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Abstract 

 
Human trafficking is ranked as the third most profitable activity within the realm 

of organized crime, following drug and arms trafficking. Despite its highly 

rewarding feature, Italian mafias have never been directly involved in such a 

criminal activity. Attributing honor to the Italian mafias’ absenteeism in the 

trafficking of human beings is precisely the aim of the present study. The 

distinctive conceptualization of honor, onore, is believed to have persistently 

forged autochthone mafias and their culture of operations, culminating in the 

establishment of a quintessential criminal organization archetype. In sharp 

contrast to this, the Nigerian and Albanian mafias, while categorized as mafias, 

notably lack the pivotal trait of this form of organized crime: honor. Devoid of 

their own conceptualization of honor, these criminal organizations have 

emerged as the two leading mafias currently governing the trafficking of 

humans in Italy.  

Incorporating evidence from publicly available interviews, trails recordings, 

testimonies, and official documents, the research will unmask the underlying 

framework of Italian, Nigerian and Albanian mafias. Additionally, through the 

lenses of a comparative study, the research will identify the four major 

divergences between Italian and the two foreign mafias: old vs new nature, 

political vs apolitical ethos, state vs individual targeting, and power vs money 

driving force. All these aspects will be examined in the light of honor.   

These findings indicate the need for further research on the influence of honor 

on Italian mafias’ culture of operations, essential for comprehending their raison 

d'être and for anticipating potential future moves. Along with it, diving into the 

foundational structure of organized criminal organizations facilitates the 

untangling of their complex structure, enabling the identification and 

application of effective strategies to counteract them. Lastly, the domain of 

human trafficking necessitates further exploration into effective measures for its 

prevention, identification, mitigation, and contrast. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Human trafficking is a worldwide phenomenon with devastating consequences 

for its victims. It is the third most common and lucrative illicit activity carried 

out by organized crime, after drug trafficking and arms trafficking, respectively 

generating 540 billion dollars (Global Financial Integrity, 2017) and 230 billion 

dollars (European Commission, 2013) of profits every year. The trafficking of 

humans is a significant and persistent issue in Italy, with the country being a 

destination, transit point, and origin for its victims. According to the latest 

Trafficking in Persons Report of 2022 published by the U.S. Department of 

State, 1347 is the number of the trafficking victims assisted by government-

funded NGOs in the previous year (2022). Along with that, the government 

provided assistance to over 500 individuals located in migration centers who 

were considered potential victims of human trafficking. It is important to 

acknowledge that the reported number of victims is based on documented cases, 

and it is very likely that there are additional victims who have not been identified 

or documented. For the purpose of this study, it is crucial to first denote what 

human trafficking entails as a global phenomenon. It should be, in fact, 

emphasized that it encompasses a wide range of abusive practices, including 

forced labor, sexual exploitation, organ trafficking which affect millions of 

individuals worldwide. According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime (UNODC) human trafficking is defined as “the recruitment, 

transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of people through force, fraud or 

deception, with the aim of exploiting them for profit. Men, women and children 

from all backgrounds can become victims of this crime, which occurs in every 

region of the world. The traffickers often use violence or fraudulent employment 

agencies and fake promises of education and job opportunities to trick and 

coerce their victims” (2021, para. 1). In this definition it is clear that, in order 

to talk about human trafficking, three requirements should be met: act, means 

and purpose. Firstly, the act includes the action that traffickers adopt which can 
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be to recruit, transport, transfer, harbor, or receive. Secondly, the means refer to 

the threat, use of force, coercion, fraud, deception, abuse of a position of 

vulnerability, giving payments or benefits and abduction. Thirdly, the purpose 

of trafficking humans as a mere economic one should be also present. It is worth 

noting not only that the phenomenon of humans’ trade is extremely violent, but 

also, that it is highly profitable, with an estimated yearly profit of 150 billion 

dollars (Global Financial Integrity, 2017). The peculiarity of this phenomenon 

lies in its multiformity as it persists in various forms of crimes, including sexual 

exploitation, domestic servitude and forced marriage. Victims may also be 

forced to work in factories, construction sites or in the agricultural sector and, 

additionally, victims may be coerced or deceived into the removal of their 

organs. By the same token, children may be also recruited to serve as soldiers, 

to commit crimes for the benefit of the traffickers or to generate child 

pornographic content.  

Several studies in human trafficking have put forward a series of underlying 

factors that make individuals more susceptible to human traffickers and their 

vicious circles of violence: extreme poverty, prolonged unemployment, 

deprivation of basic needs, inadequate education, gender discrimination, 

abandonment of children, migration, corruption at borders, and lastly, physical, 

and sexual violence against vulnerable individuals (Bernat and Zhilina, 2010). 

Additionally, in the attempt to better understand the mechanisms of trafficking, 

it is fundamental to mention the use of torture, rape, emotional abuse, visa or 

passport’s seizure and denial of food, water and clothing as common instrument 

used by traffickers to threaten their victims during the whole process of 

trafficking. As a matter of fact, it can be a long-lasting one, starting from when 

the traffickers point and approach their victims, until the latter fall prey to their 

predators and are then transferred to an often-unknown destination and then 

threatened to follow the orders received. The Counter-Trafficking Data 

Collaborative has managed to collect data on human trafficking thanks to the 

cooperation of different global organizations counting more than 156,000 
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individual cases of human trafficking in 189 countries of exploitation and 

among 187 different nationalities (2017). This certainly shows how outspread 

the phenomenon of humans’ trade is as well as how high the probability of 

affecting individuals in their home country is, considering that currently the total 

amount of recognized countries on the globe amounts to 1951.  

Due to the breadth of the issue and for the purpose of this research, the focus 

will be drawn within the confines of the Italian territory, where organized crime 

groups have been involved in the transnational crime of human trafficking. 

Specifically, foreign mafia groups are the active share of organized crime 

operating in such a field. Despite their long-standing history of engaging in 

illicit activities, such as extortion and money laundering, Italian mafias have 

traditionally refrained from direct involvement in human trafficking. Indeed, 

Italian mafias do receive payments, some sort of territorial taxes, for the use of 

the lands when foreign mafias operate within the Italian borders and have to 

request permission to the former. Various investigations carried out by the 

Italian Anti-mafia Investigation Department (DIA) have shown that foreign 

mafias are actually the only ones operating in the field of human trafficking 

within the Italian borders (2022). On a more accurate level, the Nigerian and the 

Albanian mafias are the two criminal groups most involved in the illicit activity 

of humans’ trade in Italy. The Chinese mafia has also been found to be actively 

engaged in human trafficking, however the interests of the latter are usually 

placed towards compatriots (Direzione Investigativa Antimafia, 2022) and that 

is the reason for which the Chinese mafia will not be taken into consideration in 

the present study. 

 

Attributing the relevancy of honor to the Italian mafias’ absenteeism in the 

trafficking of humans is exactly what this study aims to explore. Honor is 

crucial, indeed, in the understanding of this phenomenon. Italian mafias have a 

 
1 For simplicity reasons, the author considers the number of countries officially recognized by 

the United Nations (UN), including the two “observer states” of the Holy See and Palestine. 
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long-standing tradition of upholding honor as a core value, and this is reflected 

in their internal organizations and the activities carried out. The present thesis 

sheds light on how honor has prevented Italian mafias from engaging in the 

phenomenon of human trafficking. As a matter of fact, the unique 

conceptualization of honor typical of Italian mafias has allowed the latter to 

generate an out-and-out archetype of criminal organization leading, in turn, to 

the creation of a mafia culture in the country. Non-Italian criminal organized 

groups have attempted to generate mafia-like organizations following the 

footprints of the Italian example. However, foreign mafias lack the fundamental 

characterizing element of Italian mafias, honor, which has provided a solid 

structure and strong adherence to its code. For the seek of this study, the most 

powerful foreign organized groups operating in human trafficking in Italy will 

be considered: Nigerian and Albanian mafias. While these groups are legally 

and socially recognized as mafias, their essence significantly differs from the 

Italian mafias’ one. This is mainly shown in four aspects: nature, ethos, target, 

and driving force. While Italian mafias present an old nature with a relative and 

rigorous behavioral code, the more recent nature of these foreign mafias has not 

produced a personalized conceptualization of honor nor a rigorous 

compartmental code. Secondly, contrarily to the nonpolitical ethos of foreign 

mafias, the political ethos of Italian mafias has characterized such groups since 

their origin. Thirdly, the intentions and operations of Italian mafias have always 

been oriented towards the undermining of the Italian government sovereignty, 

while foreign mafias’ approach is individual oriented. Lastly, the Italian mafias 

have always been driven by a thirst for power that has always resulted in a long-

term agenda, with a careful choice of the activities to carry out as their ultimate 

goal was purely political. On the contrary, foreign mafias can be defined to be 

driven by money, rather than power, resulting in a short-term agenda and no 

filtering processes of their activities. These four main aspects are all based on 

and shaped by the meaning of honor which, in the case of Italian mafias, is very 

well defined and adhered to. Whereas foreign mafias lack a unique and 
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personalized conceptualization of honor which has ultimately led the to engage 

in human trafficking. The concept of honor is key to the scope of this research 

as this thesis precisely aims to identify honor as the primal factor behind the 

Italian mafias’ absenteeism in the trafficking of human beings. 

 

The concept of honor has always had a significant impact on the Italian society, 

with its definition undergoing many changes over time. In ancient Rome, honor 

was closely linked to personal reputation, recognition, and achievement. It was 

regarded as a highly valued quality, and it was intimately tied to the concept of 

virtus, which centered on personal excellence. The idea of honor continued to 

evolve, and, during the Middle Ages, it became more closely linked to the 

chivalric code of knights, and began to be associated with courage, loyalty, and 

personal integrity. During the Renaissance instead, the meaning of honor came 

to also include qualities such as intellectual and artistic excellence. The concept 

of the “Renaissance man” emerged during this era and it indicated a person who 

was well-educated, cultured, and highly skilled in various areas. Honor became 

associated with this ideal, and it was intimately connected to the era’s artistic 

and intellectual achievements. The Baroque era saw another shift in the meaning 

of honor, where honor became more closely tied to social status and patronage. 

Artists and scholars sought patronage from powerful individuals to gain social 

status and recognition. The quality of “honorificabilitudinatatibus” emerged, 

which emphasized the importance of social status and reputation. Only in the 

19th century, the concept of honor became more nationalistic and patriotic in 

Italy, being linked to the idea of Risorgimento, the movement for Italian 

unification. Honor indeed became a crucial component of the Italian national 

identity, and it started to be associated with qualities such as bravery, loyalty to 

the nation, and sacrifice for the common good. However, in the 20th century, the 

meaning of honor in Italy became more complicated and contested. Issues of 

gender and sexuality began to influence the interpretation of the concept. Honor 

killings and other forms of violence linked to the idea of protecting and restoring 
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the honor of the family were taking place. The idea of preserving one’s family 

honor is still very much present in in the areas in the South of Italy. The various 

mafia clans have been using the concept of honor since their appearance in the 

early 19th century to draw up an orally transmitted behavioral code and to justify 

their actions. The code of honor has been used to maintain secrecy and loyalty 

among members. 

The connection between honor and mafia has been subject of much debate and 

analysis in the country. The significance of honor within the Italian society has 

contributed to shaping the country’s identity and social values while, at the same 

time, being shaped by a by a complex interplay of social, cultural, historical, 

and linguistic factors. As such, it is essential to examine how honor influences 

the Italian mafias’ activities and how it differs from the Nigerian and Albanian 

concept of honor. This will contribute to a more comprehensive understanding 

of the complex relationship between organized crime and human trafficking in 

addition to the relationship among different mafia groups. Often, the 

categorization of criminal groups as “mafia groups” is a rough one as it does not 

really make allowances for what mafia really entails. The Nigerian and Albanian 

criminal organizations have been classified as mafia groups because of several 

elements common to mafia groups: organized hierarchical structure, 

engagement in criminal activities, use of violence and coercion, internal codes 

as secrecy and loyalty. Nevertheless, there exist fundamental differences that 

shape these criminal groups differently, with the concept of honor being the 

major one. 

By way of explanation, this thesis aims to uncover the root causes of the Italian 

mafias' absenteeism in the direct involvement in human trafficking and, most 

importantly, in the light of the notion of honor. Additionally, the present study 

seeks to conduct a comparative analysis between Italian mafias and Nigerian 

and Albanian mafias, exploring four major aspects of these organized crime 

groups highly shaped by honor. 
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Through such in-depth comparative analysis of current literature and case 

studies among these three mafias, this research will highlight the multifaceted 

nature of organized crime in Italy and how honor has shaped and still plays a 

role on mafias’ activities nowadays. Shedding light on the ways through which 

different organized crime networks interact with each other may lead to the 

adoption and development of more effective strategies by law enforcement and 

policymakers for countering organized crime. Moreover, understanding the 

links between human trafficking and organized criminal groups intends to 

unknot the scope of both phenomena, to be aware of the main geographical areas 

involved in these crimes, to understand the complexity of these issues and to 

develop a multidisciplinary strategy meant to counter such crime, protect its 

victims and dismantling the honor culture that keeps feeding organized crime. 

Last, but not least, studying the links between organized criminal organizations 

and human trafficking help raising awareness and public understanding of the 

complexity of this phenomenon and the local impact that it holds.  

 

For this research, an inductive approach will be adopted thanks to which data 

on human trafficking and mafias will be analyzed and translated into a 

theoretical patter. This will give the possibility to draw a conclusion on why 

honor is the cause for the non-involvement of Italian mafias in human 

trafficking, elaborating on the relevancy of honor in Italian mafias’ culture of 

operations, compared to the absence of an own conceptualization of honor in 

foreign mafias. Moreover, the research will make use of a comparative paradigm 

that will consider the major four aspects differentiating Italian organized 

criminal groups from foreign mafias. Each of these aspects has been molded by 

the presence of a deeply rooted and unique conceptualization of honor in the 

first case and the absence of such a code in the second one. This will help having 

a clearer picture of why honor has been preventing Italian mafias from operating 

in the trafficking of human beings. 
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Existing literature on mafias, their codes and human trafficking will be used for 

the framework. Empirical data will be collected from governmental documents 

released by the Italian Anti-Mafia and Anti-Terrorism Investigation Department 

as well as Police Department and Parliament. Furthermore, publicly accessible 

testimonies from mobsters and other individuals directly involved in mafia clans 

will be also used together with testimonies from national anti-mafia 

investigators and judges. 

 

In connection to the structure of the study, the present research has been divided 

into three main parts. The first one being involved with the notion of honor and 

in how it serves Italian mafias’ identity building processes and the shaping of 

their modus operandi. This is accomplished through the review of the relevant 

existing literature and primary sources such as testimonies, recordings of trials, 

and documentaries. Following the steps of the first section, the second one 

focuses on the unmasking of the Nigerian and Albania mafias, exploring their 

origins, codes, and mutation of their activities. Lastly, through the lenses of a 

comparative study, the third section brings to light the main diverging aspects 

existing between Italian and foreign mafias. This comparative analysis will be 

treated under four main headings: nature, ethos, target, and driving force of these 

organized criminal groups. On one side, Italian mafias are old criminal 

organizations, have been characterized by a political ethos whose target was the 

state and which have been driven by mere power. On the other side, foreign 

mafias present a more recent nature, with a nonpolitical ethos which resulted in 

being oriented towards individual-based crimes and in being driven by financial 

gains. These contrasting elements see at their roots the concept of honor that, in 

the case of Italian mafias, has acquired a unique meaning while, in the case of 

foreign mafias, is fundamentally lacking. 
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1. THE GORDIAN KNOT OF HONOR IN MAFIA 

 

“The word mafia is a literary creation. The real mafiosi are simply called men 

of honor.” 

