues, such as regularizing the electrical 

connection, but unfortunately, nobody was interested in 

participating.”77 

 

The evidence suggests that Los Palomares had fragmented reciprocity networks 

from its inception. Table IV.3 summarizes the evidence. The political context that 

discouraged community life and the heterogeneous mix of people from different social 

nuclei who were relocated to the housing complex without prior connections led to an 

 
76 Interviewee 37. March 3, 2022. Second wave of interviews. 

77 Interviewee 27. September 1, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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initial fragmented reciprocity structure. The lack of long-term planning to address the 

social consequences of this amalgamation and the self-construction of walls and wire 

fences by neighbors further contributed to the fragmented structure. The absence of 

reciprocal solidarity at the community level is also a noticeable indicator of this 

structure, with people tending to provide help and support to their families and close 

friends rather than extending it to the community as a whole. Therefore, both the 

restriction of community life as a political project and the process through which the 

housing complex was populated seem to be relevant elements in the composition of 

clustered reciprocal relations among neighbors. 
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Table IV.3. Descriptive Inference concerning the origin of Los Palomares and a 

fragmented structure of reciprocity networks 

Evidence Observation Test type 

Restriction of community 

life as a political project 

Los Palomares was built as 

part of a policy aimed at 

rehousing population from 

downtown areas and 

informal settlements to the 

outskirts of the city, 

implemented during the 

dictatorship 

Straw in the wind: goes 

in line with the 

inference but is neither 

necessary nor sufficient 

condition to validate it 

In its origins, community 

life was formally restricted 

in Los Palomares 

Smoking gun: the 

formal restriction of 

community life is 

sufficient to validate 

the inference 

Settlement process: 

rehoused settlers without 

preexistent ties among 

them 

Los Palomares was 

inhabited by settlers that 

came from different 

neighborhoods and social 

nuclei 

Straw in the wind: goes 

in line with the 

inference but is neither 

necessary nor sufficient 

condition to validate it 

New settlers did not know 

each other 

Smoking gun: 

sufficient to validate 

the inference 

Fragmented reciprocal 

ties among community 

members at the origins 

Reciprocal relationships of 

exchange occur within 

clusters 

Hoop: The existence of 

reciprocal relationships 

within clusters is a 

necessary but not 

sufficient to condition 

to validate the 

inference 

Absence of reciprocal 

relationships at the 

community level 

Hoop: The abscence of 

reciprocal relationships 

among community 

members is a necessary 

but not sufficient to 

condition to validate 

the inference 
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3. Reproduction: intergenerationally inherited social networks 

Reciprocity networks are defined as long-term ties of exchange between 

individuals that endure over time. This makes them resilient and durable, particularly in 

small communities where social and trust ties that are locally inherited gain greater 

significance in people’s daily lives (Dohmen et al., 2012; Ljunge, 2014; Osorio et al., 

2021). In both Las Sendas and Los Palomares, the intergenerational transmission of 

social networks played a key role in sustaining the structure of reciprocal relationships 

that originated in each community’s early days. In this regard, a community worker 

acknowledges that the current structure of solidarity ties in a community is closely 

linked to its history: 

“It depends a lot on the neighborhood’s history, whether it 

maintains a bond of solidarity and support among neighbors or takes a 

more individualistic approach, where each one fends for themselves. 

Here, you can clearly see the difference between a neighborhood that 

had an organization from the start and one that was more fragmented, 

with neighbors staying in their own homes and the person next door 

fending for themselves.”78 

The strength of the reproduction mechanism in Casavalle is not only due to the 

importance of locally inherited social and trust ties but also to the fact that the region is 

an urban ghetto (Álvarez Pedrosian, 2013; Lombardo, 2005). This means that it is a 

socially homogeneous neighborhood that is relatively isolated from the rest of the urban 

fabric and has low demographic permeability. People born in the neighborhood tend to 

 
78 Interviewee 16. March 2, 2020. First wave of interviews.   
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live there for their entire lives, and there are few new residents from other 

neighborhoods (de Los Santos 2019). The persistence of families in the neighborhood 

across generations is evident from a study by the Municipality of Montevideo, which 

found that 62% of Casavalle residents have lived in the same house for over 10 years 

(Bervejillo, 2012). Furthermore, 41% of respondents reported living in another house in 

the same neighborhood before their current residence. As one interviewee put it, “I was 

born in the neighborhood, as was my mother, and my grandparents came here in 1950. 

We have lived here for generations.”79 

The children and grandchildren of the founding neighbors inherited the reciprocity 

ties established by their ancestors with other members of their community. In Las 

Sendas, a resident explained that  

“We veterans of the neighborhood have all known each other since we 

were children and we continue to lend each other time, a hand, an ear 

when there are problems (…) Today you see the children of the 

neighbors from back then playing together, sharing time, snacks, and 

they are the new generations of those neighbors who were here from 

the beginning.”80  

In Los Palomares, the fragmented structure of reciprocity networks is also 

reproduced through inherited social ties, as one resident put it:  

 
79 Interviewee 15. March 20, 2020. First wave of interviews. 

80 Interviewee 14. November 18, 2021. Second wave of interviews. 



 106 

“I have lived here for years, my mother lived here, I live here, 

and my children will continue to live here. We are already used to a 

certain relationship with the rest of the neighbors, which has always 

been limited to saying, ‘good morning’, ‘good afternoon’, or ‘see 

you tomorrow’ and nothing more.”81 

 

In summary, Casavalle, families tend to live in the same neighborhood for 

generations, perpetuating the structure of reciprocal relationships. In Las Sendas, long-

lasting friendships among veterans of the neighborhood have been inherited by younger 

generations, resulting in continued support. Los Palomares also shows the reproduction 

of fragmented reciprocity networks through inherited social ties, although limited to 

simple greetings between neighbors. Overall, historical and cultural factors significantly 

shape the structure of reciprocity networks in these communities. 

 

4. Conclusion 

This chapter explores how networks of reciprocity were formed during the 

establishment of each community and how those structures were passed down through 

intergenerational inherited social networks. Through a descriptive process tracing, the 

chapter provides evidence that supports the hypothesis that the process of community 

formation is relevant in shaping local reciprocity networks in Las Sendas and Los 

Palomares. The evidence suggests that in Las Sendas, the promotion of community life 

 
81 Interviewee 11. June 18, 2019. First wave of interviews. 
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was part of the political project that led to the neighborhood’s creation. The settlers 

were neighbors who already lived in the area and shared a common struggle for access 

to housing. In contrast, in the case of Los Palomares, the political project that supported 

the construction of Unidad Misiones aimed at restricting community life, and the 

settlement process was characterized by relocation that resulted in settlers without pre-

existing links among themselves. Overall, the process of community formation in Las 

Sendas created an extensive local network of reciprocity, while in Los Palomares, it led 

to a fragmented one. 

The findings of this chapter hold significance both in terms of theoretical 

contributions and research design. The evidence presented allows us to eliminate 

endogeneity caused by reverse causality. The structure of reciprocal relationships 

existed from the inception of each community and was inherited intergenerationally, 

which means that the structure of reciprocal networks precedes the establishment of the 

criminal syndicates with drug gangs, not the other way around. In theoretical terms, this 

chapter helps to emphasize that drug gangs do not operate in isolation. When drug 

gangs establish themselves in a particular area, they must adapt their actions to the 

characteristics of that territory. Therefore, long-term factors can significantly impact the 

activities of criminal organizations. 
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Chapter V 

 

 

Taking a step forward: A Common Destabilizing Factor and Two 

Divergent Trajectories82 

 

 

Drug gangs operating in the Montevideo neighborhoods of Las Sendas and Los 

Palomares establish silence commitments with the communities to prevent them from 

reporting crimes to a capable and corruption-free state. My research, based on intense 

fieldwork, revealed that various methods are employed by these gangs to ensure silence, 

resulting in different types of CS, which have been presented in previous chapters. 

