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ABSTRACT 
In Brazil, the issue of violence can be thought by two dimensions of significant proportions, drug trafficking and 
use and weapon trafficking and licensing. The increase of these activities, due to the involved content of violence, 
cruelty, and transformation of evil into a routine, is amongst the phenomena that multiply fear and the feeling of 
insecurity with which some Brazilian cities live currently. The backdrop of the following reflections is the Feder- 
al District, used as an example of some of the issues to be addressed. The figures involving drug possession, use, 
and trafficking in the Federal District have been increasing significantly, be it considering the perpetrators or 
the crimes, and these data are strictly related to the increase in violence in the region; its roots are multiple and 
complex making it impossible to explain through linear causal relations. One argument that we would like to 
focus here considers that if the decriminalization of drugs occurred and a countless amount of activities that 
currently took place in the underworld of invisibility, within the logic of terror, fear, accusation, and inhumanity 
were introduced into the market and regulated competition, the current violence indexes could decrease. The 
ones who are in favor of this argument are also willing to admit the difficulties to evidence it due to precarious 
amounts of information and data available, as a consequence of the illegal characteristic of the activities involved. 
Summing up, it can be said that the data presented and the arguments derived from these data give empirical 
and theoretical support to the argument in favor of broadening the knowledge and the debate about the possibil- 
ity, the effects and the consequences of bringing, in a still undefined future, activities involving drug use and 
trafficking into legality. 
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1. Introduction 
Amidst the plurality of feelings involved in the issue of 
violence, one observation seems constant when referring 
to the almost homology between fear and violence. The 
growth of both is addressed along with their relevance 
within the Brazilian urban context. Circumscribed in- 
itially to the major metropolis, it reaches, however, me- 

dium-sized and even small cities equally. That is, vi- 
olence and its consequent fear are addressed as if they 
were an endemic issue that has been spreading more or 
less without control. The idea takes the shape of a clamor 
for public safety understood as a synonym of a set of 
measures, actions, and interventions. They are all carried 
out by the state to reduce violence and reproduce stan- 
dards of greater solidarity. Among myths, truths, and 
misunderstandings, violence and safety form a concep- 
tual pair through which violence is the increasingly 
present phantom that attacks and undermines safety. As a 

*Paper originally presented in the First ISA Forum of Sociology, Bar- 
celona/Spain, September 5-8, 2008; developed within Research Project 
supported by CNPq. 
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consequence, it results in a crisis situation. 
In Brazil, the issue of violence is strictly represented 

by two other dimensions of significant proportions, drug 
trafficking and use and weapon trafficking and licensing. 
The increase of these activities, due to the involved con- 
tent of violence, cruelty, and transformation of evil into a 
routine, is amongst the phenomena that multiply fear and 
the feeling of insecurity with which some Brazilian cities 
live currently. 

In relation to weapons, which are not the objects of this 
article, the Referendum on Disarmament, answering “yes” 
or “no” to the question: “Should fire weapons and am- 
munitions trade be prohibited in Brazil?” took place on 
October 23, 2005. The population manifested itself against 
the prohibition of firearms trade, contrary to what seem- 
ed to be the wish of the majority, a result that points to- 
wards the major problems in the writing of the referen- 
dum question. As a result, it also pushes further away the 
reduction of fatal conflicts that could have resulted from 
the decrease of weapons available to the common citizen. 
The profitable weapons industry has won. 

In the case of legislation on drugs, law 11,343, a new 
law approved on August 23, 2006, revokes the previous 
laws 6368 of October 21, 1976 and 10,409 of January 11, 
2002. It “establishes the Sisnad—National Public Poli- 
cies System on Drugs; it drafts measures for the preven- 
tion of improper use, care, and social reinsertion of drug 
users and addicts; it establishes norms to repress the un- 
authorized production and illicit trafficking of drugs; it 
defines crimes and takes other measures”1. 

Despite the Brazilian legislation is based on the Amer- 
ican model of repression to war against drugs and a the- 
rapeutic treatment to the user and addict, the basic struc- 
ture has not been created yet for the efficient implemen- 
tation of those measures [1]. 

Considering the inter-relation among public safety, vi- 
olence, and drugs, the best equation of efficient policies 
in public safety is not separate from the ways of address- 
ing the drug issue, weapons trafficking and licensing. 
The three of them together contribute to innumerous so- 
cial representations, manifestations and practices of vi- 
olence within Brazilian society. Due to the content im- 
plicit in the law, its approval has been the object of much 
controversy and debate. Questions refer to many aspects 
but, mainly, to technical problems, especially considering 
the legal aspects and problems of a substantial or moral 
nature. They question the most philosophical content 
linked to the adequacy of the law. Manifestations come 
from civil society and public sectors involved or respon- 
sible for public safety activities (Police Corporation, for 
example). From the technical point of view, one of the 
issues raised refers to the implications and consequences 

of the law in relation to the decriminalization versus le- 
galization of drugs. Another issue refers to the identifica- 
tion of competent institutions to discuss the matter, con- 
sidering the scientific characteristic of the knowledge 
required to define what is drug, addiction, etc. The moral 
issue changes verdicts of good and evil into absolute and 
concentrates on the judgment of users. Doing this way, it 
stigmatizes the individual, defining him/her as a deviant 
[2] of socially approved behavioral standards. This is a 
judgment that interferes in the assessment or analysis of 
the legislation stricto sensu. 

From a sociological point of view, we would like to 
argue that part of the meaning implied in the interpreta- 
tion of this legislation is the result of social representa- 
tions, understood as: “a form of socially elaborated and 
shared knowledge with a practical objective that contri- 
butes to the development of a reality common to a social 
group” [3]. 

Representations are biased with values, especially re- 
lated to the user and the ways to consider him/her, giving 
the privilege through the biological perspective to addic- 
tion understood as a disease, and in the penal perspective, 
as an infraction or a crime. These representations and the 
values they imply, inform and interfere in the way that 
civil society and people involved in law interpretation 
and enforcement assess it. Some hypothesis can be valu- 
able in the development of arguments.  