Tommaso Buscetta 

 

 

The concept of honor has long been intertwined with the culture operations and 

the decision-making processes of Italian mafias. These criminal groups have a 

long history in the country which dates to the 19th century. The exact origin of 

the term mafia is still a topic of much debate and speculation and, while no 

consensus has been found among historians and scholars about the exact origin 

of the term, several theories have been put forward over the years. One theory 

suggests that mafia comes from the Sicilian word mafiusi, meaning arrogant. 

Another theory proposes that the word is a backronym of the phrase “Morte Alla 

Francia Italia Anela”, meaning Death to France, Italy longs for it, and that was 

supposedly used by Sicilian rebels who were fighting against the French 

occupation that took place during the 1800s. Interestingly enough, further 

theories investigate the Arabic origins of the term: maʿfī ( معفي) meaning 

exempted, muʿāfā (  معافى ) meaning protected and mafyaʾ (مفيء) meaning place 

of shade. The first Arabic term would refer to the exemption from payment of 

the yearly tax non-Muslims were charged with when living in Muslim lands. 

Muʿāfā is used in a more general context, referring to safety (Kollock, 1994). 

Lastly, mafyaʾ used in the sense of “shade” depicts a place where to find refuge 

from the feudalistic system that followed the destruction of the Saracen system 

by the Normans in Sicily. Conversely, the Sicilian ethnographer and folklorist 

Giuseppe Pitrè (1841-1916) had an alternative perspective on the word mafia as 

he suggests that the term was used as a synonym of beauty, grandiosity, safety, 

and nobility of mind. He collected stories and songs from the local population 

in Sicily, as he valued the importance of studying and preserving cultural 
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heritage. Despite the lack of consensus about the origin of the term mafia, it is 

clear that the mafia as we know it today has its roots in the feudal system of 

Sicily in the 19th century. It undoubtedly emerged as a response to the social and 

economic conditions of the time that were marked by poverty, violence, and 

political instability. The Mafia developed to provide a sense of order that would 

“produce, promote and sell private protection” (Paoli, 2002, p. 73) to the local 

population through violence and criminal activities. Over the time, the Sicilian 

mafia gradually gained power and influence, spreading its essence elsewhere, 

to other Italian southern regions, then to northern ones and, eventually, 

spreading around the globe not only as a criminal group but as an out-and-out 

archetype of organized crime. 

Four are the major Italian Mafia clans that originated within the country and 

particularly in its southern part: Cosa Nostra, Camorra, ‘Ndrangheta, and Sacra 

Corona Unita. The first one, literally Our Thing, is the oldest and largest Italian 

mafia; it originated in Sicily, and it presents a hierarchical structure in which the 

roles of boss, underboss and a council of elders are formed. Camorra is the mafia 

clan that originated in the Campania region. Contrary to the previous clan, this 

is a clan that is highly decentralized with many groups running in an 

independent manner. It is usually known for its brutal violence. ‘Ndrangheta is 

based in the Calabria region, and it is considered one of the most powerful and 

wealthiest mafia clans. Similarly to Camorra, ‘Ndrangheta is decentralized and 

operates through a series of autonomous clans. Lastly, Sacra Corona Unita 

originated in the Apulia region. It has a similar structure to Cosa Nostra, 

however, it is more recent. The graph illustrates the global presence of Cosa 

Nostra, Camorra and ‘Ndrangheta in the global arena. However, it does not 

include the Sacra Corona Unita clan which is relatively new compared to the 

others. Often referred to as the “silent mafia”, it is known for its discreet 

infiltration into illegal markets.  
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Fig. 1 Global reach of Mafia groups 

 

In the subsequent sections of this chapter, the emphasis will be placed on 

examining the existing literature that explores the impact of honor on the modus 

vivendi and operandi of mafia organizations. This will be done by using a 

combination of testimonies from individuals with firsthand experience in the 

mafia, as well as secondary sources from authoritative experts and scholars in 

the field. The focus of this chapter will revolve exclusively around Italian 

mafias. The aim is to demonstrate the singularity of the interdependent relation 

between Italian mafias and their complex code of honor, which has evolved in 

a unique manner. This intricate connection has allowed Italian mafias to 

establish local safe nets while exporting their criminal archetype worldwide. 

Undoubtedly, the proliferation of the Italian mafias’ model has given rise to 

mafia-like criminal groups in other regions, commonly referred to as foreign 

mafias. However, these organizations lack the fundamental characteristics of 

honor that is inherent in Italian mafias and upon which mafia clans have 

developed.  

In anthropological and social studies, it is well acknowledged the paramount 

importance of the significance of honor in numerous societies around the world. 
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Honor has shaped and it has been shaped by time and space, in a continuous 

manner. If on one hand, the concept of honor is overall an essential element for 

maintaining the integrity and reputation of specific communities, on the other 

hand differences exist in the way this concept is interpreted, perceived, and 

applied. It should be noted that even among Italian mafias subtle differences in 

its interpretation coexist. One of the most notable differences is between Cosa 

Nostra and Camorra: while both groups share a similar code of conduct and 

some sort of emphasis on loyalty, the concept of honor is viewed differently. In 

the Sicilian Mafia, honor is often associated with the concept of omertà, or code 

of silence. Members are expected to remain silent and not betray the 

organization, even under extreme circumstances. Omertà is seen as a way to 

maintain the honor and integrity of the organization. In contrast, the Camorra 

places a greater emphasis on “omnipotence”, or the ability to exert power and 

control over others. This led to the institutionalization of omertà, as main pillar 

of honor: “Man of honor are called ‘omu di panza’ [literally meaning ‘belly’s 

men’] as he must be capable of keeping secrets in his belly” (Puccio-Den, 2019, 

p.160). The Camorra’s idea of honor is often associated with the ability to 

display strength and dominance, even if that means resorting to violence and 

intimidation. The Camorra’s code of conduct is more fluid and less structured 

than the Sicilian Mafia’s, with less emphasis on the hierarchical structure of the 

organization. These differences in belief of honor between the two clans can be 

attributed to historical and cultural factors. The Sicilian Mafia has indeed its 

roots in rural Sicily, where loyalty to family and community was highly valued. 

The Camorra, on the contrary, has its origins in the urban environment of 

Naples, where power and control were principal factors in everyday life. 

Although it cannot be argued that mafia clans do share similarities in the notion 

of honor, subtle discrepancies in their codes of honor might lead to variations in 

the implementation of the code and in the activities of the organization itself. 

Overall, the centrality of this chapter lies in the meanings of honor and their 

relevancy in the emergence of Italian mafias, their evolvement, and the 
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mutations of their activities. Firstly, the significance of honor will be analyzed 

through an historical analysis and through the words of mafia bosses and former 

bosses that eventually decided to collaborate with the justice. Secondly, the role 

of honor in dictating the modus vivendi of man of honor and, specifically, within 

the realm of sexuality will be unfolded by showing how honor serves to mafia’s 

internal organization. Thirdly, the mutations of Italian mafias’ modus operandi 

and culture operations will be presented in the light of honor through an 

historical excursus from the 17th century until the present days. Lastly, the main 

debates and research gaps in the field will be addressed. The choice of 

discussing the notion of honor following this specific order lies in the fact that 

awareness and knowledge on the perceptions and usage of honor requires a 

multifaceted approach and, therefore, by diving into the meaning of honor and 

how it has internally shaped mafias’ organizations is necessary for a deep 

understanding of mafia-type organized crime. Moreover, the extent to which 

honor has influenced Italian Mafias and their strategies is of paramount 

importance for a true comprehension of the dynamics that have been built over 

the years and that are still so challenging to eradicate nowadays. All things 

considered, honor can be defined as the backbone of Italian mafias, making the 

latter a unique case in the field of organized crime.  

 

1.1 Honor and its Meanings 

 

The Italian mafia has long been subject of fascination in popular culture, with 

its accentuation on loyalty, secrecy, and codes of conduct. However, 

understanding the true meaning of honor within the Mafia requires closer 

examination of the words and behaviors of the individuals operating in such a 

secretive world. By exploring three direct quotes of mafia bosses, the present 

section will extrapolate the ways through which the notion of honor has been 

perceived and valued within mafia organizations.  The findings have been drawn 

from a variety of sources including trials recording, official documents, and 

testimonies from the so-called collaborators of justice that are publicly 
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available. Every quote will touch upon different aspects of honor, from loyalty 

and respect to violence and revenge. The analysis of the quotes will lead to the 

extrapolation of what the core features concealed behind the notion of honor 

are. In this way, it will be possible to gain a deeper understanding of how the 

lives and actions of the people belonging to mafia are driven and affected by it. 

Additionally, insights into the values and beliefs underpinning mafia’s culture 

will be provided for a wider contextualization of the cultural significance of the 

term.   

The so called “boss of the two worlds”2 Tommaso Buscetta, leading figure of 

Cosa Nostra defined men of honor as “[…] those who are able to distinguish 

between rights and wrong. They are wise and good people, not devoted to 

violence but that do know the motives behind the various things of life. […] Man 

of honor should be exactly what the word uomo d’onore [man of honor] in 

Italian means: the act of handshaking, the honesty in expressing one’s view. A 

man of honor cannot lie; when a man of honor talks, he will say the truth, or he 

will abstain from answering. If they talk, men of honor, they talk to tell the 

truth”. This quote has been extrapolated from the Maxi Trial3 (or Maxiprocesso 

in Italian) to Cosa Nostra in April 1986 where Buscetta suggests that being a 

man of honor does not simply imply to follow a set of guidelines, but rather it 

is a way of living one’s life. It further implies that honor has a deep-seated nature 

within the Mafia as it influences all aspects of a person’s behavior and decision-

making, acting as an integral part of it. Honor, in this sense, means also respect, 

 
2 High-ranking member of the Cosa Nostra operating in both Italy and Brazil, on two sides of 

the Atlantic.  
3 The Maxiprocesso was the largest criminal trial ever conducted against the Cosa Nostra, which 

involved 475 defendants charged with mafia association crimes. It is considered as the first 

actual response to Sicilian mafia by the Italian government. This trial marked the first instance 

in Italy’s history where Cosa Nostra’s members were convicted based on their affiliation to a 

mafia group. The Maxiprocess’s success can be attributed to two main factors: the centralization 

of the investigations by specialized magistrates and the testimonies of pentiti, who are 

individuals who have become informers or government witnesses against their former criminal 

associates. The word pentiti comes from the Italian verb pentirsi, meaning “to repent”. Tommaso 

Buscetta and Salvatore Contorno were important pentiti figures who removed the veil of omertà 

that for decades had kept the secretness of the organization. 
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obedience, and silence. The latter, also referred to as omertà is indeed 

considered to be the pillar of honor (Puccio-Den, 2019). 

Another testimony taken from the Maxiprocesso to Cosa Nostra is the one of 

Salvatore Contorno former member of the group: “You become man of honor 

with an oath and ten commandments: don’t look at others’ women, always say 

the truth, those who betray Cosa Nostra will be burnt as the image held in your 

hand” (Maxiprocesso a Cosa Nostra, 1986). He decided to turn into a mafia 

informant for the Italian Government as he became disillusioned with the 

organization and decided to cooperate with the authorities as “he did not have 

anything to lose” (Maxiprocesso a Cosa Nostra, (1986) at that point of his life. 

His testimony has been crucial in securing convictions against several high 

ranked members of the organization.  Specifically, Contorno’s definition of man 

of honor sheds important light on the pertinence of the oath’s ritual and the 

ruling system of the group, revealing the formalities of the organization.  

Lastly, during the trial for the Via D’amelio bombing in July 1992, Giuseppe 

Marchese affirms: “Man of honor means having rules and respecting them. 

Cosa Nostra has rules and before entering it, it is necessary to know the person, 

how this person behaves and make sure this person presents no issues related 

to his family, not being homosexual as its shameful and it damages one’s 

dignity” (Processo per la strage di via D’Amelio, 1992). He became a man of 

honor at 17 years old, under the supervision of Salvatore Riina, Totò, the 

ruthless chief of Cosa Nostra who never admitted the crimes committed. During 

his testimony, Marchese focuses on the limitations that honor sets as it rules 

every aspect of one man’s life once he is admitted to take part in the mafia clan. 

Despite subtle differences, these quotes suggest that honor is linked and governs 

upon loyalty, commitment, silence, respect, family, personal relationships. “The 

realm of honor is much larger than the realm of law” (Oprisko, 2012, p.18) as 

the former taints every aspect of the one’s existence, enrooting and 

contaminating their life forever. The three quotes provide an initial window into 

the complex and deeply held beliefs that underpin the mafia’s code of honor. 
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All in all, it can be said that Italian Mafia is by definition determined by honor 

(Catanzaro, 1985). An honor that, according to the Italian professor of sociology 

Raimondo Catanzaro, can be classified into static and dynamic. In his article, 

“How the Mafia has Adapted to Change”, Catanzaro discusses the concept of 

honor in mafia and how it has evolved over time. He refers to the traditional, 

fixed concept of honor that is based on rigid set of rules and behaviors as static 

honor. It is often associated with the concept of omertà, or code of silence, and 

to a sense of nostalgia for the past and a desire to preserve traditional values and 

ways of life as it is a form of honor resistant to change and adapts slowly to new 

social and cultural norms. Dynamic honor, on the other hand, is a more flexible 

and adaptable form of honor that is better situated to changing social and cultural 

contexts. It recognizes that the world is constantly evolving, and that honor must 

adapt to these changes. This type of honor is characterized by a willingness to 

adopt to new norms and values while still maintaining a sense of identity and 

loyalty to one’s group or community. Catanzaro’s analysis drives towards the 

idea that the mafia has undergone a shift from static honor to dynamic honor in 

recent years. This shift has been driven by several factors, including changes in 

Italian society and the emergence of new forms of criminal activity. In response 

to these changes, the mafia has become more adaptable and flexible and the shift 

towards this new form of honor also led to a greater acceptance of women within 

the organization and, in rare cases, even the acceptance of homosexuality and 

transgenderism4. The double façade conceptualization of honor is certainly 

based on moral taxonomies imprinted in Mediterranean societies. The 

dichotomous relationship between honor and shame, typical of such 

communities, turned out to act as a social schema for the community. Pivotal is 

the biological sex of individuals as it directly translates into specific behavioral 

rules to adhere to. This binary categorization of individuals and related canons 

also delineates a rigid division into active and passive roles, inveigling all 

 
4 The ex-mafia boss Giuseppe Misso, during one of his trials, openly talked about his son’s 

gender transitioning process. 
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spheres of one life. Honor has become a component of the collective person 

(Puccio-Den, 2019) and, as such, it has been strictly related to the notion of 

blood, another significant cultural element. The latter, indeed, holds a deep 

significance in several cultures and religions. “Blood purges and purifies” 

(Barmaki, 2019, p. 473) and, as such, blood serves as signature in the ritual of 

oath in which men of honor are forged as well as a fundamental tool for the 

regaining of honor: killing. In 2007, when the Italian police arrested one of the 

most relevant Cosa Nostra’s bosses Salvatore Lo Piccolo, a written list of the 10 

commandments of Cosa Nostra was found. It also contained details about the 

whole ritual of initiation and the procedures to follow for the proclamation of 

the oath. They focus on three main aspects: prioritization of Cosa Nostra above 

anything else, ”even if your wife is about to give birth” (Corriere della Sera, 

2007), no relations with police officers and, lastly, the control of self-sexuality 

through the prohibition to look at friends’ wife, to treat wives with respect and 

to ban going to pubs and clubs.  

