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How can you explain to me that God knows what he’s doing?  
And lets them take away my son?1 

 
Prof. Magally Huggins Castañeda2 

 
The Venezuelan population is mostly Catholic and so it is often said that ‘God determines 

life and death’. However, in our country the finger of a young man on the trigger of a firearm has 

become the finger of God; the finger which deprived the mother, whose words are in the heading 

of this article, of her son. But young people aged between 15 and 35 are also victims. Most of 

them leave behind sons and daughters, a partner or pregnant wife, a mother or sisters, i.e. women 

who have to continue to provide for a family and who, amidst their grief imbued with anger, 

powerlessness, pain, a lot of pain and loneliness, have to go on living and making ends meet 

without the support, which is sometimes essential, of the young man who has died3. Yet the most 

astonishing thing is that nobody seems concerned with these families, especially the women, 

who become invisible and pass unnoticed in public policies devised to confront the problem of 

insecurity in the country, even though the pandemic of violence has turned into a national prob-

lem. The aim of this article is to expose the nature of this problem. 

Let us begin with some figures that will help us understand the size of the problem. The 

Mortality Records of the Venezuelan People’s Ministry of Health4 tell us that in the years 1996 

to 2009 there were 87 456 homicides nationally, according to death certificates on file. Of these, 

83 510 were committed by firearm. However, many more people who where shot are not regis-

tered by the Ministry as homicides, because the reason why they were shot is not known, i.e. 

                                                
1 23-05-2010 Bebeka Pichardo. DIARIO DE UNA AGONÍA. In Mothers against Violence. 
http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=112369902132585 
2 Social psychologist at the Central University of Venezuela - UCV and criminologist at California State University, 
Sacramento. Researcher/lecturer at the Development Studies Centre – CENDES, UCV. Coordinator of the Citizen-
ship and Political Rights Module at the Venezuelan Observatory of Women’s Human Rights 
http://observatorioddhhmujeres.org  
3 The presence of a male in families is declining due to the problem of absent fathers which is very important na-
tionally, especially in those sectors of the population where the number of women who are ‘breadwinners’ exceeds 
40% according to figures of the National Institute of Statistics. There is also the influence of teenage pregnancy, 
where the young father does not accept paternity, and the fact that most victims of firearms - over 90% - are male. 
Moreover, in Venezuela the culture is markedly matriarchal for a number of historical and anthropological reasons. 
4 Dominguez N., Diana y Magally Huggins (2009). ESTUDIO EPIDEMIOLÓGICO DE LAS MUERTES 
VIOLENTAS EN VENEZUELA: 1996-2006. Caracas: Cendes, UCV. (Official data of the Ministry of People’s 
Power for Health taken from death certificates, updated to 2009, the most recent date for which they are currently 
available). 
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they are classed as people killed by firearms ‘due to non-defined intent’5. In the same period, this 

figure corresponds to 51 876 individuals. If we add both categories together, we find that be-

tween 1996, the year in which the current system of recording deaths started6, and 2009, 135 386 

people were killed by firearms nationally. 

Furthermore, the annual records include a number of deaths caused by ‘legal interven-

tion’, meaning people who died at the hands of the state Security Forces, in breach of the vic-

tims’ human rights. According to the same source, these victims total 3 677 individuals in the 

same period, giving us a grand total of 139 063 people killed by firearms. Of these, 96.96% are 

male. So violent death by shooting is a sad prerogative of men in our country. 

TABLE 1. HOMICIDES COMMITTED BY FIREARMS   
IN VENEZUELA 1996 – 2009 

 
HOMICIDES  TOTAL M F % M % F 

Firearms 83 510 79 055 4 455 94.67 5.33 
Firearms, non-defined 

intent 51 876 49 311 2 565 95.06 4.94 
Legal intervention   3 677 3 620 57 98.45 1.55 

TOTAL 139 063 131 986 7 077 96.69 3.31 
Source: Annual Mortality Records of the Ministry of People’s Power for Health, 1986-2009 
 

 

 

 

                                                
5 Recall that any assessment of intent in a death by shooting is made by the courts and criminal investigators, involv-
ing a long process of inquiry which does not normally appear on death certificates, except in cases of doubt.  
6 International system recording causes of mortality used by the World Health Organisation 



3 
 

We note that most people who die from shooting are young men. We shall now examine 

this fact in detail in the following table, working only with the data to hand, i.e. in the last three 

years for which we have information, 2007 to 2009. In this table we also add in the number of 

deaths by firearms due to non-defined intent. 

Table 2. DEATHS BY FIREARMS ACCORDING TO AGE AND GENDER  
2007-2009 

  5 - 14 % 15-24 % 25-34 % 35-44 % 

M 419 83.30 18 827 96.69 13 395 96.01 5007 78.46 

F 84 16.70 634 3.26 556 3.99 289 4.53 

T 503 1.25 19 471 48.31 13 951 34.61 6 382 15.83 
Source: Annual Mortality Records of the Ministry of People’s Power for Health, 2007-2009 
 
 

 

In the years 2007 to 2009 there were a total of 54 832 deaths by firearms, 40 307 of 

whom were aged between 5 and 44 years, representing 73.51% of the total. However, the group 

most affected by this problem are young men aged between 15 and 24, followed by those aged 

between 25 and 34. These two groups represent 48.31% and 34.41% respectively. For these 

young men it can be said that they kill each other while their womenfolk weep. Female mortality 

due to this cause is only 4.53% of the total in the 5 to 44 age bracket, with 3.26% of those dying 

between the ages of 15 and 24, and 3.99% of those dying between the ages of 25 and 34 being 

young women7.  