One argument that we would like to focus here con- 
siders that if the decriminalization of drugs occurred and 
a countless amount of activities that currently took place 
in the underworld of invisibility, within the logic of ter- 
ror, fear, accusation, and inhumanity were introduced 
into the market and regulated competition, the current 
violence indexes could decrease. The ones who are in 
favor of this argument are also willing to admit the diffi- 
culties to evidence it due to the precarious amounts of 
information and data available, as a consequence of the 
illegal characteristic of the activities involved.  

It was said that the decriminalization would benefit 
health and public safety and not merely economic trans- 
actions. What is most relevant from a sociological pers- 
pective is the possibility of contributing to a change in 
the content of social relations themselves. 

For instance, [4] says about this: 
“By transforming drug use into a police matter, the 

State loses complete control over the cycle of the com- 
mercialized product. Legalization, on the other hand, 
allows the health surveillance agencies to control the 
quality of the products manufactured and commercia- 
lized, avoiding greater damage to be made. This is how it 
works in the case of alcoholic beverages distilleries, to- 
bacco industries, etc. But in the case of illicit drugs, no- 
body has any sort of control over what is mixed into what 
is sold, for example, as marijuana or cocaine. According 

1Office of the Chief of Staff of the Presidency, Undersecretary for 
Legal Matters. 
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to the law, the drug dealer who sells pure cocaine is as 
much a criminal as the one who mixes it with powder of 
chalk, marble or glass, which is completely absurd in 
terms of public health.” 

Thus, it can be assumed that in the absence of minimal 
control, the underworld involved in the illegal commerce 
of drugs, with its close connections to the use and illegal 
traffic of weapons and corruption may end up escalat- 
ing the level of violence, crime and deviance. 

The backdrop of the following reflections is the Fed- 
eral District, DF, which is used as an example of some of 
the issues to be addressed. The statistics and data pre- 
sented here were collected in academic articles or taken 
from websites of the MJ—Ministry of Justice in Brazil, 
the Public Safety Secretariat in the DF (Federal District), 
the CODEPLAN—Planning Company of the DF, and the 
coverage over a period of two months of the newspaper 
“Correio Braziliense” on drug trafficking.  

2. Violence, Fear, and Drugs 
Some of the social representations of the DF—Federal 
District urban context—include phrases such as, “Brasi- 
lia is no longer the same” or “It is a Fantasy Island”. An 
island wich is filled with fear and insecurity, moving into 
an urban chaos no different from other large and me- 
dium-sized cities. These ideas have become common to 
the citizens of the city, characterizing one of many ste- 
reotypes that define the city and with which its citizens 
live. This fact makes it difficult to perceive that the fed- 
eral capital, just like another region in the country, is a 
space filled with ambiguities, heterogeneity, inequalities, 
and paradoxes. 

When considering issues of public safety, the DF has a 
privileged situation. Its administrative organization, with 
an absence of municipal authorities, minimizes, although 
does not eliminate, conflicts similar to those that occur in 
other states between mayors and governors due to the 
centralization of the political coordination of the Safety 
Secretariat of the DF. 

According to the data from SENASP—National Public 
Safety Secretariat, Brasilia is the unit in the federation 
with the largest ratio of police officers to population: “In 
2003, the DF had one military police officer for every 
137 inhabitants, a figure much lower than the national 
average (453 inhabitants); when compared to other coun- 
tries, the figure is also equivalent” [5]. In budgetary terms, 
this privilege repeats itself in wages; a police officer in 
Brasilia can be paid up to three times more than a police 
officer in Rio de Janeiro. According to the data from the 
Correio Braziliense, on October 21 2007, provided dur- 
ing an interview to the newspaper of a commanding of- 
ficer from the BOPE-DF—the Special Operations Force 
of the Federal Distrit, a police officer in Rio de Janeiro is 
paid R$900.00 and an officer in Brasilia is paid 

R$3500.00. These figures seem to suggest a privileged 
situation also in terms of violence and crime rates in the 
DF. Yet, the data do not demonstrate this. 

Different scenarios have contributed to the develop- 
ment of fear and insecurity as recurrent representations 
of the urban panorama of the city. Emblematic cases of 
police violence; crime with elevated levels of cruelty 
carried out by youth of distinguished socioeconomic seg- 
ments; repeated situations of gang violence; and scenes 
of interpersonal violence such as, neighbor disputes and 
domestic violence against women and children in various 
socioeconomic and cultural levels have inserted the Fed- 
eral District into the group of the most violent cities in 
the country. Yet, it is the growing coordination between 
drugs and weapons, including trafficking, consumption, 
and smuggling, for which the safety system feels com- 
pletely unprepared, that have recently transformed Brasi- 
lia2 in the center of attention, multiplying the culture of 
fear, especially in the surrounding regions. 

The “Correio Braziliense”, the most important news- 
paper in the city (approximately 70,000 daily editions), 
published, between September and October, 2007, a se- 
ries of articles entitled “Trafficking, Extermination, and 
Fear”. These articles expose the central aspects of vi- 
olence linked to drug trafficking and the frailty to which 
the population in the surrounding areas of the city is ex- 
posed to and its consequences for the entire region. The 
newspaper itself and the region found themselves at the 
epicenter of a storm and receiving national and interna- 
tional attention when one of the journalists responsible 
for the articles was shot, precisely at one of these sur- 
rounding cities, Cidade Ocidental, during his investiga- 
tive work, pointing towards an attempted murder. The 
police from Goiás, however, before concluding the in- 
quiry, believed it to be a robbery. This inference ended 
up causing the dismissal of the detective responsible for 
the investigation and hasty statements. At the time, the 
NGO “Reporters without Borders” and the State Assem- 
bly Human Rights Committee noted the challenges of 
investigative journalistic coverage and called attention to 
an aggravating circumstance: the participation of police 
in organized crime: The committee chairman and also 
deputy of this Assembly, based on the studies of proces- 
ses and reports received, stated (on September 21, 2007, 
in the Correio Braziliense), the existence of a very high 
percentage of police officers directly or indirectly in- 
volved in organized crime, especially drug trafficking. 
This deputy also stated that the increase in crime in the 
surrounding cities was not a recent phenomenon and the 
abandonment of that region only ceases when something 
serious occurs, such as this crime against the journalist. 
At such times emergency measures are proposed and, in 
2Brasilia is limited to the pilot plan, basically an airplane in the original 
plan. The DF includes this area and the so-called satellite cities. 
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most cases, they are never even implemented. 
In explosive situations such as this, it is common to 