 

1.2 The Honor/Sexuality’s Intricacy 

The history of the mafia has continuously and completely been pervaded by an 

obsession with sexuality. From the early days of Cosa Nostra, being a member 

of the organization came with a strict set of moral codes and rigorous conditions. 

For instance, potential affiliates must not have cheated on their wives nor been 

involved in prostitution, must have not been homosexual nor had divorced 

parents. Moreover, on a more political side they must not have been a member 

of the National Fascist Party nor the Italian Communist Party (PCI). These 

moralistic rules were later changed and loosened across generations within 

mafia’ families and clans, but they stayed an essential part of mafia’s ethos. 

Indeed, in the end of the 70s Paolo Di Lauro, one of the most important bosses 

of the Gomorra, attempted to build an internal reform within his clan aimed at 

reducing immediate and violent responses: in case of economic and territorial 

problems, the heads of the families were to be called together and to find a 
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shared solution instead of individually deal with them. However, killing without 

any convocation was still possible in one case, being when a man of honor had 

flirted or even tried to flirt with the wife, girlfriend, daughter of one of the other 

members of the clan and there was proof of it. This clearly shows how sexuality 

played a crucial role in the code of conduct of the clan and how it needed to be 

tightly controlled. That implied that even minor transgressions in this area were 

not unnoticed and were dealt with extremely violent measures, most of the time 

through death. Often, the moralism of society is what feeds and nourishes 

criminal moralism and monogamous obsession. The moralistic obsession with 

monogamy and traditional gender roles indeed reflected broader societal values 

that repressed sexual expression and behaviors outside of what are socially 

acceptable norms. In this sense, the existence of mafia morality was premised 

on the prevalence of repressive morality in society as a whole. Contradictorily, 

like all repressive morals, violations of monogamy are more tolerable in men in 

a specific case. Two are the conditions to be met:  the infidelity occurring 

absolute secrecy and that one remains perfectly portrayed in traditional male 

and female roles. The entire power of revenge and intimidation is articulated 

around female infidelity. It should come as no surprise that the woman’s own 

family often decrees the condemnation, ordering her death. This is a way to take 

credit for the cleaning of the family’s reputation and the regaining of the lost 

honor. Additionally, it shows above all that nothing is forgiven to those who 

violate the code of honor. Therefore, the history of mafia is deeply intertwined 

with issues of morality and sexuality. The strict moral codes governing 

membership and behavior within the criminal organization were reflective of 

the capillarity of repressive morality in society. Their enforcement was brutal 

and served as a warning to others aiming at becoming man of honor. This is a 

concept central not only to the mafia as an organization, but also to the mafia 

culture built around it. In the preceding section three quotes shed light on the 

experiences and perspectives on what it means to be a man of honor in the 

context of one’s organization. The Sicilian boss and then, government informant 



 

19 

 

or pentito5, Leonardo Messina affirmed in an interview that “a man of honor’s 

personal assets are mainly represented by a woman who is aware of her role” 

(Giordano and Lo Verso, 2015, p.14). Honor, in this sense, becomes a “socially 

recognized means of evaluating the distribution of statuses” (Catanzaro, 1985, 

p.36). Particularly, this same distribution of statuses occurs in significantly 

different manners in which gender seems to be the decisional factor dictating 

them. It should be stressed that within mafia culture and within mafia clans, 

belonging to the male or female sphere means having to deal with tasks, 

responsibilities, duties, and codes related to it. Often, the focus of interest in 

mafia cultures is on male figures, while female ones are usually left aside simply 

because the narratives imply a specific patrilineal power structure. However, 

being a woman in mafia contexts implies a series of activities to carry out both 

passively and actively. The Italian journalist and sociologist Ombretta Ingranscì 

has largely dived into the role of women in mafia families. She argues that, 

despite the lack of regard towards women in mafia, their functions subtly 

operate at distinct levels, and they are extremely vital to the entire mafia system. 

Women are the guarantors of mafia. Their functions serve the purpose of 

guaranteeing the integrality, impermeability, and solidity of the mafia structures. 

Differences exist between women that come from a mafia family and women 

that do not.  

 

a. Woman of Honor 

Women of honor are aware of the dynamics within the mafia realm and are 

educated in the values of the organization. Therefore, they know they will have 

to guarantee the mafia codes through the preservation of the family honor, the 

education of the children, and the support to her husband. In the honor-shame 

dichotomy, while men do possess an active role as they are called upon 

 
5 Literally meaning regretful. It refers to those individuals that regretted their criminal behaviors 

and decided to collaborate with the Italian government. 
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protection, women do possess a passive role as they are called upon privation. 

Through these lenses, women have the duty of interpreting the family honor and 

safeguarding an enormous power, as her behaviors may directly be translated 

into dishonoring the family’s honor (Giordano and Lo Verso, 2015). Following 

the idea of preserving the family’s honor, central is the task of educating the 

children according to the codes of honor and the instrumentalization of family’s 

value. Schermi refers to this type of distorted form of education as ”black 

pedagogy” (2015, p.256). Prole is generally considered to be an important asset 

in the family, the one that will generate income and, particularly the male prole, 

the one that will be crucial for strategic endogamy as ”male descendants 

represent trusted potential associates” (Sergi, 2018, p.5). The 

instrumentalization of societal values contributes to the normalization of 

behaviors that are disciplined by honor. Honoring becomes, by definition, ”the 

process that enforces axiological social contracts. It sets up boundaries and 

discipline life” (Oprisko, 2012, p.11). The multidimensionality and complexity 

existing around the notion of honor makes it possible for women to play an 

essential role behind the mafia surface. Many scholars refer to this phenomenon 

as the ”submerged centrality” of women in mafia culture as they act as a sort of 

bonds within the mafia structure. The last function held by women is supporting 

their husbands which does not simply refer to emotionally assist and comfort 

their companion. It also refers to taking the reins of the family, of the clan and 

its management in case the husband goes to prison. Anna Carrino, ex-

companion of the mafia boss Francesco Bidognetti and current collaborator of 

justice for the Italian government, revealed in her testimonies the ways through 

which she would communicate and take orders from her partner during her visits 

to Francesco in prison although he was in the ”41-bis” strict regime prison. This 

type of prison regime has been enlarged to mafia and terrorist related criminals 

following the Capaci bombing where the anti-mafia magistrate Giovanni 

Falcone was killed. It has to do with a very ad-hoc imprisonment system, located 

in separate districts from the main prison that are exclusively dedicated to mafia 
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or terrorist prisoners considered to threaten the national security of the country. 

The main goal of this provision is to obstruct the passages of information, 

orders, and any type of communication between the prisoners and the affiliated 

criminal organizations operating in the territory. This is the reason for which 

convicts stay in single cells, having a bed, a table and a chair that is nailed down 

to the floor. They are continually monitored by the penitentiary police and can 

receive medical treatment within their own cell. Visits from only relatives can 

be done once a month for one hour in specific rooms where it is not possible to 

exchange objects or physical contact. Only one call a month is permissible and 

participation in trials can only take place remotely. Regardless of all the enlisted 

strict measures adopted in the 41-bis, Anna Carrino and Francesco Bidognetti 

managed to hand over valuable information even under the supervision of the 

penitentiary police. What they used was a sort of encrypted language and 

gestures that the two learned and agreed upon prior to Francesco’s incarceration, 

in preparation for the potential case in which he would be arrested. Interestingly 

enough, the naive gesture of touching the shoulder would refer to another 

member of the clan, as affirmed by Anna in one of her interviews. Through this 

type of communication with her partner, Anna operated as the mediator between 

Francesco and his clan, managing to continue running the organization on his 

behalf and will. In this case, the role of Anna as a ”mafia woman” is of 

paramount importance for the resistance and durability of the clan.  

 

b. Woman of Purity  

The situation, however, differs with women who do not belong to a mafia family 

but that ended up being married to mafia bosses, simply because marrying a 

non-mafia woman was considered a way of “cleansing” the reputation of the 

mafia family thanks to the introduction of a family with good reputation.  This 

was, for instance, the case of Piera Aiello who at the age of 18 was forced to 

marry Nicola Atria, son of the well-known Sicilian boss Vito Atria, as a way of 

cleaning the reputation of his family in 1985. Piera Aiello did not belong to a 
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mafia family and that is the main reasons for which she was chosen by her ex-

father-in-law who saw in her and in the potential marriage between her and his 

son an opportunity to clean the reputation of their mafia family thanks to the 

purity and good name of the Aiello’s family. At the first hesitations of Piera 

towards her relationship with Nicola, she got threatened by Vito who was 

willing to hurt her family in case of non-compliance with the marriage. At that 

moment, Piera was forced to go ahead with the relationship and, later, with the 

marriage. Entering a mafia family turned out to be a repugnant experience for 

Piera, who had never found herself in such a rigid and oppressive system. If on 

one hand, women already belonging to mafia families act as a vital and adhesive 

element in the structure of the organizations; on the other hand, women that 

have not grown up in such an environment could lead to the dismantling of the 

entire mafia structure of the family. The latter was exactly the case with Piera 

who never really abided by the new family’s rules. Notwithstanding the level of 

oppression and violence she experienced, Piera rebelled against them as much 

as she could and up to the point of becoming to collaborator of justice and 

receiving a new identity and protection in a safe location by the Italian 

government. After a few years she then decided to renounce to the new identity 

and take back hers as she ran as a politician, becoming a member of the 

Chambers of Deputies of the Italian Parliament in 2018. Piera’s role as a woman 

refusing to adhere to mafia’s system led to the downfall of the power held by 

the mafia clan, she was forced to be part of. This shows how fundamental and 

needed women functions are in mafia’s organizations, even though they are 

often situated in the background of the whole narrative built around mafia. 

 

1.3 The Mutation of Honor 

Leo Braudy, an American cultural historian and literacy critic, characterizes 

honor as the “the most lasting cultural mediator between the individual and his 

social group” (2005, p.79). This certainly suggests that honor, as a concept, has 

undergone processes of changes and adaptations to accommodate the ever-
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changing reality. This also applies to the context of the mafia, where honor has 

been playing the key role in regulating behaviors, beliefs, and activities for 

decades. As the conceptualization of honor mutates, all associated aspects are 

inevitably influenced by it. Fully understanding the processes of mutation that 

honor has experienced over time means being aware of the dynamics that have 

pushed mafia’s endurance until today. These processes have had direct 

consequences on the culture operations of mafias that have changed 

accordingly. Over the course of history, the mafia has proven to be a dynamic 

and adaptive entity, continuously evolving. As time progresses, the definition 

and interpretation of honor within the mafia have shifted, reflecting the ever-

changing landscape and societal values. The transformation and survival of the 

mafia over time are often overlooked in literature. However, testimonies from 

collaborators of justice, interviews with prosecutors of the Italian Republic and 

documents issued by the Italian Anti-Mafia Investigation Department have 

provided valuable sources for the understanding of these processes. This section 

will explore the main turning points of the mafia’s history, starting from the 17th 

century until nowadays. 

 

a. Pilot stages  

Prior the unification of Italy and since the Bourbon regime, mafia criminals have 

found themselves able to adapt to change on several occasions. One of the most 

prominent figures among the current Italian Prosecutors of the Republic Nicola 

Grattieri has often underlined, in his public interventions, how Italian mafias 

own a sort of chameleonic ability of adaptation. An ability that has always been 

characteristic of these criminal groups. During their early imprisonments, 

between 1816 and 1861, mafia criminals have often found themselves sharing 

their cells with political prisoners who, contrary to them, were able to read, write 

and formulate ideas in a sophisticated way. Mafia criminals then started to 

consider political criminals as their role model and began to communicate 

through “pizzini”, word originating from the Sicilian term pizzinu that indicated 



 

24 

 

a small piece of paper on which information were written in an encrypted way. 

Pizzini have been used for a long time in communications among mafia 

individuals as they could offer the exchange of information and a clear overview 

of the relations among the different hierarchies of the organization while 

preventing potential interceptions from the outside. The first Italian mafia, Cosa 

Nostra, originated as an informal system to oversee the agricultural economy 

and political management that were centered around large-scale estate 

cultivation that belonged to absentee landlords (Renda, 1998). The Mafia then 

became increasingly owned by middle-class individuals and, besides the already 

existing political connections, Cosa Nostra began to acquire an entrepreneurial 

role due to the increasing exports of the region. It is believed that if Cosa Nostra 

had not received backing from political and economic circles, it would have 

remained a localized criminal mob (Mineo, 1995). From such a primordial 

structure, Cosa Nostra started to transit towards an “industry of private 

protection” (Kollock, 1994, p.831) as outlined by the social scientist Diego 

Gambetta and shared by Catanzaro who argues that the emergence of the mafia 

can be attributed to the state’s incompetence to effectively wield its exclusive 

authority over legitimate acts of violence. 

 

b. Post Fordism Era 

 A huge transformation occurred in the first half of the 20th century when 

enormous social changes took place in society. Flexible production, outsourcing 

of economic activities, just in time production and flexible labor market have 

deeply influenced the postmodern era and, also in this case, mafia adapted to it. 

Mafias indeed adapted to this new era by entering the market of smuggling 

contraband, specifically of cigarettes and goods like shoes or bags. This 

transition from power brokers to entrepreneurs, as Catanzaro outlines, occurred 

in the 50s and 60s and enabled mafias to build a true and true business-like 

activity. The former national anti-mafia prosecutor Franco Roberti affirmed that 

mafia was not called by its name, the state was aware of the illegal activities 
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that were taking place in the country, but it was somehow accepted by society 

and the institutions and was not really labeled in any way. Smuggling 

contraband started to be managed by some families in Naples, for example, 

through ships that were coming from Morocco or through trade with China. Pino 

Arlacchi, an Italian sociologist and former member of the Parliament, provided 

an analysis on this shift between old and new methods of interpreting mafia. 

Indeed, Piero reported that the crisis that mafia lived in the 50s and 60s due to 

the processes of modernization, both economic and cultural, have induced 

mafiosi to abandon in a way the archetype of mafias as mediators between the 

individuals and the state and to adopt a novel approach more centered on the 

idea of accumulating capital (Paoli, 2002). More than power, capital became a 

new driving force for mafia organizations that significantly changed the 

typology of activities to be conducted. Honor played a huge role in this 

transformation as, while mafia groups were shifting towards a new modus 

operandi, it still provided strong social bonds of protection. The code of honor 

together with its main pillar omertà functioned as the glue that assured the 

organization’s integrity thanks to the strong network of trusted members while 

the organizations were transitioning towards new economic goals to be 

addressed. 

c. Years of Lead 

The “Anni di Piombo”, or years of lead, was a period in Italy between the late 

60s until the 80s characterized by many extremist attempts aimed at 

delegitimizing and destabilizing the political reality of the country. In the 

following two decades rackets acquired more space among mafias and started 

to be the main sources of revenues for mafia clans, where extortion, “pizzo”6  

and loan services were the main activities conducted. The 80s were also the 

years in which the so-called lotto clandestino, illegal lottery, was introduced by 

 
6 Pizzo is a form of extorsion, typical of mafia organizations. It is a sort of ”protection money” 

paid though a fixed amount or a percentage of the revenues of the business. 
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Camorra. As affirmed by the former Camorrista and then collaborator of justice 

Guglielmo Giuliano ”Until 1995, illegal lottery has overall ensured earnings up 

to 4 billion of lira [approximately 2.1 million euros] every week to the main 

Camorra’s families” (Tommasone, 2020, para.2). Non-standard slot machines 

and video poker machines have been for decades a major source of income for 

mafia clans that are still used today with estimated earnings between 25 and 50 

thousand euros per day. Differentiation of the market was the main strategy 

adopted by mafia clans this period. Their activities take two paths: go with and 

against the government. In the 80s mafias entered the business of illicit waste 

discharge and specifically the Camorra is the mafia that invested in this field. 

