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Evangelizing Culture: Using Music to Understand the War on Drugs in Mexico  
 

Narcocorridos, or “drug ballads,” first came into the public scene about twenty years ago 

in Mexico. The narcocorrido has become a subgenre of the corrido— which is “for the pueblo 

(…) one of the most typical expressions of the Mexican masses” (Simmons 7). Although its 

intention is not to deliver news, the corrido in many respects can be thought of as journalism put 

into song, encapsulating events of pueblo (town) and rural life, as well as true stories of tragedy 

and love. In recent years, drug traffickers and criminals have been using corridos to send threats 

as well as to glorify crime and violence—creating  the narcocorrido (Hoolscher 161). This paper 

will analyze narcocorridos as a symptomatic lens for modern Mexico.  I will delineate how 

narcocorridos,  at the surface, exhibit the rising narco regime and its culture that threatens the 

older Catholic, festive, and family-oriented one-- but, more importantly how this music reflects 

the complexity and intimate pain that violence and desperation causes. Furthermore, I will 

demonstrate how music allows us to see beneath the surface and gain a better understanding of 

social and political issues -- music being in itself is a social phenomenon indicative of profound 

attitudes, values, and perspectives. While on the one hand, narcocorridos are unsettling and 

violent in various degrees, they can help us to gain a better understanding of the Mexican people. 



In the end, we will find that narcocorridos point to three larger themes: a destroyed economy, the 

struggle to maintain power, and a victim’s painful yearning for a powerful alternative.  

The Corrido (Earlier Types of Corridos) 

Before examining the larger themes, let us first establish the historical context of the 

corrido, as well as its musical aspects and corresponding connotations. Vicente T. Mendoza, a 

Mexican Musicologist and leading academic authority on the topic of the corrido, has 

categorized the corrido in three different time eras: the first is the pre- revolutionary period 

between 1875 and 1910, the second between 1910-1930— during and shortly after the Mexican 

Civil war, and the last from 1930 to present day. Most scholars agree that the corrido was 

derived from Spanish romantic ballads (Simmons 8). Given that the Spanish ballad was an oral 

tradition, printed material to trace this evolution is extremely scarce. As a result, the process of 

this progression remains unclear. However, six lines of a ballad written by a 16th-century 

Spanish conquistador named Bernal Diaz del Castillo do remain. According to him, Cortes’ men 

sang this ballad “much in the manner of the battle corridos of modern Mexico”  (Simmons 9).  

In regard to the musical aspects of the corrido, its poetic form, meter, instrumentation, 

vocalization assist its greater narrative function. The corrido form is customarily “strophic,” 

which means the same melody is sung repeatedly throughout the song with different words 

(Alviso 64). Such form can be described as AAA. While other structures (such as the AABA 

form used frequently in jazz) are conducive to improvisation, variation, and free interpretation, 

the direct form of the corrido “begs the listener to focus on the details, nuances, and sentiments 



expressed in the text without being overly distracted by musical features” (Alviso 65). Apart 

from directing the central attention to the story, the unornamented style of the corrido contributes 

to a solemn mood and echoes a place,that the composers know well, where freedom is stifled, 

variation unvalued and justice is no more. Form is only one of several musical aspects that 

support the corrido’s greater motives. 

 The corrido was originally played by on guitar with vocal accompaniment. Over the 

years, the accordion, tuba, and the bajo sexto (12 stringed guitar) were added. In regards to 

rhythm, it typically follows a triple meter. The first  of the three beats per measure is distinctly 

accented with a bass note, and beat two and three are immediately followed with chords. The 

pattern is not particularly conducive to dancing. In this way, the triple meter plays a role in 

steering the audience towards other concerns (such as the lyrics) and loyally upholds the 

corrido’s function: to tell a story. That being said, there are corridos with duple meters from both 

past and present times (Alviso 66). However, duple meter corridos from the pre- as well as 

revolutionary period were few precisely because the triple meter best served the corrido’s 

narrative purposes. Consequently, we only see the rise in popularity of the duple meter as people 

begin to want to dance to these songs— bringing into question whether the role of the corrido 

can evolve.  