However, despite being exposed to the same destabilizing factors and engaging in 

a turf war, the communities of Los Palomares and Las Sendas responded differently. 

The community of Los Palomares broke their silence and reported the crimes 

 
82 Special thanks to Luis Maldonado for his comments on the statistical analysis of this 

chapter. 
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committed by the Chingas gang. In contrast, the community of Las Sendas continued to 

remain silent and protected the operations of the Camala gang. 

During my fieldwork, I became intrigued by several questions. Why did the CS of 

the Camala prove to be more resilient than that of the Chingas, despite facing similar 

destabilizing factors? What factors contribute to the endurance of some CSs compared 

to others? How can we explain the criminal resilience observed at the neighborhood 

level? 

I argue that the variability in the resilience of different CS depends on their weak 

points. Each CS is vulnerable to different shocks, which may lead to its rupture. Thus, 

understanding how the CSs respond to destabilizing factors is crucial to comprehend 

their resilience.  

Destabilizing factors can be classified into two types: endogenous and exogenous 

factors. Endogenous factors are those that depend on the gang itself, such as the 

strategies they use to ensure community silence. On the other hand, exogenous factors 

do not exclusively depend on the gang, such as changes in law enforcement authorities 

at the local level. Negotiated CS are susceptible to endogenous destabilizing factors that 

may change the gang’s relationship with community members. This type of CS relies on 

gang members fostering reciprocal exchange with the community, and any deviation 

from this may jeopardize those social ties. However, since the community has leverage 

over gang actions and can regulate their violence, it is unlikely that the gang will resort 

to violent strategies to ensure silence. Furthermore, since the CS can survive without the 

collaboration of external actors, such as local police officers, it tends to be resilient to 

exogenous shocks. 
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Forced CS are vulnerable to exogenous shocks because gangs rely on violent 

means to ensure silence and seek to block any alternative exit by buying off local police 

officers. Therefore, changes that affect the gang’s ability to block exit, such as changes 

in local police authorities, could destabilize the CS by allowing community members to 

report gang crimes and enabling police intervention. While endogenous changes such as 

an escalation of violence could intensify the neighbors’ desire to exit the CS, it is 

unlikely that they will succeed in breaking the silence without an exogenous factor 

enabling such an exit. 

The theory suggests that forced CS are more likely to break in the presence of an 

exogenous factor, while negotiated CS tend to be more resilient. This chapter seeks to 

provide evidence for this proposition by using a mixed-method design that combines 

quantitative analysis of Montevideo communities with qualitative analysis of the cases 

of Las Sendas and Los Palomares. 

In 2010, Uruguay implemented a police reform aimed at centralizing the police 

institution and reducing corruption levels. This reform had a significant impact on the 

forced CSs established by drug gangs in several Montevideo communities. Using this 

exogenous factor, I conduct a Differences in Differences analysis (Diff in Diff) of 

Montevideo communities to demonstrate how the police reform dismantled forced, not 

negotiated, CS. Through qualitative evidence from the cases of Los Palomares and Las 

Sendas, I illustrate how the process of CS rupture occurred in the former but not the 

latter. 

The remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. Firstly, I provide a detailed 

description of the police reform and its implementation. Secondly, I present the Diff in 

Diff results and corresponding quantitative analysis. Thirdly, I conduct a qualitative 
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analysis of the CS breakdown process. Finally, the chapter concludes with some brief 

remarks. 

 

1. An exogenous destabilizing factor: the police reform (2010-2020) 

 

In March 2005, Uruguay elected the leftist party, the Frente Amplio (Broad Front, 

FA), for the first time in its political history. The FA remained in power for the next two 

administrations, totaling fifteen years (2005-2020). In 2010, during the second 

administration of the FA, José Mujica became president and appointed Eduardo 

Bonomi, a political leader of the Movimiento de Participación Popular (Movement of 

Popular Participation, MPP) FA faction, as Minister of Interior. Bonomi’s appointment 

marked the establishment of a new agenda of police institution reforms, which received 

broad political support (Bidegain & Milanesi, 2020). An inter-party agreement signed in 

August 2010 included most of the reform measures. Additionally, the Ministry of the 

Interior received a 41% budget increase for the period 2010-2014, which translated into 

an increase in police salaries and a significant investment in human and technological 

resources (Bidegain & Milanesi, 2020). 

The public security reforms implemented in Uruguay under the “new police” label 

aimed to professionalize and centralize police work and break with old practices 

associated with corporatism and clientelis (Milanesi, 2021). Although the reforms were 

implemented over time, two periods stand out. In 2010-2011, the main administrative 

management and police centralization reforms were put into effect (Milanesi, 2020, p. 

161). In 2016 and 2017, the government implemented a program of hot-spot policing in 
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high-crime areas and the new Criminal Procedure Code (CPP) which allowed for 

witness protection, respectively. These regulatory reforms were crucial to improving 

public safety and enabling the police to better carry out their duties. 

In 2010, the groundwork was laid for a new model of policing, which was 

implemented in 2011 (Milanesi, 2020). During the first year of implementation, 

measures were taken to centralize police work. These included centralizing the 

reception of 911 complaints in the Centro de Comando Unificado (Unified Command 

Center, CCU), closing the Cuerpo de Abastecimiento y Mantenimiento Automotriz 

(Automotive Supply and Maintenance Corps, CAYMA) due to identified corruption 

and fund diversion issues (Milanesi, 2020, p. 161), centralizing the purchasing system, 

creating information systems for management control, and standardizing police station 

operations through the creation of management commitments. Other measures included 

reducing police services in private security, creating the Republican Guard (Guardia 

Republicana), and restructuring the Montevideo Police Headquarters, which had issues 

with corruption in police investigation and resource management, as well as powerful 

internal actors (Milanesi, 2020, p. 182). In terms of new organizational structures, the 

reformist agenda prioritized the creation of the Guardia Republicana (Republican 

Guard), the Instituto Nacional de Rehabilitación (National Rehabilitation Institute, 

INR), the Directorio Nacional contra Crimen Organizado (National Directorate against 

Organized Crime) and INTERPOL. 

Police centralization reduced the powers of individual police stations, including 

their personnel and resources, which were now centralized (Milanesi, 2020). As a result, 

their autonomy in carrying out tasks such as investigation or patrolling was diminished, 

and their primary role became citizen attention and community work. This change is 
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critical in understanding why the forced CSs that heavily relied on corrupt local police 

were dismantled. Even though police stations still receive complaints, citizens now have 

other avenues to report incidents, which weakens the drug gangs’ strategy to ensure 

silence in cases of forced CS. 

In 2016, hotspots-based patrol methodologies began to be implemented through 

the Programa de Alta Dedicación Operativa (Program of High Operational Dedication, 

PADO). PADO was designed to increase patrolling in high-crime areas in Montevideo, 

such as Casavalle, Marconi, and Cerro, and was composed of full-time police officers 

who used more forceful tactics than traditional police. The program aimed to prevent 

crime through deterrent patrols and received widespread support in the neighborhoods 

where it was implemented (Tiscornia & Pérez Bentancur, 2022). 

In November 2017, the new Criminal Procedure Code (CPP) came into force, 

marking a central milestone during Bonomi’s second term at the Ministry of the 

Interior.83 The CPP moved from an inquisitorial to an accusatorial system and required 

police to strengthen evidence generation for prosecutions with prosecutors replacing 

judges as the reference. Importantly, the new CPP enabled the use of protected 

witnesses. This change was fundamental in the rupture of some CSs, as seen in the case 

of Los Palomares established by the Chingas. The Ministry of the Interior attributed the 

increase in crime reports to the “November effect” following the implementation of the 

new CPP (Milanesi, 2020, p. 176). 