The rationale was simple: emptying the hills in the territory, filling them with 

urban, dangerous, and industrial waste, and, lastly, using the materials extracted 

from the hills to produce cement. In this way there was a double earning and 

any space available might have turned into a potential destination for the 

allocation of waste, no matter if they were cultivated lands or farmlands, the 

Camorra had agreements with factories in the North of Italy to occult dangerous 

and radioactive waste or heavy metals. The dispose of this type of waste, indeed, 

has extremely high costs and mafias offered the opportunity to get rid of them 

at a lower price. What they did not calculate is that those waste has been 

fermenting under the soil for years and, at one point, their consequences began 

to be felt on the health of the population up to the point of making the men of 

honor worried about it. Carmine Schiavone was the first collaborator of justice 

to disclose the business of illicit waste discharge in the mid-90s, affirming that 

it would generate an amount of 600/700 million lira (approximately 350 

thousand euros) a month. This activity highly corroded the lands of Campania 

region which entered a waste emergency in 1994 and was renamed as “la Terra 

dei Fuochi”, The Land of Fires, in relation to the fact that often the waste was 

set on fire to dispose it. This emergency waste situation forced the Italian 

government to allocate billions of public moneys for the resolution of the 

emergency. Mafias immediately seize this new opportunity and begin to invest 
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in waste consortiums, management of waste industries, locating and building of 

dumps. In this way, in parallel to the illicit waste discharge, Camorra ended up 

controlling also the legal urban waste management and discharge of the region. 

The chameleonic ability of mafia to immediately adapt to what the market was 

demanding at the moment was shown also in this case. Not only with the waste 

business, but also with the construction industry and the supply of hospital 

equipment that mafias managed to enter over the years. At this point it is clear 

that mafia was slowly entering the domain of the Italian government too, settling 

in it and taking roots in every aspect of its system. Lastly, the most profitable 

activity that mafia undertook during the years of lead was kidnappings. 

Kidnappings were indeed the highest revenue generating activity as one single 

kidnapping would generate 1.5 billion of lira (approximately 775.000 euros). As 

the northern part of the country was more industrialized and had higher costs of 

living, mafias focused this business there, where they could find people willing 

to give more money. Kidnapping continued to take place until the 90s when it 

became a risky activity and mafias began to invest in some other type of 

business. 

 

d. The New Mafia 

The 70s marked the biggest evolvement of mafias: investments in drug 

trafficking. Mafias clans realized that the demand of heroin was increasing 

exponentially in the market. The youngest generations of mafia mobsters 

immediately started dealing in its trafficking. This was a big turning point in 

mafia organizations and family dynamics as the old men of honor were 

somehow disgusted by the idea of using or trading drugs and did not want 

anything to do with it. Instead, their sons or nephews saw in drugs trafficking a 

big opportunity to increase their businesses and money. This debate in mafia 

families generated a lot of fights and translated in several deaths. The Cosa 

Nostra member Buscetta, during one interview for the newspaper La Repubblica 

in 1992, said: “I remember when I came back to Palermo, still fugitive in 1980, 
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I saw tons of money, all honor men became rich. I told Stefano Bontade7: that 

is the end of Cosa Nostra. Nobody was thinking about following anymore the 

rules of solidarity, mutual aid that were at the base of the organization that I 

adhered to.” Buscetta immediately noticed that at that stage, the mafia was quite 

different from the one he believed in. The transition of the old mafia into a new 

mafia that centered the role of money led to the loss of respect for the family 

and traditions. In the Camorra, the response to drugs trafficking was similar. 

Anna Carrino, former wife of Francesco Bidognetti and now collaborator of 

justice, declared that her husbands and the other men of honor did not want 

drugs to be sold in their territorial control. If they knew that somebody was using 

drugs, there would have been huge fights in the within the clan. But once the 

old men of honor have been arrested or their legacy was transmitted, drugs 

started to enter the mafia arena smoothly. Also, Giuseppe Misso, former member 

of the Camorra and now collaborator of justice, firstly released ”I have never 

killed because of drugs or trade. Only for vendetta and to defend myself. Mine 

is pure vendetta. When my dignity and my principles come into play, I am not 

afraid of death anymore” (2022). Then he admitted that the new members of the 

clan wanted to trade with drugs and that he ”came to accept drugs, but not to 

earn from it”. Cosa Nostra had the same reaction to the involvement of drug in 

their activities as declared by Piera Aiello ”Drugs were seen as something dirty. 

Mafia families were happily living but with the advent of drug, everything 

changed. Old bosses were opposed to it, and they were being killed for that. My 

father-in-law considered drug as something dirt. They [men of honor] were used 

at stealing sheep and then to pretend they had found them, to do favors to other 

families. Drugs was a system they could not really grasp and seeing his son 

having cannabis felt like a betrayal to him. But mafia runs, it is always a step 

further ahead.” 

 
7 He was a member of Cosa Nostra also known as ”Il Falco”, The Hawk, for his cold heartedness 

and wit.  
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On one hand, these quotes suggest that a core understanding of the concept 

honor was shared among Italian mafias as they all were against the introduction 

of drug trafficking in their activities in the name of honor and reputation. But, 

on the other hand, they also signify that mafia runs, adapts, and it evolves 

continuously as eventually drug became the largest activity carried out 

nowadays. 

In the following years indeed, cocaine gained the upper hand and mafias were 

more and more open to be part of this market. The Calabrian clan ’Ndrangheta 

sent some of their newest and youngest members to South America. The 

agreement among them was that they had to find the cheapest price at which to 

buy cocaine while building a new life there, getting married, having children, 

and building up a new social network in the country. Once the cheapest cocaine 

price was found, they would have to buy cocaine and send it from the port of 

Santos, in Brazil, to Europe and specifically to Italy. This is where the money 

earned from the kidnappings had mainly been invested by mafia clans. 

 

e. The Brutal Era  

The 90s were characterized by an unprecedented level of brutality and violence. 

The generational shift from the old to the new mafia modus operandi was clear. 

Cocaine became a mass drug that was not restricted to rich people anymore but 

that was accessible to a much wider section of the population. Italian mafias 

were managing the purchase of cocaine from South America (Colombia and 

Brazil most importantly), its shipping and its distribution on the Italian territory. 

The level of brutality that mafias reached pushed several men of honor to 

become collaborator of justice and, consequently, to release secret information 

on the organizations and its members in exchange from protection from the 

government. The combination of these two shifts, the new mafia and the 

generational one, resulted in the loss for men of honor of their strong and trusted 

social network of people they had always found themselves in until then. This 

loss of social support and mutual protection led men of honor to experience a 
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sort of existential crisis since the mafia family they had built over the years and 

that they took an oath on was transforming into something that was not mafia 

anymore. It was becoming an actual enterprise of violence and money where no 

value was embraced anymore. This was one of the primal reasons that pushed 

men of honor to detach from the mafia reality that was losing its core beliefs. 

The number of homicides grew exponentially in the 90s and it involved a lot of 

children too. Men of honor, belonging to the old mafia, like Giuseppe Misso and 

Gaspare Mutulo, have always revendicated the fact that in case they had to shoot 

or murder someone and a kid was present, then the execution could not happen 

as the kid did not have anything to do with it and should have not witness such 

cruelty. On the other hand, the new mafias did not praise this and were willing 

to shoot even innocent kids. This is a particularly important aspect showing how 

the idea of honor was changing and was loosening up its appraisal. The brutality 

of the killings was shown also in the different typology of the targets. The 90s 

saw the death of political and leading figures that were contrasting the 

advancements of mafias and mafia culture: the judges Giovanni Falcone and 

Paolo Borsellino are the most well- known ones. They have been prominent 

figures among Italian magistrates who played a key role in the fight against 

mafia, investigating and prosecuting its members, protecting the people that 

were running away from mafia territories. They worked on the Maxiprocesso 

trial that provided insights on mafias’ modus vivendi and operandi as well as on 

the legal and judicial tools for contrasting the phenomenon of mafia. Their 

killings resulted in a massive public indignation against the mafia system and 

still now they are pivotal symbols in the fight against the mafia. Giuseppe 

Impastato was born in a Cosa Nostra family and became a political activist, 

initiating a series of political and cultural anti-mafia activities in his hometown, 

where he got killed for having betrayed the honor of the family. Other public 

and political figures like police officers, journalists, mayors, lawyers, priests 

were killed by this new mafia apparatus that, as resulted from interviews with 

witnesses and relatives of the victims, was working even from the inside of the 
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Italian public administration. The brutality concealed behind the 90s might find 

its chief reasons in the number of men and women that had decided to 

collaborate with the justice and that had unveiled secret information that had 

been hidden for decades together with the enactment and implementation of ad-

hod laws focused on countering mafia and punishing mafia crimes. 

If on one side the mafias were working nationally on deeply infiltrating the 

Italian political structure, on the other side they were working on their relations 

abroad too. With the advent of cocaine trafficking, Italian mafias were in 

continuous communication with South American criminal organizations, Cartel, 

and American mafias. By means of this, the new mafias were subject to a 

process of internalization operating on a much wider scale and at a much higher 

speed.  

f. The Now 

Italian mafias have always had this chameleonic ability of mutating according 

to what is more convenient to the current market. All the activities that the 

mafias have been involved in followed a specifical rationale, first going around 

power and then around money. Opposed to the old family-like system of mafia, 

the internationalization process has made it possible for mafia to create a wider 

network of collaboration that makes it difficult to trace the individuals involved 

in its activities as the family relations are not vital as they used to be. The Italian 

prosecutor Grattieri has stated that Italian mafias now traffic drugs exclusively 

at bulk as they designated to (mainly) Albanian mafias the sale of drugs in retail 

in the Italian country. Additionally, in the recent years the interests of mafias 

have been focused on white-collar jobs and have to do mainly with fraud and 

money laundering within in Italy and overseas, as a direct measure to drug 

trafficking and to the need of “cleaning up” and reinserting the money earned in 

the market for further investments. In addition to that mafia has managed to 

build deep roots in the public sphere of Italy. Several politicians have been 

accused of mafia affiliation and tons of corrupted public procurements are still 
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part of the daily activities in the country. The roots that mafia has built over the 

years in the Italian political sphere further aims at guiding certain political and 

economic decisions as well as at blocking the measures that might put harsher 

obstacles to their activities. The degree to which the mafia has entered the 

political anatomy of the country is unmeasurable and its ability to work with, 

against and under the protection of the government is the main strength of such 

a phenomenon. “On one side, mafia rejects the right of the State, not recognizing 

its monopoly of strength and going outside and against the state. On the other 

side, it participates in public life, competing with the making of politics and, 

therefore, it is inside and within the State” (Santino, 2002, p. 127). The 

chameleonic ability of mafia has shown how flexible and fast mafia’s modus 

operandi mutates and gets shaped by the market. The direct economic linkage 

between the mafia's modus vivendi and modus operandi has acquired so much 

impetus that honor has begun to fade away. However, its influence has not 

completely disappeared, and this is visible in the activities that Italian mafias 

hare involved and not involved in. Human trafficking is a perfect example 

showing how, despite the global involvement of foreign mafias in the matter, 

Italian mafias have never been directly involved in it and do not seem to get 

involved any soon. The explanation might exactly lie behind honor and how it 

still plays a role in the essence of Italian mafias, although its consideration has 

significantly diminished over the last decades.  

Overall, this section aimed at providing an overview of how honor has mutated 

and has affected the choice of mafia’s culture of operation, where the ad-hoc 

architype of Italian mafias focused on power and local control can still be found 

in across the country. Over the passage of time Italian mafias have surely 

enlarged their realm, have been more money driven rather than power driven 

and, most importantly, their concept of honor has been loosened up and has been 

more open to interpretation and adoption of new activity. However, it is 

important to remember that “Mafia groups are not relics from the past, but they 

were formed as a result of a specific combination of the ancient and modern, a 
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mixture of private violence and the legitimate violence of the state, of 

competition for economic resources in the market and the absence of regulatory 

standards for economic activities other than violence” (1985, p.34), as 

Catanzaro has pointed out. The Mafia itself has evolved in unprecedented ways 

and it has embraced new shapes and new features. It has partially replaced the 

state welfare system. It has taken advantage of all the empty spots in which the 

Italian government has been deficient, to insert itself and to put down roots 

whose fruits would be immediately benefited from.  

Although it is true that, taking into consideration the chameleonic ability of 

mafias to respond to the ever-changing realities, it is impossible to completely 

rule out Italian mafias from a potential involvement in human trafficking. It is 

also true that since the concept of honor has deep cultural, social and identity 

roots, then mafia would need a whole rebuilding process of their essence and 

rational which is likely to not happen in the near future. 

 

1.4 Debates, Gaps and Limitations 

The study of organized crime has been subject to interest for many researchers, 

scholars, and criminologists. The phenomenon of Italian mafias has for decades 

been object of fascination and of representation. Despite the numerous 

advancements that have been made in the field, the study of mafia still faces 

different debates, gaps, and limitations. By highlighting these missing dots, the 

present section aims at shedding light on the complexities of studying and 

understanding mafia as well as countering it. 

To begin with the definition of mafia itself generates debates on the typology of 

criminal organization that is being considered. The term mafia has been adopted 

by several criminal groups all over the world and scholars often argue on the 

degrees to which these organizations share features with the first prototype of 

mafia. Obviously, the lack of consensus in the use of the word mafia clearly 

poses challenges for comparative studies and impedes the development of a 

unified theoretical framework in the matter. 
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A second consideration to keep in mind is the fact that comparative studies on 

the conceptualization of honor across cultures together with the whole “non-

verbal dimension of the social reality” (Hirschauer, 2007, p.413) is lacking 

literature. 

Thirdly, access to reliable data on mafia activities is a constant challenge. 

Biannual reports published by the Anti-Mafia Investigation Department are 

publicly available together with recording of trials and the testimonies of 

collaborators of justice and witnesses. However, linguistic competences might 

be needed when analyzing past trials as men of honor would generally speak 

their dialects as this was the custom of the period but also as a strategy to slow 

down trials or to give less information to the judges who were not able to fully 

understand their dialect. Furthermore, the secretive nature of mafia makes the 

collection of data an arduous task. Often secondary sources are used by scholars 

although the accuracy and scope can be significantly limited.  

In terms of methodologies, the traditional research methods, such as surveys or 

interviews, are usually not feasible due to the risks involved in conducting them 

for both the researcher and the participants. The most often methodology used 

is the analysis of sole case studies, ethnographic research, and content analysis.  

A fifth point to consider is the chameleonic ability of mafia, capable of 

constantly changing and evolving according to the market. The pace at which 

mafia clans organize themselves and their activities, their continuous 

evolvements directly translate in the slowness of analysis and research in the 

field.  

Lastly, mafias studies face a wide gap in translating research findings into 

effective policy and prevention strategies as it requires experts to gain 

knowledge and awareness of the culture fueling the phenomenon of mafia 

together with a more immediate response from the institutions involved. 