argue for the existence of a crises within the public safety 
system, attributing its reasons to the lack of human and 
material resources, the low procedural efficacy, ineffec- 
tive actions, the need to modernize procedures and rou- 
tines, precarious training of professionals, low wages, 
growing levels of police violence, impunity, and a coor- 
dination that points towards the inexistence of structural 
reasons and circumstances. 

If, parallel to such crises diagnosis, some brutal ma- 
nifestation of violence, led by representatives of the civi- 
lian population or the state apparatus, provokes a state of 
shock and/or popular commotion, bringing the debate 
between inhumanity and civilization back to life. In such 
cases, it is common that the State responds using an 
emergency plan. This includes promises to increase the 
transfer of funds (conditioned, of course, to specific 
countermeasures in terms of goals, specific practices and 
actions to reduce violence) and even to change proposals 
that require a legislative process, with the production of 
new legislation and/or increase or hardening of the exist- 
ent penalties. Thus, problems are attributed to the insuf- 
ficiency of law and solutions to the prevalence of a puni- 
tive State. These measures try to reinforce the efficacy of 
police action and ensure a certain decrease of fear and 
insecurity that takes over the population at such times.  

This is what happened after the attempted attack on the 
journalist, when the arrival of the National Public Safety 
Force3 in the region was presented as an emergency solu- 
tion for the problems in the surrounding cities. This fact 
generated a considerable amount of controversy: on the 
one hand, the National Force was called by the DF gov- 
ernment, on the other, its presence depended on the re- 
quest of the Goias government state where the surround- 
ing cities are located, and which was delaying such re- 
quest not to demonstrate frailty. 

Along with the debate as to whether or not the Force 
should be called, the idea of calling this National Force, 
despite the state of emergency, reveals a concept of con- 
frontation of traffic, violence, and crime, with a philoso- 
phy of war and combat instead of policies guided to- 
wards prevention and long term actions. Polices which 
include the preparation and training of police force and 
urban policies provide the region with minimal urban 
equipment such as school, leisure, health, amongst others. 
This belligerent philosophy partly explains the absence 
of unanimity as to the presence (which in fact did occur) 
of the National Force in the surrounding cities. Another 

aspect of the controversy had to do with administrative 
issues: who takes the responsibility, who provides a 
lodge and where the police force is going to be lodged, 
amongst other bureaucratic matters. The arguments 
against the use of the National Force do not deny that a 
crises situation might demand emergency measures, but 
rather question the adequacy and competency of this 
Force in police work for daily routine practice, for the 
preventive nature required by most interventions with the 
aggravating circumstance of working in an unknown en- 
vironment. 

Yet, the biggest problem in terms of Public Safety in 
situations such as those mentioned in the surrounding 
and satellite cities of the DF is precisely the absence of a 
policy or, in other words, of medium and long term plan- 
ning. The public security has been used to the actions 
taken after the problems have happened as to find solu- 
tions for them. In summary, to say it in an abrupt and 
brutal manner, this is how the presence of the federal 
forces, or Elite Troops, in the surrounding cities occurs. 
The assumption is that its work will be the solution and 
salvation to violence, crime, and drugs in the DF, when, 
in fact, it has another role and is not prepared for this 
daily action. Its permanence for long periods of time (as 
it has been occurring in the surrounding cities of the DF) 
is not in accordance with its role, which is for emergen- 
cies. 

Other data is relevant to better understand the situation 
of the DF and its surrounding cities. The DF currently 
has a population of 2,051,146 inhabitants distributed in 
19 administrative regions, including 11 satellite cities. Of 
these, some, like Taguatinga, have a population greater 
than Brasilia. The satellite cities have a total of 1,200,000 
inhabitants and Brasilia has the other 200 thousand inha- 
bitants.  

The surrounding area is formed by 19 municipalities 
from the states of Goiás and Minas Gerais, of which 6 
are considered the most violent cities in the region. Some 
are located very close to the DF, 40 - 70 km away from 
Brasilia. In the last ten years, these cities have had a con- 
siderable increase in population (according to what has 
been estimated in the 2000 census, presented by the Cor- 
reio Braziliense, only one of these cities grew less than 
50% during this period), without a corresponding coun- 
termeasure in urban equipment. With the exceptions of 
Luziânia, created in the 17th century (1833), Cidade Oci- 
dental, created in 1993, and S. Antonio do Descoberto, 
created in 1982, the other cities are recent, created in 
1997. They all have high growth rates and absolute pre- 
cariousness in terms of dignified urban life conditions. 
However, what, in fact, inserted them into the statistics 
and introduced them into the media on violence is their 
growing association to drugs and weapons trafficking, 
transforming the surrounding region into an explosive 

3Force created in 2004 formed by military police officers and firefight-
ers named by the security secretariats of their states of origin. It is 
called by request of a state government during states of emergency. It 
is meant to act as part of the actions of the PRONASCI—National 
Safety Program with Citizenship, of the Ministry of Justice, with 6.7 
billion in funds to combat violence. 
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and dangerous one, motivating their insertion into the 
regions to be benefited by PRONASCI4 funds. 