 

 
83 The approval of the new Criminal Procedure Code, Law 19.293, was on December 

19, 2015, but it did not come into force until November 2017. 
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2. The impact of Police Reform on Montevideo’s CSs 

 

In this section, I provide evidence of the effect that the police reform had on the 

community services (CSs) established between drug gangs and the communities they 

operate in Montevideo’s neighborhoods. To achieve this, I conducted a Difference-in-

Difference (DiD) analysis that exploits the reform as an exogenous shock. 

The DiD method is used to evaluate a causal relationship in non-experimental 

settings, where treatment assignment is not random. It is an estimation method that falls 

within the family of “quasi-experiments” since it allows recreating an experimental 

setting in which the treatment assignment is assumed to be “as-if random” (Dunning, 

2012). This method is frequently used in impact evaluation studies and is based on a 

combination of before-after and treatment-control group comparisons. In social 

sciences, the method is used to evaluate the impact of the introduction of new laws, 

government policies, and regulation (Huntington-Klein, 2022). For instance, if one 

would like to assess the impact of a reform implemented in some states (treatment 

group) but not in others (control group), it is possible to estimate such impact using the 

DiD estimator. 
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2.1. Data and methods 

For the quantitative assessment of the theory, I built a data base of Montevideo’s 

census segments84, nourished by data on socio-economic indicators from the 

Continuous Household Surveys (Encuesta Continua de Hogares, ECH)85, and geo-

referenced data of crime reports in Montevideo between 2003 and 2018 from the 

Ministerio del Interior (Ministry of the Interior, MI). The resulting longitudinal cross-

case database contains the number of crime reports from census segments (i.e., 

communities) in Montevideo between 2003 and 2018. It is important to note that census 

segments are the smallest territorial unit for which official statistical data is available in 

Uruguay, making this unit the best possible proxy for the communities in Montevideo. 

As an illustrative example, the communities of Las Sendas and Los Palomares each 

correspond to a different census segment. 

Given that what I am interested in estimating is the impact of police reform on the 

CSs established in communities in Montevideo, the database on which the analysis was 

carried out only included communities in neighborhoods with presence of drug gangs. 

To select those neighborhoods, I relied on both a systematic press-review and in-depth 

interviews which resulted in the identification of 45 drug gangs operating in 24 of the 

62 neighborhoods of Montevideo (see the Research Design Section in Chapter I for 

more details). In all, the final database contains information for 1430 census segments, 

 
84 A census segment is a micro-territory defined by the Statistics National Institute 

(Instituto Nacional de Estadística, INE), used to design the National Census and 

Continuous Household Survey. 

85 The ECH is conducted every year by the Instituto Nacional de Estadística (INE). 
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distributed in those 24 neighborhoods, during sixteen years (2003-2018), resulting in 

22.883 cases. 

To implement the DiD, it is necessary to have a treatment and a control group, 

and to be able to observe them before and after the occurrence of the treatment. In this 

way, the method seeks to control both the time trend of the outcome and the non-

randomness of treatment assignment. In its simplest form, the DiD estimate is 

equivalent to calculating the after-before difference in outcomes in the treatment group 

and subtracting from this difference the after-before difference in the control group. 

This double difference can be calculated whenever there are data on the outcomes of 

interest before and after the occurrence of the treatment. 

The outcome of interest of this chapter is the breakdown of the CSs established by 

drug gangs in communities of Montevideo. To measure the outcome, I use the number 

of drug-related crimes reports per 1000 inhabitants86, as an increase in reports would be 

an indicator of a breakdown of the CS. Following Bogliaccini et al. (2022), I classify 

the following violent crimes as drug-related crimes based on data from the Ministry of 

the Interior: homicides, illicit trade of drugs87, threats, damage, and injuries. Also, these 

are the crimes that most local police authorities relate to the drug-trafficking problem.  

 
86 As census segments are micro-territories, the rate of drug-related crime is per 1,000 

inhabitants instead of per 100,000 inhabitants. 

87 This includes all the crimes established in Law No. 14.294 on narcotics, which 

regulates their commercialization and use, and establishes measures against the illicit 

trade of drugs. 
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As mentioned, the DiD estimation requires having two groups to compare: one 

that receives the treatment and one that does not (i.e., the control group). There are 

empirical settings in which these groups are clearly defined by design (e.g., territories 

where a policy is implemented and territories where it is not). Often, however, these 

groups must be constructed from theory, as is the case in this research. From my theory, 

I expect that the impact of police reform on CS stability is contingent on the type of CS 

established. Specifically, the hypothesis is that the police reform destabilized the forced 

CS and not the negotiated ones. Therefore, the treated group is the group of 

communities with forced CS, and the control group is composed of communities with 

negotiated CS. 

As I do not have the means to measure the type of CS in each community, which 

would require extensive fieldwork in all Montevideo communities with gang presence, I 

use the presence of Ollas Populares (soup kitchens, OP) in each census segment as a 

proxy for extended reciprocity networks within the community.88 OP are informal forms 

of self-welfare provision, where a group of people get together to cook for vulnerable 

individuals (Fynn et al., 2023). The presence of OPs in each territory serves as a 

suitable indicator of the structure of reciprocity networks in each community, as they 

 
88 There are no official records of the OPs in Uruguay. The data comes from 

ollapopular.uy and solidaridad.uy , two web portals that emerged during the pandemic 

and concentrate information on geolocation, needs and contact information of the OPs 

in Uruguay. Although this type of registers may have coverage problems, since there is 

a possibility that OPs may exist that are not included in the databases, they are the only 

registers available. 

 

https://ollapopular.uy/
https://www.solidaridad.uy/
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involve collective organization among neighbors to cook and serve food to individuals 

and families who are food insecure in the community (Fynn & Pérez-Muñoz, 2023). 

Following my theory and the empirical evidence presented in the previous 

chapters, the expectation is that negotiated CSs are established in communities with 

extended reciprocity networks, while forced CSs are present in communities with 

fragmented reciprocity networks. Therefore, to estimate the DiD, I classify communities 

into two groups. The control group is comprised of communities with the presence of 

OPs, indicating extended reciprocity networks, while the treated group includes 

communities without OPs, representing fragmented reciprocity networks.  

The treatment variable in this study is the police reform that was initiated in 

Uruguay in 2010. To operationalize this variable in the DiD estimation, a dummy 

variable was created, with a value of zero assigned to years prior to 2010 and a value of 

one assigned to years after 2010. However, as previously described, the police reform 

was implemented gradually, which means that using 2010 as the cut-off year may 

conceal different effects over the years. In other words, there could be dynamic 

treatment effects that vary with time (Huntington-Klein, 2022). Therefore, in addition to 

the basic DiD model, a dynamic DiD model is estimated, where the treatment effect is 

evaluated for each year after the treatment ocurred. 

Considering the operationalization of the various variables, I employ the DiD 

method to test the following hypothesis: The implementation of the police reform in 

Uruguay, which began in 2010, led to an increase in the number of drug-related crime 

reports per 1,000 inhabitants in communities with forced CSs, as compared to 

communities with negotiated CSs. 
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In the absence of an experimental design, I use an ordinary least squares (OLS) 

model to estimate the DiD , allowing for the inclusion of control variables at the unit 

level. These variables include the proportion of poor people, the proportion of the 

population receiving conditional cash transfers (CCT), and population size. The basic 

model is formulated as follows: 

Υ𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝛿0𝑡2 + 𝛽1𝑇 + 𝛿1𝑡∗𝑇 + ⋯ + 𝛽𝑘𝑥𝑖𝑡𝑘 + 𝜇𝑖𝑡 

Here, Υ𝑖𝑡 is the outcome variable for community 𝑖 in time 𝑡; 𝑡2 is a dummy 

variable representing the period after the treatment (i.e., after the implementation of the 

police reform in 2010; 𝑡2=1, 𝑡1= 0); 𝑇 is a dummy variable for the control group; 𝛿1 is 

the DiD coefficient, thus the treatment effect.  