However, it should be considered that mafias do have deep roots in politics too 

and, therefore, it is a double-edged sword that does not seem to end soon. 
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2. UNMASKING NIGERIAN AND ALBANIAN MAFIAS 

 

 

The phenomenon of trafficking in human beings in Italy is primarily controlled 

by foreign organized criminal organizations. This is what arises from the second 

semester report of 2022 published by the Italian Ministry of Interior to the 

Italian parliament. “The foreign associations active in the national territory are 

devoted, mainly, to drug trafficking, to the facilitation of illegal immigration 

together with trafficking in human beings for the purpose of exploiting 

prostitution and trafficking in irregular work” (2022, p.11) cites the report. 

These findings are based on the investigations and accomplishments of the 

Italian Anti-Mafia Department. The report specifically identifies two major 

organized crime groups which have steadily gained influence in Italy over the 

past few decades: the Nigerian and Albanian mafias which have gradually 

gained power and control in the country.  

The present chapter aims to explore the modus operandi and culture of 

operations of these criminal organizations, offering insights into the divergences 

within Italian mafias. Specifically, the whole chapter revolves around the idea 

that honor is not a monolithic concept that can be equally applied to any mafia 

group. Although honor holds diverse meanings and significance among 

organized criminal organizations, it is crucial to highlight that Italian mafias 

have always possessed a distinct and peculiar conceptualization of honor, 

developed within Italian mafia clans themselves and that has been of 

fundamental importance in their modus vivendi and operandi. Not only that, but 

this ad-hoc onore has evolved into a still existing out-and-out mafia culture that 

has largely shaped and profoundly fed the collective imagination on both the 

local and global levels, and whose consequences are still much felt in the 

southern parts of Italy. Quite the reverse occurs among foreign criminal groups 

which lack their own distinct concept of honor and do not base their activities 

on it. However, they do rely on a preexisting concept of honor that belongs to 

the socio-cultural reality they have originated from. The structure of the present 
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chapter will mirror that of the previous chapter, commencing with an 

introduction to both Nigerian and Albanian mafias, followed by an overview of 

their respective codes and internal rules. Subsequently, the focus will shift 

towards examining the role of sexuality and gender dynamics within these 

criminal networks. Finally, a comprehensive overview of the historical 

developments of their operational activities will be presented. All these aspects 

will be presented in the lenses of a comparative study between the two foreign 

criminal organizations and Italian mafias.  

Due to their hierarchical dimension, secrecy, affiliation's rituals, psychological 

pressure, intimidation, violence, and continuous control over their members, 

Nigerian and Albanian organized criminal groups are considered from a 

sociological and Italian law standpoint mafia-type organizations (Becucci, 

2022). Indeed, the code law 416bis of the Italian penal code regulates the crime 

of association for the purpose of mafia-type organization, it establishes penalties 

for individuals who participate or promote an association aimed at committing 

mafia-related crimes or engaging in activities characteristic of organized crime. 

However, the two sets of mafia groups do benefit from a symbiotic relationship 

(Sergi, 2016) from the autochthone mafias. Namely, Nigerian and Albanian 

criminals, without the deep institutional roots of Cosa Nostra, need the support 

of the Sicilian mafia to operate. 

It is highly unlikely that a foreign organization would be permitted to maintain 

any degree of supremacy or unchallenged territorial control on the island (Sergi, 

2016). Sergio Nazzaro, the Italian advisor to the Italian Parliament’s Anti-mafia 

commission is specialized in the study of foreign mafia, with a closer focus on 

the Nigerian one. Based on his research, behind the tolerance of Italian mafias 

towards foreign ones there is a process of outsourcing crime, as the main goal 

of Italian mafia is to be ”quite and silent” (2021). As a result, Italian mafias 

devised a strategic approach to maintain control over the territory by infiltrating 

the Italian public administration. Simultaneously, they allowed foreign mafias 
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to exert their influence in the country, making them more visible to the public 

and diverting the attention of anti-mafia investigations towards them. 

 

Figure 2. Comparison of Criminalities between Nigeria and Albania 

 

Leading up to the comparative analysis, it is crucial to emphasize that the choice 

of selecting the Nigerian and Albania mafias among foreign criminal 

organizations is based on three main reasons. Firstly, these two groups are the 

most powerful external groups operating within the Italian borders. Secondly, 

they play a major role in the trafficking of human beings in the country. Thirdly, 

human trafficking within both groups constitutes a big portion of covers a large 

portion of their illicit activities as it is shown in the figure. This visual 

representation has been provided by the Global Organized Crime Index which 

is a comprehensive tool designated to evaluate the extent of criminal activity 

and the ability to withstand organized crime. It was created by the Global 

Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, it covers 193 countries, and 
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it utilizes a wide range of both quantitative and qualitative data sources (GOCI, 

2019). In the case of Nigeria, the Global Organized Crime Index indicates that 

human trafficking holds a criminality ranking of 7.50 out of 10 in the country, 

placing it below arms trafficking, crimes involving non-renewable resources, 

and drug trafficking. Conversely, the index assigns human trafficking, in 

Albania, a criminality score of 5, ranking it lower than drug trade, human 

smuggling, and crimes relate to non-renewable resources. Both Nigeria and 

Albania are classified as source, transit, and destination countries for human 

trafficking, as they serve as recruitment grounds for victims, transit routes for 

transportation and destinations for their ultimate transfer.  

 

2.1  Nigerian Mafia 

The term Nigerian mafia emerged in the 80s and 90s during the so-called war 

on drugs. It originally designated the networks of Nigerian businessmen and 

operators involved in the heroin and cocaine trade. However, since the 2000s it 

has come to represent Nigerian organized crime groups known as 

confraternities. These confraternities, also described as sects and cults, are 

secretive and occult-based, characterized by a hierarchical structure that follows 

familism, tribalism or clannism (Becucci, 2022). The first confraternity was the 

National Association of Seadogs (NAS), commonly known as the Pyrates 

Confraternity. It was established in 1952 in the University of Ibadan, in Nigeria, 

and it was registered with the Nigerian Federal Ministry of Internal Affairs and 

its mission was to “uphold human dignity and maintaining a just and progressive 

sobriety shorn of discriminatory and unmeritorious considerations” (Wole 

Soyinka Lecture Series, 2023, para.1). It clearly carried a pan-Africanist agenda 

that set up demonstrations and other political activities on university campuses. 

The group was initially formed as a social and intellectual organization by some 

students who were dissatisfied with the prevailing social and political 

environment in Nigeria; they sought to promote justice, egalitarianism, and 

intellectual discourse. Over time, the Pyrates Confraternity underwent a 
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transformation, splitting into factions, some of which were associated with 

violence and criminality. There are still individuals striving to uphold the 

original ideals of the group, however, the story of the Pyrates Confraternity has 

faced increased scrutiny from law enforcement agencies and the government. 

The story of this confraternity represents the complexity of youth movements 

and the ways through which criminality has been able to enter their domain.  

Following the emergence of the NAS, other student associations arose. The 

Supreme Eiye Confraternity, the Black Axe and the Supreme Vikings 

Confraternity were established with the intention of fostering brotherhood and 

were aimed at the “redirection of all minds towards black realism and 

determinism” (Canada: Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada, 2012, 

para.2). The turning point of their criminalization process coincided with the 

ban on student movements under the Olusegun Obasanjo dictatorship becoming 

organizations “whose objective is financial gain” (Cohen, 2022, p.8). In the 

documentary “Trafficking women in Europe – the Nigerian Mafia in Italy” 

carried out by DWDocumentary, a survivor of a Nigerian cult explicitly says: 

“The objective of the organization is money” (2021). 

Compared to Italian mafias, Nigerian mafia has spawn from a political context, 

where young university students advocated for unity and brotherhood within the 

global African community. Italian mafias have, instead, originated from a feudal 

system, and have sought to restore order in local communities, severely 

impacted by poverty and political instability. Nigerian confraternities were not 

based on familial lineage. Conversely, Italian mafias primarily relied on familial 

ties as a foundation for trust and for upholding the family honor. Additionally, 

it is worth noting that no concept of honor was whatsoever present within the 

organization in its early stages. 

 

2.2 Albanian Mafia 

The term Albanian mafia started to gain widespread usage in the 90s coinciding 

with a period of political instability and social turmoil in Albania. Following the 
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end of the forty-years long communist regime in Albania in 1991, the country 

underwent a period of transition, turning into a market economy. This phase 

created favorable conditions for the emergence of organized criminals' networks 

that started to engage in the illicit activities of the black market through the 

smuggling of goods such as cigarettes, oil, narcotics, and eventually human 

beings. The humanitarian crisis war in Kosovo, along with the near financial 

collapse in Albania in 1998 and 1999, led to the mass proliferation of arms and 

pushed Albanian criminal group towards the adoption of a transnational 

dimension. As a result, the term Albanian mafia gained recognition for criminal 

organizations operating within Albania and on an international scale. By 1999, 

Albanian organized crime groups were considered a real threat: “the dangerous 

breed” (Arsovska, 2014, p.206). The repressive environment during this period, 

coupled with the conflict, severely damaged interethnic trust. Consequently, a 

considerable number of Albanians, including more than 6 million from Albania 

and 400000 Kosovo Albanians, were estimated to have left their countries and 

emigrated as political refugees (Arsovska, 2014). This exodus contributed to the 

formation of an underground community connecting Albanian traffickers 

worldwide that was undoubtedly facilitated by the ethnic diaspora‘s influence. 

Indeed, the term Albanian mafia does not exclusively refer to criminal groups 

involving Albanian citizens, but it encompasses a larger range of individuals 

that share common ethnicity and that are mainly from Albania, Kosovo and 

Macedonia but that can also include other parts of the world (Arsovska, 2006). 

Albanian criminal groups were initially divided into fares or family clans, 

however, the groups opened to outsiders due to the adoption of international and 

transnational approaches.  

The organization of Albanian mafia into family clans is a primal similarity with 

Italian mafias is linked to the honor-shame culture Albanian groups have 

emerged from. However, it emerged only in the late 20th century with a pure 

criminal approach into the smuggling of goods and narcotics. This creates a 
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significant contrast with Italian mafias, which initially emerged as an industry 

of order and private protection.  

What sets Albanian organized criminal groups apart is the "disproportionate use 

of violence as part of their modus operandi” (Zhilla and Lamallari, 2015, p.22). 

In 2008, the Italian chief marshal of the Carabinieri Fabio Iadeluca affirmed 

“[the Albanian mafia] is configured under a sociological profile similar to that 

of the ‘Ndrangheta: members of the associates belong to the same family 

nucleus, to the same city or even to the same neighborhood. The Albanian gangs 

also have another characteristic that recalls that of the Calabrian clans, namely 

the generally horizontal structure, within which only the supreme leader is 

recognizable, since the other secondary figures are interchangeable”. Over the 

years, the shared sociological similarities between the two groups led them to 

develop a sort of dialectic and to forge alliances with them. According to the 

Italian prosecutor Cataldo Motta, Albanian organized crime has become a 

central player in various criminal activities (Arsovska, 2014), dominating today 

the smuggling of drugs, arms and human trafficking to and within Europe 

(Cilluffo and Salmoiraghi, 1999). 

 

2.3 Codes 

Organized crime groups have an ad-hoc ruling system based on an internally 

developed code. Despite the absence of written and publicly available codes in 

most cases, these codes are usually verbally transmitted from generation to 

generation, clan to clan, to guarantee the integrity, secrecy and identity of the 

organization. Understanding the codes of criminal groups means 

comprehending the intricate world of the organizations, their fields of activity 

and the potential future moves.  

Widely renowned is the fact that the codice d’onore is what Italian mafias have 

molded and have based their modus vivendi and operandi on. Honor has always 

been a central concept for Italian mafias that have built, over the years, an out-

and-out mafia culture right around this notion. Differently from Italian mafias, 
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the code of the Nigerian mafia is still unknown. However, it is of public 

knowledge that the Nigerian cult of Maphite has a so-called “Green Bible” that 

was found in the house of one of its members during the investigations of the 

Italian police. The Albanian mafia, conversely, does not have an idiomatic code 

but makes use of an ancient tribal code, the Kanun, which arose in the 15th 

century and did not have any criminal connotations. 

 

a. The Green Bible 

In 2018 a copy of the Green Bible was found by the Italian police in one of the 

inspected criminals’ house. Each chapter focused on specific objectives, actions, 

affiliation rituals and punishments of the cult. Behavioral rules are conversely 

focused on absolute fidelity towards the head of the structure, the duties and 

mutual aid actions with respect to the other members, including the aid to the 

relatives of those members that have been arrested. Those not complying with 

these rules will be tortured and punished, to the point of conducting one’s death 

(TgCom24, 2019).  Membership is for life and a financial registration fee is 

required from new members. The initiation procedure is clearly detailed: the 

potential new member must hold a flaming rag in his hand until the officiant 

gives him instructions to put it away. If he throws the rag before being told to 

do so, he will be beaten and will undergo this procedure again. Once this step is 

achieved, the new affiliate must drink a very strong alcoholic drink containing 

marijuana, pepper and onion, called Naco. Spitting the drink will be associated 

with more beatings for the individual. Once this is accomplished, the new 

member must swear loyalty for life to the confraternity. Since the physical pain 

symbolizes the death of the person they were before the ritual, a new name is 

given to the neo member to signifies his rebirth (Becucci, 2022). Brutal 

beatings, kicks, punches, blows with sticks to test the physical resistance to pain 

of the new members are part of the affiliation. 

The importance of rituals and blood as well as life-membership are common 

features of both Italian and Nigerian mafias. However, the use of physical pain, 
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alcohol and financial registration fees are features entirely in contrast with 

Italian concept of honor. Honor is not mentioned in the Nigerian criminal world 

and its code cannot be compared to the Italian mafias’ code of honor, exclusively 

based on behavioral rules, morality and how to be a man of honor. 

Specific to the field of human trafficking, the so-called Juju ritual is the key 

manipulative tool used by Nigerian confraternities to recruit victims of human 

trafficking. It indeed consists in a ceremony to pledge the alliance between the 

girl or woman and her madame. The latter is a woman, often previously 

trafficked herself, that acts as a leader for the for the new recruited victims. 

Having a female figure could easy the manipulation process of the victims as 

well as their control once they reached the destination country. As part of the 

ritual, the recruited women often must drink mixtures of herbs and animals' 

blood; while their hair, nails or body fluid are taken from them and kept by the 

priest to be potentially used as a threatening mechanism in case the victims 

rebel. A survivor of the Nigerian mafia said about the ritual: ”A lot of blood is 

in it. They killed a chicken and sprinkled the blood around. He [the priest] 

brough out something from the chicken and asked me to eat it. Then I repeated 

what he said – If I don’t pay the money, I’ll die. If I go to Europe, I won’t leave 

the camp. If I decide to stay there and I don’t pay, I will die” (DWDocumentary 

2021). This is the core part of the psychological control and intimidation through 

which victims undergo. The ritual and its oath are carried out before leaving 

Nigeria and, according to the local traditional justice system, it is viewed as a 

pact with the gods. If a woman breaks the oath, she will offend the gods and 

breaks natural laws. This will impulsively result in fears of infertility, insanity, 

potential death of the victim or her relatives as “It creates a mechanism for 

perpetual trauma, coercion, threat, and mental control”. The human trafficking 

expert and director of the program ”Human Trafficking and Modern Slavery“ at 

Harvard University, Siddharth Kara says ”It [Juju] exerts a kind of control that 

is much more potent than chains or locking someone up. It is the control of the 

spirit, which is far more powerful and insidious” (Millett-Barrett, 2019).  
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b. The Kanun 

The collapse of the pyramid schemes in Albania led to a resurgence of the tribal 

law of Kanun, established in the 15th century, to govern the use of violence, to 

dispense justice and uphold honor through revenge killings. Specifically, two 

key aspects of the Kanun are Hakmarrja, representing vendetta, and Gjakmarrja, 

symbolizing blood feuds. These concepts formed a rudimentary system of 

jurisdiction aimed at preventing violence and discouraging criminal behavior. 