This surrounding region is heterogeneous; it is also 
formed by cities with low potential danger and low crime 
rates. Additionally, this region legally belongs to the 
state of Goiás but is in fact inserted in the Federal Dis- 
trict since most cities are dormitory cities, with a popula- 
tion that is dependent of the DF linked to employment 
and urban equipment, such as safety, health, leisure, and 
education. The governments of both regions are in con- 
flict related to the assignment of duties and responsibili- 
ties and the flaws and guilty parties for the political ad- 
ministrative emptiness existent in the region. 

Already called “baixada federal”5, the region is con- 
trolled by drug dealers who share space and power and 
spread fear and insecurity to such an extent that even the 
Ministry of Planning has recently declared that the IBGE 
—the Brazilian Geography and Statistics Institute, was 
unable to collect data there, for lack of access to the area. 
That is, the state is absent and the organized crime ex- 
pands its control. The situation is a replica of what occurs 
in other capitals and regions in the country: when arrests 
are made, they affect the intermediaries and, especially, 
the minor criminals, frequently, adolescents. Their posi- 
tion as dealers, or retail dealers, as those who sell drugs 
in the streets are often called, transform them into the 
preferential victims of confrontation, either being with 
the police (some also involved in trafficking) or rival 
traffickers. This fact makes the prisons crowded, without 
reaching the epicenter of the problem, since the major 
drug dealers are still free6, enjoying the profits of their 
illegal activity. Little is known about these characters 
that profit from crime: who they are, where they live, 
how they carry out their contacts in the underworld, and 
how they achieve their elevated social levels. The effects 
of the clandestine war can already be felt in the popula- 
tion that holds the criminals identified as such: “those 
that come from the poorest segments of the population, 
the ones that, because of the color of their skin are not 
successful” and are unable to participate in the social 
circles of the wealthy and legitimate businesses, the ones 
that carry weapons and expose themselves in the streets 
to the risk of facing a rival, a police officer or a better 

armed victim [6]. Precisely because these are not the 
major drug dealers, their arrest or death does not come 
close to the center of the problem. The drug world re- 
serve army is vast and its potential turnover is also huge. 

This is one of the main arguments in favor of an anal- 
ysis of the legislation that aims a view in order to im- 
prove the equation of the decriminalization/legalization 
of drugs. The current legislation has changed the charac- 
teristic of the penalties, with the possibility of alternative 
penalties, which is still not the same as decriminalization, 
as explained by a Law scholar [7]. The Antidrugs Law 
did not decriminalize the conduct of carrying drugs for 
personal use, as some wish, but rather lowered the puni- 
tive burden. 

Just for some more information, it is convenient to 
mention the current Anti-project of the Penal Code. It 
was elaborated by the Comission of Judiciary indicated 
by the Congress. It contemplates the abolition of the 
crime linked to the drugs for personal comsumption. In 
the same sense, we also mention the judgement, by the 
Federal Supreme Court, of the Extraordinary Resource 
635.659, from Minister Gilmar Mendes’ report, which is 
going to examine the (un)constitutionality of the article 
28 from the Law 11.343/2006. 

The penal sanction, as it is known, is one of the types 
of penalties. They can be as follows, according to clause 
XLVI, art. 5 of the Federal Constitution: 1) deprivation 
or restriction of freedom; 2) loss of property; 3) fine; 4) 
alternative community service; 5) suspension or restric- 
tion of rights. It can be clearly perceived that the posses- 
sion of drugs for personal consumption is a crime. The 
change has to do with the type of penalty, which no long- 
er deprives freedom. This, of course, can be considered a 
move towards a discussion of the topic as an issue of 
public health, applicable to norms of an administrative 
nature. But we have not reached this point yet. 

The above mentioned series of articles published in the 
Correio Braziliense began on September 4 with the death 
of two middle class adolescents who were supposedly 
girlfriends of two men accused of drug trafficking in- 
volvement. The tragedy revealed a true traffic war to the 
general public, involving gangs, organized groups, ven- 
geance, corruption. According to data from the newspa- 
per investigation from March to September 2007, 41 ado- 
lescents, between the ages of 13 and 18, were killed in 
the surrounding region. Another 109 people, between the 
ages of 19 and 26, died leading the State Assembly Hu- 
man Rights Committee to request funds from the Minis- 
try of Justice for the early implementation of measures 
foreseen in the PRONASCI, including hiring more police 
officers and the already mentioned controversial partici- 
pation of the National Public Safety Force in the combat 
of trafficking in the region. 

DF Civil Police data show that 19 cities in the sur- 

4FPRONASCI—the National Safety Program with Citizenship, al-
though it has preventive measures and social actions for the repression 
of violence, with funds in the amount of R$6.7 billion, it is still meant 
for emergency situations, with the selection of 11 priority zones, con-
sidered the focus of the most elevated indexes of violence in the coun-
try, amongst which, as already mentioned, it is the surrounding region 
of the Federal District. 
5Compared to the Baixada Fluminense, in Rio de Janeiro, a region with 
the highest violence indicators in Rio de Janeiro. 
6In terms of Brazil, Julita Lemgruber stated during a lecture given at 
the University of Brasilia (August 8, 2008) that 65% of the incarce-
rated (approximately 25,000 people) are convicted of drug trafficking, 
but they are, in the vast majority, small or intermediary traffickers. 
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rounding region have only 6 police stations and 300 civil 
police officers for 1,200,000 inhabitants. It is common 
for cities with over 40,000 inhabitants not to have a sin- 
gle sheriff, as it happened in Cidade Ocidental, which 
remained seven months with no chief of police. This is 
where the attack on the journalist and the death of the 
adolescents took place, making the newspaper begin its 
investigation. CIOPs—Integrated Centers for Police Op- 
erations, substitute for police stations in most cities in the 
surrounding region, despite not having the necessary 
physical and human resource infrastructure yet. An ad- 
ministrative employee is present during the day forward- 
ing the population that requires assistance to the nearest 
police stations around. According to an inhabitant of Ci- 
dade Ocidental, as printed in the newspaper, there is no 
assistance during late hours. He says: “The police, here, 
works only until 6pm, as if crime happens at a specific 
time. No one answers the phone during late hours. Dur- 
ing a robbery, my family was held at gunpoint. I went in 
to report it. I banged on that door during the night and 
nobody opened it. I had to wait until the next day7.” 