To account for the presence of more than two time periods in the data, the model 

also includes year fixed effects. Additionally, the errors in the observations for each 

year exhibit serial correlation, for which clustered standard errors by year are used to 

conduct inference in the presence of autocorrelation.89 To assess the effect of the 

treatment over time, a dynamic DiD is estimated. This involves adding interaction terms 

between the treatment group and dummy variables representing each year after the 

occurrence of the treatment (Huntington-Klein, 2022). 

 

 

 
89 That is, the error of the 2014 observations will be correlated with the error of 2013, 

and that of 2015 with 2014 (and thus also with 2013) and of 2016 with 2015 (and thus 

with the previous years as well), and so on. 
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2.2. Results and analysis 

 

The results in Table V.1 show that the OLS-based DiD estimation is consistent with the 

proposed hypothesis. The estimated effect (Treated group *After treatment in Table 

V.1) is statistically significant at the 95% confidence level, and this result holds across 

all three estimated models. These findings suggest that the police reform in Montevideo 

led to an increase in reports of drug-related crimes that was 0.625 (or 62.5%) larger in 

communities with forced CS than it was in communities with negotiated CS. The 

standard error of 0.144 yields a t-statistic of 4.34, which is high enough to be considered 

statistically significant at both the 95% and 99% level. Therefore, the results allow us to 

reject the null hypothesis that the DiD estimate is zero. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 121 

Table V.1. OLS estimation results of Differences in Differences 

 

 Outcome variable 

 Drug-related crime reports per 1,000 inhabitants 
 (1) (2) (3) 

Treated group *After 

treatment 
0.654** 0.653** 0.625** 

 (0.146) (0.146) (0.144) 
    

After treatment 1.173*** -1.266*** -1.265*** 
 (0.337) (0.109) (0.109) 
    

Treated group  0.508** 0.508** -0.440** 

 (0.032) (0.033) (0.094) 

Population   -0.002*** 
   (0.0002) 
    

CCT   5.726*** 

   (0.540) 
    

Poverty   3.593*** 
   (0.905) 
    

Constant 2.124*** 1.789*** 3.960*** 

 (0.064) (0.025) (0.206) 

Year fixed effects No Yes Yes 
     

Observations 22,883 22,883 22,883 

R2 0.009 0.018 0.045 

Adjusted R2 0.009 0.017 0.044 

Residual SE 9.664 (df = 22879) 9.624 (df = 22864) 9.491 (df = 22861) 

F Statistic 
69.268*** (df = 3; 

22879) 

23.054*** (df = 18; 

22864) 

51.294*** (df = 21; 

22861) 
 

Notes:  
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 

  

Clustered SE by year  
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The central assumption of DiD estimation is that of parallel trends. DiD takes the 

control group as the baseline and assumes that the treatment group would have followed 

the same trend (equal slope) if it had not received the treatment. This is how the method 

constructs the counterfactual.  

For the assumption of parallel trends to work, parallel trends must exist between 

the two groups prior to the occurrence of the treatment. In turn, parallel trends also 

ensure that, prior to treatment, the differences between the two groups in the outcome of 

interest are constant over time. That is, the outcome of interest need not be the same in 

the two groups, but rather behave similarly. To test the assumption of parallel trends, I 

first visually inspect the data. As shown in Figure V.1, the trend in drug-related crime 

reports is similar in both groups prior to 2010 and then significantly diverges. 

 

Figure V.1. Parallel prior trends 
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There are statistical tests available to assess the assumption of parallel trends. One 

such test is the prior trends test, which evaluates whether the treated and untreated 

groups had different trends before the treatment period. To perform this test, I use a 

regression model that only includes data from before the treatment period (2003-2010) 

and interact the time variable with the dummy variable of the treated group. As shown 

in Table A.V.1. in the appendix, the estimated coefficient is close to zero (-0.01) and 

not statistically significant, indicating that parallel trends exist. 

The parallel trends assumption can also be assessed using a placebo test. To 

conduct this test, I use data from before 2010 and consider two time periods (2004 and 

2008), estimating the DiD method as if the treatment had been applied at those times. 

As shown in Table A.V.2. in the appendix, the estimated coefficients are close to zero 

(0.02 and -0.03, respectively) and not statistically significant. These results provide 

supportive evidence for the parallel trends assumption, indicating that before 2010, the 

outcome differences between the two groups were almost negligible. Overall, the graph 

of average outcomes over time in the pre-treatment period (Figure V.1), the prior trends 

test, and the placebo test together provide evidence supporting the parallel trends 

assumption. 

Finally, the implementation of the reform occurred in a gradual process that began 

during the second government of FA in 2010 and continued through the third 

government (2016-2020). As mentioned earlier, some of the most significant reforms 

that contributed to the breakdown of the CSs took place in late 2017 and 2018. To 

evaluate the effect of the reform over time, I estimated a DiD model that assesses 

dynamic treatment effects. To achieve this, I created a time variable centered on 2010 

(the year in which the treatment was implemented) and interacted it with a set of binary 
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indicator variables for each time period and the treated group variable. The estimated 

coefficients for each time period are summarized in Figure V.2. 

 

Figure V.2. Dynamic Did 

 

 

The effect sizes for all cases were nearly zero in the years leading up to the police 

reform. However, after 2010, the effect size increased significantly and reached its peak 

in 2018. This is especially noteworthy because the new Criminal Procedure Code (CPP) 

went into effect towards the end of 2017, which had a significant impact on the State’s 

ability to receive complaints. In the next section, I will elaborate on how the 

implementation of this reform played a critical role in the breakdown of the CS in the 

Los Palomares case. 
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3. A common destabilizing factor and two divergent trends 

This section demonstrates the impact of police reform on forced CS in 

Montevideo by examining the case of the Chingas in Los Palomares, building on the 

quantitative evidence previously presented. The analysis draws on a systematic review 

of the media, in-depth interviews with community leaders, neighbors, and former 

Ministry of the Interior officials. 

The Chingas are a drug gang located in the Casavalle neighborhood of 

Montevideo, Uruguay. As is common with gangs in Montevideo, they are a family-

based group operating within their community. Although the Chingas have been 

engaged in criminal activities for generations, they only entered the drug trade in recent 

decades. According to Los Palomares residents, the Chingas emerged as the dominant 

gang in the area after a series of confrontations between small family gangs from the 

neighborhood:  

“Several families in the neighborhood who were already criminals 

got into the drug business. That began to intensify family rivalries: what at 

first were frictions, then escalated and became pitched battles.”90 

 

Neighbors claim that the Chingas became the dominant gang in Los Palomares 

around 2015, after police reform was initiated. While the police stations lost power in 

2011, they still accepted complaints, albeit not exclusively. Despite other avenues for 

 
90 Interviewee 27. September 1, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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reporting crimes, collaborating with the police was still essential to guarantee effective 

CS. Chapter III reveals that interviews indicate the Chingas had bribed the local police. 

The turf war between the Chingas and Camala gangs began in late 2015, when 

the Algorta and Segade gangs, allied with the Camala and Chingas respectively, clashed 

in western Montevideo. This conflict subsequently moved to the Casavalle area, where 

it lasted for two years. In September 2017, the Chingas lost a 15-year-old member, and 

the Camala leader was imprisoned for the murder. Although this did not dismantle the 

Camala gang, it weakened their position, leading to a reduction in gang confrontations 

and allowing the Chingas to strengthen their territorial control. The Chingas adopted a 

forceful domination strategy, forcing locals out of their homes to convert them into 

weapons, drug, and stolen goods storage facilities. According to Ladra (2014), 

approximately 110 people were expelled from their homes by the Chingas between 

September and December 2017. 