                                                
7 This figure, although small compared with that for males, has grown alarmingly in the same period. Most cases are 
due to incidents of violence within the family. Moreover, with the breakdown of democracy in Venezuela and the 
increase in petty drug trafficking, women feature more frequently in crime and so in associated homicides by fi-
rearms. 
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This firearms mortality percentage ratio of men to women means that the problem of sur-

vival after a violent death is essentially domestic in nature, involving mainly the women in the 

family. In Venezuela the average family consists of 5 individuals. If one dies a violent death, 

there will be on average 4 surviving members in the family in question. This implies a figure of 

556 252 people who are directly affected, many of them being women and girls. However, it is 

not just the immediate family that is affected, and this figure would double if we included the 

wider family not living at the same address – uncles and aunts, cousins, grandparents, etc. This 

figure, which may be in excess of a million people mourning the victim to a lesser or greater ex-

tent, means that the fear in which we Venezuelans live today merely reflects a critical violation 

of the right to life, making people fearful that they may be the next to die or the next to mourn 

the death of a son, brother, father, husband or life partner. 

 

The data presented so far take us back to what was discussed at the beginning of this arti-

cle. This situation is a national problem and deserves urgent responses, which can offer support 

and assistance to women who head most of these family groups. Those responses should help 

them cope with mourning a violent death, which is all the more traumatic because of its dual ef-

fect: it is sudden and, at the same time, unjust and a violation of the right to life of everyone who 

lives in this country. The fact that the presence of women among so-called secondary victims or 

survivors of firearm violence is not highlighted, reflects a patriarchal view of society. Women 

continue to be the ones who go unnoticed, irrespective of the cost in terms of their physical and 

mental health and their relationships inside and outside the family. A mother’s grief continues to 
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be hidden and shut away, just as it always has been since the days of classical democracy in An-

cient Greece. 

But a modern democracy which claims to be socially just must respond to this national 

emergency, not only with necessary measures of a repressive nature but also by guaranteeing ac-

cess to justice for secondary victims who demand recognition of the rights of the murdered, and 

by devising effective educational and gun-control policies to rein in the deaths of young men of 

working age. Furthermore, we must stop looking at the victims of firearms as criminals, whose 

bodies cannot be visited in the chapels of rest in our main cities. Whether the victims have com-

mitted a crime or not, they are human beings with grieving families. So far, this ban on chapels 

of rest has been the only response of the Venezuelan state to death by violence. 

Lastly, people committing crimes are the evidence of the failure of a democracy which 

has been unable to provide social justice and security for all its citizens, both male and female, 

for the healthy development of its people. This is evidence that education, employment, health, 

housing, the environment and social harmony have failed in our country in recent years. 

One of the dramatic consequences of criminal armed violence is that it paralyzes the 

population with fear and pain. A woman who is afraid and suffering the trauma of grief due to 

armed violence can do little to improve her economic situation, exercise her citizenship and de-

mand that her basic human rights be respected. As we have already said and has been repeatedly 

highlighted by human-rights organisations in reference to women, who are most likely to seek 

justice for relatives whose right to life has been violated by state Security Forces: ‘impunity has 

profound effects on women’s lives, affecting their physical and mental health and their relation-

ships within the family’8. They also add that ‘70% of mothers, sisters, wives and daughters of 

victims are subject to threats and harassment in their fight for justice’ (idem). 

But they are not only harassed by security agents complicit in or responsible for a breach 

of the right to life. Every day in the media we hear again and again from so-called ‘women of the 

morgue’ saying that they cannot safely speak out for fear of the safety of the rest of their family 

members or themselves, since they know who the killers are and where they are to be found. 

Many no longer show their faces, but turn their backs to the television cameras when inter-

viewed. This is one of the outcomes of violence. 

                                                
8 COFAVIC. On Twitter (@COFAVIC) 15-8-2012 
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However, we also wish to draw attention to some other important aspects. A study carried 

out by INCOSEC demonstrated, on the basis of statements by the relatives of victims of the 

criminal underworld, that these relatives are starting to organise themselves in order to draw at-

tention to the problems they experience and the risks incurred by poorer neighbourhoods in 

Venezuelan cities. They aim to set up cultural, sporting or social activities in memory of their 

murdered loved-ones9. Moreover, they demand that the law controlling firearms be applied and 

that the trafficking and sale of guns by police squads to criminals be stopped. Women of NGOs 

and political parties have also arranged to protest and demonstrate in the streets, demanding an 

end to civil insecurity due to armed violence. 

Lastly, social awareness of the fact that actions can mobilise groups and individuals in 

the country has grown and it is exemplified by the initiatives undertaken by Project Hope, a civil 

society group which has managed to gather photographic evidence from over fifty mothers of 

young men killed by firearms. They covered the streets of Caracas with enlarged images of their 

faces, demanding that the next picture should not be of the mother of the person looking at the 

photo. Individuals from the arts, sciences, politics and society in general have also signed up for 

a solidarity campaign called Put yourself in their place, which is currently active on the internet 

and will be displayed in the streets of Caracas and perhaps in towns elsewhere in the country. 

This, then, is a description of the life-and-death problem facing the Venezuelan nation. In 

our next article we will examine some proposals for public policies in this area. 

 

                                                
9 Incosec and Amnesty International (2011). Impact of armed violence on families in poorer neighbourhoods of Ca-
racas. Caracas. 