Hakmarrja, often translated to “an eye for an eye”, involved retaliatory acts, 

while Gjakmarrja, based on pure blood revenge, could span across generations, 

triggering an endless cycle of retaliation potentially lasting years. The Kanun 

was formalized by Lek Dukagjini, lord of the cities Dagnum and Zadrima, with 

the aim of regulating the Albanian community life (Arsovska, 2006). It is 

believed to have emerged in response to the threat of assimilation by external 

civilizations and occupiers. Despite enduring the Ottoman occupation and the 

strict communist rule, the laws surfaced in Albania during the post- Kosovo 

conflict period. Albanian organized criminals began to exploit and appropriate 

these principles of the Kanun to justify the killing of rivals and their families, 

perpetuating a never-ending vicious cycle of revenge and violence. The Kanun 

is divided into 12 books, and it contains 1263 articles regulating different 

aspects of one’s life such as guests, women, family, and feuds. ”The foundation 

of it all is the principle of personal honor. Next comes the equality of persons. 

From these flows a third principle, the freedom of each person to act in 

accordance with his own honor, within the limits of the law, without being 

subject to another’s command. And the fourth principle is the word of honor the 

besë which creates a situation of inviolable trust“, as affirmed by the journalist 

Noel Malcom (2018). The concept of besë, or word of honor, is a cultural 

precept that plays a crucial role in establishing unbreakable trust. Albanians are 

known for their steadfast commitment to their word, with the belief that when 

an Albanian gives you their word, they are entrusting their very own son. The 

overarching objective of the Kanun was to establish regulations governing 
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matters of honor, revenge, hospitality, and appropriate conduct. It is crucial to 

note that the concept of honor mentioned in the Kanun and the Kanun itself were 

part of the cultural values of the Albanian community for centuries prior to the 

establishment of organized groups as a way of regulating and preventing 

physical violence (Arsovska, 2006). However, the code has been exhumed to 

benefit criminal clans and justify their activities and demand for unconditional 

obedience.  

While it is true that blood revenge, word of honor and moral guidelines are all 

common elements of Italian mafias’ code; an important distinction should be 

made. Albanian mafia does not possess its own distinct code but rather it revived 

a much older compass moral code, leveraging and instrumentalizing an idea of 

honor already existing in the community. The concept of besë, inherent in the 

honor-shame dynamics across Balkan cultures, further supports this notion.  

Despite its current lack of force of law, it still highly influences the life of 

Albanian citizens in some area of the country, particularly in the Northern 

border. In the field of human trafficking, the reminiscence of adhering to such a 

code provide convenient opportunities for perpetrators to recruit their victims 

and establish emotional bonds with them. 

 

2.4 Sexuality and Women 

 

a. The Juju Ritual 

The gender and sexual dynamics within the Nigerian society are incredibly 

complex, involving interconnected levels of analysis. Women’s sexuality 

throughout the country has long been subject to rigid societal norms, in which 

young girls are often perceived as a “liability” in the family, leading parents to 

rarely invest in their education (Kamerman and Wittenberg, 2009). Women 

experience alarmingly low levels of literacy, leaving them highly vulnerable to 

trafficking. Exactly within these societal vulnerabilities that human trafficking 

exploits its foothold. This phenomenon is a penetrating issue in the Nigerian 
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society. On one hand, women are lured or coerced into the sex trade (both 

domestically and internationally), with some willingly going abroad under the 

guise of working as hairdressers, waitresses, or babysitters. On the other hand, 

there are instances where husbands deliberately push their wives overseas, fully 

aware of the fact that they will be forced to prostitute. In these cases, marriage 

becomes devoid of any emotional attachment, as the wife is under the control 

of her husband. Once she earns enough money she will be allowed to come back 

home, go through a purification process, and resume her relationship with her 

husband as if nothing ever happened (Kamerman and Wittenberg, 2009). 

Promises of profitable jobs as hairdressers, waitresses, babysitters are the most 

recurrent recruitment strategies. Only when the destination country is reached, 

the victims are faced with the truth. Most of the victims trafficked by Nigerian 

organized groups will end up in forced prostitution until an amount of 50 to 80 

thousand euros is earned. The traffickers would say that this number amounts to 

the cost of having the victims transferred to the new country and having them 

provided with accommodation. As a result, the victims remain in a state of 

captivity until they manage to earn the required sum of money, which often 

usually a long time. In many cases, victims find themselves compelled to 

assume the position of a madame, taking on the responsibility of recruiting and 

managing newly trafficked women who arrive in the country.  The community, 

to a large extent, accepts practices of forced prostitution as it is seen as a sort of 

business venture. As long as there are visible material gains from its profits, like 

new buildings, big houses, new cars, forced prostitution is not an issue. More 

than that, it is encouraged, and along this line, competition arises among 

families to send their daughters abroad. Organized criminal networks facilitate 

and perpetuate the trafficking. The Juju and Vodou rituals are ceremonies 

resulting from a “set of customs and beliefs in African Traditional Religion 

(ATR)” (Millett-Barrett, 2019). Although Christianity and Islam are widely 

embraced as religions in Nigeria, customs, traditional laws and practices 

remains deeply rooted beliefs in Nigerian communities. The psychiatrist Aldo 
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Virgilio emphasized that while many Nigerian women identify as Christian, it 

is crucial to recognize the immense influence of traditional culture. Regardless 

of one’s religious affiliation, the traditional cultural values permeate every 

aspect of life, going beyond the religious one. Juju and Vodou rituals are 

manipulative tools, used by traffickers, that are based on traditional beliefs 

(Millett-Barrett, 2019). The human rights advocate Jennifer Millett-Barrett 

conducted research on the psychological effects on the “Psychological Effects 

of the Traditional Oath Ceremony Used in the Sex Trafficking of Nigerian 

Women and Girls” (2019). Dissociation, PTSD (Post-Traumatic-Stress-

Disorder), panic attacks, hypervigilance, altered arousal perception, depression, 

trust issues, self-harm, suicidal ideation and sleep disorders are only some of 

these effects that can last for years in those women that survive trafficking and 

sexual exploitation (Millett-Barrett, 2019).  

Overall, the intersection of women, sexuality, and organized crime in Nigeria 

underscores the systematic exploitation and victimization faced by women in 

the country. The commodification of women’s bodies through human trafficking 

perpetuates power imbalances. Combating the exploitation of women’s 

sexuality and dismantling organized crime networks requires a comprehensive 

and coordinated approach that needs to dive into the sociocultural sphere. 

 

b. The Burrnesha 

The Kanun has largely regulated the life of Albanians in the highlands. Its 1263 

articles have set rules on all the aspects of individuals. “A man has the right to 

beat and publicly humiliate his wife if she disobeys him”, “A woman is known 

as a sack, made to endure as long as she lives in her husband’s house”, “The 

young woman does not have the right to concern herself with her own marriage, 

this right is held by her father, brothers or other relatives” are only some of the 

articles extracted from the Kanun (Arsovska, 2006, p.170). The household, 

shtëpi, was the smallest unit of society that consisted of married brothers and 

their descendants, with no acknowledge of female figures in it. The north of 
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Albania was the most oppressive culture for women in the country, where the 

violation of the Kanun would mean being casted away or even killed. The 

combination of such oppressions as well as the beliefs of the Kanun led, over 

the years , to the development of an interesting phenomenon in the region: 

Burrnesha. The term comes from the word Burre, man, with the adding of the 

feminizing ending word, -nesha. Nowadays burrnesha is used in Albania to refer 

to a courageous, strong, and determined women. However, the term dates back 

to a cultural phenomenon spread in the country: Albanian female born 

individuals who have decided or were induced into becoming male. The 

phenomenon has taken the name of Sworn Virgins  from foreigner scholars that 

have studied it. Indeed, the decision of giving up on living a life as a woman as 

well as to abstain from any sexual activity is made on an oath, besë, lasting until 

death and from which one cannot refrain from. Once the oath is made, there is 

no going back. Becoming a burrnesha meant living the life in the guise of a man 

in all its aspects, besides the sexual sphere that was null. It meant being able to 

smoke, drink alcohol, play football, and not being beaten up (Aeon, 2023). 

However, it also meant taking care of the family and providing financial and 

basic needs support. Most of the burrnesha became such because in the family 

there were no male figures, following the death of the father or not having a 

male child for example. Even though the phenomenon was widely spread in the 

highlands, today, it is disappearing. It is, in fact, estimated that only twelve 

burrnesha are alive around Northern Albania, Kosovo and Montenegro (BBC 

Reel, 2023). In the BCC documentary ”The last sworn virgins of Albania” 

(2023), the burrnesha Lali Rapiki says mentions the Kanun and describe it as a 

”Very, very cruel set of customary laws”  maneuvering the lives of individuals 

based on their gender.  

Albania mafia is a major figure in the field of human trafficking. Sentimental 

manipulation, false promises of marriage, kidnapping and deception are the 

main techniques used for the sale of women into the market of human beings 

(Schwandner-Sievers, 2000). Obeying their fiancé or husbands and accepting a 
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submissive role (Herbert, 2022) are still beliefs shared in the highlands of the 

country (Van Hook, Gjermeni and Haxhiymeri, 2006). The main method of 

recruitment adopted by Albanian mafia is specifically the so-called “lover boy” 

method: “Winning the hearts of emotionally vulnerable women, making them 

emotionally dependent, before forcing them into illegal work” (Arsovska and 

Begum, 2014, p.98). Women are manipulated through romantic relationships 

and, often, the children born from these relationships serve as a pushing factor 

to ”seek a better life” somewhere else, even if that means prostituting against 

one’s will. Leaving this circle of violence and manipulation is extremely 

difficult as the victims are sentimentally bonded to their perpetrators as well as 

socially since the remnants of the Kanun’s beliefs might push women to do not 

disobey to their partner. The professor of deviances in organized crime Stefano 

Beccucci, explains how perpetrators engage in different relationships 

simultaneously, recruiting multiple victims at the time. Compared to the 

Nigerian case, the Albanian one is even more intricated and complex to unfold 

in terms of how sexuality is culturally seen in the society. The Albanian culture 

is classified as an honor/shame culture The usage of manipulative tools for 

recruiting victims is typical of Albanian mafia. The intriguing aspect of human 

trafficking and sexual exploitation within the Albanian mafia lies in the clash 

with the honor-shame culture Albania groups originated from. Paradoxically, 

the engagement in such activities serves as a clear indication that the Albania 

mafia does not adhere to a code of honor. Albanian mafia exploits the notion of 

honor that already existed in the society to merely gain validation and support 

from the community. This is why the idea of honor claimed by the Albanian 

mafia cannot be compared in any way to the notion of honor developed by 

Italian mafias. Honor, indeed, needs to be contextualized and unfolded in 

historical, social, cultural and linguistic terms. 

As in the Nigerian case, the interplay of socio-cultural values and codes have 

put women on a weaker spot for being trafficked. Albanian pimps are described 

as “particularly cruel in their torture of women” (Van Hook, Gjermeni and 
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Haxhiymeri, 2006, p.33) and severe psychological and physical effects are 

experienced by the victims: trauma, depression, anxiety, PTSD, loss of self-

worth, constant fear, et cetera.  

 

2.5 Mutation of Activity 

 

a. Nigerian Mafia’s Crimes 

In its early years, Nigerian criminal groups primarily focused on frauds and 

scams. Since the 60s they engaged in advance-free frauds, also known as “419 

scams”, where victims were defrauded by being promised large sums of money 

in exchange for an initial payment. These schemes were typically conducted 

through traditional mail or fax, enabling them to reach a global audience. Credit 

card fraud emerged to clone them. 

With the advent of the internet and rapid technological advancements in the 90s, 

the Nigerian mafia capitalized email and internet chat rooms. The “Nigerian 

prince” scam gained prominence during this period: victims received emails 

from individuals claiming to be Nigerian royalty, offering them a share of a vast 

inheritance in exchange of financial assistance.  

Later on, Nigerian criminal groups experienced growth in sophistication and 

financial power. Drug trafficking, human trafficking and money laundering 

became their primal activities. This coincides with the deep involvement in the 

global drug trade, especially cocaine and heroin. They performed partnerships 

and established new networks with other criminal groups were established, 

enlarging year by year their influence and operational capabilities. They 

employed terminally ill individuals that would hide drugs in their luggage as 

well as individuals that would swallow drug filled “eggs”.  

The global reach of Nigerian criminal groups continued to permeate new areas 

of activities including illegal oil bunkering, arms smuggling, and political 

corruption. With the emergence of online social networks and dating platforms, 

criminals would pose as romantic partners, developing emotional connections 
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with victims before manipulating them financially. Romance scams became 

increasingly prevalent, resulting in significant financial losses for victims 

worldwide. 

Human trafficking remains the main source of income for these groups since 

2013-2015, when substantial numbers of Nigerian women entered Europe 

(Rotella, 1996). The sexual exploitation of women has some features: firstly, it 

is based on the exploitation of fellow countrywomen from Nigeria. Secondly, 

there is a madame, often previously trafficked, that is a key figure in the process 

of exploitation (Becucci, 2022). Thirdly, women are promised jobs in Italy (or 

other destination countries) and finally, all the victims undergo the Juju or 

Vodou ritual before leaving their homeland. 

 

b. Albanian Mafia’s Crimes 

Tracing back to its early stages in the 1960s, Albanian criminal organizations 

vented into the illicit trade of smuggling cigarettes, electronics and various 

merchandise across central and eastern Europe. However, the war in Yugoslavia 

presented the Albanian mafia with new opportunities: smuggling of oil and 

heroin. The year 1997 marked a turning point for Albanian criminal groups. The 

revival of the Kanun led to unprecedent levels of violence to protect their 

interests. Drive-by shootings, targeted assassinations, bombings, kidnappings 

and contract killings became the primary tools used to establish dominance and 

expand their control over territories. Simultaneously, the war in Kosovo 

presented a unique set of circumstances for the establishment of a solid arms 

trafficking trade. The forging of alliances with Italian organized crime groups 

played a pivotal role in enhancing the criminal activities of the Albanian mafia. 

The Albanian mafia expanded into human trafficking, particularly for the 

purpose of sexual exploitation together with the forgery of documents and the 

control of prison systems to run operations from the inside. 

The 2000s witnessed the Albanian mafia making its presence felt in Latin 

America. Money laundering has emerged as a prominent facet of Albanian 
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organized crime with the utilization of offshore accounts, shell companies, and 

sophisticated online financial transactions. Cybercrime has been ventured by 

these groups, engaging in online fraud, identity theft, and even orchestrating 

ransomware attacks.  

The changing landscape of Albanian criminal activities is evident in the 2022 

listing by the UNODC which positioned Albania as the world’s seventh-largest 

producer of cannabis. This suggests that Albanian organized criminal groups 

have consistently demonstrated an astute awareness of the ever-changing 

dynamics shaping the criminal underworld. However, it is worth noting that the 

absence of an idiomatic honor code has facilitated the Albanian mafia’s 

involvement into a myriad of activities, with no type of refraining on potential 

endeavors. Any opportunity that promised financial gain was embraced by the 

organization. Obviously, the Albanian mafia’s expansion into new territories 

and illicit activities does not occur in isolation. Strategic partnership and 

alliances have enabled the Albanian mafia to establish a significant presence 

worldwide. 