The ongoing conflict between the Chingas and Camala gangs and the series of 

evictions in Los Palomares prompted the Ministry of the Interior to prioritize police 

intervention in the area. In a personal interview, Gustavo Leal, the former Director of 

Citizen Coexistence at the Ministry of the Interior, explained that the decision to 

intervene was made because the area was considered the primary security crisis in the 

country, despite its small size. 91 

For the Ministry’s intervention to be effective, it required denouncements from 

the community. However, since the Chingas established themselves as the predominant 

gang in Los Palomares in 2015, the community had remained silent in adherence to the 

 
91 Interviewee 29. November 17, 2020. First wave of interviews.  
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forced CS. As outlined in Chapter III, residents were afraid of retaliation, and even with 

the availability of state institutions (especially after the removal of powers from local 

police stations), they remained hesitant to come forward. Gustavo Leal explained during 

a personal interview that: 

 “…people did not want to talk, and we did not know what could 

happen if they reported, because there were no antecedents (...) it was like a 

card game, where if one broke silence they could either all report or all be 

killed, it was as simple as that.” 

The key turning point for the breakup of the CS was the new Criminal Procedure 

Code (CPP), which came into force as of November 2017. It gave the Attorney 

General’s Office the authority to implement a public policy for criminal prosecution and 

care and protection of victims and witnesses (Solari, 2021). To this end, the Unidad de 

Víctimas y Testigos (Victims and Witness Unit, UVyT) was created to provide attention 

and protection to victims and witnesses of crimes and their families, guaranteeing their 

effective access to justice and the effective protection of their rights (Fiscalía General de 

la Nación-Unidad de Víctimas y Testigos, 2017). According to Leal, “…for the 

intervention in Los Palomares, the creation of the UVyT, with witness protection, was 

decisive.”92 This reform allowed the state to provide a viable exit from the CS for the 

members of the Los Palomares community. In Leal’s words: 

“It allowed us to set up a system where we referred the neighbors to 

hotels and, once they left the neighborhood and were under protection, they 

 
92 Interviewee 29. November 17, 2020. First wave of interviews. 
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filed a complaint and provided us with information so that we could 

continue with the intervention.”93 

On December 18, 2017, the first member of the Chingas gang was prosecuted by 

the Prosecutor’s Office for extortion. At the same time, the Ministry of the Interior 

worked with the UVyT to protect the witnesses of the neighbors in Los Palomares. This 

process continued until July 2018, when the Ministry demolished some of the Chingas 

members’ houses and opened streets in passages that had been previously blocked by 

the gang.94 

Throughout the process in Los Palomares, the community members of Las 

Sendas continued to respect the CS, and the Camala continued to operate in the 

neighborhood using their usual control strategies. Leal describes it as follows:  

“The gang continued to operate as usual in the community, controlling 

the sports club, the baby soccer club, the polyclinic, and the neighborhood 

daycare centers, where they determined the entrance and exit quotas. People 

were unwilling to break their silence.”95 

 
93 Interviewee 29. November 17, 2020. First wave of interviews. 

94 See El Observador “Los Palomares: se derrumbaron dos viviendas y se abrió un 

pasaje que impedía el ingreso al vecindario,” July 2, 2018 (available at:  

https://www.elobservador.com.uy/nota/los-palomares-se-derrumbaron-dos-viviendas-y-

se-abrio-un-pasaje-que-impedia-el-ingreso-al-vecindario-2018721690, last accessed: 

April 17, 2023). 

95 Interviewee 29. November 17, 2020. First wave of interviews. 

https://www.elobservador.com.uy/nota/los-palomares-se-derrumbaron-dos-viviendas-y-se-abrio-un-pasaje-que-impedia-el-ingreso-al-vecindario-2018721690
https://www.elobservador.com.uy/nota/los-palomares-se-derrumbaron-dos-viviendas-y-se-abrio-un-pasaje-que-impedia-el-ingreso-al-vecindario-2018721690


 129 

In all, both communities faced similar destabilizing factors, including a turf war 

and a significant police reform that allowed for an exit strategy from the CS. However, 

the CS of the Los Palomares community with the Chingas was vulnerable and 

collapsed, while the CS of the Las Sendas community with the Camala proved to be 

resilient to these external shocks. 

 

4. Conclusions 

This chapter took a step forward from the central theory of this research and asks 

why some CS prove to be more resilient than others. The argument implies that in the 

presence of an exogenous factor forced CS tend to be more fragile while negotiated CS 

tend to endure. To empirically explore this implication the chapter relied on a 

combination of quantitative and qualitative analysis. 

The statistical results from the DiD are consistent with the claim that the police 

reform initiated in 2010 in Uruguay destabilized forced CS established in communities 

of Montevideo as opposed to negotiated CS. Since the implementation of the reform, 

the data shows a significant increase in reports of drug-related crimes in communities 

with forced CS in comparison to communities with negotiated CS. Furthermore, the 

estimation of a dynamic DiD model shows that the effect continued throughout the 

years after 2010. Importantly, in 2018 the effect reached its peak, which is consistent 

with qualitative evidence that points to the implementation of the new CPP as a turning 

point in the availability of the state to community members.  

These results arise from data that have certain measurement and 

operationalization problems. As mentioned above, due to the absence of better 
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indicators, I used proxies to measure the main variables (i.e., crime reports as a proxy of 

CS rupture and presence of Ollas Populares as a proxy of negotiated CS). This can lead 

to certain problems in terms of the credibility of the results and, therefore, it is 

necessary to be cautious in the conclusions that can be drawn. Still, the findings are 

important because they test the scope of a theory learned inductively from two cases. 

The qualitative narration of the case of Los Palomares and the Chingas supports 

the quantitative findings as it illustrates the relationship between the police reform and 

the rupture of the forced CS. The implementation of the police reform, and particularly 

the new CPP, was key for the rupture of the forced CS established by the Chingas in 

Los Palomares as it enabled the exit possibility for community members.  

The findings of this chapter contribute to the literature on crime and violence in 

comparative politics in at least two ways. On the one hand, the chapter contributes on 

discussions on the role of the state in the logics of territorial control of drug-trafficking 

organizations. The findings show that an available state is key to enable the exit option 

for community members trapped in a CS with a drug gang and, in this way, succeed in 

dismantling that gang. Unlike other studies that focus on coercive capacity of the state, 

this chapter shows that the availability of the state for citizens to file complaints is key 

to police interventions aimed at dismantling a drug gang’s territorial control strategy. 

On the other hand, the findings presented on this chapter highlight the role of 

communities in understanding criminal organizations’ resilience at the local level. In 

contexts of state availability, communities acquire greater relevance both for criminal 

organizations and for the state itself. First, community members are key actors for state 

interventions aimed at dismantling a drug-gang. In short, the state needs from the 

collaboration of the community to make its capacity effective. Secondly, when the state 
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is available the community becomes a relevant actor for drug-gangs’ operations as they 

must ensure their silence to achieve certain stability. In this sense, the findings reveal 

that communities may play a key role in regulating drug-related violence and 

establishing order. This implies that state protection (i.e., protection rackets) is not 

always necessary for stability, as some CS may persist without state participation. 

Consequently, in the absence of protection rackets, communities become essential in 

establishing order. 
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Chapter VI 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

 

This dissertation showed that communities play a central role in shaping how 

homegrown drug-gangs operate. Gangs do not operate in a vacuum. Instead, drug-

gangs’ operations are immersed in a community that has its own history and rules that 

govern coexistence and relationships among its members. Members of homegrown drug 

gangs are part of these community logics and, therefore, their actions are conditioned by 

them. The argument I developed in this project poses that how reciprocity relationships 

are structured among members of a community is key to understanding what strategies 

homegrown gangs use to protect their operations through the establishment of 

commitments of silence (CS). 

Through an inductive process and intensive fieldwork in Los Palomares and Las 

Sendas communities in Montevideo, I found that drug gangs seek to establish CS with 

the communities where they operate to protect their activities. In a context where the 

state is available to receive complaints and act accordingly (i.e., has the capacity to do 

so and does not collaborate with the gang), gangs try to block community members 

from exiting the CS by preventing them from reporting their crimes. Drug gangs may 

ensure the silence through different means, resulting in different types of CS.  
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The type of CS established by the gang is given by the reciprocity structures of 

each community. When the community has an extended reciprocity structure among all 

its members, then it can have some leverage over the gang’s actions and regulate the use 

of violence. In these cases, the CS is negotiated as the gang must continue to maintain 

reciprocal relations (e.g., help neighbors or neighborhood, buying gifts for children, 

donating food, paying neighbors’ electricity bills) to ensure the silence of the 

community. 