During the time of the article, Cidade Ocidental, with 
48,778 inhabitants, had 5 civil police officers. The gap in 
security also exists in the prison system. At that time, 
there were 7000 arrest warrants that had not been carried 
out, with the individuals released, amongst other reasons, 
due to overcrowded prisons, as the police commander of 
the surrounding region said to the newspaper: “If we ar- 
rested everyone we have a warrant for, we would need to 
open up over 10,000 vacancies in the regional prisons. 
The problem is that all prisons are overcrowded, there is 
no place for all these people”. Despite the known fact 
that imprisonment is not the solution for part of these 
crimes, the minor offences, the statement does demand 
an analysis. Another gap refers to the amount of availa- 
ble police officers, on average, 1650 police officers for 
1.2 million inhabitants. Similarly, the region is lacking 
leisure activities, education, employment, basic sanita- 
tion, etc. 

Administrative disputes between the two governments 
in the region and the federal government itself prevent or 
make partnerships difficult, as it was seen with the con- 
troversial arrival of the National Safety Force. This part- 
nership, putting together Federal and state efforts, could 
certainly contribute towards a positive change in the cur- 
rent situation, assessed as one of abandonment and ab- 
sence of public power. 

3. The Data and Their Repercussions 
This article is not focused on socioeconomic stratifica- 
tion as a key variable, however, it is worth noting that the 
socioeconomic profile of consumers and even drug deal- 

ers varies according to the type of drug considered: free- 
base cocaine and crack are, mainly, consumed by low 
income users, whereas ecstasy, LSD, and other synthetic 
drugs are part of the menu of users (and, often, also of 
dealers) of more privileged socioeconomic levels, due to 
their high economic value, as demonstrated by the news 
on drug seizure. 

The involvement and death of children and adolescents 
in traffic, the accusations of the families of victims (who, 
in fear, do not identify themselves) of the involvement of 
police officers in drug and weapons trafficking, the use 
for the traffic of adolescents and models, girls who do 
not draw suspicion, transform this into a well known plot. 
The participation of middle and upper class youth, not 
only in the consumption but also in drug trafficking is 
also noteworthy, transforming them into protagonists and 
victims of violence. 

Many authors [6,8,9-11] highlight the participation of 
children and adolescents in drug use and trafficking. [8] 
highlights the use of this young population not only as 
“airplanes” (name given to the adolescents who trans- 
port the drugs), but effectively as “soldiers”, that is, 
armed staff, responsible for the order and safety of the 
employees who sell drugs in the communities where they 
live. According to [10], 70% of the violent deaths in 
Brazil are adolescents between 15 and 17 years of age, 
50% of which would be attributed to the action of exter- 
mination groups, 40% to trafficking organizations, and 
8.5% to the police. [9] highlights “Outrageous, hyper- 
rejuvenating drug trafficking seduces an excessive group 
of adolescents in Latin America who, starting at twelve 
years of age, replace the older members. Throughout the 
country, the use of drugs amongst minors is increasing. 
Unfortunately, nowhere else in the world has the distri- 
bution of drugs been handed over to adolescents in such 
a routine and blatant manner as in Brazilian cities, thus, 
explaining the cruel murder statistics of boys and girls in 
such high numbers”. 

In the case of the Federal District, the author points out 
that according to CODEPLAN and Child and Social As- 
sistance Secretariat statistics, in 1997 “63.6% of boy and 
girl drug users living in the streets had already been im- 
prisoned”. This reinforces the statement of the relation 
existent between imprisonment and drug use and traf- 
ficking. It is important to note that this period is prior to 
the 2006 legislation that, in terms of penalties, did not 
distinguish consumption and trafficking. 

According to SENASP data, the age and gender pro- 
files available, for example, in 2004 and 2005 for the 
country showed that 91.6% of those convicted with pos- 
session and use of drugs are male youth and 77% are 
between the ages of 12 and 29. The men considered traf- 
fickers reach 82.8% and over 50% are between the ages 
of 18 and 29. When analyzed by state in the federation, 7Correio Braziliense, September 20, 2008. 
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the data on those convicted of drug possession and use 
highlight the states with the greatest rates as follows: 
Amazonas, the Federal District, and Mato Grosso do Sul, 
that is, border regions, with the exception of the DF, 
which, due to its geographic location in the center of the 
country, has become a strategic corridor for the distribu- 
tion of drugs to the local population and other regions in 
the country. 

Data collection was not done in the exact way for 
2001-2003 and 2004-2005. The data for 2001 and 2003 
include the distribution of reports registered by the Civil 
Police in relation to crimes involving drugs, according to 
the figures and rates for 100,000 inhabitants. Additional- 
ly, they inform the population and crime concentration in 
the capital, yet, with no distinction of age and gender. 
The data for 2004 and 2005 does not register crimes but 
rather perpetrators, both for cases of drug use and pos- 
session and trafficking, with data registered by the civil 
police in the federation units, including a distinction of 
gender and age. 

