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When I Wear My Alligator Boots: Narco-Culture in the U.S. Mexico Borderlands by Shaylih 
Muehlmann. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014. 226 pp.  

Kevin Ritt, University of Denver 

This ethnography is an intensely personal 
exploration of the complicated ways that the 
narcotics industry manifests itself in the 
daily lives of the people of northern Mexico. 
Muehlmann (2014) immerses the reader in 
the experiences of those living on the 
fringes of the war on drugs, and the familial, 
social, and economic factors that draw 
people into the drugs trade. The author 
explicitly states that this ethnography was 
precipitated not by her own personal 
interest in the subject matter, but out of 
necessity, caused by “the extent to which 
the narco-world pervaded the local 
economy” (p. 3). The book’s major 
contribution to the literature is its insight 
into the lives of those living on the outskirts 
of one of the world’s largest drug corridors 
and how that reality permeates their daily 
lives. 
 Overall, the book explores the ways 
that the narco-industry is nearly 
inescapable in northern Mexico. Chapter 1 
investigates the ubiquitous effects of the 
drug industry on the women at its 
periphery; “these are the other faces of the 
drug wars: mothers, wives, and daughters, 
waiting for their sons, husbands, and fathers 
to serve out their prison sentences, or 
mourning their deaths and 
disappearances” (p. 24). Chapters 2 and 3 
detail the evolution of an informant’s 
identity as a narco, his struggles to readjust 
to life after prison without that identity, and 
how corridos—ballads that tell the history of 
men and women working in the drug 
business—help explore the emotional 
implications of the drug war (p. 25). Chapter 
4 examines how northern Mexico’s rise as a 
drug corridor has led to a corresponding 

rise in drug addiction in the same region, 
heartbreakingly embodied by one man’s 
struggle with cristal (methamphetamine). 
Chapter 5 discusses the financial flows of 
the drug industry and how this practice is 
linked to larger, global economic forces. 
Chapter 6 is an enlightening discussion of 
the many forms of risk, including the 
physical, economic, and social risks that are 
part of life on the edges of the narco-
economy.  
 Muehlmann discusses risk in detail 
and explains how different forms of risk can 
compound to make it seem, paradoxically, 
less dangerous for someone to participate in 
the drug trade. For instance, after numerous 
truck drivers were arrested for drugs that 
narcos had hidden on their trucks, one 
driver decided to become actively involved 
in the industry because he “figured it was 
better than unknowingly taking a load and 
not getting paid” (p. 13). This truck driver’s 
account is all too similar to the “grim 
biographies” of Haitians which have been 
documented by Paul Farmer (2003), whose 
lives are “structured by historically given 
(and often economically driven) processes 
and forces” which are beyond their control 
(p. 40). Farmer defines structural violence as 
“social structures—economic, political, legal, 
religious, and cultural—that stop individuals, 
groups, and societies from reaching their 
full potential” (p. 1686). As Muehlmann’s 
research shows, the compounding factors of 
structural violence force many Mexicans to 
consider the drug trade as a means of 
survival. 
 Muehlmann’s work is bookended by 
thoughtful arguments regarding a number 
of important themes related to the war on 
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drugs. The issue of prohibition, as well as its 
ineffectiveness as a strategy in the war on 
drugs, is a theme examined throughout the 
book. Additionally, the concept of the allure 
of the drug industry, both to individuals and 
as a larger part of the Mexican 
consciousness, is discussed. Muehlmann’s 
treatment of violence fits within the 
growing body of literature focusing on 
cross-border violence related to the drug 
trade, especially with regard to femicide and 
student deaths (Campbell 2008; Staudt 
2008). Muehlmann takes an avowedly 
activist approach and consistently discusses 
the fact that many Mexicans turn to the 
drug trade due to lack of other economic 
options. She also argues that “while Mexico 
exports the drugs and profits to the United 
States, the United States exports the guns, 
the bloodshed, and the blame to Mexico” (p. 
176).  
 Despite the strengths of the book, 
Muehlmann is less effective in her 
discussions of drug policy and international 
finance. The connection between US 
prohibition policies and the informants 
themselves is never fully developed beyond 
the concept that “there is a direct 
relationship between U.S. prohibition 
policies and recreational drug use and the 
murder and chaos unleashed throughout 
Mexico” (p. 110-111). Although Muehlmann 
does not explore this connection in depth, 
other scholars have noted that “the largest 
illegal profits for organized criminal 
entrepreneurs are to be gained in the drug 
markets–partly because for many countries, 
illicit drugs are one of the few pleasures that 
are still prohibited by law” (Desroches 
2007:831). Additionally, while Muehlmann 
chose to situate her book almost entirely in 
Mexico, recent books by Howard Campbell 
(2009) and Carmen Boullosa and Mike 
Wallace (2015) examine these issues from 
both sides of the border. 
 Muehlmann writes in a powerful, 
reflexive style. The deeply personal 
relationship between herself and her host 
family and informants is clear throughout 
the book. This methodological approach 
effectively embeds the reader in the 
emotional worlds of the people involved. 
The emotional connection makes for a 
powerful and gripping exploration of the 
trials and tribulations wrought by the drug 

trade. Instead of reading about 
imprisonments and addiction in an abstract 
way, the book invites the reader to feel the 
emotional impact of a mother’s daily effort 
to sell enough tamales to bribe prison 
guards, and the descent of the author’s 
friend into meth addiction. 
 Although an understanding of gender 
roles within the drug trade is a secondary 
focus of the book, it is one of Muehlmann’s 
strongest points of analysis. Throughout the 
book she discusses gender differences in the 
status acquired by being involved in the 
drug trade, motivations for getting involved 
in the industry, and the stigma relating to 
drug addiction. Muehlmann also mentions 
many risks and dangers associated with 
being a single white female on the edges of 
the narco-world, including one instance 
where she was threateningly followed by an 
alleged murderer (p. 157). This book 
compliments existing gender analyses of the 
drug trade, such as Melissa Wright’s work on 
feminist issues on the Mexico-US border, 
including femicide related to the drug wars 
(2011).  
 Muehlmann’s book is a noteworthy 
contribution to recent ethnography, 
especially for those interested in studying 
drug culture, borderland anthropology, and 
issues of structural violence. Her engaging, 
activist prose makes for compelling reading 
that is applicable to a wide variety of 
academic disciplines. Muehlmann 
masterfully immerses the reader in the 
everyday world of the drug trade in 
northern Mexico, simultaneously 
humanizing the struggle of those involved 
and revealing the complexities of dealing 
with the issues. The book is well suited for 
an undergraduate or graduate course, either 
as an outstanding example of doing 
ethnography in dangerous places or as part 
of a course on modern day Mexico, Mexico-
US relations, or the drug war.  
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