On the other hand, in communities where reciprocity structures are fragmented 

(reciprocal relationships occur within clusters defined by family and friendship ties but 

not between these clusters), then the community lacks leverage to regulate the gang’s 

use of violence. In these cases, the CS is forced, as the gang must coerce community 

members into silence by using violent strategies and buying off local police officers to 

make the fear of retaliation a credible threat. 

 For this argument to be valid, reciprocity network structures must predate the 

establishment of CSs. I have argued that historical state urban planning decisions and 

policy had long-term influences on the structuring of reciprocity networks in both Los 

Palomares and Las Sendas communities. Specifically, I have shown that in both cases 

the structure of exchange relations was defined at the origins of each community, during 

the formation process. 

Furthermore, the basis of silence of each CS determines what its weak point is 

and, therefore, its chances of resilience. The stability of forced CS depends on the police 

collaborating with the gang, thus blocking the possibility of denunciation for 

community members. It is therefore vulnerable to exogenous changes, which are 

beyond the gang’s control, such as changes in local authorities or a police reform. As I 
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have shown in Chapter V, this makes forced CS more vulnerable than negotiated CS 

whose stability depends exclusively on the actions of the gang. Whether or not the gang 

has collaborative links with a local police force, the negotiated CS will be more resistant 

to exogenous changes because its stability is linked to the gang’s behavior towards the 

community (i.e., endogenous factors). 

In this final chapter, I first summarize the evidence presented throughout the 

dissertation that supports the descriptive and causal hypotheses of the relationship 

between reciprocity networks, the type of CS and its resilience. Then, I situate these 

results and discuss the theoretical and policy implications of this study. 

 

1. Review of empirical findings 

The theory developed in this study emerged from a process of inductive iteration 

(Yom, 2015). This means that the theoretical argument was thought through a process 

marked by several iterations of fieldwork-theory cycles focused on the cases of Los 

Palomares and Las Sendas. One of the main advantages of this methodological 

approach is its internal validity, which stems from a thorough understanding of the 

cases that enables accounting for as many alternative explanations as possible. 

However, the inductive iteration approach may have limitations in terms of its external 

validity, or the ability of the theory to account for potential variations outside of the 

studied cases. Therefore, in this study, after developing the theory based on the cases of 

Las Sendas and Los Palomares, I tested one of its primary theoretical implications 

through a quantitative analysis of communities in Montevideo. This approach allows for 
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the generalization of the findings to a broader population and enhances the theory’s 

external validity. 

In what follows, I present the main empirical findings of the study. First, I discuss 

the evidence obtained from the inductive iteration in Las Sendas and Los Palomares, 

where most of my fieldwork was conducted. Table VI.1 at the end of this section 

provides a summary of the primary empirical findings from these cases. Then, I 

summarize the empirical findings that resulted from the quantitative analysis of 

communities in Montevideo. 

The cases of Las Sendas and Los Palomares present substantial differences 

regarding their respective community formation processes which are related to 

contrasting structures of their networks of reciprocity. In Las Sendas community life 

was promoted since its conception. The neighborhood was built in 1958 as part of a 

larger land development project aimed at creating local communities on the outskirts of 

Montevideo. Furthermore, the evidence also shows that the process of how the housing 

complex was populated is important in comprehending the formation of an extended 

network of reciprocal relationships in the Las Sendas community: the neighbors who 

would eventually form the community already lived in the area in precarious housing 

and shared a common history of struggle of access to housing. In contrast, the housing 

complex of Los Palomares was built in 1972 where restriction of community life was 

framed within a larger political project. Specifically, the construction of the complex 

was part of a policy aimed at rehousing population from downtown areas to the 

outskirts of the city. Consequently, rehoused settlers lacked preexistent ties among them 

as Los Palomares was inhabited by settlers that came from different neighborhoods and 

social nuclei. The evidence I presented in Chapter IV shows that the respective 
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structures of reciprocity networks were rooted in the communities’ origins and were 

then perpetuated over time through intergenerationally inherited social and trust ties.  

Both in the past and present, evidence suggests that community members in Las 

Sendas and Los Palomares have maintained reciprocal exchange ties. However, the 

nature of these ties differs between the two communities. In Las Sendas, such ties are 

widespread among all community members, while in Los Palomares, they tend to be 

clustered within family and friendship circles. In Las Sendas interviewees claim that 

there are relations of solidarity among all community members and that they often react 

collectively to solve welfare and care needs of neighbors. In contrast, in Los Palomares 

the interviewees state that non-family neighbors do not maintain personal relationships 

with each other. Furthermore, residents from Los Palomares express an absence of a 

sense of community, which is enhanced by deep coexistence problems among 

neighbors. 

The reciprocity structures in each case impact the leverage capacity of community 

members over the actions of the gangs. Evidence shows that in Las Sendas, community 

members can regulate the use of violence by exerting influence over the Camala’s 

actions. Gang members are considered part of the community and are thus protected by 

neighbors. However, in Los Palomares, the evidence shows that community members 

lack leverage capacity over the Chingas’ actions and cannot regulate their use of 

violence. Additionally, community members outside of the Chingas’ reciprocity cluster 

do not have social ties that bind them, and gang members consider them potential 

enemies. 

Both in Las Sendas and Los Palomares interviewees acknowledge that they keep 

silent about the Camala’s and Chinga’s actions, respectively. In both cases, community 
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members say that they rather prefer not to report the gang to avoid messing up with 

them. Thus, the evidence points to the establishment of CSs in both cases. However, the 

type of CS established in each community differs sharply. In Las Sendas, dwellers say 

that they do not report the gang because they are very good to the people in the 

neighborhood. The evidence shows that the Camala gang uses mainly non-violent 

actions towards neighbors to achieve silence (such as offering help for neighbors or 

neighborhood, buying gifts for children, donating food, or paying neighbors’ electricity 

bills). In Los Palomares, in contrast, neighbors state that they do not report the gang 

because they are afraid of retaliation. The Chingas uses mainly violent actions towards 

neighbors to achieve silence (such as evictions, threats, or control of movement within 

the neighborhood). Also, neighbors say that they did not report the Chingas crimes 

because they suspected that the local police officers collaborate with the gang. 

The hypothesis on the resilience of the different types of CS is supported by the 

evidence in Chapter V. In Los Palomares, community members only broke silence after 

the new Criminal Procedure Code was implemented in November 2018, which enabled 

them to denounce the situation. This change was part of a larger police reform that 

started in 2010. In contrast, the evidence shows that Las Sendas’ community members 

continued to adhere to their CS, and Camala continued operating in the area. Therefore, 

as per the theory, the forced CS was susceptible to external factors such as police 

reform that aimed to centralize the police and reduce corruption, while the negotiated 

CS remained resilient to such changes.  

The quantitative analysis also supports the resilience hypothesis. These empirical 

findings are crucial because they test a theory derived from two cases inductively. 

According to the DiD statistical results, the police reform implemented in 2010 
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destabilized the forced CS in Montevideo communities, unlike negotiated CS. Since the 

reform’s implementation, drug-related crime reports have increased significantly in 

communities with forced CS, compared to those with negotiated CS. In addition, the 

dynamic DiD model’s estimation shows that the effect continued in the years following 

2010, and it peaked in 2018, which corresponds with the qualitative evidence indicating 

the new CPP’s implementation as a turning point in community members’ access to the 

state. 
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Table VI.1 Summary of evidence from cases  

  Las Sendas Los Palomares 

Community 

formation 

process 

Promotion of community life as 

political project: Las Sendas was 

built as a part of a larger land 

development project aimed at 

creating local communities on the 

outskirts of Montevideo. 