Thus, if Brazil is considered as a whole group, includ- 
ing all regions and units of the federation, in 2003, the 
rate of occurrence of drug-related crimes is 57.7 crimes 
per 100,000 inhabitants in the center-west region. This 
rate is higher than the national average of 51.4 and is 
only lower than the rate for the southeast, 78.7, region 
that is inflated due to Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, and 
Espírito Santo, where the capital cities have elevated 
drug-related crime rates. If the cities are analyzed in an 
isolated manner, the Federal District rate, with 90.4 
drug-related crimes per 100,000 inhabitants is only lower 
than São Paulo, with a rate of 92.1. Rio de Janeiro, na- 
tionally and internationally associated to the highest rates 
of violence, crime, and homicide, in fact has a rate of 
59.6 per 100,000 inhabitants of drug traffic related 
crimes or use and possession during the period examined. 

The situation is also serious when analyzing the Fed- 
eral District considering the Comparative Map of the 
Behavior of Report Rates per 100,000 inhabitants of 
Drug-related Crimes in the States in relation to the na- 
tional average between 2001 and 2003. During this pe- 
riod, the Federal District is above the national average, 
which is 48.7. Additionally, these rates have been in- 
creasing between 1% and 23% during that period, along 
with Rio de Janeiro, Minas Gerais, São Paulo, Rio 
Grande do Sul, and Goiás. Only Mato Grosso do Sul has 
a worse situation, above the national average with grow- 
ing rates of up to 69.9 during the same period. 

It is important to note that the figures involving drug 
possession, use, and trafficking in the Federal District 
have been increasing significantly, be it considering the 
perpetrators or the crimes. Moreover, these data are 
strictly related to the increase in violence in the region. 
This increase is not an isolated fact; its roots are multiple 

and complex making it impossible to explain through 
linear causal relations, as pointed out by [6]: “The idea of 
cause based on successive events is inadequate. The rea- 
son is because it does not consider simultaneity and feed- 
back, or the interactive and developed nature of the 
meanings attributed to what is experienced by people and 
what is transmitted by contamination of dissemination of 
ideas”. Thus, with a clear emphasis on that situation that 
has just been mentioned and, certainly, running the risk 
of oversimplification, we list some of these possible roots, 
considering the multiple interactions involved: 

1) Social inequalities and not, as it is usually stated, 
poverty. It would be naïve to deny that social inequalities, 
especially when they occur in such a perverse manner, as 
already pointed out, have no influence over escalating 
levels of violence. In that sense, they multiply situations 
of exclusion and marginality, increasing social distance, 
as it is seen in the surrounding regions where the pres- 
ence of the State is almost or completely inexistent. This 
social distance leads illegality to become a more imme- 
diate possibility of monetary profit and affirmation for a 
countless group of adolescents whose minimum condi- 
tions of citizenship have been denied. Since that group is 
also a part of a non-regulated market, where the only 
existent law is dictated by force, fear, and corruption, 
they are in a situation where violence replaces the typical 
negotiations of conflicts in the formal labor market. It is, 
however, important to note that when establishing a di- 
rect relation among violence, poverty, and unemploy- 
ment, this can lead to thinking that the poor are the only 
actors of violence, when it is known that they are also its 
main victims. The unemployed are not necessarily the 
majority of the prison population, despite the fact that 
unemployment can be an aggravating factor in situations 
of violence. As already demonstrated by several studies, 
the linearity of this relation poverty/crime is illegitimate 
[4-12]. Besides that, as it was pointed out by [13] the 
crime route follows the wealth route and not the oppo- 
site. 

2) Social fragmentation leading to the fragmentation of 
values and violence, multiplied by the illegal market 
where individualism and competition prevail, especially 
amongst the youth, deprived from a meaning for life and, 
as a result, for death [14]. Some are needy for social and 
economic mechanisms of integration. Others, despite 
being inserted both socially and economically, use vio- 
lence as an expression of existential exclusion: in search 
of identity, they use force and violence as self-affirma- 
tion mechanisms, seeking meaning and highlighting the 
frailty of social relations. This frailty is present in various 
social levels, yet the main examples of this have been 
violent actions accomplished by middle and upper class 
gangs, in episodes of cruelty and banal violence. Those 
episodes reveal the absence of the acknowledgement of 
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the “other” as an individual, along with an absence of 
solidarity and the appearance of increasingly violent 
forms of socialization and conflict resolutions [15]. In the 
case of trafficking, dispute settlement, it involves the 
most varied socioeconomic levels. 

3) The disorderly growth of large cities, with no ac- 
countability of governments for the provision of urban 
equipment. Cities are dynamic and it is expected that 
there will be movements in the population. The Federal 
District is not different, despite being chosen as world 
patrimony, it is not untouchable space, like an abandoned 
city, but quite the opposite, it is filled with life, dynamic- 
ity, and movement. Attraction and repulsion factors 
present in other cities are also present here. The issue is 
not to restrain but rather to find formula for the territorial 
organization to the population’s movement. This means 
that it is necessary to address the surrounding regions 
that, despite being beyond the Federal District’s legal 
borders, located in Goiás, have a population that gravi- 
tates in all senses around the federal capital, including 
possibilities of employment, health care, education, lei- 
sure, and, especially, public safety. 

4) Finally, it is important to note that, on the one hand, 
drug use and trafficking are not separate from the above 
listed variables, since they are their root and product. On 
the other hand, they have their own characteristics and 
“organizations”, rules guided by submission and control 
and the establishment of networks and hierarchies in a 
labor process that takes place in illegality, exposing the 
most fragile participants in the chain to risks and vi- 
olence. Many of the small intermediaries responsible for 
selling in the streets were initially users and due to debts 
were inserted into commerce and illegal activities, in- 
cluding theft, extortion, and death. 

Weapons and drug trafficking are closely related. In 
the drug world, weapons are substituted for law in which 
the strongest wins, where each one is by himself or her- 
self. In this sense, there is pressing need to find more 
rigid mechanisms to reinforce the insufficient control of 
weapons licensing and trafficking, together with various 
levels of corruption: official, informal, public, and pri- 
vate. 

