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Preface

In 1990 I spent the summer in the barrios of Caracas working with La Red
de Apoyo por La Justicia y La Paz (Peace and Justice Support Network), a
nongovernmental organization that investigates rights abuse. Although it
was one year after thousands of people in those hillside shantytowns died
in anti-neoliberal riots and two years before an attempted coup by a lieut
enant
colonel named Hugo Chávez ignited their political fervor, Venezuela’s twoparty democracy and extensive welfare system still seemed to be a promising model for the rest of the region as it emerged from decades of dictatorship. And yet over the next decade the country was unable to stop itself from
unraveling amid escalating disorder. In one case I worked on for the Red, a
teenager was killed by a police office, who himself was later killed in a gun
battle. They were part of a cycle of violence that seemed immune to political and economic development.
That cycle was also emerging as the nexus of politics, constitutionalism,
and civil rights in Latin America. As the region shed military rule, it had to
rely on its wholly unprepared police to deal with the many causes of crime
and violence that only intensified along with economic and political uncer
tainty. A growing number of clashes between citizens and the state, questions before the courts, and the more vexing policy challenges revolved
around citizen security. Together they seemed to be throwing democracy itself off balance. As crime levels began to skyrocket in the 1990s, democratic consolidation throughout Latin America began to stall.
In this book I attempt to fit all these pieces togethe . The ways in which
judges balance rights and order, officials try to enlist clunky bureaucracie
into nimble violence-reduction ef forts, and candidates whip up waves of
fear just big enough to ride into office are some of the many political, legal
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and societal dynamics of citizen security examined in the following pages.
Few other issues, and too few studies, capture the multifaceted and often
intangible responses of a society to a problem that is engulfing it. I also tr
to convey how this big picture moves through time: the reactions of citizens
whose neighborhoods descend into violence; the temptations of politicians
to stave off long-term change with short-sighted action; the strategies police officers adopt to stop new projects from becoming just one more pres
sure; and, ultimately, the ways in which the standards and institutions of
democracy withstand the impacts of criminal violence.
In order to build an analytical framework that incorporated these continually changing patterns, I used a methodology centered on interviews,
observations, policy analysis, and statistics. Interviews with people throughout the region, from ministers to gang members, of fered an unparalleled
way to observe the human dimension of institutional and political practices.
So too were firsthand observations of the criminal justice system, fro
crime scene investigations to neighborhood meetings, which are described
for each of the book’s case study countries. A critical analysis of promising
approaches, from penal process codes to community policing, helped move
the book toward its aim of presenting the full process of reform. Because I
have been able to return to Honduras nearly every year since 2003, for example, I have been able to see how different policies, and the areas in which
they have been tried, have fared. Finally , statistical analysis connecting
crime to political and socioeconomic changes helped bring objectivity to the
many claims and expectations that surround every citizen security reform.
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