 

Conclusion 

All things considered, the modus operandi and culture of operations of Nigerian 

and Albanian mafias significantly diverge from the ones of the Italian mafias 

under various aspects that can all be linked to the lack of an idiosyncratic 

conceptualization of honor specific to each organization. This resulted in the 

refraining of Italian mafias from engaging in human trafficking and, on the 

contrary, in the investment of foreign criminal groups in such field. 

Finally, yet importantly, the presence of foreign mafia groups within Italy’s 

borders should not be seen as a sign of weakness or incompetence on the part of 

Italian mafias. On the contrary, they are fully aware of these dynamics and have 

actually permitted this for several reasons. Firstly, by having a larger presence 

of Nigerian and Albanian criminals engaged in forced prostitution and drug 

trafficking, it serves as a diversion for anti-mafia entities, drawing attention 
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away from Italian mafia activities. Secondly, Italian mafias can delegate sone of 

their operations, particularly at the local level, to these foreign organizations. 

Thirdly, the presence of foreign mafias within the country is a lucrative 

opportunity for Italian criminal organizations. Specifically, Nigerian, Albanian, 

and other foreign criminal groups are obligated to pay “taxes” to Italian mafias 

in exchange for using territories managed by Italian mafia groups and for 

securing a portion of the market.  

The next chapter will dive into the main divergences existing between Italian 

mafias and foreign ones where honor plays the biggest roles in shaping these 

aspects. 
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3. EXPLORING THE CONTRAST OF ITALIAN AND 

FOREIGN MAFIAS 
 

 

“Mafia is mafia only if it has relation with the ruling class and with the 

political power.” 

Giuseppe Pitrè 

 

 

The present chapter will examine the key distinctions between Italian mafias 

and two foreign counterparts, namely the Nigerian and Albanian mafias. These 

differences primarily stem from the conceptualization of honor and how it 

differs among the three cases. Shedding light on these aspects will lead to the 

understanding how why Italian mafias are not actively involved in human 

trafficking.  

The first difference is the historical advent of these criminal organization, with 

Italian mafias having a significantly longer existence compared to foreign 

mafias. The second difference lies in the ethos of these groups, particularly the 

political inclination of Italian mafias versus the non-political nature of Nigerian 

and Albanian mafias. The third distinction pertains to the direction and focus of 

these organizations’ agendas and activities. Italian mafias tend to orient their 

modus operandi toward the Italian government, while foreign mafias are more 

concerned with the individuals’ realm. Lastly, the fourth difference revolves 

around the driving force behind the modus vivendi of these criminal groups. 

The engine of Italian mafias’ modus operandi is the pursuit of power, which has 

enabled their survival over centuries. On the other hand, Nigerian and Albanian 

mafias are primarily motivated by financial gain, adopting a more business-like 

approach that encompasses various criminal activities for monetary benefits.  

Further exploration will delve into two phenomena within Italian mafia, 

demonstrating their significance of power. The first subsection will draw a 
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parallel with Italian mafias’ initial reluctance to engage in drug trafficking due 

to it being considered dishonorable as it was not in compliance with their code. 

This hesitance led to family feuds but eventually resulted in their involvement 

in the business. This parallel also aims at showing how significant the role of 

honor still was in the 70s and how, mainly due to the entrance uomini d’onore’s 

successors in mafia clans, the importance of honor and its code started to 

diminish. Globalization and technology surely played a role in this weaking of 

the code and in the loosening up of cultural traditions associated with honor and 

mafia culture. The second subsection will be focused on caporalato, a form of 

forced labor prevalent in the agricultural sector and widely spread in the south 

of Italy but in which Italian mafias do not participate in. If the parallelism with 

the drug trafficking’s involvement shows how relevant the conceptualization of 

honor has been for Italian mafias, the existence of caporalato as a form of forced 

labor present in the country and the lack of interest by Italian mafias further 

supports the observation that the latter are absent from human trafficking 

activities. Forced labor per se is not an indicator of human trafficking, however 

the latter uses forced labor as ultimate end, after sexual exploitation which is the 

most common one. This is why if Italian mafias were interested in human 

trafficking, they would have made use of such phenomenon as it was already 

present in the country, and it would have sustained the human trade. However, 

this is not the case and caporalato is managed by individuals belonging to the 

agricultural sector and, rather than human trafficking, it can be linked to the 

smuggling of immigrants.  

 

3.1 Old vs New Nature 

The primal diverging element characterizing these criminal organizations is 

their chronological appearance. The advent of Italian mafias is traced back to 

the 18th century, while the emergence of foreign mafias goes back to the second 

half of the 20th century. Naturally, this difference in time has had deep 

implications on the overall composition and structure of these criminal groups.  
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Italian mafias have developed their own code of honor, which has been 

transmitted from generations to generations. This code has been built upon the 

notions of honor, respect and omertà. It has resulted in a strict hierarchical 

structure within each organization, and it has given rise to a mafia culture in the 

south of Italy. Adherence to this code was highly stringent, as were the cultural 

values associated with it, such as the centrality of family. Italian mafia clans 

have formulated a unique concept of honor that “axiologically creates political 

relationships by defining individuals and social identity” (Braudy, 2005). It has 

always fostered an “us vs them” dynamic within the community. The 

conceptualization of honor is fundamental to Italian mafias, as it is so deeply 

embedded in their modus vivendi and operandi that has shaped every single 

aspect of their activity.  

Foreign mafias, in contrast, due to their more recent origin, have simply made 

use of already existing values and social beliefs. They did not come up with 

their own behavioral code, but they have emerged simply as criminal 

organizations that have incorporated and exploited certain cultural traditions 

and codes. Having originated during a period of globalization, their nature has 

been more adaptable and volatile with respect to the deeply entrenched Italian 

mafias that had a very fixed structure and organization. Foreign mafias might 

be described as less rigid in terms of beliefs and creed. Within the Nigerian 

mafia, each confraternity possesses an internal code that cannot be compared to 

the code of honor on several aspects: values, target, objectives. Indeed, suffice 

it to know that their codes are merely organizational, and activities oriented, 

rather than dictating behaviors or beliefs. As for Albanian mafia the reliance on 

the Kanun code implies that the organization by itself has not generated an own 

code and has simply made use already existing and widely accepted traditional 

norms. The concept of honor utilized by Albanian mafia is the one typical of the 

honor/shame culture it has been generated from, while the criminal group does 

not have a proper conceptualization of honor. 
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The ancient code of honor and the rigid adherence to it by Italian mafias dictated 

the proper behavior and actions for the maintaining of one’s status as a man of 

honor. This comprehensive set of ethical rules has guided the investment 

decisions of these clans, determining which businesses to engage in and which 

to avoid. Human trafficking remains an activity in which Italian mafias are not 

part of. The principles of honor and respect are the most important reasons for 

which trafficking human beings is not a profitable venture for these groups. 

Contrarily, this phenomenon is largely addressed by non-Italian mafias, and it 

is one of the most lucrative activities of these criminal organizations. The 

absence of a long-lasting and rigid behavioral code is surely linked to this 

dissimilarity and to the filtering process that mafias undertake for the choice of 

their businesses. 

 

3.2 Political vs Nonpolitical Ethos 

One additional aspect that sets Italian mafias apart is their political ethos. Italian 

mafias have emerged from the political landscape of the southern part of the 

country, originating from the needs of the local population affected by political 

and social turmoil. The whole raison d'être of Italian mafias relies on the 

establishment of a parallel pragmatic dimension of the Italian State (Catanzaro, 

1985), filling the gaps where the government is absent. Still today, Italian mafias 

strive to permeate any possible weaknesses in the government, grow in the latter 

and take root, consolidating their power. 

The Questione Meridionale, meaning “Southern Question” is focal in this 

analysis. The term refers to a longstanding socioeconomic and cultural issue 

related to the disparities between the northern and southern regions of the 

country. It emerged during the process of unification of Italy, in the late 19th 

century and, since then, it has been a subject of debate and concern. The 

Questione Meridionale points out the economic underdevelopment, poverty and 

social inequality that have historically plagued the southern regions of Italy, 

namely Calabria, Campania, Basilicata, and Apulia, including the island of 
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Sicily. Factors such as limited industrialization, inadequate infrastructure and 

high unemployment rates have contributed to the persistence of these issues. 

The Questione Meridionale has gained prominence as intellectuals, politicians 

and scholars sought to understand and address the causes and consequences of 

the disparities between the two areas of the country. Some argued that this 

situation of “backwardness” was rooted in a plethora of factors, including 

historical elements, feudalistic structure, limited education and a lack of 

investment. Others instead contended that the problem was a result of external 

factors, such as economic exploitation by the north. In any case, the presence of 

mafias in the south dates to a period of need for a political and social order in 

the south. The lack of efficient governance in the south is an important 

determinant that pushed mafias to grow. Obviously, the growth of Italian mafias 

has been sustained by the support and validation of the local communities that 

have found in this new political and social order practical benefits such as 

getting a job or having their properties protected. With the passage of time the 

realm of influence of mafias enlarged more and more, to the point of resulting 

in an obstacle for the government that struggled to work efficiently and 

effectively in the south. Mafias have been able not only to create a “stateproof” 

barrier in the south, feeding in this way the Southern Question and enabling any 

development whatsoever. Additionally, they have permeated the state realm. 

“Mafias exist in Italy because they are paradoxically and substantially 

nourished, wanted, or created by the ruling class. All the empty gaps in the 

politics are filled by mafias” (Grattieri, 2020). 

In contrast, when it comes to foreign mafias, their nature differs. It does not 

exactly align with the political realm. Even though the Nigerian mafia originated 

from the political setting of protests in university, its criminal agenda was not 

shaped by political goals. Similarly, the Albanian mafia emerged from political 

turmoil, however, it did not aim at restoring any political order. The revival of 

the Kanun, contrarily, did. The Kanun, however, cannot be considered a code 

belonging to Albanian criminal groups per se. It has, indeed, been adopted by 
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the latter to gain approval and support from the local community as it came from 

a long history of usage in the Balkan societies. The absence of a true political 

ethos in foreign mafia has led to their involvement in a myriad of criminal 

activities.  

Per se, the trafficking in human beings does not follow a political agenda in the 

sense that it is not a crime that has a direct impact on the government of the 

states involved. Through the lenses of political and nonpolitical ethos lenses, 

one can observe that the intent and the grail of Italian mafias are far deeper and 

long-term oriented than foreign mafias. The latter have a short-term kind of 

agenda. If on one hand Nigerian and Albanian mafias do engage in human 

trafficking as a primary activity, on the other hand Italian mafias are more 

concerned with engaging in the political sphere, so to acquire more and more 

power and to influence the legislative, executive, and judicial powers within the 

Italian borders. Allowing foreign mafias to dominate and manage easy-to-spot 

criminal activities in Italy serves as a diversionary strategy for autochthone 

criminal groups as anti-mafia institutions will have to contrast them too. At the 

same time, local mafias have green light to penetrate the governmental structure 

and politics. 

 

3.3 State vs Individual Oriented 

The political ethos inherent to Italian mafias implicates that all their activities 

follow a specific political agenda and are directed towards specific targets. Since 

their inception, Italian mafias have sought to create their own political order. 

Such political order has developed, and still does, in parallel and in contrast with 

the government. To better explain, the political system that has been created by 

Italian mafia to establish order in what was a feudal system led to the 

establishment of an order that developed in parallel with the State. Both these 

political systems have developed in the country for centuries with their own 

interpretation of “sovereignty” and their own “legislation”. What differs 

between them is that the political sphere generated by the Italian spheres follow 



 

61 

 

a set of rules, have a well-defined political structure, have an agenda and enjoy 

some support. In addition to the creation of a mafia political system that has 

been working in parallel to the Italian one, the latter has been able to infiltrate 

in the gaps of the Italian government. These gaps encompass areas such as 

infrastructure building, providing financial support or loans, job opportunities 

as well as delivering faster services compared to the government. As a result, 

this mafia-like political system has been simultaneously functioning and 

operating in two dimensions: in parallel with the Italian state and in contrast to 

it. As such, it is possible to affirm that the ultimate target of Italian mafias modus 

operandi is exactly the government as any part of their culture of operations 

aims at the weakening the latter. One can affirm that that mafia becomes “a 

means of easing tensions or a form of connection between formal requirements 

of the national political society and the demands of the periphery. Their (the 

original mafiosi’) role was to control the channels linking the local population 

with the national society as a whole” (Catanzaro, 1985, p.42). 

The long-standing history of such a criminal organization together with its 

political agenda within the Italian borders has fostered the development of a 

distinct and out-and-out cultura mafiosa, “mafia culture”. A culture that is based 

on a long history of activity and that has been built around the main principles 

of honor, respect, and omertà that became important social pillars in the local 

southern community They have been dictating, often and unconsciously, the 

behaviors and choices of the individuals. Its consequences are still very much 

felt in the south of Italy that has vastly interiorized these principles and 

behaviors. It should be emphasized that belonging to a mafia culture does not 

mean being directly involved in the mafia. Rather, it refers to the interiorization 

of mafias’ beliefs and rules as well as to the acknowledgment of the social order 

that has been built upon their code of honor. This is one of the main reasons for 

which still today the dominion of the government in the south is not entirely 

felt. Citizens do not trust or feel heard by the government and mafias still offer 

faster opportunities for them. Not only that, but the dissociation from the mafia 
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culture is a long-lasting cultural process that requires active citizenship and 

collective efforts together with sharper governmental responses. The Questione 

Meridionale is still a topic of intense debate within the country and, among its 

causes, the cultura mafiosa gives rise to the most severe repercussions. All in 

all, it can be affirmed that such a mafia culture has been able to penetrate not 

only all areas of the Italian, mainly southern, collectiveness, but also the whole, 

as the anthropologist Arjun Appadurai would define, field of ideoscapes on 

mafia itself. On top of that, Italian mafias have forged an out-and-out archetype 

of criminal organization that has inspired criminals around the globe to replicate 

such an enduring and powerful criminal entity.  

Conversely, Nigerian and Albanian mafias are the results of much younger 

criminal groups that developed in the end of the 20th century as mere 

entrepreneurial partnerships. They cannot be said to have generated a proper 

“mafia culture” per se nor to have embedded the embryonic cultura mafiosa. 

Their crimes predominantly involve individual victims rather than 

compromising the governmental system as a whole, since their agenda is rather 

economically driven.  

In essence, human trafficking can be defined as the epitome of a targets’ analysis 

between Italian and foreign criminal organized groups. It is clearly a crime 

directed to single individuals and their exploitation. It does not compromise the 

government in any way. The absenteeism of Italian mafias in its involvement is 

further supported by their strategic targeting choices. Rather than focusing on 

individuals, their attention is directed towards assailing the government. 

Individuals become mere means to achieve this end. The authorization granted 

by autochthone mafias to foreign mafias’ engagement in human trafficking in 

Italy further illustrates the disinterest of Italian mafias in becoming entangled in 

such a business. Their focus stands on a much “higher” level, intersecting the 

political sphere. For Italian mafias, the trafficking of human beings is an end to 

itself affair, nothing more. 
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3.4  Power vs Money Driven 

In a revealing interview, Piera Aiello, a politician and ex-wife of a mafia boss 

Piera Aiello shed light on what really motivates uomini d’onore: “They (men of 

honor) live for power, for the charm of power” (Aiello,2022). From their very 

origins, Italian mafias have been driven by the pursuit of power rather than 

money, power. This power manifests itself through the establishment of 

territorial control over a specific territory. Belonging to a particular mafia clan 

grants individuals authority over a well-defined territory, dictating their 

relationship with the government and the amount of interference that the latter 

has. Over the course of history, the power owned by mafia groups has often been 

supported and validated by the community itself that found in mafia a resource 

of subsidy. The mafias’ objective has been to challenge and surpass the 

sovereignty of the State within the country, establishing their own political 

order. Consequently, their political agenda makes sure that the activities in 

which mafias engage pursue long term objectives in the political realm. 