For illegality to work, it demands the possibility of 
corruption and impunity; both are related to the work of 
the justice system, one of the central aspects to the prob- 
lem. Cases of corruption and impunity are multiple in the 
socio-political-economic arena, as demonstrated by the 
press. In this sense, we believe that not only corruption 
and impunity, concretely existent and witnessed in the 
daily life of society, but also their representation as mun- 
dane practices, lead, even if not in an isolated manner, to 
unforeseeable situations where solidarity is challenged. 
Doing so, it may eliminate public space of discussion and 
negotiation of conflicts, leaving behind nothing but re- 

volt or violence in the horizon, as a strategy to deal with 
the unpredictability and chaos. Both refer to law, uses 
and customs, they conduct the disbelief of institutions, 
and lead to the suspicion of their legitimacy. A second 
point is that in the case of issues such as drugs and ille- 
gality, impunity and corruption are both sides of the 
same coin. The existence of one multiplies the exercise 
of the other, since the mechanisms that take to the traffic 
are articulated and dependent of corruption and impunity. 
They work in a selective manner because they only im- 
prison the least important people, and keep the most im- 
portant ones immune to the law. On the other hand, it is 
important to highlight that when illegal products are ex- 
changed, the possible result is violence, as the only pro- 
cedure used for the solution of conflicts due to the im- 
possibility of using legal mechanisms to access Justice. 

When analyzing only the prison aspect of the justice 
system, which implies leaving aside more substantial 
matters and concentrating the reflection only in the cost/ 
benefit relation, as [16,17] says, the excessive imprison- 
ment is counterproductive. It does not solve criminality 
while also compromising the penitentiary system. Still, 
as stated by the author using data from the Ministry of 
Justice, Brazil is increasingly imprisoning its popula- 
tion, going from 99.5 to 141.5 prisoners per 100,000 in- 
habitants between 1995 and 2001. According to these 
data, the Federal District, with 269.2 prisoners per 
100,000 inhabitants, is in the second place amongst Bra- 
zilian states losing only to São Paulo, with a total of 
276.3. The drug-related crime data for the Federal Dis- 
trict clearly reinforces Lemgruber’s arguments. 

When analyzing the main aspect of drug trafficking, 
[18] states that adolescents are an important tool used by 
adult traffickers since they are protected by the Child and 
Adolescent Statute. They are the ones that go to the drug 
selling areas (“bocas de fumo”) and take small amounts 
of drug named in Portuguese “tráfico formiguinha”. 
While unveiling the mechanisms of traffic, the authors 
also identified other actors (the white collar players) or 
illicit activities (such as money laundering). Those actors 
are responsible for making illegal funds be legal. More- 
over, the State often allows itself to be corrupted accept- 
ing favors (the funding of campaigns, for example). The 
authors conclude the following: 

“It can be said that the drug trafficking mechanism is 
formed by: 1) individual dealers (major financiers, in- 
termediaries, and street dealers); 2) dealers that belong to 
organized crime; 3) members of coercive institutions or 
state assemblies; and 4) money launderers. It is possible 
that there are several combinations among them or that 
they act simultaneously” [18]. 

As it was stated by [6], one example concerning those 
combinations, the criminals, without coming to the scene, 
distribute weapons to those who kill others and kill one 
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another, while the responsible actors are not investigated 
in any way and remain invisible. 

In another attempt to explain traffic, [9] calls atten- 
tion to the situation of the primary sector of the economy 
and the low prices paid for exporting agricultural and 
livestock products: “By increasing the prices of exported 
agricultural products for farmers, it is possible that in- 
trance of drugs in this sector might be detained.” 

4. Final Considerations 
Summing up, it can be said that the data presented and 
the arguments derived from these data give empirical and 
theoretical support to the argument in favor of broaden- 
ing the knowledge and the debate about the possibility, 
the effects and the consequences of bringing, in a still 
undefined future, activities involving drug use and traf- 
ficking into legality. It is very likely that, by doing so, 
some drugs, due to their high levels of damage to health, 
might have to be definitly banished; yet, this task would 
be one for bio-medical experts and not Law scholars or 
those responsible for public safety. The controversial 
nature of this statement is acknowledged, considering 
that its content is a matter of values, moral arguments, 
representations of good and evil, correct and incorrect. 
This makes it harder to have a reflection based on more 
technical aspects. This is going to lead to an analysis that, 
from a sociological perspective, may keep distance from 
moral judgments in order to be able to analyze the social 
reality as it is and not as it should be. 

[19] proposes “three arguments against the mainten- 
ance of criminalization of drugs: its uselessness, its in- 
coherence, and its negative effects over society as a 
whole. The criminalization of drugs is useless because 
there is a world market for them and experience shows 
that markets are not abolished by Law. If there is a de- 
mand, there will always be someone ready to supply, no 
matter how big or small the risk involved. The prohibi- 
tion of any type of product merely elevates the risks for 
producers, salespeople, and consumers, which leads to 
elevated prices, but not to the market elimination. (…) 
The criminalization of some drugs and not others is also 
incoherent because there are drugs legally produced and 
sold by large companies, such as alcohol, which cause 
devastating effects over some individuals’ health, family 
life, and even the community. Tobacco also produces 
highly negative effects over its consumers, despite not 
provoking the same type of behavioral disorder as alco- 
hol. (…) The negative effects over public health end up 
burdening the health system as well. Society will have to 
pay the cost of treating drug addicts with not a single 
cent having been collected throughout the drug produc- 
tion and distribution chain. As for the effects over public 
safety, these are very well known. Similarly to the prohi- 
bition of the gambling (“jogo do bicho”), which drew 

those involved in the game closer to drug traffickers, 
drug traffickers have now associated themselves to other 
much more dangerous crimes, such as weapons traffick- 
ing, cargo theft, etc. Additionally, everybody involved in 
the huge traffic network is outside the realm of protection 
of the State and transformed into hostages of “crime 
lords”. If fighting against traffic is impossible, fighting 
against crime is not.” 