Restriction of community life as 

political project: Los Palomares was 

built as part of a larger policy 

implemented during dictatorship aimed 

at rehousing population to the outskirts 

of the city. Community life was 

explicitly restricted in the housing 

complex contract. 

Settlers share common origins: 

settlers lived in the area before 

Las Sendas was built and shared a 

common history of struggle for 

access to housing. 

Rehoused settlers without preexistent 

ties among them: Los Palomares was 

inhabited by settlers that came from 

different neighborhoods and social 

nuclei who did not know each other. 

Structure of 

local reciprocity 

networks 

Extended: members of Las 

Sendas have long-term exchange 

relationships with each other and 

that solidarity among neighbors is 

widespread among the 

community and not associated to 

specific social groups 

Fragmented: Family (and friends) 

members have relationships of 

exchange with each other, and that 

solidarity is associated to family and 

friendship ties 

Mechanism: 

community’s 

leverage 

Community members have 

leverage over the gang actions: 

they can regulate the gang’s 

violence. 

Community members have no leverage 

over the gang actions: they cannot 

regulate the gang’s violence. 

Type of CS 

Negotiated: community members 

offer silence based on an 

exchange relationship with the 

Camala. Gang members use non-

violent actions to achieve silence 

Forced: community members offer 

silence based on fear of retaliation. 

Gang members use violent actions and 

buy-off local police to achieve silence  

Resilience of CS 

Stable over time: the CS 

established by the Camala in Las 

Sendas proved to be resistent to 

the police reform (exogenous 

shock) 

Fragile stability: the CS established by 

the Chingas in Los Palomares was 

vulnerable to the police reform 

(exogenous shock) 
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2. Theoretical and policy implications 

This dissertation has several theoretical implications related to the literature on 

crime and violence in comparative politics, criminal governance, state-citizen relations, 

and the relationship between social networks and crime. What these theoretical 

implications have in common is that they highlight communities as playing a crucial 

role in explaining varying outcomes of violence, order, stability, state interventions, and 

drug-community relationships. 

Mainstream literature has agreed that criminal organizations tend to persist in 

contexts where the state is not available for citizens. That is to say that criminal 

governance schemes are resilient when the state is either weak or corrupted (Lessing, 

2017; Lessing & Willis, 2019). The findings of this project have highlighted that an 

available state is not sufficient to undermine a drug-gang’s resilience. When the state is 

available, communities play a pivotal role to determine the subsistence of the gang. If 

the community that hosts the drug-gang is not keen to denounce, then the state 

intervention is likely to fail. This theoretical implication joins previous research that 

poses that shifting territorial control from a drug-gang to the state requires a community 

that endorses the state as the legitimate bearer of coercive force (Magaloni, Franco-

Vivanco, et al., 2020). 

This research brings communities to the forefront and has theoretical implications 

for discussions on state-citizen relations and the establishment of social order. CS can 

be an alternative mechanism to achieve stability and order, and drug trafficking 

organizations may be functional to states by bringing social order and reducing state 

repression in sub-national territories. The literature on criminal governance highlights a 

reciprocal relationship between the state and criminal organizations through the 
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establishment of protection rackets. According to this literature, the state provides 

protection (Arias, 2017; Snyder & Durán Martínez, 2009), while criminal organizations 

offer social stability (Lessing, 2020). These schemes typically occur in contexts of state 

weakness or corruption. For example, Lessing (2017) argues that cannot simultaneously 

pursue the interconnected goals of combating narcotics trafficking, eliminating official 

corruption, and reducing drug-related violence. According to the author, peace may be 

achieved only under a corrupt state. However, this research suggests that such an aim 

may be achieved even in the absence of state corruption. 

Communities play a significant role in regulating drug-related violence and 

establishing order, and therefore constitute significant actors in state-citizen 

relationships. State protection is not always necessary to achieve stability, as 

community support can enable CS to persist without the participation of state actors. 

When strong enough, communities have the capacity to regulate violence and extract 

benefits from drug-gang activities. Consequently, in the absence of protection rackets, 

communities become pivotal in establishing order. 

This project introduced the concept of “commitments of silence” (CS) and 

highlights its importance in understanding the dynamics of territorial control by drug 

gangs in cases where the state is present and available for citizens. This contribution 

expands the existing literature on criminal governance, which has mainly focused on 

cases where the state is either weak or corrupted. Furthermore, the concept of CS 

incorporates the crucial role that communities play in the way drug trafficking 

organizations develop their logic of territorial control. While the focus of the 

mainstream literature has been mainly top-down (i.e., how drug-gangs impose 

governance schemes), this project aims to bring to the forefront the other actor involved 
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in a governance relationship: the “governed” (i.e., communities) as key actors in 

shaping drug gangs’ operations. In this sense, the concept of commitments of silence is 

different from that of criminal governance. It is a relational concept that implies some 

type of community involvement with the gang’s operations. Thus, the focus on CS 

allows for a more comprehensive view of the logic of territorial control by criminal 

organizations, as not all gangs govern (Blattman et al., 2021; Lessing, 2020), and CS 

play a crucial role in their survival. 

This research has also theoretical implications for the literature on the relationship 

between social networks and crime, aligning with previous critiques of the conventional 

view that cohesive social networks are inherently positive and overlook their negative 

aspects (Levi, 1996; Field, 2003; Browning et al., 2004; Kalyvas, 2006; Browning, 

2009). By demonstrating how socially dense communities may harbor criminal 

organizations and shield their activities, this research challenges the prevailing systemic 

views of social networks at the local level which suggest that strong and widespread 

social networks function as an effective informal mechanism of social control that 

reduces crime rates (Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974; Sampson, 1988; Warner & Rountree, 

1997). While my theory agrees that social networks regulate crime and violence, it 

acknowledges that they may also shield gang activities. When gangs are part of the 

community in which they operate they may establish a negotiated CS that entails both 

protection and regulation of their actions. 

In all, research on the politics of crime tends to view communities as passive and 

neutral environments where criminal activities occur, and residents adopt a resigned 

attitude towards the coercive power of criminal organizations. However, this 

perspective fails to recognize communities as active actors that may resist or negotiate 
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local norms and establish order. Building on research on civil war, scholars have 

advanced in studying how varying relationships between criminal organizations and 

residents may impact outcomes of violence (Arias, 2006; Arias & Barnes, 2017; Arjona, 

2016; Arjona et al., 2015; Magaloni, Franco-Vivanco, et al., 2020; Mampilly, 2015; 

Moncada, 2020, 2022). My work joins these efforts by emphasizing that communities 

can act and utilize their resources to establish a collective response to organized crime, 

rather than simply being passive bystanders in the face of criminal activity.  

This research has also implications for public security policy. The findings 

highlight communities as key allies for effective state interventions. To achieve 

effective and lasting results, state interventions must be accompanied by an available 

state. Violent state crackdowns that do not offer an exit alternative are likely to increase 

levels of violence and harm the safety of community members, leading them to become 

more reluctant and fearful to break silence (Bogliaccini et al., 2022; Magaloni, Franco-

Vivanco, et al., 2020). My findings suggest that a viable way to dismantle homegrown 

drug-gangs is to make the state available and generate bonds of trust between police 

institutions and community members. Therefore, the legitimacy of the state is a crucial 

factor to consider when implementing policy measures that seek to shift territorial 

control from criminal groups to the government. 