In contrast, Nigerian and Albanian mafias are, rather than power, primarily 

motivated by the financial gain. Money serves as the driving force behind their 

actions, with no other considerations at stake. As these foreign mafias are 

focused on economic earnings, their activities are not subjected to any moral 

filtering process. Instead. They engage in any criminal activity that proves 

lucrative after conducting cost and revenue analysis. Their motivation lies in 

maximizing profits.  

Understanding Italian mafias as organizations propelled by power rather than 

money helps explain their reluctance to engage in certain illicit activities. 

Human trafficking, for instance, does not align with the pursuit of power and 

political development. Italian mafias prioritize their influence within the 

political sphere rather than involvement in such exploitative crimes. In stark 

contrast, foreign mafias, driven by financial motives, actively participate in 

human trafficking due to its high profitability and the vulnerability of its victims.  
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Delving deeper into the Italian experience, the following two subsections will 

explore the involvement of Italian mafias in drug trafficking and shed light on 

the profoundly rooted phenomenon of caporalato, which refers to exploitative 

labor practices prevalent in the agricultural sector. 

 

a. Drug Trafficking 

The engagement in drug trafficking of Italian mafias has signed a turning point 

in their core spirit that signed a transition point from old to new mafia. If, until 

the 70s, the traffic of drugs was considered a dirty and dishonorable endeavor 

by the uomini d’onore, the succeeding generation successors saw this activity 

as an opportunity to expand the clans’ business operations. 

 It is important to note that the new mafia generation did not hold the same rigid 

perception of honor and its code as their fathers and grandfathers had 

experienced. Their approach to honor was more flexible and did not deter them 

from engaging in such criminal activities. Nonetheless, this transition brought 

about significant changes in the evolution of Italian mafia clans. Their 

organizational structure expanded beyond familial lineage, allowing for the 

inclusion of outsider members. The difficulties and internal conflicts that led to 

the killings of numerous men of honor exemplify the profound influence of 

honor in shaping their operational culture. While the engagement in drug 

trafficking can be considered an “exception that proves the rule”, it highlights 

the resilience of the conceptualization of honor within mafias. 

When it comes to foreign mafias, the traffic of drugs was one of the earliest 

activities in which foreign mafias took part. Any endeavor with potential for 

economic gain became an opportunity for investment. These foreign mafias did 

not subject their activities to a filtering process, nor was any activity subjugated 

by feuds within the criminal community.  

The parallelism with drug trafficking among Italian mafias clearly shows how 

resilient the conceptualization of honor has been for them. However, it should 

be noted that the same conceptualization has gradually loosened its rigidity and 
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strict adherence to the code due to various factors, including globalization, 

modernization, and technological achievements. 

This shift in the concept of honor and the evolving operational culture may 

suggest that the idea and code surrounding this value will continue to loosen 

over time, resulting in decreased filtering processes in the activities of Italian 

mafias. Consequently, there is a possibility, even if only remote and very far, 

that Italian mafias may eventually become involved in human trafficking, 

despite the political aspects discussed in this chapter. While the initial premises 

may not strongly support this scenario, it cannot be ruled out. The complex 

interplay of societal, cultural, and organizational factors may influence the 

future trajectory of Italian mafias and their engagement in illicit activities such 

as human trafficking. Further research and analysis in this field are necessary to 

explore the potential evolution of Italian mafias, their conceptualization of 

honor over the time and the implication for their criminal activities. 

 

b. Caporalato 

In conclusion to the present analysis between Italian mafias and the two foreign 

ones, the mentioning of the phenomenon of caporalato cannot be disregarded. 

Raising awareness in this phenomenon present in Italy will highlight how Italian 

mafias represent a unique archetype of criminal organized group that still 

operates, even if to a minor extent, according to an exclusive conceptualization 

of honor and a descended honor code. This section aims to explore the 

development of caporalato within the Italian borders and how the issue is not 

addressed by Italian mafias as it goes in contrast with their code of honor and 

political interests.  

The phenomenon of caporalato has emerged as a significant issue in Italy, 

particularly within the agricultural sector. It is a typology of exploitative labor 

system that originated in Italy. It involves the “illegal form of recruitment and 

organization of the workforce, especially in the agricultural sector, through 

intermediaries (caporali) who hire, on behalf of the entrepreneur, daily workers 
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and who receive a bribe. The recruitment takes place outside normal placement 

channels and without respecting contractual rates on minimum wages." 

(Treccani) The roots of caporalato can be traced back to various factors, 

including migration and the reliance on migrant labor, the existence of an 

informal labor market, weak labor laws and enforcement, and economic 

pressure within the agricultural industry. These factors, combined with 

globalization and increased mobility, have allowed caporalato to evolve and 

persist over time.  

As any long-lasting phenomenon, also caporalato presents a well-defined 

hierarchical structure. Its victims, the workers, are (mainly foreign) individuals 

with often big economic necessities, including irregular migrant with no 

residency permit that receive very low payments in exchange on exhausting 

working shifts of 10/12 hours a day and usually under the hot Italian weather 

(Rocca, 2022). The average payment amounts to three/four euros per hour, as 

the forensic criminologist and jurist Vincenzo Musacchio explains (Mele, 

2023). Psychological and physical violence is used as well as threats, seizure of 

documents. No contract is signed. The agricultural sector is the area most 

subjected to this phenomenon and is highly widespread in the south of the 

country. 

The article 603-bus of the Penal Code, Italy considers caporalato a crime against 

the individual personality on a par with the reduction or maintenance in slavery. 

In some cases, caporalato deals with the actual kidnappings of the victims. Who 

tries to denounce risks to be killed, and the fact of not being registered as Italian 

citizens makes this whole violent process easier to undertake. Nobody will 

notice the disappearance of someone if the latter is not registered at the 

municipal registry. Sometimes it can happen that checks by officials are run in 

the working environments. When this happens, unregistered workers are said to 

run away to close fields or construction sites to hide. More than unregistered 

workers, it is better to talk about slaves. This phenomenon of forced enslaves is 

very much present in Italy and it should be noted that Italian mafias are not 
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directly involved in this issue either. This type of phenomenon is well rooted in 

the country, especially in seasonal agricultural sectors like the harvesting of 

tomatoes or olives. According to the data collected in 2021, unregulated workers 

in the agricultural sector have been about 230 thousand of individuals, more 

than one fourth of the total number of employees in the entire sector (Toffano, 

2022).  

The issue of caporalato perfectly summarizes all the aspects discussed in the 

present chapter. Firstly, we start with the assumption that within the Italian 

borders labor exploitation exists and caporalato refers to the specific labor 

exploitation in the field of agriculture. Well known by this point, is the fact that 

Italian mafias’ birth has originated specifically from such a sector. However, it 

is important to unfold and address this phenomenon of modern slavery in a more 

detailed manner. Indeed, a second point, this type of exploitation is primarily 

managed by caporali, (usually Italian) intermediaries between the owner of the 

land and the victims of such modern enslavement. However, caporali are 

generally not part of any mafia criminal groups, therefore the issue of caporalato 

cannot be addressed directly to Italian mafias. Obviously, the influence of Italian 

mafia clans has been able to permeate all sectors of the republic, agriculture 

being one of them. The so-called “agromafie” refers to the “illegal activity of 

organized crime in the agriculture sector, which is carried out through 

investment and money laundering, fraud to obtain public funds, counterfeiting 

of foodstuffs and control over the sale of products in fruit and vegetable 

markets” (Treccani). As a result, on one hand mafias‘ involvement in the 

agricultural sector is more than ascertain and publicly known, on the other hand 

they are not interested in processes of exploitation of individuals. Once again, 

their goals are much wider and aim at the weakening of the Italian government, 

rather than its citizens. On the contrary, mafias have always tried to be on the 

”side” of the citizens and have not acknowledged sovereignty higher than theirs. 

Their political ethos is, also in this case, very clear and preeminent in the field 

of organized crime. Lastly, the engine supporting their activities is driven by the 
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thirst for power where money is kept on the back burner. All these aspects 

support the idea that Italian mafias have come to create a unique archetype of 

criminal organization molded by a Gordian knot- like conceptualization of 

honor theirs and only theirs. Foreign criminal organizations have emerged from 

the willingness of recreating such an enduring, strong, and permeating criminal 

organization as the Italian-like one. However, the absence of a true and 

personalized internal code has led the formers to the creation of recent and more 

business-like criminal groups that do not present a true-and-true political ethos 

nor related agenda, whose crimes are individual-oriented and, ultimately, whose 

activities are driven by an economic voracity. 

Hence, it should not come to surprise that Italian mafias are organizations not 

directly involved in the phenomenon of human trafficking in Italy nor anywhere 

else around the globe. They are simply not interested in this typology of crime. 

On the contrary, they do make use of foreign mafias’ involvement in the issue 

to manipulate anti-mafia strategies adopted by the Italian government and, in 

such a way, to permeate and maneuver steadily more their ultimate archenemy: 

the State. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The present work aimed to investigate the pivotal role of honor as the factor 

influencing the absenteeism of Italian mafias in the trafficking of humas. Such 

a heinous crime involves the recruitment, transportation, harboring or receipt of 

people through force, coercion, or deception for the purpose of exploitation; it 

knowns no borders and it effects millions of individuals worldwide.  

 

Honor has been the cornerstone of Italian mafias since their advent, shaping 

their identity, sturdiness, impenetrability, and endurance. The peculiarity of 

these organizations lies in their distinctive interpretation of the concept of onore 

that has deeply influenced the socio-cultural dynamics of the southern areas of 

the country. Its relative code of honor has indeed given rise to a mafia culture, 

cultura mafiosa, that still struggles to be eradicated from the Mezzogiorno and 

that has highly affected its development. This culture dictates and normalizes 

mafia-like behaviors, such as omertà and the protection of one’s family honor.  

 

In order to shed light on the stand of Italian mafia towards the phenomenon of 

human trafficking, the study compared Italian mafias with two foreign 

organized criminal groups – the Nigerian and Albanian mafias – both actively 

engaged in the trafficking of humans in Italy. Emerged only in the second half 

of the last century, these two foreign criminal organizations have quickly 

evolved into two of the cruelest mafia groups, primarily engaged in drug, arms, 

and human trafficking. The skeletal outline of each of the organizations has been 

firstly examined alongside some socio-anthropological insights to it. 

 

Subsequentially, the comparative analysis revealed four main aspects 

distinguishing Italian and foreign mafias. The first aspect is a matter of 

chronological appearance, in which Italian mafias cover a long history of 

endurance while Nigerian and Albanian mafias are recent organizations. Their 
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chronological disparity has generated deep implications in their modus vivendi, 

internal codes, and structural organizations. The second element fundamentally 

differing these two categories of organized crime is their ethos. The political 

nature of Italian clans has well delineated, since the beginning, the modus 

operandi, and the direction of activity of these groups fueled by their political 

ethos: contrasting the State and establishing roots in its political system. In 

contrast, foreign criminal groups do not really share a political nature, their 

nature relies on more economic presuppositions. 

The following element worth of attention in such a comparative analysis is the 

target of interest of these groups. Within the area of Italian mafias, the state is 

the primal and ultimate target; any activity aims at contrasting it and at filling 

any of its gaps. Mafia has always taken the people’s side; it generated as a 

system to provide order and the services in a part of the country that was far 

from the sight of the government. Foreign mafias’ activities are instead directed 

towards individuals, their goals are not political, but merely economically 

driven and this is exactly the last diverging aspect that was considered relevant 

in the study. The power versus money driven force clearly classifies Italian 

mafias as a singular form of organized crime, with foreign mafias constituting 

pure illicit businesses. 

 

Behind each of the diverging aspect lies the intricate concept of honor, shaped 

by time and space, unfailingly. Historical, social, anthropological, religious 

elements are only some of the myriads of factors that have contributed to the 

development of this a concept which cannot be considered in any way a 

monolithic concept, but rather a concept that needs to be contextualized. This is 

what has rendered autochthone mafias a true archetype of criminal organized 

crime, fundamentally molded by honor and whose identity and endurance have 

been able to survive thanks to its chameleonic ability to mutate and softened it 

up when needed. The entrance of Italian mafias in the drug market has signed a 

fundamental shift in the generational lineage of the clans that have started to 
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trade in a realm considered dirty and dishonorable until then. However, such 

adjustability of honor as a way to endure over time should be approached with 

caution as its interpretation is still very relevant. The presence of the 

phenomenon of caporalato in the south of Italy provides potential open 

operational space for Italian mafias to widen their modus operandi, however, as 

reported by the Anti-mafia Directorate report mafias are not interested in 

engaging with forced labor in the country. The presence of an honorific pattern 

guiding mafias’ culture of operations remains in fact profoundly palpable. 

  

This study challenged conventional ideas about mafia organized crime, by 

providing deeper socio-anthropological analysis to three of the most powerful 

mafias operating worldwide. In doing so, it has revised the ways in which the 

term mafia itself is being perceived and used, by debating the generalized idea 

of the fenomeno mafioso, mafia phenomenon, itself. Moreover, by investigating 

the monolithic conceptualization of honor widely used in this sphere. 

 

These findings provide a mechanism for understanding the cultural dynamics in 

the systemic exploitation of human trafficking. The concept of honor, as 

interpreted by Italian mafias, is unique in its genre. It is the element that has 

prevented them in engaging in the trafficking of beings and this is why Italian 

mafias organizations cannot in any way be replicated. The absence of a 

personalized conceptualization of honor in other criminal organization proves 

that foreign mafias cannot resemble the Italian autochthone mafia clans. If it can 

be affirmed that Italian mafias do have a code of honor, the same cannot be said 

for foreign criminal mafias. The Nigerian Green Bible is a pure operational 

statute, dictating the activities to pursue and the executive procedures, while the 

Albanian Kanun is an ancient code that existed prior the establishment of the 

criminal organization. This is exactly why the concept of honor is not a 

monolithic term and requires a deep multifaceted analysis for its actual 

understanding.  
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Evidently, the current study is not without its constraints. The first one is the 

limitation on data collection. The data on human trafficking has generated from 

estimated calculations and cannot be considered as solid data. Gathering data in 

this area is extremely difficult as many of the victims are still held hostages, 

many have no awareness of the coercive measure they have gone through, some 

might not know how to ask for help, and the ones that have managed to leave 

might not want to disclose or denounce anything to authorities. Another 

important point is the fact that organized criminal activities operate in a silent 

way, bounded by a code of silence. 

 

To conclude, Italian mafias have constituted an archetype of organized crime 

that cannot be replicated. Their long-lasting conceptualization of honor is 

unique, and it has had deep implications in their modus vivendi and operandi. 

Influencing their old nature, their political ethos, their state-oriented approach 

and their power-driven force, the Gordian knot of honor has been the 

characterizing element of Italian mafias. The same element that has prevented 

them in engaging in the trafficking of humans or any other crime in contrast 

with the idea of honorable activity. Italian mafias should not be simply 

considered as a type of criminal organization but rather, mafia needs to be 

interpreted as a social subsystem, as Catanzaro defines, that articulates its own 

presence in most of the vital nerve-centers of society. This very aspect now 

embodies both its potency and menace.  
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