 

Narcocorridos 



In recent years, drug smugglers and mafias started using corridos to glorify crime and 

violence-- formulating what is now known as narcocorridos or “drug ballads.” In the early 

1970s, as drug trafficking and emmigration from Mexico rose, Los Tigres del Norte, a band from 

northern Mexico released an album consisting exclusively of songs about drug trafficking and 

violence. Their album was  a precursor to the boom in popularity of narcocorridos and when 

faced with backlash about its content, Jorge Hernández of Los Tigres said, “The only thing that 

we do is sing about what happens every day. We’re interpreters, then the public decides what 

songs they like” (Holscher 168). This music, though violent and at times scandalous, at its core 

reveals a societal cry against injustice, and the consequences of a country famished of hope and 

opportunity. Los Tigres del Norte solely brought an intimately cultural wound out into open air.  

The following narcocorrido is told from the perspective of a drug cartel, exemplifying the 

romantically resistant, violent, terror-instilling, and hyper-masculine attitude of these warlords, 

but more so the “Drug Boss’s” struggle to maintain power and respect as the legitimate figure of 

control in a region: 

Zumbando por el estado  
y armados con metralletas 
en puros carros blindados 
y a la orden de tres letras 
asi anda por todos lados 
el comando del muletas 
un hombre muy peligroso 
que no le teme ni al diablo 
sonriendo jala el gatillo  
disfruta de su trabajo 
y siempre les dice a todos 
yo soy hombre no payas 
 
Humming through the state 
And armed with machine guns 
In pure armored cars 



And at the command of three letters 
He walks everywhere 
The crutches command 
A very dangerous man 
Who does not fear the devil 
Smiling he pulls the trigger 
Enjoy your work 
And always give them he says to all 
I am a man, not a clown 
 

 
-“El Más Bravo De Los Bravos” Narcocorrido by Los Tucanes de Tijuana, 

released 2018 

“El Más Bravo De Los Bravos” exemplifies the nihilistic culture promoted by Mexican 

cartels. Although the vast majority of narcocorridos do not contain such scandalous depictions, 

there too exist such egregious narcocorrido lyrics (much worse than this) for which I have no 

stomach to read. Even within the subgenre of narcocorridos lies a wide taxonomy— each with 

slightly different connotations. In their research and analysis of the narcocorrido, Luis Ómar 

Montoya Arias Juan Antonio Fernandez Velasquez categorized the subgenre into fourteen 

different classes. Consider the following narcocorrido that encapsulates these daily yet desperate 

and fearful conditions many desperate Mexicans find themselves in. 

 

 
Salierón de San Isidro 

Procedentes de Tijuana  

Traían las llantas del carro  

They left San Ysidro, 

Proceeding from Tijuana 

They had the tires of their car 

Stuffed with ‘the bad herb’ 



Repletas de hierba mala  

Eran Emilio Varela 

Y Camelia, la Texana  

Pasaron por San Clemente  

Los paró la emigración  

Les pidió sus documentos  

Les dijó: "¿De donde son?"  

Ella era de San Antonio 

Un hembra de corazón  

Un hembra si quiere un hombre  

Por el puede dar la vida  

Pero hay que tener cuidado  

Si esa hembra se siente herida 

La traición y el contrabando  

Son cosas incompartidas 

A Los Angeles llegarón  

A Hollywood se pasaron  

En un callejón oscuro  

Las cuatro llantas cambiarón  

Ahí entregarón la hierba 

Y ahí también les pagarón  

 
— “Contrabanvdo Y Traición” Narcocorrido 
by Los Tigres Del Norte; released 1974 

They were Emilio Varela, 

And Camelia the Texan. 

They passed through San Clemente 

The immigration stopped them 

They asked for their documents 

They asked them: “Where are you from?” 

She was from San Antonio, 

A woman of heart. 

A woman, if she loves a man, 

Can give him her life 

But on e must be careful 

If this woman feels hurt, 

Betrayal and contraband 

Are incompatible things. 

They arrived in Los Angeles 

The passed to Hollywood 

In a dark alley 

They changed all four tires 

There they handed in the herb, 

And there too they were paid. 