With legal and psycho-social arguments, [20] points 
out that the current public policy philosophies about 
drugs tend to go in two directions: one is the criminaliza- 
tion of the user, with an emphasis on the penal aspect of 
the State, the other is the decriminalization of the drug, 
but, at the same time, it makes the user pathologized. He 
says that another change in focus would be to question 
social determinants instead of individual ones that lead to 
drug consumption. He says that State and Society could 
focus on “1) the factors that lead to the availability of 
drugs; 2) the cultural changes that authorize addressing 
the social prohibition or acceptance of drugs; 3) the 
modernization of terminology, taking care not to use in- 
adequate labels to describe the relations between user 
and drugs and avoid classifying drugs as licit or illicit, 
since these labels are related to the human activity, and 
not to the drugs themselves; 4) the drug economy as a 
trade activity with broad social entrance in the market; 
and 5) (…) the consequences of activities linked to drugs, 
despite being undesirable, lead to an increase in drug use, 
dealer profit, corruption of state agents involved in put- 
ting these policies into operation, and the social mar- 
ginal cost of drugs, which has been paid for, and will 
continue to be paid for by society, of course. In address- 
ing these five points, society and State would take effec- 
tive actions to reduce the damage consequence of drug 
use.” 

In an article written at the time of the presidential veto 
to the 2002 legislation, [16,17] calls attention to the need 
for setting hypocrisy aside and the initiation of a serious 
debate on the decriminalization of drug use and traffick- 
ing. “To set hypocrisy aside is, above all, to admit that 
the policy of war against drugs that emphasizes repres- 
sion has failed. It has failed in the United States; it has 
failed everywhere, including Brazil.” She makes note of 
the fact that the cost of the war on drugs in the United 
States reached US$18 billion, in 2000. There is a wide 
access; high school students state that buying drugs is 
more easily than alcohol. Moreover, the number of dea- 
ths due to licit drugs, alcohol and tobacco, is higher than 
illicit ones. Just like Brazil, the imprisoned for posses- 
sion or trafficking are not the most important traffickers 
but the small dealers who are the targets of repression, 
retaliation, and violence. 

[16,17] also points out that “the international illicit 
drug market is a US$400 billion a year market, or 8% of 
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the total global trade, generating astronomical profit, 
corrupting police and politicians, provoking a cycle of 
violence that has reached alarming levels in various 
countries, and it is far from being defeated by means of 
repression.” 

In the last years countries in different regions of the 
world have assumed several propositions in relation to 
the war on drugs. In the USA, the medical use of mari- 
juana is regulated by Law in various states. This idea of 
the coming up of marijuana as a medical device has ar- 
rived in many of those states as a popular initiative. In 
2009, the Supreme Courts from Argentina and Colombia 
understood that the Penal Law does not own legitimacy 
to frame the personal drug consumption as a criminal of- 
fence since the selfinjury can not be considered one rea- 
son for incrimination. That means, the decriminalization, 
among other arguments, is based on the defense of the 
right for privacy and private life and also on the freedom 
to use one’s own body as a personal consumption, which 
results in the absence of self injury. Other countries, like 
Guatemala, El Salvador, Bolívia etc. have also advanced 
a lot in the debate related to drus. In Uruguai, the legisla- 
tion which decriminalizes the possession of marijuana 
and controls the production, distribution and comerciali- 
zation of the plant has just been sanctioned in 2013. The 
most used argument linked to the alternative of non pro- 
hibition is the freedom of marijuana use in small quanti- 
ties. It is a model that has been adopted in several Euro- 
pean countries like Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Check 
Republic, Germany and Italy. 

Including the issue of decriminalization of drugs into 
the debate on violence and public safety in Brazil doesn’t 
mean stimulating consumption or admiting that violent 
crimes, homicides, and others of high offence levels 
should not be left unpunished, including the imprison- 
ment. The idea is quite another and, in this sense, the 
article only intends to bring this issue to the sociological 
perspectives and approaches because it has not been suf- 
ficiently discussed until now. It is not the idea of being in 
favor of or against. This drug issue has become an im- 
portant aspect of sociological work because it is an ex- 
tremely important content of social representations of 
urban violence. If we want to understand contemporary 
Brazilian society, it’s important to try to understand its 
social representations for they are contents that guide 
behaviors.  

Based on the reality or on its social representation, 
different segments of society seemed to be shocked and 
scared by the current manifestations of cruelty and in- 
humanity that characterize some forms of violence. To 
explain or understand them is one challenge, amongst 
many, that instigates contemporary sociological studies. 
Such manifestations expose horrific and barbaric spec- 
tacles, suggesting a return to a state of nature or any oth- 

er stereotypes used to diagnose these new forms of vi- 
olence. (Are they really new?) In addition, their growing 
magnitude and visibility contribute to produce this feel- 
ing of insecurity and fear, allied to the sense of threat. 

Sociology would have the role, above all, to question 
itself on the characteristics and nature of societies in 
which such manifestations of violence take place and, 
from that point on, seek their possible causes and reasons 
for being individualized in some types more than in oth- 
ers. 

Despite the seriousness of the violence here considered, 
the horror it produces in the most varied social segments, 
and its repetitive and increasing nature, we do not believe 
that we are living in a lost, anomic, or decadent society. 
That is, in a society that would be an expression of the 
end of times, described by biblical eschatology that 
would become a reality, as it can be found in some pes- 
simistic statements informed by magically guided rea- 
soning. On the contrary, if acts such as these, with levels 
of cruelty and coldness, cause repudiation and horror due 
to their brutality and lack of intelligibility and meaning, 
it is precisely because they are an exception to the rule. 
Banality of evil is often mentioned and the expression 
seems to adequately portray some crimes that attack the 
feelings and senses of the Federal District and Brazilian 
society. Yet, as long as this banal and increasingly natu- 
ral evil causes such intense reactions as it has been the 
case, then this banality is still, to a certain degree, rela- 
tive.  
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