Although making the state available and legitimate is essential for successfully 

dismantling a drug gang, it is not sufficient on its own. In addition, a community that is 

willing to collaborate is necessary. Without such a community that is willing to break 

their silence and report criminal activity, it is unlikely that the police’s attempts to 

dismantle a drug gang will be successful. The research findings suggest that community 

collaboration with the state is more likely when drug gangs establish commitments of 
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silence through force rather than negotiation. As a result, the success of such 

intervention is not solely dependent on the drug gang or the state but also on the 

historical relationship between the community and the gang. This creates a normative 

tension between the benefits of a tightly-knit community and the state’s ability to 

disrupt drug gang territorial control strategies. Ultimately, the more fragmented the 

community, the greater the chances of successful state intervention. Therefore, as the 

state seeks to establish its legitimacy in these territories, it should also endeavor to 

weaken the social cohesion that exists between gang members and the surrounding 

community. 
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Appendix 
 

 

 

1. Appendix to Chapter I 

 

Table A.I.1 List of interviewees 

Date of interview Interviewee Number of interviewee Wave of interviews 

June 13, 2019 Scholar 1 1 

June 13, 2019 Neighbor 2 1 

June 13, 2019 Neighbor 3 1 

June 17, 2019 Community leader 4 1 

June 17, 2019 Community leader 5 1 

June 17, 2019 Community leader 6 1 

June 18, 2019 Community leader 7 1 

June 18, 2019 Community leader 8 1 

June 18, 2019 Neighbor 9 1 

June 18, 2019 Community leader 10 1 

June 18, 2019 Neighbor 11 1 

July 4, 2019 State official 12 1 

July 23, 2019 Community leader 13 1 

February 19, 2020 Scholar 14 1 

February 20, 2020 Neighbor 15 1 

March 2, 2020 State official 16 1 

March 2, 2020 Neighbor 17 1 

March 5, 2020 Neighbor 18 1 

May 6, 2020 Community leader 19 1 

May 6, 2020 Community leader 20 1 

May 6, 2020 Community leader 21 1 

May 6, 2020 Community leader 22 1 

May 10, 2020 Community leader 23 1 

May 17, 2020 Neighbor 24 1 

May 17, 2020 Neighbor 25 1 

July 25, 2020 Neighbor 26 1 

September 1, 2020 Neighbor 27 1 

September 8, 2020 Community leader 28 1 

November 17, 2020 State official 29 1 

June 15, 2021 Community leader 1 2 

June 15, 2021 Community leader 2 2 

November 16, 2021 Community leader 3 2 
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November 16, 2021 Community leader 4 2 

November 16, 2021 Community leader 5 2 

November 16, 2021 Community leader 6 2 

November 16, 2021 Community leader 7 2 

November 18, 2021 Community leader 8 2 

November 18, 2021 Community leader 9 2 

November 18, 2021 Community leader 10 2 

November 18, 2021 Community leader 11 2 

November 18, 2021 Neighbor 12 2 

November 18, 2021 Neihgbor 13 2 

November 18, 2021 Neihgbor 14 2 

November 22, 2021 Community leader 15 2 

November 23, 2021 Community leader 16 2 

November 23, 2021 Community leader 17 2 

November 23, 2021 Community leader 18 2 

November 23, 2021 Neighbor 19 2 

November 24, 2021 Neighbor 20 2 

November 24, 2021 Neighbor 21 2 

November 25, 2021 Community leader 22 2 

November 25, 2021 Community leader 23 2 

November 30, 2021 Neighbor 24 2 

November 30, 2021 Neighbor 25 2 

November 30, 2021 Neighbor 26 2 

November 30, 2021 Neighbor 27 2 

November 30, 2021 Neighbor 28 2 

December 6, 2021 State official 29 2 

December 6, 2021 Community leader 30 2 

December 7, 2021 Community leader 31 2 

December 9, 2021 Community leader 32 2 

December 9, 2021 State official 33 2 

December 9, 2021 Community leader 34 2 

December 9, 2021 Neighbor 35 2 

March 3, 2022 Community leader 36 2 

March 3, 2022 Neighbor 37 2 

March 18, 2022 Scholar 38 2 

March 18, 2022 Neighbor 39 2 
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Figure A.I.1 Trust in Uruguayan National Institutions 

 

Source: Latinobarometro 2021 

 

Responses to question: “Please look at this card and tell me, for each of the 

groups/institutions or persons mentioned in the list, how much confidence do you have 

in them: A lot, Some, Little or No confidence in ...?”96 

[Here: “A lot of confidence” and “Some confidence”]. 

 

 

 
96 Por favor, mire esta tarjeta y dígame, para cada uno de los grupos/instituciones o 

personas mencionadas en la lista, ¿Cuánta confianza tiene usted en ellas: Mucha, Algo, 

Poca o Ninguna confianza en ... [la policía]? 
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Figure A.I.2. Trust in the Police institution 

 

Source: Latinobarometro 2021 

 

Responses to question: “Please look at this card and tell me, for each of the 

groups/institutions or persons mentioned in the list, how much confidence do you have 

in them: A lot, Some, Little or No confidence in .... [the police]?”97 

[Here: “A lot of confidence” and “Some confidence”]. 

  

 
97 Por favor, mire esta tarjeta y dígame, para cada uno de los grupos/instituciones o 

personas mencionadas en la lista, ¿Cuánta confianza tiene usted en ellas: Mucha, Algo, 

Poca o Ninguna confianza en ... [la policía]? 
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2. Appendix to Chapter III 

Figure A.III.1. Agreement with the following statements among Las Sendas community 

members. 

 

Responses to question: “In every community, some people get together with 

others and trust each other, while others do not.  Now, I would like to talk about trust 

and solidarity in your community. Using the following scale (SHOW CARD), how 

much do you agree with the following statements?”98 

 
98 En toda comunidad, algunas personas se reúnen con otras y se tienen confianza 

mutua, mientras que otras no.  Ahora, me gustaría conversar acerca de la confianza y la 

solidaridad en su comunidad. Utilizando la siguiente escala (MOSTRAR TARJETA), 

¿qué tan de acuerdo está con las siguientes afirmaciones? 
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Figure A.III.2. Agreement with the following statements among Los Palomares 

community members. 

 

Responses to question: “In every community, some people get together with 

others and trust each other, while others do not.  Now, I would like to talk about trust 

and solidarity in your community. Using the following scale (SHOW CARD), how 

much do you agree with the following statements?”99 

 

 
99 En toda comunidad, algunas personas se reúnen con otras y se tienen confianza 

mutua, mientras que otras no.  Ahora, me gustaría conversar acerca de la confianza y la 

solidaridad en su comunidad. Utilizando la siguiente escala (MOSTRAR TARJETA), 

¿qué tan de acuerdo está con las siguientes afirmaciones? 
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3. Appendix to Chapter IV 

Figure A.IV.1. Pedro Casavalles’s house in 1997 

 

Source: Bervejillo (2012) 

 

Figure A.IV.2. Pedro Casavalle’s House in 2007 

 

Source: Bervejillo (2012) 
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4. Appendix to Chapter V 

 

Table A.V.1. Prior trends test for parallel trends assumption 

 

 Outcome variable: 

 Drug-related crime reports per 1,000 inhabitants 

Year 0.019 
 (0.045) 

Treated group 21.505 
 (104.959) 

Year*Treated group -0.010 
 (0.052) 

Constant -35.972 
 (90.714) 

Observations 10,678 

R2 0.002 

Adjusted R2 0.001 

Residual Std. Error 5.387 (df = 10674) 

F Statistic 6.081*** (df = 3; 10674) 

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 
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Table A.V.2. Placebo test for parallel trends assumption 

 Outcome variable: 

 Drug-related crime reports per 1,000 inhabitants 

 Placebo 2005 Placebo 2008 

After treatment (2005) 0.058  

 (0.239)  

After treatment (2008)  0.035 
  (0.214) 

Treated group 0.492** 0.521*** 
 (0.240) (0.152) 

After treatment (2005)*Treated group 0.022  

 (0.277)  

After treatment (2008)*Treated group  -0.034 
  (0.247) 

Constant 2.081*** 2.111*** 
 (0.207) (0.131) 

Observations 10,678 10,678 

R2 0.002 0.002 

Adjusted R2 0.001 0.001 

Residual Std. Error (df = 10674) 5.387 5.388 

F Statistic (df = 3; 10674) 6.117*** 5.996*** 

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 
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