 
— “Contrabanvdo Y Traición” Narcocorrido 
by Los Tigres Del Norte; released 1974 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Yet, underpinning each of these groups lies, to one  extent or another, the rejection of 

moral principles (and religious ones for that matter) out of an unplumbed conviction that life is 

meaningless. Granted, for some of the youth who join the cartels, it is not so much embracing the 

dominating forces of evil, as much as an acquiescing to them for love of their families. Business 

as usual for cartels include, but is not limited to carjacking, kidnapping, and very frequently 

extortion. For example, a young man from a family lacking the financial means to pay what is 

demanded by the cartels may join, so that they do not kill his sister whom they have kidnapped. 

Less dire motivations may include (as many narcocorridos put it) that “un amigo se [mete] a la 

mafia porque pobre ya no quiso ser” (El Centenario by Los Tucanes De Tijuana). On the one 

hand these ballands may be “the soundtrack to a nihilistic cult of automatic weapons and cocaine 

traffickers that [are] seducing [our] young” (qtd. in Alviso 59). On the other hand, they are not so 

much a call upon drug lords so much as “an artistic reflection of an undeniable reality… a mirror 

of the contemporary Mexican political drama of a tradition as old as Mexico itself” (qtd. in 

Alviso 59). Either way, both perspectives point to a persisting injustice, wrestling of power, 



corrupted market, poverty and more— songs that scream of a problem under three persisting 

strums representing terror, dominance, and revenge. So, let us now take a look into this political 

drama.  

Narcocorridos and Political Turmoil 

The effects of the Drug War in Mexico are  astonishing and and severe. Yet, in the 

United States, people hear more about the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq than those transpiring 

beneath our noses. According to an article by PBS FRONTLINE, “more than 21,415 civilians are 

estimated to have died since the war began in 2001” as for Iraq “roughly 81,636 since the U.S. 

invasion in 2003” (Breslow). However, a recent study by the Mexican government shows “that 

between 2007 and 2014 — a period that accounts for some of the bloodiest years of the nation’s 

war against the drug cartels — more than 164,000 people were victims of homicide”—nearly 

more than the grand total of both middle east countries (Breslow). Add more statistics! 

The hegemonic attitudes and intentions carried within narcocorridos can be particularly 

seen in their use as a platform for sending threats,usually directed at one cartel group from 

another with the musicians being the middle-men. This results in a mix of musicians who sing 

narcocorridos on behalf of cartels either because they are coerced, or because they have 

embraced the songs and enjoy their role as “house bands’ of particular cartels or as the quasi- 

official spokespeople of a particular cartel’s interests” (Campell 71). Hence, this puts musicians 

in a relationship with the cartels where infidelity is not to be me meddled with. Freedom in music 

is choked and the music scene is transformed into a forum for displaying political supremacy. 

http://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/costs/human/civilians/afghan
http://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/costs/human/civilians/afghan


This is the experience of musicians forced into singing narcocorridos, but ; many musicians  are 

not forced at all, and pay their respects to cartel leaders as a romanticized outlaws. They view 

themselves as similar to Robin Hood— a heroic outlaw who kills sometimes, yet is 

compassionate and cares for the poor. Each cartel entity aims to establish its legitimacy in the 

popular eye and assert a sort of dominance over others that goes far beyond stereotypical Latino 

machismo. This inevitably leads to violence. Cartels intimidation tactics  to a certain extent in 

order to maintain their authority  while leading people to think that what they have to offer is 

better than the alternative (the Mexican Government), or that there is no alternative (Bourgois). 

Traffickers use several forms of propaganda to “threaten, confuse, inspire fear, and persuade,” 

and music is just one of these (Campell 71).  The following message was broadcasted on a bridge 

in Juarez, Mexico by Cartel group called Los Zetas. 

Members and Ex-members of the Military, Los Zetas Wants You. We offer good wages, food, and benefits for your 

family. Don’t keep putting up with mistreat- ment and hunger. We are not going to give you Maruchán [instant] 

soup to eat. . . . We pay in dollars. We offer benefits, life insurance, and a house for your family and children. Quit 

living in the poor neighborhood and riding buses. You choose, the latest model car or pickup truck. What more do 

you want? Tamauli- pas, Mexico, the United States, and the whole world are the territory of the Gulf Cartel 

(Campell 67). 

 Further spectacles have including attacking celebrations of Mexican Independence Day 

by blowing up cars and other objects in the streets of Mexico’s most central cities (Campell 65). 

Just in these two examples, the power of the Mexican government is clearly being challenged. 



Not only that, but the government  is doing nothing to help its citizens. In a desperate attempt  to 

stop (or at the very least mitigate the killing), a Mexican journalist addressed  the cartels that 

took over his city: “You are, at the moment, the de facto authorities in this city, because the 

legally constituted authorities in this city have been unable to do anything to prevent the 

continuing murder of our colleagues...We do not want more dead… tell us what you expect from 

us as a medium” (Campell 64).  These men use terror-instilling strategies similar to terror group 

tactics of the Middle East. From hanging corpses for the public to view, to censoring Mexican 

journalism by making them publish what the cartels  want and covering up what they don't want 

to be made known, to forcing television companies to play their messages, narcos are at the very 

least fascistly controlling public life by sustaining an uncertainty in everyday people’s  daily 

activities. At worst, they are brainwashing public opinion into respecting them for giving the 

Mexican people not only the financial means to live, but material luxury the government could 

never give them— thus creating an antihero leader.  

In this sense, narcocorridos are only a partial reflection of a greater monster, of a cancer 

consuming the country. The rise of the outlaw economy in Mexico can be accredited a great deal 

to the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) that took effect January 1st 1994. The 

agreement left Mexican farmers unable to compete with the more efficient agricultural 

production of the U.S. Their unprotected prices plummeted and  the Mexican people found 

themselves without work or any sort of hope of making a comfortable living in their nation. With 

the Mexican government restricted by the terms set by the U.S, people have been  emigrating to 



search for hope elsewhere, or making their living off black market drug exchanges—and 

specifically off the United States’ “appetite” for it (Simmons 73). Effectively, the common 

person, finds himself crucified by the globalization of the free market. To that extent, cartels are 

a reaction to a disappeared economy, and the dark realities of a neoliberalism are the unspoken 

hurt fueling the narcocorrido. This need for a powerful alternative authority and way of life lies 

at the heart of every drug ballad.  

Art as a Key to Addressing Social Issues 

 Yes people are glorifying murder, others are respecting it, and others aquiesing it. All the 

same, as the leaders of the next generation I believe the first step towards effacing social issues is 

putting our energies toward understanding where people are coming from, the root cause, and 

identifying the goodness that came before all the bad —because, in the words of  St. Josemaria 

Escriva, “the world is not evil, because it comes from the hands of God, because it is his 

creation, because Yahweh looked upon it and saw that it was good. [2] It is we ourselves, men and 

women, who make it evil and ugly with our sins and unfaithfulness.” Given that music allows us 

to find the good underneath the bad, to find “something holy, something divine hidden in the 

most ordinary[and secular] situations” we can use it to bring out the compellingly strong, loving 

and beautiful culture it truly is at root. (Escriva, “Passionately Loving the World”). If music can 

reveal so much about a people, could not a people then effect just as much change through 

music? Mexico values family, community, simplicity, and being “amable” or compassionate. If 

artists can write a song about family, the beauties of a friendship, or the simple adventures of a 

https://www.theworkofgod.org/Library/Sermons/JMScriva/Pasiontl.htm#fn2


loving community the culture can be sanctified as the table can be sanctified by the craftsman. 

Bishop Barron calls this being “evangelizers of the culture.” Submersing ourselves in the popular 

mediums of the day, sanctifying them and giving them back to God.  But now Mexico needs 

compassion, and if we are passionately loving the world it is not hard to take pity on “[Mexico] 

because they [are] troubled and abandoned,* like sheep without a shepherd”  (Matthew 9:36). 
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http://www.usccb.org/bible/matthew/9#48009036-1
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